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    The Seven 
 
    Blackness burying even shadows reigned over a room of silence. In this place, the judgments of the mighty created the rules of the supernatural world. 
 
    Seven mages formed the most influential faction in all the wizarding community. Known as the Heptarchy Council, each magical element was represented: water, fire, earth, air, psychic, and life. The seventh member, a scribe, completed the group, but a master hadn’t been named for almost a decade.  
 
    Many wizards considered the Heptarchy a myth; after all, no one knew the identities of its members. This, however, was a decision made centuries before by the council’s first scribe and Queen of Enchantment, The Lady of the Lake.  
 
    She foresaw a day where the members of the council would be ridiculed and hunted for their abilities, so she magically bonded with the strongest mage of each magical class to keep their identities secret—not only from the outside world, but from each other—and created the first Magical Council. The tradition was passed down for hundreds of years. However, as the circulation of information grew faster over the years, it became an effortless task to figure out the names of the world’s strongest mages. 
 
    In the magical world, each class had its own abiding life force, reflecting on its host and influencing their thoughts. A fire mage, for example, might have a shorter fuse, bound by their passion and fury, while the water mage easily adapted to their environment and was more relaxed than their hot-headed counterparts, but could also be manipulative. Life mages, the least understood of their counterparts, tended to come across as either unsympathetic or fake in their demeanor. With life and death such a part of their existence, they tended to overcompensate, showing unnecessary care for one’s safety. However, most would agree their fury, once broken, was like none other. Earth mages were grounded and decisive, but air mages were sharp and influential. And psychic mages, while similar to the water mage in their manipulative tendencies, imprinted their greatest desires on others through power and intimidation.  
 
    Apart, these varying life forces would be wild and perfidious, but as a whole, their differences guided their judgments. 
 
    This was a day of unique circumstances, as the Heptarchy gathered to decide the fate of an exceptional child—a boy born without equal, not for any evidence of the gift for magical affinity, but because of his mental aptitude and potential. 
 
    However, the conversation had not yet begun. The five present mages looked at each other, waiting for the headmaster to open proceedings. 
 
    “Are we going to start today?” a wiry man grumbled from the center of the table. 
 
    “Relax. We will begin shortly, Fire. We are just waiting for Water to arrive,” said the headmaster, who represented air. 
 
    “Shit, didn’t I tell you to call me Blaze? That’s my fucking name!” Blaze scoffed.  
 
    Blaze, one of the oldest members of the Heptarchy Council, was a fire mage through and through. His outbursts and arrogance tended to mirror that of a senile graybeard. Many of the younger members tended to just ignore him, while the older counterparts thought him a fool. 
 
    “I apologize.” Air smirked with mock empathy. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.”  
 
    A newcomer walked in, nonchalantly taking his place behind the veil. 
 
    “Shit, you’re always late!” Blaze growled, his gaze burning a hole through the veil. 
 
    “True. However, this is the first time I have been sorry,” retorted the man who represented water mastery on the Heptarchy Council.  
 
    Not wanting the two men to argue, Air interjected. “Thank you for joining us, Water,” asserted the headmaster, ending the conversation. 
 
    “I would not miss this for the world. Hence why I apologized,” the water master repeated.  
 
    The head of the Heptarchy was the most redoubtable of all the council, yet Water was the most feared, as he was renowned to be the oldest living mage. The elder master also wielded a connection with water far surpassing the other representatives in the Heptarchy faction and their respective elements. This gave him lease to do as he pleased, and no one was brave enough to tell him otherwise. 
 
    The tension in the room grew increasingly uncomfortable until a muffled laugh came from the water master.  
 
    The headmaster put on a playful grin, used to his peers’ antics. “Let us begin, then. Today, we are here regarding Lucian. Thus far, at twelve years old, he hasn’t shown any extraordinary signs of magical ability. But his mind has aged much faster than his body.” 
 
    “Yes, we understand. But do we think the boy is ready for a school like Valiant?” the mage representing life mastery cut in. 
 
    “This shit is crazy. Only the most talented mage students attend Valiant, and most of them have spent their lives learning magic from their parents. But you want to send this little pipsqueak to my school?” interrupted Blaze before Life was able to finish her thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, as much as I hate to agree with—” Life clenched her teeth as she spoke, her eyes rolling in an involuntary reflex, “Blaze—” She hated using his self-appointed name, but had too many memories of previous arguments yielding no results. Hence, the life master tended to swallow her tongue, saving herself unnecessary stress by avoiding arguments with the older mage. “I feel he is correct about the boy. There’s no telling what his magical ability is. I don’t think he is ready. Perhaps we can send him to a more appropriate school.”  
 
    Only three mages were left to speak. Air glanced to his left for Earth’s opinion next. 
 
    “If you think he is ready, I will trust your judgment, Air. It’s most often correct. Besides, I have no stake in the matter. What’s the worst that could happen? We have to kick him out?” Earth answered, as detached from the conversation as a man ordering his dinner. 
 
    “You want the worst that can happen? This is a kid! Adults are sometimes scarred and even killed by the intense training!” the life master interjected, flabbergasted by the absurdity of his words.  
 
    Earth shrugged his shoulders and stared back toward the headmaster, Life’s words ineffective against him.  
 
    Understanding he had no more to say, the headmaster laid eyes upon the final two members for their opinions.  
 
    Psychic and Water were the two oldest and most influential members of the Heptarchy. Their views carried a shade more weight than the rest.  
 
    The headmaster first turned to the woman on his closest left. Her silhouette suggested a beautiful woman, but with the veil’s magic obscuring her, all he saw were her predatory eyes glaring back at him. The lust in them always unnerved him, and it was constantly there.  
 
    The woman rose from her seat, the highest authority in the room. 
 
    “I agree with Blaze. He is too young and will not be attending my school.”  
 
    She spoke matter-of-factly, her straight shoulders and curt tone clearly stating the matter was closed. And, in some rights, it was. Without her blessing, Lucian would never be allowed into Valiant.  
 
    A knowing smile reached Water’s face. 
 
    “I agree. The boy is too young. You can’t push a twelve-year-old boy to train with adults,” the water master conceded, holding a whimsical disposition as his mischievous grin shone. 
 
    “What are you up to, old man?” Air asked the elder mage. 
 
    “Oh, nothing. I honestly do think he is too young. Just barely. I think at thirteen, the boy would survive, but at fifteen, he would thrive.”  
 
    The water master looked at each mage with deliberate intent.  
 
    “I say we wait until he turns fifteen. The boy is exceptional, and I know he has a beautiful mind. You never know, Psychic! He could be the next S-rank of your class.” The wily old man attempted to influence the psychic master to his side, turning to flattery to play on her seemingly constant need to be admired and found desirable. 
 
    “Fine. But if he is not adequate, I will not hesitate to expel him,” Psychic responded before Water cut her off again. 
 
    “Perfect! He will start at fifteen,” the elder mage proclaimed, giving the rest the impression their opinions didn’t matter. 
 
    “It’s settled, then. The boy will start at fifteen, and we will oversee his progress with the utmost caution,” Psychic said, forcing her voice in for the concluding remark. 
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    A Father’s Love 
 
    Peering between the trees, espied by woodland animals, the moon shone down on a small house. The sun was hours from rising. An unsuspecting father slept, enjoying his time of quietness.  
 
    He awoke to a familiar sound, one which screeched into his ear every morning. 
 
    “Dad? Dad! Wake up! We’re going to be late.” Fifteen-year-old Lucian Draco shook his father’s shoulders, grinning from ear to ear. “Daaad! Wake up!”  
 
    The father peered at his son with murderous intent in his eyes. While he was happy his son was excited, it didn’t give him the right to roust him so early. 
 
    “Boy, the sun isn’t up yet. Why are you bothering me?” Victor Draco snapped, standing over the young kid. Cracks rattled all throughout his bones, begging him to lie back down.  
 
    While he dwarfed his son, nearly doubling his height and tripling his muscle mass, his cutting gaze was his most effective weapon. His enemies had learned long ago that whatever actuality he created behind those cold eyes would all too soon become their reality.  
 
    As he looked in his son’s black eyes, the eyes of a woman he’d once loved stared back at him, sending Victor into a trance. The mischievous grin the boy wore sparked a memory of the friendship lost when his love was stolen from him. Victor smirked, love for his son washing the mask of intensity from his face. 
 
     “Since you woke me up, I suppose it’s time to work.” 
 
    “Sweet! What are we training today? Are you going to teach me some magic, finally?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Aww, Dad! Why not? Today’s our last day together,” Lucian pleaded. 
 
    “That’s true, and I think I need to push you to make sure you are ready,” Victor teased as he placed his giant hand over his son’s head. 
 
    “What am I doing today?” Lucian mumbled. 
 
    Victor shook the boy with the weight of his hand on Lucian’s head, causing him to stumble onto a knee. 
 
    “Oh, a little of everything.” He glanced at his watch. “So, it’s three twenty-five, I see. We have a little over four hours before you need to leave, so let’s start working. I would hate for you to be late for your first day at Valiant.”  
 
    This was the day Lucian would leave home for the hallowed, sweeping halls of the Valiant Mind School of Magic—the foremost authority on the supernatural world, and the prestigious leaders of the wizarding community. 
 
    Lucian had graduated from traditional school at nine years old, but was crushed when his first application for the school was denied at the age of twelve. So, for the last three years, he’d applied every year until, to his delight, he was accepted.  
 
    Through the course of his patience, he had trained his body and mind more diligently with his father. Victor appeared pleased as he put his son through physical and mental drills—exercises that professional athletes and genius-level mathematicians and strategists would not be able to accomplish with his proficiency. 
 
    Smiling with joyous affection, Victor peered down upon his son as the young boy stood proud, sweat and exhilaration expelling from his body. 
 
    “Go get cleaned up. You’re going to have a long day ahead,” Victor stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    Lucian did as he was told, running to his bathroom as he grinned with excitement for his first day at Valiant. After a quick wash and a final look to make sure he had all he needed, Lucian ran out of his room, attempting to locate his father.  
 
    He stepped into the familiar general room, gazing at the only evidence of the mother he’d never known. Grabbing the picture, he placed his finger over her face, impressing the moment before his new adventure upon it. The woman’s infectious smile beamed back at him as she happily hung off his father’s arm, the two standing alongside a man whose size and complexion aligned with Victor’s. Lucian had asked before, but his father refused to ever talk about the stranger.  
 
    Breaking out of his reverie, Lucian smiled and placed the picture back. 
 
    “I’m ready, Dad… Where are you? Dad! Dad?” Lucian screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
    “Boy,” Victor’s even tone shot fear into the boy’s spine, “stop screaming like you lost your mind.”  
 
    Victor’s implied threat struck home, and Lucian’s shoulders reflexively tensed. Not wanting to invoke his father’s wrath, he elected to follow the sound of his father’s voice.  
 
    Their modest home was small in size for the non-lavish lifestyle the Dracos lived. Lucian walked down to the old storage shelter from which his father’s voice had called. Each step triggered a moment of disbelief, and Lucian’s heart sank as the walls began to fade into an eerie darkness. The ceilings expanded to an unreachable height as the air began to thin. Theories of science quickly escaped Lucian’s mind with the realization that this was the first time he had ever witnessed magic. Lucian sprinted to his dad.  
 
     “Wow, this is huge!” Lucian babbled as his surprise and excitement interfered with his speech.  
 
    This childish glee Lucian was showing today was a side Victor seldom saw of his son. Because of his maturity and intellect, he often forgot the boy was so young. Lucian’s burst of happiness and excitement pleased his father. However, his expression darkened, suddenly altering the mood in the room. 
 
    “Dad, what’s wrong?” Lucian asked, his enthusiasm evaporating as he focused on his father with concern. 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong. I just want to talk before we go.” 
 
    Victor offered his son a proud smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. The father knelt, placing a hand on Lucian’s shoulder. 
 
    “You are extraordinary. You understand that, right?”  
 
    The question caught Lucian off-guard. Unsure of the correct answer, he nodded nervously. 
 
    “Good. Good…” Victor exhaled, unexplainable relief passing out of his body with the breath. “You are excited to go to Valiant, and you should be. But when you are there, you need to make sure you are always careful and focused. You will be the youngest person to attend, and most likely the youngest person to graduate from the school. Do you understand the implications of this?” 
 
    Lucian’s mind began to whirl as he focused on all the events leading up to this point. Racing through his father’s words, the emotions apparent on his face, he formulated an answer to the question.  
 
    Gazing up with innocent eyes, he answered, “I think people might be jealous of me, but I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened. “You are right, but how did you come to that conclusion?”  
 
    Lucian chose his words with caution. “Well, you wanted to talk to me… I can tell you’re happy, even excited, but I feel you’re mostly nervous.” With a pause, Lucian continued, “With you saying I am going to be the youngest person ever to go to this school, I think you’re implying people might be jealous of my accomplishment.” 
 
    The shock and confusion on Victor’s face slowly faded into sadness, drawing his eyebrows into a worried arch. 
 
    He’s only fifteen… He hasn’t lived long enough or been around enough people to understand human deceit, Victor thought to himself, his fears becoming apparent as his concerns overshadowed the biggest day of his son’s life.  
 
    All the father could do was glance down and smile proudly at his son. 
 
    “You are brilliant. And I know I ride you and I don’t tell you how proud I am of you. But son, I am so proud of you,” Victor exclaimed, making his son smile like no one and nothing else could.  
 
    Nothing mattered so much as his father’s approval. However, Victor couldn’t pass up a chance for a lesson, so he followed up with, “Before we go, what didn’t you understand about jealousy?” 
 
    “Well, I comprehend the definition of jealousy; I just don’t understand why. If individuals want something, why don’t they do it as well?” 
 
    “Lucian…” Victor sighed. “I’ll tell you what; don’t worry about it. That’s a lesson you will learn another day. Enjoy your time at school. You can never get it back if you waste it.”  
 
    Lucian stared up at his father, his excitement returning in force. 
 
    “So, can I ask a question now?” 
 
    Victor nodded an affirmative. 
 
    “What is this room, and why are we here?” The boy gestured around in awe at its size. 
 
    A smile reached Victor’s face as he internally laughed at his son’s innocence. 
 
    “Right to the magic, I see. Well, this is my training room. This room is a pocket dimension I created with my… let’s call it energy.” 
 
    Lucian cut him off with a yelp. “You created your own dimension?!” 
 
    “Yes, Lucian. Basically. Let me explain without going into too much detail. We don’t have all day.  
 
    “With enough focus, dimensions can be opened to travel from place to place. However, the power it needs is described by most to be… draining, at best.” 
 
    Just as the intrigued boy was about to speak, Victor held up his hand and stared at him with an authoritative glare—a look Lucian experienced all too often. The boy closed his mouth as his mind continued to wonder at the possibilities. 
 
    Victor continued, “For some—a rare few with enough power—creating a dimension is simple. It’s a rip in time and space that can be changed to suit the wielder’s needs. Without the proper power, however, it can collapse or fracture, becoming deadly for anyone who tries to use it. And this is the only lesson in magic you will receive from me. No questions.” 
 
    Lucian smiled from ear to ear as he nodded. “I’m ready to go. Please tell me you’re going to make a gate across the dimensions!” 
 
    Without another word, Victor’s power flared, a mirror-like substance appearing in front of him. A gate formed, displaying a picture of thick white flakes covering a miles-deep landscape.  
 
    As the vast doorway finished forming, Victor glanced at his son with a smile, his emotions slowly shifting. Sadness covered him like clothes—the emotion worn by any parent seeing their child off on a new adventure. 
 
    “Son… this is the last time we will be together for quite a while, but I know you’ll study hard. Do you have any more questions for me?” 
 
    “Yes!” Lucian spoke excitedly. “How strong are you? Be honest, Dad… What have you been keeping from me?” 
 
    “Strength and power…” Victor glared, nostrils flaring as he struggled to control a twitching lower eyelid, “are not what matter in life. Many wizards give up their soul to try and be strong, but few ever achieve that goal.  
 
    “Yes, you will hear things about me, and people will judge you because you are my son. Just focus on your own business, and remember,” he said, putting a hand on Lucian’s head, “my greatest accomplishment is you.”  
 
    With tears rolling down his joyous face, the boy couldn’t bring himself to ask another question.  
 
    “I love you, Dad,” he whispered, rubbing his eyes before he stood tall, ready to begin his journey. 
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    Backbone 
 
    Iris Boris was a beacon of love and kindness the likes of which were not found in any other creature, with a habit of helping even when it was not needed. Born a werewolf, however, kindness was not only unappreciated, but often taken advantage of. Even as the youngest child of Jason Boris—the Alpha of all Alphas—Iris gained a reputation for being weak, soft, and the girl who was always late.  
 
    Today was no different, even as she moved her feet with the utmost haste. After she had finished training for the day, she got caught up helping one of the elder humans who lived in conjunction with her kind. While she didn’t generally care about the other wolves scrutinizing her no matter what she did, she didn’t like the punishment they would inflict upon her for being late to a hunt.  
 
    Her long black hair flowed through the wind as she ran. The lean, athletic build Iris sported, which some people dedicated their lives to achieve, was an inherited trait of the werewolves. The thick wind brushing against her face intensified as her speed increased, causing her already narrow eyes to squint even more. The minor unease the wind forced upon her face took nothing away from her beauty. Her round forehead and perfectly symmetrical face was topped off with a smile that forced kindness upon anyone fortunate enough to see her dimples.  
 
    For generations, her ancestors had compiled the best genes homo sapiens had to offer. Her father intended, with Iris’s birth, to create a being that would one day succeed him as the Anax. But even with her beauty and superb athleticism, Iris’s only physical flaw according to her kind was the fact that she was born female.  
 
    Without a mate for the Anax to produce another heir, however, the pack was stuck with Iris. It wasn’t uncommon for humans birthing werewolves to pass away. Iris didn’t know much about her mother, and with the pack’s support, it didn’t matter.  
 
    Running through the maze-like acres of land and forest would be an issue for anyone who didn’t call it home. To Iris, however, this trek was second nature. After all, she’d run through these woods her entire life. But even as she flipped through the trees on the most expedient path, her efforts were not enough.  
 
    As she reached her destination, a group of men and women—all several years older—stared at her in irritation. 
 
    “Iris, you’re late!” a man yelled at her. Kobe Rockwell, the first beta of the Anax’s pack, led in the Anax’s stead and demanded absolute obedience.  
 
    “Sorry, Master Rockwell.” Iris lowered her voice in embarrassment. “I was—” 
 
    With an abrupt, authoritative voice, Rockwell cut her off. 
 
    “I don’t care! You’re late, so you will not be hunting with us today. In fact, go see Bianka.” 
 
     Shooing the girl away, he addressed the pack. “The rest of you, follow me.” 
 
    Iris stood back, her eyes focused upon her clan as they began to shift. Grouses and howls permeated the air, the scent of aggression and confidence of predators overwhelming the girl’s senses. The transformation of the group in front of her exceeded her internal empathy, and she turned away, her emotions struggling as bones cracked into place, their bodies increasing in size.  
 
    Iris’s stomach churned as she was finally able to tear her eyes away from the gruesome spectacle. The creatures of legend which made up her pack circled, ready to begin their hunt.  
 
     “Iris, move along. I have no more to say to you.” The familiar sound of Master Rockwell’s voice filled the girl’s head.  
 
    Following his instructions, she headed to her punishment with Bianka.  
 
    Bianka was one of the fiercest and most aggressive wolves in any of the packs. Some called it a personality flaw, but a significant portion of the clan saw it as an advantage, marking her place in the pack.  
 
    Iris had immense respect for the woman; in fact, she idolized her in most cases. But with such a reputation, the girl had no desire to spend the day with her.  
 
    Wolves tended to find female wolves inferior in both power and aggression, and these attributes were the fundamentals of dominance to their species. Bianka, however, had gone beyond those limits and was the second beta to the most dominant pack in the world. At least second, now that Iris’s brother had been murdered in cold blood. The lingering thought of the only one who had ever believed in her passed as Iris followed the trail.  
 
    Walking to the woman’s home, Iris’s nervousness turned into fear, permeating the air.  
 
    Bianka walked out as the girl approached, grinning at her discomfort. She was pleased her own reputation had such an influence. 
 
    “Dumb child… What did you do now?” Bianka’s heavy accent thickened her voice, casting a darker shadow of fear over Iris’s mind. 
 
    Twiddling her thumbs, obviously embarrassed, Iris fought against her nerves. “Sorry, Bianka. I was late. I got caught up training…” 
 
    “Training? Nonsense. You don’t know what that is, little girl. But today… today you will find out,” spat the warrior, as if speaking to a small child.  
 
    Iris never feared the outcome of conventional punishment. Normally, it would entail increased chores or something equally mundane. Today, however, was different. There was something about Rockwell’s voice and demeanor when he sent her to Bianka that unnerved her even further.  
 
    Mulling over his voice, she realized her fear came from his disappointment. The notion of being forgotten by the pack put a stone in the pit of her stomach.  
 
    Yet, as she stood in front of Bianka, she realized how little she knew of true fear. 
 
    Even so, the fear of training with the warrior-wolf coalesced with an odd excitement. On one hand, Bianka’s training was legendary and sometimes deadly to her partners. Contrarily, training with someone like Bianka could help Iris reach the power she undoubtedly wanted.  
 
    The new aroma reaching the intimidating woman’s nose impressed her immensely, and her smile became one of satisfaction. 
 
    “Excellent. You’re smart, and you have honor,” Bianka chuckled as she led the way away from her house. “Now, change into your Liekos form,” the warrior commanded, expecting her words to be obeyed without question. 
 
    Iris did as she was told, the pain she dreaded now at the forefront of her brain. Breathing heavily, she mustered her inner self. In succession, her right and left shoulder broke as the bones in her back realigned, re-positioning her arms. As she collapsed to the ground, her clothes ripped and her body expanded. The silence of the woods was met by the rumbling of the beast inside. As her teeth formed and her face expanded, the creature let out a howl of epic proportions. 
 
    Where a young girl had once stood, a three-hundred pound wolf crowned in a long, majestic mane towered over the older woman. The halo of silver hair, a trait she’d only ever shared with one other wolf and which was now hers alone, swirled in the light morning breeze.  
 
    After going through the pain of the transformation, the wolf growled in excitement, ready for whatever came next. 
 
    “Not bad. Fairly quick, in fact. Now change back,” Bianka ordered through their mental link.  
 
    The transformation came easily for no wolf. The pain of becoming a wolf was heart-wrenching, but it held no comparison to changing back into a man—especially twice in succession, at a moment’s notice.  
 
    But Iris did as she was told, willing herself back even through the agonizing pain. Once complete, she stood, naked but satisfied, in front of the warrior who towered over her. 
 
    “Potential, Iris. I see potential. Now do it again.” Bianka’s face sent a measured apology to the girl, which only lasted a second before it hardened.  
 
    Without words or even the notion to complain, Iris changed again.  
 
    She repeated the process for hours. The pain of changing twice in succession was unimaginable. To repeat the process for hours became torturous, the pain so great her body grew numb. 
 
    “Impressive,” Bianka commended her. “You are definitely your father’s daughter. Go and eat. After that, we will do your Lycanthrope form.”  
 
    Exhausted, Iris followed directions, if at a lethargic pace. 
 
     “Hurry up, girl. I don’t have all day.”  
 
    Fear of retribution outweighed her pain, and without further hesitation, she hurried to get some dinner.  
 
    Iris had never exhausted her body to the extent it was at now. With food in front of her, she devoured everything in sight. As nutrition entered her body and her energy accumulated, her mind began to ease some of the pain away.  
 
    It was only then that Iris realized the kind of training she was enduring. 
 
    Bianka was pushing her limits further than she could ever imagine, and in a much greater way than she could hope to ever do on her own.  
 
    Iris, now more motivated than ever, was ready to learn from the great warrior. With a full belly, she hurried back to the woman’s training grounds.  
 
    Seeing the fire in her eyes, Bianca smiled at the girl, excited to break her. 
 
    “Now, girly, same as this morning. Change into your Lycanthrope form.” 
 
    Unknown to some on the outside world, the werewolf race could achieve two distinct transformations: a quadrupedal wolf-form known as Liekos, primarily used to run and hunt through the woods, and the Lycanthrope, their more acknowledged form. This form altered them into a more humanoid shape, but let them retain their massive Liekos size. They called it their warrior’s form, and subsequently did most of their combat in it. Both were painful to change into, but the Lycanthrope form was a different pain, affecting both mind and body. 
 
    It was at this point when Iris realized the weakness of her kind.  
 
    Most wolves changed no more than five times a month. There was a portion of the wolf and humanity which, inherently, never connected. Even with the human mind always in control, the animal instinct of the wolf inside scratching to reach the forefront could easily break a wolf’s mind if it weren’t for its alpha. The strain of changing so rapidly was just as hard on Iris’s mind as her body.  
 
    Dropping to the ground, she gripped the grass as her body contorted. Dissimilar to the breaking of her bones from her transition into Liekos form, her hands and mouth both expanded, her arms growing twice the length of her torso. Claws shot past her nails. Her mouth and nose widened in unison, the agony crashing against her senses. And, as if the pain weren’t enough, the aggression of her inner beast fought to control her.  
 
    Iris grabbed her own hand, gouging her skin to regain control from the creature inside. 
 
    She was able to break through, to finish the change as her hair grew and her face elongated further, teeth barreling out of her mouth, her claws now longer than her human-form’s hands. Finally, a beast in the shape of a human stood before Bianka. 
 
    The physical pain she endured had eased considerably from their previous session, and her first change was easier than ever before, but the inner wolf railed against Iris, straining her mind. Instinctual anger and aggression demanded she rip her mentor’s head clean off.  
 
    But her humanity won out, and she took a deep breath, staving off the beast. 
 
    With great expectation, Bianka spoke to her again. “Now, change back.” 
 
    No matter how the other wolves viewed her, Iris had a knack for pushing herself past her limits, striving to reach the power and control her father wielded. 
 
    I will catch him someday, and Bianka is the first step, was Iris’s sole thought as she pushed herself for the next couple of hours, fighting the agony and fatigue stressing both her body and mind.  
 
    She continued until she couldn’t take any more and collapsed to the ground. 
 
    “That’s enough. Your body is weak. You are a dumb child to think you have ever trained,” Bianka spat as she helped the girl up. “I will talk to Kobe. Time the little princess learns what it means to be a real werewolf.” The woman’s eyes gleamed with excitement as she enjoyed every bit of Iris’s suffering. “We are done for the day. Get some sleep. You are going to need it.”  
 
    Bianka turned and, in a fluid motion, changed into her Liekos form. The wolf turned to the girl with what appeared to be a grin before she ran into the woods.  
 
    Done earlier than she thought, Iris had much of the day left to do whatever she wanted. But her exhaustion overwhelmed her, and the second she made it home, she collapsed on the floor. 
 
    “That crazy bitch…”  
 
    After sleeping through dinner, the night, and almost past breakfast, her body only retained a few minor aches and pains, accompanied by a small headache. But for a wolf to not be healed after a full day of sleep, the stress she’d put her body through the previous day must have been immeasurable. 
 
    “What have I gotten myself into? She might actually kill me,” Iris joked to herself as she got ready for day two of torture. 
 
    Still, she didn’t want to be late like yesterday, especially on Bianka’s time. 
 
    I might not make it through the day. 
 
    She made it to Bianka’s home with time to spare, fear sobering up any pain or laziness she might have otherwise indulged. 
 
    “Come in, girl. I can smell your filth from outside,” Bianka growled.  
 
    Every emotion carried a unique scent, keeping werewolves honest with each other. There was no reason for lies, flattery, or, in Bianka’s case, simple pleasantries.  
 
    Iris walked into the house smiling, pretending she was excited to be there. Although she knew her scent gave away her true feelings, Iris was determined not to give Bianka the satisfaction of seeing it in her face. 
 
    “Good morning, Bianka! I am ready for torture when you are!” Iris said, even as her voice broke. 
 
    Bianka smiled, amused by Iris’s attempt to show a backbone. 
 
    “Ha, little girl… There might be hope for you yet.”  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter Three 
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    The Youngest Mage 
 
    Lucian stepped through the portal, fueled by the desire to validate his father’s last words. The man’s feats were legendary—at least, he surmised so from their short conversation—and he would never measure up to them. However, with his mental and physical aptitudes, the boy refused to disappoint the man who raised him. 
 
    Lucian followed the path set in front of him, fighting through the heavy snow that blinded his way. As time passed, his excitement about traveling to another land and his father’s words started to fade as bitter cold seeped into his bones. Judicious personality fading, his psyche went into a panicked frenzy. 
 
    “What am I doing here? Why did he send me to this place?” Lucian rubbed his chest with his arms, attempting to stay warm.  
 
    He marched on, seeking any glimpse of hope as he battled the steadily dropping temperatures. Gradually, his heart rate increased. Every beat pounded against his chest, attempting to push the blood through his limbs. But even as the wind constricted his vision, a figure appeared in the distance.  
 
    Lucian diverted his effort and focus toward reaching the shadow ahead of him. Unable to identify the shade until he was an arm’s length away, he nearly ran into its owner before recognition set in.  
 
    Now visible, a young woman stood, motioning for the boy to turn away. The mysterious woman shook her head, mouthing a simple, “No,” as her long, curly hair obscured the majority of her face. As Lucian came closer, the woman’s face became familiar. The photo of the woman his father never mentioned reached his memory. 
 
    “Mom?” Lucian spoke, weak and unsure, but no response came from the woman.  
 
    Her silence sent the boy through a surge of emotions, causing his arms to shake as his heart pounded against his chest.  
 
    “You’re not alive… What the hell?”  
 
    As anger swelled, Lucian clenched his fist, nails digging into his palm. He stared at the woman, tears falling from his eyes. 
 
    No words passed between them. The elapsing of time felt like hours to Lucian, but reality jarred him from a dream of a woman he never knew. 
 
     “This isn’t possible.”  
 
    Lucian moved his hand in front of the woman’s face, trying to elicit a reaction. With nothing but her blank expression to go on, Lucian focused on his hands. Blood still flowed through them, the vibrant color of life radiating through his melanin-rich complexion. The stages of hypothermia sent Lucian’s mind spinning. Lucian’s pain was pressing harder, his nerves tightening as he fought for clarity.  
 
    The boy recognized he would not be able to function for much longer at the current temperature. The thought jolted him out of the hallucination and his fascination with the woman in front of him and brought him back to his senses. 
 
    Within moments, Lucian felt a relief of the encumbrance on his mind, and the cold immediately fell away even as the snow continued to fall. His perception refocused as a new pathway lit for him to follow.  
 
     “They must’ve been testing me,” Lucian reassured himself as he continued on his way.  
 
    After a short walk, Lucian stood in front of what appeared to be something that logic and science could not explain. As Lucian walked, the pathway transformed into a bridge anchored by only air. The bridge was the only thing separating him from a river that crashed underneath. The large fluvial process surrounded acres of buildings. The buildings’ smooth stone was flawless, the glistening shine reflecting rainbows from the sun. Grass and trees lined the walkway that led from house to house, the green life surrounding as far as Lucian could see. The small trek throughout the town led him to a castle larger than any building in sight. The bridge escorted him into his inevitable stop. Over the door of the massive center building, a sign hovered. 
 
    Welcome to Valiant School of Magic, Lucian Draco.  
 
    As he drew near to the front of the building, the child eyed the large stone doors standing like ancient sentinels in front of an otherwise disappointing structure. With all of the spectacle so far, Lucian had anticipated something far more grand.  
 
    “This is lame,” Lucian muttered to himself, disappointed. He had hoped magic would be involved and wanted to touch. 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Draco.” 
 
    A short, pale, stocky man stood behind Lucian. The abrupt sound behind the child startled him, but he was able to keep his wits. He simply stared at the man unenthusiastically.  
 
    Lucian’s age and mind disputed over what his action should be. His mind said to keep calm. This was clearly not a friendly face. But his excitement for magic was encouraging him to act like a fanboy seeing his favorite star.  
 
    In the end, his mind won out, as it so often did, and his eyes pierced the man calmly. 
 
    “Congratulations for what?” 
 
    Lucian’s false pretense fooled no one. Samuel read the boy’s intentions with minimal effort, grinning in superiority as he stood over him. 
 
    “However, Mr. Draco,” he said, ignoring the question at first, “I can assure you there is nothing lame about these doors. They could withstand any army of mages or monsters.” The man grinned with a proud smile. “To answer your question, however, you’ve passed. I wanted to see if a boy your age was ready to be here… though I still have my doubts.” His latter words drifted down to a whisper, but they were still clear enough to reach Lucian’s ears. “I am Samuel Asher, and I oversee all discipline around here. So, if you will follow me. Your evaluation begins today, and you are late.” 
 
    All logic expelled out of Lucian as he flooded with excitement. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for? What’s first, Sammy?” Lucian chirped, grinning. 
 
    Samuel, with a smug expression, turned and grabbed Lucian by the shirt. 
 
    “Listen here, you little piece of shit. I don’t want you in this school. You don’t deserve to be here. So, if I were you, I would keep my head down and shut the fuck up. You can call me Mr. Asher, or ‘sir’ would also suffice,” Samuel growled, flames illuminating his eyes. 
 
    Lucian stared up at Samuel as he perceived the jealousy radiating off of him. Even without much experience, he recognized the man as a bully with power, and the kind of person who took pleasure in the suffering of others. All said, the boy could do nothing to physically fight the man’s abuse. He wouldn’t dare attack a teacher, and, by all evidence, Samuel was a powerful wizard who had high standing in the community.  
 
    He closed his eyes as he took a deep breath. Glimpses of training with his father and all the time he’d spent learning from the man about the strategy and tactics of extraordinary leaders filtered through his consciousness. In this world, Lucian only had one advantage: the power of his mind.  
 
    So, he elected to fight another day. 
 
    In mock sarcasm, Lucian smiled as he gestured for Samuel to lead the way. He watched carefully as the disciplinarian’s upper lip quivered, and his eyes glistened with malice.  
 
    He wanted me to attack him.  
 
    Assured there was no logical explanation for the man’s prejudice, Lucian believed his inaction was the best course. 
 
     I need to figure out how strong he is.  
 
    This second thought lapsed through his head, but was escorted to the back of his consciousness as he came upon a crowd of young adults, age ranging from late teens to mid-twenties. Fear crept into Lucian’s guts as he realized every student was far older than him. As he glanced around without a friendly face in sight, the loneliness he’d never experienced with his dad around enfolded him like a fitted sheet. 
 
    Lucian was used to being alone, but never lonely. Outside the company of his father, he spent most of his time reading and watching movies. Even though his father enforced adherence to specific rules—reminiscent of military training—Lucian felt he always belonged.  
 
    The child backed out of his head as he turned to Samuel, but the stubby-necked man had disappeared as quickly as he’d initially emerged. 
 
    This must be where I’m supposed to be, Lucian said to himself.  
 
    He gathered his courage and started mingling amongst the group. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, you are here! So cute!” 
 
    An overwhelmingly attractive brunette girl, at least from Lucian’s perspective, stared intently at him. Never having experienced any attention from the opposite sex, the young boy blushed profusely. 
 
    “You’re Lucian Draco, right? Son of Victor Draco, and the youngest student to be accepted into the Valiant Minds School of Magic? We call it Val, for short.”  
 
    The girl winked as she extended her hand toward Lucian. With a measured pause, Lucian gazed at the girl carefully before he reached out and grasped her hand to shake it. 
 
    “I’m Vera Wells. You crushed my record as the youngest member accepted here.” She smiled with no malice in her eyes. “Don’t worry. I don’t care,” she giggled unapologetically, “but I will warn you… that makes you public enemy number one. Luckily for you, I’m here to help!”  
 
    Lucian adopted an incredulous face as his mouth gaped open, words slowly spilling out. “How and why would you help me?” Lucian had already made one enemy today by letting his childish side out, and hoped to refrain from making a second one out of Vera. 
 
    “Easy! I know how it is. And it doesn’t hurt that you’re adorable,” Vera said in a nonchalant manner. “So! You need to get placed. Let’s see what you’re made of.” 
 
    “Placed? What do you mean ‘placed?’ I thought… what does ‘placed’ mean?”  
 
    Lucian, confused and concerned, hoped he measured up to par with the other students. The uncertainty of being so young and untrained in a place where power was king weighed heavily on him. His thoughts began splitting. He saw thousands of possibilities before Vera could translate and ease the confusion on his face, but he stopped abruptly before he lost face with the girl.  
 
    “What’s the test?” 
 
    Vera appeared impressed. In her own right, she was skeptical Lucian was ready to be at Valiant, like many others. Vera wanted to take the boy’s measure, so she’d self-appointed herself as his guide. 
 
    “Oh, it’s simple! You go into a room, and three reader-class mages test your ability, adaptation, and potential for eminence, sway, and prestige. It’s quite simple unless you’re afraid of the dark.” 
 
    For some reason, I am now. Lucian’s thoughts jolted him out of his own reverie.  
 
    “Sorry, please go back.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sweetie?” Vera responded in her motherly, endearing voice. 
 
    “My dad has… let’s say… kept me as a hermit in regard to magical information. What are eminence, prestige, and sway?” Lucian asked, easily recollecting her previous words even if he wasn’t familiar with their use in the current context. 
 
    “Why would he keep something like that from you?” Vera’s mouth hung open. 
 
    “I don’t know. He has this strange idea of strength. I guess I shouldn’t call it strange, but he feels it makes you weak when you rely too much on magic. He told me when I was younger that I would learn what I needed when I came to Valiant, but when I was with him, this is what I needed to learn.” Lucian shook his head, attempting to recall his father’s exact words. 
 
    “I see. Who am I to argue with Victor Draco? Well, to answer your question…” Vera put her hand to her face, pondering the best way to answer, “Eminence is the natural connection you have with one of the six principal magic classes.” Reading his blank, unmoved face, she elected to give up the information. “You know, fire, water, air, earth, psychic, and life?” 
 
    Lucian shook his head, silently kicking himself for not being able to figure out what classified as eminence on his own.  
 
    Oblivious to his embarrassment, Vera continued, “Prestige is the energy that allows you to use your eminence. Humans call it mana in many folklores. Then, sway is the simplest. It is the amount of control you have over your eminence.” 
 
    “Okay… is there any folklore reference for sway?” Lucian asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Not really. Control is the best word to describe it,” Vera concluded, confident her explanation should suffice. 
 
    “Thank you.” Lucian nodded, reassuring her of his appreciation. “Should we go?” he stammered out, hoping to break the awkwardness he felt between them, but Vera smiled all the same.  
 
    “Definitely! You’ll want to make it to orientation to hear what they are looking for and how it might affect your placement!”  
 
    As she finished speaking, she grabbed Lucian’s arm like a bride walking down the aisle.  
 
    Lucian felt his arm rubbing up against her breast, and for all of his attempts to be mature, the boy became fifteen again as they walked toward the Great Hall with the rest of the students. 
 
    As they made their way inside, a woman walked up onto the center of the stage. The mesmerizing woman was clearly of Indian descent, with long, jet-black hair. She stood tall, with the power and grace of a lioness. Lucian judged her as older than her face suggested, and… lusty? It wasn’t so much a sexual appetite gleaming in her eyes, but passion for her own desires.  
 
    Next to her stood a tall, lanky black man who appeared as though he would have been happier anywhere else. The man fidgeted back and forth as he ran his hand over the back of his head. As soon as he looked forward, he forced a smile, fidgeted, and shot his eyes quickly back to the ground.  
 
    To Lucian’s surprise, Samuel was the third person at the podium. He had a smug expression, broadcasting his superiority over the rest of the room. 
 
    The woman’s voice flowed through her audience’s ears to give off the illusion that she was speaking even though her mouth wasn’t moving. The sound was so potent, Lucian plugged his ears only to find it still flowed to his brain. 
 
    “I am Madam Mahesa Sah, the master of this fine establishment. To my left is the director of our medical department, James Whitmore.” She waved her hand, pointing to the taller man, who smiled at the crowd in turn. “And to my right is our director of discipline, Samuel Asher.” Madam Sah gave Samuel a similar gesture as Lucian cursed internally. 
 
    “For many of you, this will be hell. For others, this year 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 today based on your skill, knowledge, and aptitude for magic ability. Yes,” she repeated as a soft murmur rippled through the crowd, “an aptitude test.  
 
    “It is simple. We will test your elemental ability, life magic, telekinesis, and for the exceptional ones, your psychokinesis,” she said with a sense of pride. “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.”  
 
    As Madam Sah stepped away from the podium with James and Samuel, the chatter started back up amongst the students. 
 
    Lucian stared at Vera. The fear-charged anticipation made his heart rate increase, lungs expand, and pupils dilate. 
 
    “So, I’m a little curious… how does this work?” he asked, hoping to gain an edge on the test at hand.  
 
     “Well… let me think. Like she said, you are graded on your elemental skills. They rank you from S-class to F-class. S-class means you have supreme or god-tier ability. F indicates a failure to exist, or simply no trace of magical eminence in an element. I don’t think any first-year student has ever achieved any rankings in the S-class tier. Most first years average around a C-class or lower. A gifted mage might achieve B-tier in one facet.” 
 
    Lucian thought for a second. “So, how did you do? I’m sure you did well,” he asked, putting on his most winning smile. 
 
    “I did okay. I’m a B-class in fire and air magic, but failed both of the mental portions. So, overall, I guess I’m slightly better than average?”  
 
    As they continued to talk, time flew by. Lucian soon realized there were only a handful of students left in the hall. As this realization became the foremost of his thoughts, a voice intruded on his brain. 
 
    “Lucian Draco, please come forward.” 
 
    “Looks like I’m next… Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Good luck, but I feel you don’t need it.” Vera smirked as she placed a kiss on Lucian’s cheek. 
 
    Flushed and encouraged, Lucian walked through the remaining crowd to the front, where Madam Sah stood. 
 
    “I am Lucian Draco,” the boy said, standing tall and confident as Madam Sah gazed at him. 
 
    “Lucian Draco… the boy everyone’s talking about. How is your father? He’s a lovely man.” A seductive glare formed in her eyes. 
 
    “He’s fine.” Lucian spoke with deliberate quickness, anxious to start the test and not drag out a conversation with a lady he felt might be unstable. “So, shall we get started?” 
 
    “Yes. Please step into the room,” the headmistress huffed irritably. “Just relax. Our readers will do all the work.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with.” Lucian did as he was told and stepped into the room in front of him.  
 
    Now less confident, he took a deep breath as he stood in the dark. From the moment he passed over the threshold, he saw no end in sight, even though nothing constricted his vision but the lack of light.  
 
    Lucian’s consciousness wandered with possibilities, as it had done so many times before, but time settled his mind into deciding he would do well to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    There is no way they expect me to sit here and do nothing… and if they do, moving shouldn’t harm anything, right? Lucian thought to himself. So, let’s prioritize. First, where am I...?  
 
    “Fish stick!” he hollered at the top of his lungs. 
 
    No echo sounded.  
 
    He reached down and tried to rub the ground beneath him, but touched nothing.  
 
    Basic logic had no presence in this place. 
 
    Remembering what his father had taught him that morning, Lucian concluded he stood in another dimension. 
 
    When you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth, he thought proudly to himself. 
 
    “I guarantee I would have been the world’s best detective,” Lucian joked aloud. 
 
    The future’s possibilities flooded Lucian’s mind until it all drained away into a single, undeniable thought:  
 
    I don’t know magic, but if I needed magic for this test, Dad would have prepared me. 
 
    Lucian began to meditate, concentrating on what his father did teach him. They had spent hours every day focusing on improving his mind and body. So, he did what he had always done—what had been drilled into his body since before he could walk. Rolling back into a handstand, Lucian began his training with inverted chest presses, ending with a flip back to his feet. A weight pressed against his mind, similar to when he’d walked to the gates of Valiant. Lucian fought against the pain, but the pressure became stronger the more he fought.  
 
     “Relax, they can’t get into your mind,” an ominous voice echoed in his psyche.  
 
     Lucian knew the voice of his conscience. Although reminiscent of his own, the deep bellow belonged to someone else. Lucian had more pressing matters that took precedent. He concentrated as his limbs whipped with fluent and precise expertise, kicks and punches striking an imaginary foe. 
 
    The darkness around drew upon him. The flow of life and energy that the boy possessed was absorbed in the dimension. Lucian felt nothing different, but his connection to life grew as his mind focused harder. If Lucian had a mirror, he would have seen the well of fire, the purity of water, the strength of earth, and clarity of air. Yet the logic of what he knew won out as he put strain on his body. Lucian’s movements were precise and fast, the result of thousands of hours of practice and dedication. As sweat dripped off his body, his heart rate sped, leaving him gasping for air and nutrition. In this room, it felt as though hours had passed for Lucian. He finally sat down with his legs crossed, relaxing as he allowed his mind to now rest. 
 
    Almost immediately, a door opened, light streaming in.  
 
    Lucian walked back through with confidence. As he stepped back into the main hall, the shocked look on several faces was immediately apparent.  
 
    Walking up to Madam Sah, his confidence started to waver.  
 
    “Did… I do something wrong?” Lucian began to scratch the back of his head as a chill went down his spine. 
 
    The woman walked forward, slow and graceful, stalking Lucian like prey. With a pensive look on her face, only air flowed out of her open mouth. The expression only lasted seconds before the woman gathered herself, but it was long enough for Lucian to notice.  
 
    “Interesting. Very interesting, young Draco,” she said mostly to herself before addressing him directly. “Please go to Professor McClear’s office to talk about your results,” she said ambiguously, gesturing to a door on the far side of the auditorium.  
 
    Intrigued by her mumbling and anxious for his results, Lucian wasted no time speaking to the woman and hurried away.  
 
    As he headed where Madam Sah directed, Vera caught up to him.  
 
    “Why are you so wet?” Vera asked, plugging her nose. “And smelly, too?” 
 
    The embarrassment on Lucian’s face made Vera regret her words. 
 
    “Only joking,” Vera amended, putting on her best smile to emphasize her apology, then paused. “Well, you do smell a little like a gym, but…” She nudged him with the hope he would get her joking manner. “How did it go? Was Madam Sah impressed?” 
 
    “I didn’t get my results. She told me that I need to go to Professor McClear’s office. Any chance you can show me where that is?” Lucian inquired. 
 
    His mind started racing once again. 
 
    Since she has taken this exam, she should know the process of getting your results. Or is this something new? Maybe I did something wrong. Did they change the format from a few years ago? Or… 
 
    In the midst of his thoughts, he blurted out, “Is there something wrong with me?” This caught Vera off-guard, and she stared at him, speechless.  
 
    More information was written across her face than she was planning to reveal to the boy. The process she had gone through was much different, as she’d found out her results immediately. Unwilling to startle the boy further, Vera readopted her best smile. 
 
    “I’m sure everything’s fine, but Professor McClear’s office is right up there,” she said, her voice coming out weaker than she’d intended. 
 
    They walked the remainder of the hall in silence. However, before he opened the door, Lucian turned to Vera with a sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for getting me this far.” He smiled, walking into the room.  
 
    As Lucian entered, he glanced around to gain a measure of its owner. His eyes first fell upon the light. Illuminated with an unnatural brightness, it was almost like they were outside. However, there were no lamps or windows in the room. Instead, light streamed through a slit in the walls.  
 
    This must be some type of magic, Lucian thought, scanning the room, which was much larger than he’d initially thought. The dimensions of the building wouldn’t allow for a room this size. This must be Mr. McClear’s dimension, like my dad’s.  
 
    Just as the thought went through his head, a man who appeared to be in his early forties spoke up. 
 
    “Correct, my boy! Well, at least mostly. You are a sharp one.”  
 
    “What’s correct?” Lucian said, startled beyond thinking. 
 
    “Now, don’t get started. I can read minds, and I don’t want to be anywhere near that monstrosity when you come close to doing your thing,” he laughed, waving a finger toward Lucian’s brain.  
 
    Oddly enough, McClear’s words put Lucian’s mind at ease, and he considered the man carefully. 
 
    His mind settling, Lucian started observing everything he could with more certainty. Even with the cover of the desk, Lucian could roughly measure the man’s stature—shorter than his father, but slightly taller than him. But in spite of his apparent lack of height, there was an undeniably significant frame underneath the overly bulky robe he wore. In his youth, Lucian imagined, the man would have been filled with layers of muscle. But over time, and with lack of effort, those layers had begun to atrophy. The man’s skin was pale, framed with long black hair and a scruffy beard.  
 
    As the professor continued to run his fingers through his beard, Lucian could not take his mind off of it. Like a machine, the motion accompanied every spoken word.  
 
    After a moment of silence, the man’s gaze seemed to shift, looking through the boy rather than at him. Lucian’s trained eyes picked up on the difference.  
 
    “You’re blind!” Lucian hollered with the impulse of a little kid in unfamiliar territory. 
 
    “Don’t sound so excited,” McClear laughed. “Yes, by your definition, I am. But I can see better than most. I expected more, though. Is that… all you got from me?” McClear chuckled, tugging on his beard like a classical, old-fashioned wizard—the kind described in children’s story books.  
 
    “No,” Lucian blurted, now more fully interested in the professor. He found himself wanting to impress the man. 
 
    “Well, continue,” McClear said, clearly just as interested in Lucian’s analysis. 
 
    “You have a significant amount of power. If I had to guess, you are an earth and air mage. The carpentry work on your furniture is unnatural, and the texture of your desk feels more like iron then wood. You also have psychic abilities that you prefer to show off, but they pale in comparison to your true… eminence.”  
 
    Vera’s lesson was coming in handy already!  
 
    Lucian focused on the room as his mind attempted to depict the illusions around him. His breathing became shorter, and he realized the oxygen restricted with the moisture in the air. He turned back to Professor McClear, who continuously rubbed his beard. 
 
    Lucian continued, “You use your beard as a focusing tool to think clearly. I think it helps you to collect all the information you’ve gathered over your life. You’re probably one of the oldest mages I have met so far. Which means your power must preserve your youth? My guess is you spend a lot of time studying, probably to improve your psychic abilities… and that’s as much information as I’ve gathered.” 
 
     “Wow… what a gift! I heard how smart you are, but color me impressed. You were off on one thing, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Lucian said. 
 
    Professor McClear winked in the boy’s direction. Directly behind Lucian, a chair appeared. In shock, but intrigued, the boy turned to investigate the object. 
 
    “Water?” Lucian muttered, rubbing his hand across the seat. “It’s made up of water. That’s why there’s so much moisture in the air.” 
 
    “Have a seat.” McClear chuckled as Lucian glanced between him and the chair. “You won’t get wet, I promise.”  
 
    He ran his hand through his beard, then nodded as he brought the precious information to the forefront of his mind. “Are you ready to go over your placement?”  
 
    Lucian sat down, nervously watching the professor’s movement and hoping he’d done well enough to stay in the school. 
 
    “Don’t worry, son. You did fine,” Professor McClear said, his fingers grooming his beard with a final stroke as he contemplated the words to say to put Lucian at ease. “Your test was… unique. In magical elements, you’re not particularly strong, which makes this interesting, considering who your father is.” McClear allowed himself a superfluous pause to let the bad news settle. “What makes this more interesting is you are the first student who can wield every magical class. Like I mentioned earlier, your elemental ability is ranked at D, but you have eminence in every element. That mind of yours must be the key, because your life eminence measured off the chart for a first year. All said, they classified you as a B-ranked mage.” 
 
    “What about psychic?” Confused by the lack of information, Lucian stared at Professor McClear, who had slipped into an unfocused reverie. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The professor came back to the present. “No one could finish examining you without passing out.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lucian trembled, his voice only a few decibels below yelling at the professor. 
 
    “Relax, Lucian. The issue is… we do not know what it means. But Madam Sah didn’t think it safe for anyone to test you or that impressive mind of yours any further.” McClear smiled with a sense of pride. “In any case, I will be your tutor and guidance counselor from here on. Don’t worry. I promised your dad I would take care of you.” 
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    First Blood 
 
    The morning howls stirred Iris from her slumber. She tossed and turned as she fought the urge to remain sleeping. The recovery speed of her body had improved, as aches and pains from the previous day’s torture had already lapsed. 
 
    Every day, the multiple transformations became easier and easier and the pain decreased until, this particular morning, she felt almost nothing.  
 
    She stood, looking at herself in the mirror. She couldn’t see a physical change, like humans did after a workout. Her kind tended to run the thin, muscular-athletic build from the werewolves’ genetic lottery. The lack of visible difference did not dull her enthusiasm, however. 
 
    Excited for a fresh day of training, Iris proceeded to Bianka’s house earlier than normal in the hope of partaking in another one of her mentor’s delicious breakfasts.  
 
    Iris strolled into the small home with all the confidence she’d pretended to have on their first day. 
 
    “Aww… you smell like a wolf now,” Bianka chuckled, taking an over-exaggerated sniff. “I must say, I far prefer this over that scared little girl from before.” 
 
    “I’m still scared, Bianka! You’re terrifying,” Iris countered, generally pleased her teacher was in such an agreeable mood.  
 
    The relationship had become closer the more time they spent together, perhaps even bridging on friends, or at least as close as a master-student relationship could be. Bianka did not demand overwhelming obedience outside of their training time. Her unconcerned attitude allowed Iris to be herself around the older wolf without having to worry about scrutinizing eyes. 
 
    “Ha! Maybe so. Sit, girl. Your food will get cold. We have a… fun day ahead.” Bianka’s voice fell into a snarling undertone.  
 
    For a second, Iris froze, contemplating her mentor’s words and wondering if she should respond. However, she eventually relaxed, resolute in her confidence. The joy of improving excited her, driving Iris to devour her food and ready herself for the next challenge. 
 
    The two women ate swiftly, then made their way outside. Bianka looked first at the house, then her apprentice. 
 
    “To determine if you’re ready, you have to beat me to our spot. Go!” Bianka threw her keys straight up in the air. “And lock my door!” she called back with a growl, simultaneously turning and running off full-bore.  
 
    Iris’s eyes fell upon the woman, who had already hit the woods. Turning casually, she caught the keys and locked the door. Iris then tossed the key back up as she leaped off the porch. 
 
    As she flew through the air, her body twisted and jolted, cracking into place. But thanks to Bianka’s training, she hit the ground as a wolf, catching the key between her teeth.  
 
    While not as smooth as her mentor’s ability, this transformation far surpassed her earlier attempts.  
 
    The wolf sped through the woods, catching Bianka in an instant. Iris stopped and turned as she passed the woman, a howl leaping from her throat. 
 
    “Come on, Bianka! Give me a challenge,” the girl teased in her master’s mind before she turned back around and ran on. 
 
    “Wolf smells good on you, indeed,” Bianka said as she quickly changed into her wolf form without pause.  
 
    This was the first time Iris had ever caught up with Bianka, one of the fastest wolves in the pack, after losing the lead. 
 
    The change back to their human form was just as smooth once they reached the clearing, both women standing naked. To their kind, clothes tended to be cumbersome, so nudity had no effect on either of them. 
 
    “You did well yesterday, to my surprise,” Bianka informed her. “It normally takes people years to acquire the changes you have achieved in such a short time.”  
 
    Iris beamed with excitement at her master’s words, but the elder wolf put her back in her place.  
 
    “Don’t go patting yourself on the back just yet. You lack the finesse to truly make your talent your strength.”  
 
    Bianka paused to think before Iris interrupted. 
 
    “Finesse to do what?”  
 
    “To become an Alpha… this is your goal, no?” Bianka asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Iris said quickly, then paused as she recognized it was not the full truth. “I mean… I want to be as strong as my dad, for sure. But… no. I have no desire to lead. I just want the power to get revenge for Alex,” Iris amended, admitting her motives to herself for the first time out loud as a glare of anger scratched the surface of her face. 
 
    “I like this smell on you. It’s much better than that pathetic, wimpy smell,” Bianka said, pleased to see a fire in Iris’s eyes. 
 
    Iris never admitted the truth to herself, and didn’t know whether to be overjoyed or terrified by her capabilities. But deep down, she wanted revenge on the murderous bastard who’d killed her brother, as well as the man who protected him from her father’s wrath.  
 
    As though she read every thought crossing Iris’s mind, Bianka donned a sinister smile. 
 
    “You know, girly, I am busy. So, when you’re not training with me, you will be training with Brian.”  
 
    Iris was unfamiliar with the American wolf. Over the last few months since his arrival, she’d had little to no contact with him. However, if her mentor trusted him, the young wolf was willing to see if he could make her stronger.  
 
    She nodded vigorously, eyes bright. 
 
     “But today you will be with me, and it will be similar to what we have been doing,” Bianka commented with the seductive smile she usually wore when there was going to be pain involved.  
 
    She led Iris out of the clearing and deep into the forest as she talked, into vegetation so deep only silence accompanied them. 
 
    “You and your primal self have two separate consciousnesses,” she explained. “Your wolf is your inner conscience and your basic instinct to survive. By not facing it, you can never truly be you,” Bianka said, an unfamiliar hint of sadness in her voice. “This is the problem with our race. We don’t all have the discipline to evolve.  
 
    “Granted, your father has been able to do so simply based on his long life. It is the same with Rockwell.” Sadness slowly turned to envy as she continued, “I am less than sixty years old, but my wolf and I are one. Similar to the Anax, Kobe, and Brian, who have all been wolves for over a hundred years. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Iris said with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Okay. Good. Then your task today is to strike me, if you can.” 
 
    “What?” Iris blurted out, eyeing her mentor in shock. The young wolf carried no delusions. She was incapable of landing a finger on Bianka. 
 
    “And there’s a catch. You must touch me in all three of your forms.” With complete confidence, Bianka raised a finger as she spoke. “That means your Liekos, Lycanthrope, and Andras forms. I will allow you to choose what form you start in. However, you must transform back into a human when I say. We will do this until you can strike me in each form. If there are no questions, let’s begin.” 
 
    The warrior did not change at all. She stayed in what she called her Andras form—the technical term for human.  
 
    Many stories circulated about Bianka, giving her a nearly ridiculous reputation. Thinking about it, Iris was sure the majority of them had to be exaggerated, probably to justify her dad having a second Beta. If she was honest with herself, she knew anyone in her dad’s pack would be Alpha in any other pack in the world. Iris recognized Bianka’s strength and knew this would be a hard task, but she was confident in her own right. She was, after all, the Anax’s daughter. Not to mention, she had been trained by Kobe, the first Beta, for many years. With the strength and speed her wolf forms awarded her, she believed Bianka had no chance of avoiding her. 
 
    But before Iris changed, the ringing of Bianka’s words fluttered into her mind. 
 
    Touch me. 
 
    Iris knew this would be a battle of attrition and speed, and elected to start the task off in her Liekos form. While it lacked some of the raw strength her warrior form possessed, it made up for it with greatly increased agility and conditioning. After all, a wolf’s anatomy was not far off from a human’s; they followed the basic laws, just at a faster rate, and her species’ supernatural healing allowed the Leikos body to work longer than a traditional human or wolf, even if it too would falter under enough exhaustion. 
 
    As Iris transformed, she realized the ease with which she was able to change. In fact, it was more comfortable than ever before. Her body still cracked as her joints and bones realigned to the correct position, but the pain was slight, almost like it knew where it needed to go before the change started.  
 
    Without giving Bianka a chance to react, Iris took off at full force, rushing Bianka with what she hoped would be unparalleled speed as her limbs snapped into place.  
 
    Unfortunately, the sly warrior had already anticipated her movements. Bianka slid to the side and kicked the giant wolf directly in its jaw, sending Iris tumbling. As an Andras, Bianka might not be as strong as in her other forms, but she was still twice as strong as an average human.  
 
    The wolf got up and shook its head violently, looking for her prey once again. Anger fueling the primal rage inside, Iris rounded on Bianka and growled fiercely until a voice entered her head. 
 
    “Concentrate. You are faster and stronger than me. Be the predator. Watch my movements, and anticipate my reaction.”  
 
    Bianka’s advice rang heavy in Iris’s psyche. The wolf dug her paws into the dirt as her breathing slowed, allowing her wits and mind to focus on the task at hand. The wolf’s golden eyes focused, feasting on Bianka as her other senses engaged the woman. 
 
    Lub-bub… lub-bub… lub-bub…  
 
    The sound of Iris’s heartbeat permeated her ears as she realized the excitement Bianka hid. She squared up with the woman, growling, her huge teeth bared.  
 
    Looking directly into her eyes, Bianka smiled at the girl. 
 
    “Excellent. You are using your senses and focusing on more than what’s in front of you,” Bianca murmured, pleased with the progress.  
 
    Iris paid no heed to the woman’s voice as she edged her foot closer and closer, looking for a reaction from the warrior. Without warning, the girl’s claws sprayed dirt as she gathered her weight and leaped off the forest floor.  
 
    But as Iris attacked, all signs of Bianka vanished—not only from her vision but from her hearing, as well.  
 
    The silence was reminiscent of a dead animal, until…  
 
    GLOK!  
 
    Bianka’s vicious kick struck the back of the wolf’s head. The pain connected with the girl’s mind before any sound flowed to her ears.  
 
    Then, nothing. 
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    Shadow Blade 
 
    After the conversation with Professor McClear, Lucian was escorted to what would be his temporary new home.  
 
    With the events of the day behind him, Lucian lay in his new bed, allowing his mind to race and wondering what waited for him in this strange place. The anxiety he’d felt before his exam was starting to settle with the knowledge that Professor McClear was an ally sent by his dad. 
 
    Still looking after me, old man? I guess I’m going to have to take this one day at a time.  
 
    The thought eased Lucian’s mind. Breathing deeply, he welcomed the darkness and exhaustion that overtook him.  
 
    Lucian awoke with a young man standing directly over him, staring as if Lucian was a different species. The man’s young features made him look to be about eighteen, but even with his tall, lanky frame, he would never be mistaken for older than twenty. The boy sat with a relaxed posture. His rosy cheeks dominated his otherwise snowy complexion, emphasizing the grin he wore. 
 
    Lucian examined the intruder, noting a confidence radiating off his body. His eyes glowed, blue irises intently focused upon Lucian.  
 
    Before the younger boy could form an opinion, his visitor stuck out his hand. 
 
    “Oi! How’s it goin’ lad?” the boy uttered with a thick Cockney slur. 
 
    New day, Lucian thought as he smiled back, putting his hand out cautiously. 
 
    “I am Benjamin Franklin Smith,” he declared in pride, “but my friends call me Ben. I must say, lad, it sure is a pleasure to meet the son of the great Victor Draco. Honestly, I’ve been a fan since the Collision.” 
 
    “The Collision?” Lucian asked, eager to find out more about his dad. 
 
    “You know, the war between the Heptarchy Council and Anax…?” Ben said, his mind screaming to know what rock Lucian had been hiding under. He elected to change the subject when the boy showed no sign of understanding. “Anyway, Lucian! That’s a good name you have, my friend. My dad, on the other hand, is obsessed with money. Go figure,” Ben chuckled, leaning back into an upright position. “You know you’re the talk of the school, right, mate?” 
 
    Lucian lifted his hand in protest. “I honestly have no idea why… but it seems like other people know more about me than I do.” 
 
    “I bet. There’s also a rumor you don’t know anything about the supernatural community.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Lucian mumbled. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ben glared at him intently, reminiscent of a dog listening to its master. 
 
    “I don’t know much about any community,” Lucian corrected. “In fact, this is the most I’ve been around people my entire life. Most of the time I spent working in our fields and on schoolwork.” 
 
    “Didn’t you meet people in school?”  
 
    “Nope. I was home-schooled. Most of my knowledge of communication is theoretical.” 
 
    “Oh, wow… that’s fascinating.” 
 
    As the morning wore on, the boys continued to talk, growing in familiarity and budding as fast friends. 
 
    Just as Ben cracked a joke, sending the boys deep into a belly laugh, the door flew open with a crash, and Vera stepped into the room.  
 
    The abrupt entrance had both boys staring at her, gawking at the tight, cropped brown shirt accentuating her bust line and small waist.  
 
    Lucian made a conscious effort to turn his head before he spoke, fumbling over her name. “Vera,” he mumbled slowly, giving the impression he had forgotten. 
 
    “Yes, silly,” she chirped, “it’s me. And we are going to be late. You need to be there when they pick your study.” 
 
    “What?!” he yelled, dumbfounded. 
 
    Before Lucian could get out another word, Ben jumped up and interrupted him. 
 
    Ben used his small connection with fire to allow his body temperature to rise. Lucian stared at Ben, but visually there was no change in his new friend. Regardless, the increased heat in the room was undeniable. Benjamin was attempting to simulate sexual tension between himself and the girl.  
 
    Vera let out a small chuckle as her eyes wandered to the ground. Her high cheekbones tightened as her teeth shone white. She placed her fingers in front of her mouth, attempting to disguise her flattery. 
 
    “Hello, Benjamin. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Please, call me Ben.” 
 
    “Pleasure… Ben.” Vera looked back at Lucian with a nod. “We need to go.” 
 
     “Vera!” Ben said in his most charming voice, “I promise I’ll bring him down. It’s my first year as well, so I will escort him for you.” 
 
    Vera eyed him skeptically. “I don’t care how charming you are. If you don’t, I promise I will burn you to a crisp and blow your ashes across the world.”  
 
    She lifted one hand in a visual threat, allowing a blaze of fire to crackle above her open palm. Lifting the other, she created a swirl of wind. Satisfied she had made her point, Vera turned to leave. 
 
    “I’ll see you downstairs. Hurry up!” The girl smiled as she shut the door. 
 
    The boys observed all of this in silence, scared saying something would piss Vera off. 
 
    “She’s fucking hot… but damn, she scares me,” Ben muttered, cringing as he waited for Vera to pop back in again. 
 
    “No kidding. I’m glad I’ve been on her good side.” Lucian grinned. “Besides, it looks like I’m off the hook either way. If I’m late, she’s going to kill you.” 
 
    “Wrong, my little friend! Besides, there’s nothing to worry about. I plan on having her eating out of my palm by the end of the term,” Ben said, shoving Lucian out of the room. 
 
    The boys walked side by side down the corridor to the great hall. Stepping into the room, Lucian was astonished by the pure size. His nerves began to fade away as his mind pondered the possibilities, and his confidence returned to the surface.  
 
    I can’t believe I’m already making friends and allies! My dad worried about the wrong things. 
 
    “Hey, Ben?” he asked aloud. “I’m curious. How do you know so much about the layout of the school already?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been so excited about this year, I could do nothing but explore this place. Besides, I got here about three weeks before term started.” He tapped his chin with his index finger, trying to recall whether there was another reason for his knowledge. “Oh, yeah! My brother attended the school for many years, too. He gave me the layouts for everything.” 
 
    “Don’t judge me, but I’m clueless,” Lucian said, rubbing his head and looking down at his feet. 
 
    For the first time, the young boy’s innocence became apparent to Ben, and it was truly eye-opening. 
 
    “Well, where do I start? It’s much different than in the mundane world. You don’t take a class necessarily to pass it. Whatever the class is, it must be mastered before you can move on,” Ben said, putting his finger in front of his own mouth, as if deep in thought. “There are hundreds of teachers, as classes go on randomly throughout the day simply for the benefit of its students. Sometimes lectures could fill a stadium or be as small as individual teaching.”  
 
    “Consider me intrigued; please go on,” responded Lucian, wanting to laugh at the boy’s attempt at seriousness. 
 
    “Because of the openness of the curriculum, many students take classes specific to their talents. Just like graduation, the classes passed are strictly dependent upon our instructors’ discretion. The goal is to allow you to hone your own natural ability so you are the best version of yourself, especially if you join the TGT.”  
 
    “What’s the TGT?” Lucian asked quizzically. 
 
    “It’s easy to forget you don’t know anything…” Ben spoke in true surprise. “Well, it’s like Madam Sah said earlier; we are being trained to become the supernatural community’s police force. The Gathering Troop are who we send out when someone upsets said community. They are some of the strongest wizards and the backbone of our society.” 
 
    “That really doesn’t help me figure out where I fit in all of this, though,” Lucian grumbled, frustrated when he didn’t follow Ben’s thought process.  
 
     “Bear with me. I’m getting to it,” Ben said, taking a deep breath to collect his thoughts. “So, most jobs are focused on what we as mages do in the TGT. This forces schools to center the curriculum it teaches us around what we can do best for the community. Are you following me now?”  
 
    “Kind of. I understand the basic function of the system, at least. So, how do they separate us to fit into the system?” 
 
    “We are separated into classes,” Ben said, holding up a finger for emphasis. “There’s battle mages, inquisition mages, and psychics. Since we’ve been on the top of the supernatural food chain for thousands of years, it must work rather well.” 
 
    “So, what we get placed in is basically a career class?” Lucian simplified, astonished. 
 
    “You got it! You only get one crack at it, and you are basically stuck with that career path your entire life. Granted, each class corresponds to thousands of different jobs, so it’s not like the system is entirely restrictive.” 
 
    “I see… What class do you think they’re going to place you in?” 
 
    “To be honest, I will probably be placed as a battle mage. The real question is whether they decide I’m more fit to be a soldier or a protector. I’m hoping for the former,” Ben said, crossing his fingers. “You’re the interesting one,” he continued, “since you literally could go anywhere. I guess with your high classification, you’re going to be with the psychics?” 
 
    “No.” Lucian shook his head slowly, tentatively. “I don’t think I’m psychic. Professor McClear told me they couldn’t read my psychic ability. Besides, I want to be a battle mage as well. I’m almost certain my dad was one.” 
 
    “Cool,” Ben said without a hint of joking. “Good luck.” 
 
    Taking a glance at his friend, Lucian realized his chances of becoming a battle mage were low. In fact, Ben’s face revealed his true opinion: he didn’t feel Lucian had any chance of getting into the program, but couldn’t muster the heart to tell him. 
 
    So, in order to keep things from becoming awkward, the younger boy took off running.  
 
    “I’ll be back! Thanks for everything,” Lucian said, waving as he zoomed past Ben. 
 
    “No problem, but where’re you going?” Ben asked, too late to gain a response as Lucian turned the corner and disappeared.  
 
    Tunnel vision overlapped Lucian’s mind. He couldn’t think about or focus on anything but where he would be placed. Even with his limited knowledge of this new world his father had thrown him into, Lucian knew he didn’t belong in the psychics class, and although logic told him he would thrive as an inquisitor, his gut said he belonged with the battle mages.  
 
    Running at top speed, he reached Professor McClear’s office, whipping open the door only to find it empty. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” Lucian muttered, striking his forehead against his palm with each word. “I got here so fast, but I didn’t have any bearing on whether or not Professor McClear would be here. Okay, let’s work this backward. Everyone is probably headed to the hall for orientation, so he’ll probably be there, too,” he reasoned.  
 
    I feel the old man’s keeping something from me… Maybe he knows I’m not a psychic? Unlikely, but he does know something. Maybe I need to tell him I want to be a battle mage… Lucian thought as he jogged back to the main corridor. I need to talk to him. I’m sure I can convince him.  
 
    When he reached the Great Hall, hundreds of students stood ready for Madam Sah to begin her presentation.  
 
    I am going to make this work regardless, Lucian thought as he took a deep breath and walked into the room, head held high. 
 
    Looking around, he saw Ben and Vera, who seemed to be waiting for him to return. Lucian glanced closer and saw Vera scolding Ben for something. If not scolding, she was at least speaking to him somewhat vehemently.  
 
    I think she likes him, Lucian thought, smiling as he ran toward his friends. 
 
    “Sorry, Ben!” Lucian said exuberantly. “I got nervous when I heard about the class groups. I think they’re going to place me poorly.” 
 
    “No. This isn’t your fault, Lucian. It’s mine for trusting him,” Vera said, stabbing an angry finger at Ben. 
 
    “Sorry, love. I knew he would make it back, though.” Ben smiled, pretending he had everything under control. “You can always trust me.” 
 
    Vera looked at Lucian with the friendly gaze he’d grown accustomed to. She grabbed his hand and walked him toward the front with the rest of the students. 
 
    “What are you so worried about? You were amazing at your placement. No one’s even been remotely close to an S-rank before. Like, ever,” she said, drifting off into her thoughts. 
 
    “Thanks, Vera. But… I’m afraid they’ll judge me incorrectly.” 
 
    “What gave you that idea?” Vera asked with a slightly dumbfounded expression. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let’s just say it’s a gut feeling. But I need to speak to Professor McClear.” 
 
    “Well, let’s talk to him, then!” 
 
    Grabbing his hand once again, she guided Lucian toward the stairwell where he’d taken his exam.  
 
    As they walked, Lucian felt McClear observing him, even as he looked straight ahead. 
 
    Getting his attention might be easier than I thought. I hope I can convince him.  
 
    But as Vera waved the professor down so he could speak to him, Lucian’s stomach twisted into knots. He didn’t know how he was going to convince the professor to allow him into the battle mage program. 
 
    McClear walked over to the two of them with a massive smile on his face. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You guys look like someone stole your guide dog.” McClear laughed at his own blind joke, grabbing Lucian’s shoulder. 
 
    “Well, Professor,” Vera chirped, nudging the boy’s other side, “Lucian would like to talk to you… and I think you need to listen to what he has to say.”  
 
    She gave him a comforting nod before trotting back the way they’d come from, calling, “I’ll leave you guys to it!” as she waved. Vera waved as she walked out of the corridor. 
 
    “What’s bothering you my boy? You look so distraught! This should be a great day for you—you are going to be the highest ranked psychic in the school’s history!” 
 
    “That’s the problem. I don’t think I’m a psychic,” Lucian said with a hint of frustration. 
 
    The professor laughed softly. “Ah… that’s funny, because I don’t believe you’re psychic, either. At least, not a successful one. That’s what makes your reading so much more interesting.” He squeezed Lucian’s shoulder. “Where do you think you should be placed?” 
 
    “I would like to be in the battle mage program.” 
 
    “Really? What subclass?” 
 
    “I know little about them, honestly, so it makes little difference to me. My dad was a battle mage—something inside tells me that he was—and I know that’s where I’m supposed to be.” Lucian stared at the elder wizard, his eyes pleading for understanding. 
 
     “Sorry, son, but you don’t have the strength and physical power for any of the traditional subclasses. However, I think there is something that would work. Go ahead and go back down. I will take care of it.”  
 
     Skeptically, Lucian walked back with the crowd of other students, not knowing what to expect from this point on. His intuition told him whatever McClear was planning would have consequences, and it left him unnerved. Deep down, Lucian desired to be in the battle mage class, but after speaking to the professor, he couldn’t imagine how it would be possible. 
 
    The auditorium fell abruptly silent as Madam Sah stepped to the podium. 
 
    “Students, let me have your attention; it’s time to place each of you into your esteemed programs. I want you to remember that all classes have an equal place in this grand school. Be proud of how you are going to help us grow into a better school and, when you leave, a better world.” 
 
    With a dramatic pause, Madam Sah glanced across the entire auditorium, looking at each student as if she were speaking to them directly. 
 
    “Please, as I call each student up, we ask you to hold all applause and comments. Thank you. 
 
    “And now, for our first student. Aaron Abbot, you will be in the psychic program as a controller. Congratulations. Please take your place behind me.”  
 
    A small, burly man who appeared nearly ten years older than Lucian walked onto the stage. He stood confidently, clearly used to being first in any group.  
 
    Madam Sah continued through the alphabet as she called the rest of the A’s, then the B’s and C’s, until she reached the D’s.  
 
    At this point, Professor McClear stood and walked to the podium, whispering something in her ear. Sah glowered at McClear, as if he had told her something incongruous.  
 
    As McClear walked back to his seat, he grinned as if he was privy to a song only he could hear.  
 
    Madam Sah continued placing each student in their respective programs until she paused. 
 
    “Lucian Draco.” 
 
    The crowd perked up at the sound of his name. Lucian quickly stood, thuds of his chest ringing in his ear.  
 
    “Lucian will be the first student in over a hundred years to be placed in the battle mage program as a shadow. Please take your place behind me.” 
 
    Lucian’s mind went blank. He could think of nothing but the fact that he would be placed with the battle mages. His excitement once again overruled his intelligence, the murmurs from the crowd escaping him. His first indication something was wrong was the continued frustration upon Madam Sah’s face, then the whispers in the room reaching his ears soon after.  
 
    “He shouldn’t be here… he’s only a kid.” 
 
    “I knew the Dracos’ bloodline was dirt.” 
 
    “Politics…” 
 
    “Isn’t he a psychic?” 
 
    “This is bullshit! Put him in his place!” 
 
    “Poor kid…” 
 
    “Does anyone know what a shadow is?” 
 
    It continued across the crowd, and Lucian’s now hyper-focused mind clearly heard them all. 
 
    “Silence!” Madam Sah quickly quieted the entire room as her voice rang in the students’ ears. She enhanced the effect of her voice by manipulating the students’ fear, based on her threatening command from before. Once the room was still, she continued where she’d left off, calling the next student.  
 
    Unbothered by her actions, Lucian’s mind had left the ceremony surrounding him. He wondered what being a shadow meant. Why had no one spoken of it? The possibility consumed his focus, taking his mind far away from the strains and whispers of the crowd. 
 
    What felt like a few minutes extended well over an hour. As Madam Sah called Rachel Zimmerman, the last student took her place in the line. Then, the headmaster turned and addressed her students again.  
 
     “I want to repeat my congratulations to you all. You will make fine additions to the school. Now, please follow your director to your actual living assignments, where you will be bunked with your roommates.”  
 
    As soon as she finished, she grabbed McClear on her way out. 
 
    “I don’t think I’d want to be him!” Ben called out, causing a wave of chuckles to come from the crowd of students.  
 
    Lucian caught up to him, and, now next to each other, they took their places following a huge man who they could assume was their director.  
 
    Appearing to be Caucasian with a hint of Asian descent, he wielded an impeccable posture and piercing, deadly eyes. With a glance, Lucian could appraise his skill in battle, but the pain of death pulled on his heart. Before he ever spoke a word, the boy decided this man was good at the core and he could trust him. 
 
    The man turned and stared at the two boys, giving them the impression they were the only two in the room with him, even though several other students filed after them. 
 
    “Good morning. I am Alex Wallace, director of the battle mage program. Follow me. Quietly is preferable,” he said sternly, walking in the opposite direction of Madam Sah.  
 
    The group of forty or so students followed the director in silence. However, they were not intimidated enough to stay as silent as they had with the headmistress.  
 
    As they followed, whispers started to flow through the crowd. 
 
    Ben turned to Lucian and muttered, “Holy shit, mate! Shadow class? Do you know what this means?” 
 
    The class itself had no bearing on Lucian’s excitement; he had no knowledge of it whatsoever. He was just happy to be a battle mage. He shook his head. 
 
    “Of course you don’t… So, the last person who was in that program was Baron Black,” Ben said, enunciating his name slowly to make sure Lucian soaked in every syllable. 
 
    Lucian once again gazed at his friend and shrugged, expressing ignorance. Ben kept talking, never too shy to speak.  
 
    “You don’t know who Baron Black is? You need to read a book or something,” Ben joked. 
 
    “Why would I when I have you?” Lucian retorted. 
 
    “Okay… so, he’s what’s called a Force Mage, and—” 
 
    “What the hell is a Force Mage, Ben?” 
 
    “It’s basically the baron, since he is the only known Force Mage in history! Like you, he didn’t have a standout place with the battle mages. So, they created this class for him. Many people call it the assassin’s class.”  
 
    When Ben spoke about the history of mages, he had a childlike quality about himself that made Lucian smile. His pure, contagious happiness was one of the reasons Lucian felt so at ease, and probably the reason they’d become such close friends so quickly. 
 
    “Anyway, do you remember the Collision? He’s the one who almost started a war between the werewolves and the mages by killing the Anax’s son, Alpha of the North American pack.” 
 
    “Anax…” Lucian interrupted. “That’s like their king, right?” he murmured, intrigued by the foreign word. 
 
    “Yes, the king of all werewolves. The Alpha of Alphas!” Ben said exuberantly. 
 
    “Silence!” Director Wallace shouted, expressing authority as he turned to face them. “You are going to split up into groups of three. The groups are listed behind you on the match board.” He pointed to a wall behind the group of young mages. “These will be your training, class, and battle teams. You will grow as a group, so we encourage you to learn from each other and work diligently to improve every day. Alongside your squad is your boarding room number. I suggest you settle in and sleep. You will need it.”  
 
    As Lucian and Ben reached the board to see where they were placed, they noticed a girl in her mid-teens walking over to them. She appeared to be a little older than Lucian, but not by terribly much. 
 
    “Oh. My. God. Freak!” the thin, auburn-haired girl squealed as she embraced them in a hug. 
 
    Tall for a female, the girl had all the shapeliness of a pole. Her long hair framed her round face, giving her a girl-next-door type of charm.  
 
    “Hey! I’m Anna Jones, and I will be the protector for our group!” She smiled winningly.  
 
    The two boys turned to each other, the realization of her words crashing over them like a tsunami of excitement. With a cheer, they pumped their fists together before addressing their new partner.  
 
    “Welcome to the team!” Ben stuck his hand out. “I am Benjamin Smith, and this little guy—” 
 
    “I’m Lucian Draco,” Lucian interrupted to avoid any embarrassment over what Ben might’ve said. 
 
    “Did you happen to see what team number we are?” Ben moved toward the board, ignoring Lucian’s glowing cheeks in mock innocence. 
 
    “We’re number eighteen,” Anna responded. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lucian asked in confusion. 
 
    “Shit, I hoped to be in the top ten,” Ben continued, ignoring Lucian. 
 
    “Eighteen is unheard of for first-year students! We were both ranked in the mid-twenties in our respective subclasses, and Lucian ranked first in his class,” Anna said timidly. 
 
     In actuality, she’d ranked twentieth, and Ben was ranked twenty-eighth, but Anna omitted this information because she didn’t want to imply Ben as the weak link. 
 
    “I was what?!” Lucian nearly screamed at her. 
 
    “You were first! Then again, you’re one of one,” Anna explained. 
 
    “They didn’t know what to do with us!” Ben blurted out proudly. “With this team, we’ll be number one in no time!” 
 
    “Ben? There’s more going on here, isn’t there? Our numbers are some type of ranking system?” 
 
    “Of course, my little genius-friend! Valiant doesn’t do anything without a purpose!” Ben smiled, dying to lord his knowledge over the boy. “Ranking is everything. It’s basically our currency in the school.” 
 
    “The higher you are, the more you get,” Anna interjected.  
 
    “Exactly!” Ben said, visibly impressed, as if she spoke his own thoughts. “You only have two matches a month and can challenge one rank above you. So the most you can move up is two ranked levels every month.” 
 
    “Sounds simple enough. The only problem I see is… I don’t know how to use magic, and I think I’m pretty much the only one.” 
 
    “You are,” Anna said.  
 
    She now knew, without a doubt, their rank was too high. 
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    Grounded in Magic 
 
    Lucian woke early the next morning, having been unable to acquire any meaningful sleep. He had realized he’d be a hindrance to his team, and, knowing he had no chance of challenging anyone at his current level of non-expertise, nerves and panic broached his mind and confidence.  
 
    So, rather than stay in bed and fret, he decided to rise and speak to Professor McClear. 
 
    He’s probably not going to be there, but what do I have to lose?  
 
    Figuring he might as well take a chance, Lucian got dressed quietly and made his way out of the room. Having learned the school’s layout pretty well—at least the parts he’d been in—Lucian was able to navigate to Professor McClear’s office. Filled with adrenaline at the prospect of learning more information, Lucian reached his door and paused, shocked.  
 
    Professor McClear sat in a chair outside of the room, sleeping heavily.  
 
    “Professor? Professor, wake up,” Lucian whispered. When he didn’t immediately wake, the young boy nudged the professor, repeating, “Professor? I need your help.” 
 
    “Lucian… about time,” McClear said, jerking himself out of what seemed to be a pleasant dream. “How are you, my boy? Sorry I dozed off. I truly expected you much earlier.” He put up a hand before Lucian could reply. “I know you have a lot of questions, but take a breath and compose your thoughts.” 
 
     “Only one question that matters right now, sir.” Lucian smiled nervously, then took a deep breath. “How do I do magic?” 
 
    The instructor adopted a look of mock confusion. “Well, son, that’s what school’s for.” Standing, he put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. 
 
    “I know you’re concerned and this is all new to you. It will be okay. I suggest you sign up for magical control tomorrow. That will get you up to par in no time. Spending time in the archives will also make you progress much faster, but I would encourage you to not worry too much. Most students take a year to move forward, anyways.” 
 
    Thinking about the problem from a logical perspective, Lucian started to feel better. “Thanks. That helped.” He shook the professor’s hand before he ran off.  
 
    McClear rubbed his head. His advice didn’t warrant such an exuberant reaction. “What a wonderful mind, indeed.” 
 
    Thousands of scenarios and ideas flooded through Lucian’s head. He ran back to the dorm, hoping his team was awake so he could share them. But since it was about five in the morning, his desires were null, as everyone was still fast asleep. With nothing left to do, he refined his ideas, readying himself to present them to Anna and Ben.  
 
    Hours later, Anna and Ben joined him. 
 
    “Hey! How long have you two been up?” Ben asked, the last one out of bed. 
 
    “I just woke up,” Anna pointed out. 
 
    “I’ve been up since one-ish,” Lucian declared, wanting to get right to the point. “Listen. I went to McClear’s office this morning. He told me I would need to enroll in magical control today to obtain information on the workings of magic.” Lucian waved his hands frantically with the intention of shushing his teammates before they could say anything. “I created a plan to make sure we don’t fall too behind in rank. That said, I’m aware I am holding us back, and it kills me that you are going to be punished for it. I believe it is going to take me about three to four months to be an appropriate team member.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It takes me that long to learn anything proficiently,” Lucian retorted. 
 
    “But that means we could lose four to eight matches in the meantime. I don’t want to drop to the mid-twenties,” Ben said with clear frustration. “If we’re bumped out of the top twenty, they will move us to the common rooms.” 
 
    “Which brings me to my plan.” Grinning again, excited about his idea, Lucian continued, “I think we can be into the top ten in a little over a year.”  
 
    His teammates, now intrigued, both leaned in to hear his plan. 
 
    “At the beginning of each month, we challenge whatever team is set ahead of us. So, worst case scenario, only four teams will be able to challenge us, and we will only be able to drop four levels during this time.” 
 
    “That will still put us out of the top twenty, but what can we do?” Ben huffed, only partially serious. 
 
    “Well, to be honest, based off what you guys told me so far, I still think I can come up with a plan so we can win a few matches,” Lucian muttered, not quite as confident as he was when he spoke to Anna earlier. 
 
    “Oh, now you can lead us to a victory. Why the hell should we believe you?” Anna sneered at him, skeptical about everything Lucian had to say. The pleasant façade she’d presented the previous day had vanished after she found out Lucian didn’t know any magic. In fact, she’d started picking arguments and finding flaws with whatever he said. “There is no way we are going to beat any teams with your current strength. Let’s say you can make a difference in four months. Like Ben said, we will be out of the top twenty. Admit it!” she said, frustrated with the boy’s relaxed approach to the situation. “You’re a liability!”  
 
    “I know I’m a liability, but I still think we can win one or two matches.” 
 
    “Okay… so what makes you so confident?” Ben interjected, trying to take control of the conversation. 
 
    “Well…” Taking a breath of frustration, not liking to brag on his intelligence, Lucian retorted, “Modestly speaking, I am a one in a hundred-billion intellect. My father honed me specifically in strategy and tactics. With enough prep, I think we can make any matchup a fair fight, at least.” Competence radiated from every word Lucian spoke, as he hoped to prove his point. 
 
    “We’ll see, Lucian,” Anna sighed, walking out of the room. 
 
    “You know, I think we can do this!” Ben said, trying to be the song of reason between the two. “Let’s get registered for classes and think about it later, okay?” 
 
    The two boys got ready and left the room, following Anna. As they walked to the great hall, Lucian wondered what courses he and Ben would take together. Unwilling to let his mind be entrenched in speculation, he decided to ask. 
 
    “Hey, Ben? What classes are you looking to take? I’m sure with your vast knowledge of Valiant, you already have your classes picked out.” 
 
    “Of course! I know I don’t need to take magical control,” Ben teased. “I’m excellent at controlling my magic, so I’ll probably search for a class that can give me a significant power boost.” 
 
    “What can you do with your abilities now?” Lucian asked, curious about his power. 
 
    “Let’s see… I have an extremely strong water gun,” he said immediately, with the intensity of a small child pretending to have superpowers. “I am also serviceable for freezing water on contact.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Lucian exclaimed skeptically, thinking of the ability he had seen before. “To be honest, I had guessed you were not great at control at all, but just extremely powerful,” he admitted. 
 
    The boys turned to each other and broke out into raucous laughter. Ben knew he was terrible at controlling his ability, but after giving Lucian so much slack, his attempt to save face backfired. “Okay, you might be right. Magic control it is for me, as well.” Ben stretched, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder and embracing him like an older brother. A silent agreement crossed between the two; this journey was going to be done together. And so, both boys elected to sign up for magic control as well as mental defense.  
 
    During their registration, Lucian noticed the class organization was unlike anything he’d read about for traditional universities. All courses were specific, with no recommended prerequisites, giving Lucian an understanding of the true purpose of Valiant’s ranking system. The ability to separate the strong and weed out the weak spoke volumes of the strength of this community. Everyone had a place, but it helped put people in their proper role. What better way to ensure this than to give every person the opportunity to make those choices themselves?  
 
    Lucian decided to keep his workload moderate, only taking classes to help his team. As of the present, Lucian fell upon the mercy of everyone around him. Like a newborn baby right out of its mother’s womb, he was entirely dependent on others no matter how much he wanted to be more useful.  
 
    After a minute of organizing his thoughts, he concluded his affinity to learn life magic would make him a feasible support for the team. After asking around, Lucian found himself on the other end of the hall, where all the medical classes were designated. 
 
    As Lucian went to sign up, a sizably husky woman approached, asking what she could help him with. 
 
    “I am looking to learn how to heal. I don’t have any skill in magic as of yet, but I am proficient in medical science. What would you recommend?” Lucian asked nervously, intimidated by the bulky woman’s demeanor.  
 
    Subconsciously, Lucian started analyzing the woman, who wore what seemed to be a waterproof medical robe over her noticeably muscular frame. She started tapping her foot and staring intently at Lucian, which made his impatience increase slightly. He continued studying her face, which, while not particularly beautiful, was nurturing and kind.  
 
    Just as he finished his observations, she spoke. 
 
    “Magical healing is where I would recommend you start. Would you like me to sign you up?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I think that will be the best way to help my team.” 
 
    “Not bad… and yes, support will always help your team. However, you must possess a strong affinity for life magic to be effective. What’s your placement score?” 
 
    “I believe… B-rank, ma’am,” Lucian said, pretending he was unsure. 
 
    “I’m shocked you’re a battle mage with a score like that! You should excel quickly, then.”  
 
    With a couple of signatures and the shuffling of paper, she looked back up at him.  
 
    “You are all set, young man. See you tomorrow!” she said, forcing a smile—a feat Lucian could tell wasn’t a regular practice.  
 
    After making small-talk with his teacher, Lucian headed back to Professor McClear’s office, hoping to catch him before meeting up with his team. 
 
    Professor McClear’s office was starting to feel more like home than the school itself, allowing Lucian to feel at ease with his guidance counselor. Unfortunately, he found the room empty, with Professor McClear nowhere in sight. Lucian knocked one last time, hoping McClear had somehow fallen asleep again.  
 
    But as Lucian stood knocking, he sensed a presence directly behind him.  
 
    There stood Madam Sah, gazing at him with her lustful, predatory eyes. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Lucian? Picking out your classes?” she inquired, the irritation bleeding through her voice giving him the impression she thought he wasn’t being responsible with his time. “You continue to be a disappointment to me, young man. An S-class psychic, and you choose to be a foot soldier?” she scoffed in disgust. 
 
    “Sorry I disappointed you. That was truly not my intent. It’s just… something tells me I’m not a psychic, as contrary as it might appear,” Lucian said with a plea for forgiveness, not wanting to make another enemy with such power at the school on only his second day. 
 
    “Run along.” Madam Sah shooed him away with a dissatisfied sigh. “I have better things to do.”  
 
    Happy for an excuse to leave, Lucian did as instructed.  
 
    When he made his way back to his room, Ben and Anna were already waiting somewhat impatiently. 
 
    “Hey, guys. You beat me back here,” Lucian said, a weak plea of apology impacting his voice. 
 
    “Yep, but I just got here as well, mate!” 
 
    “Well, lucky you! I’ve been here for over an hour. I thought we were coming right back after we picked our classes!” Anna protested. 
 
    “Sorry, Anna, it took me longer than expected. All the choices got me really excited! What about you?” Lucian asked, attempting to change the subject and avoid arguing any further. 
 
    “Same here,” Anna snorted. “What classes did you sign up for?” 
 
     “Magic control, as you know, but I also was able to get into mental defense, supernatural creatures, and magical healing,” he blurted proudly, as if it was killing him to keep the information in turn. 
 
    As acknowledgment of what Lucian said crossed Anna’s face, she bolted to her feet in irritation. 
 
    “What are you thinking?! The goal here was for you to learn how to use your power, not take every class under the sun!”  
 
    As she paused to catch her breath, Lucian tried to interrupt, but to no avail. 
 
    “I know you don’t know much about this world,” she continued, “but this is going to set you back! There is no way you are going to be able to handle four classes, train, and compete in matches.” 
 
    Lucian sat there and took what she said in stride, knowing it was wiser to listen to others, especially when they might be privy to more insight on the matter. But he truly thought Anna underestimated him because of his age, even though she didn’t seem much older. 
 
     “Guys!” Ben interrupted. “Can’t we all relax? I’m sure our little genius friend is going to be fine. Besides, we’re taking two of his classes together. I’m sure we will be able to help each other learn as quickly as possible. And I think it’s safe to say this kid is smarter than both of us.”  
 
    Before Anna could object to the comment, Ben held up a hand. “I let you get your rant out, so let me say my piece. He might be lacking life experience, but I have a feeling he’ll be fine. If it’s too much, we can easily adapt. So, let’s trust him.” 
 
    Silence fell upon the room for what felt like an eternity to the group, only broken when Anna spoke up. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian. I don’t mean to be such a bitch. You’re right, Ben. I don’t know what he’s capable of, but if he thinks he can do it… I will try to put more faith in him.”  
 
    The boys smiled at each other at her declaration. 
 
    “You’re both right,” Lucian said. “I have no idea what I’m getting into, but if there’s one thing I’m confident in, it’s learning. I’m taking these classes to help me learn faster so I can help the team as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Ben said, ready to move forward.  
 
    “Well, as we discussed this morning, I think we should still challenge the seventeenth-ranked team. To be honest, we’re probably going to get slaughtered, but I know I could use the practice,” Lucian said evenly. 
 
    “And, with any luck, our next match will be later in the month!” Ben chirped. 
 
    “That would be great, but most likely won’t be the case. A lot of it depends on our showing, but if we look like easy prey, someone will challenge us quickly,” Lucian said imperturbably. 
 
    “Well, first things first. Let’s challenge team seventeen today,” Anna stated. 
 
    “I agree. We don’t want to get challenged first.” Lucian nodded. 
 
    “If we challenged them now, we’d have about fourteen hours before the actual match,” Ben informed them, “which would give us time to discuss our plan tonight.”  
 
    The group agreed, so they gathered their stuff and hurried to make a formal challenge, making their way to the battle arena to speak with the head of games. 
 
    “Oh!” Ben blurted out. “We need a team name! You have to register under a team name, and it can’t be changed.” 
 
    With a sense of irony and a love for literature, Lucian perked up. 
 
    “I have the perfect team name! Trust me!” He clapped his hands together, smiling.  
 
    With no hesitation from the group, they made their way to the arena with Ben’s expert navigation in no time. 
 
    Anna stepped forward, approaching the head of games. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. We would like to register to challenge team seventeen.”  
 
    Staring at her was a gaunt-looking man with the build of a marathon runner and the face of a person who hadn’t slept in several days. 
 
    “Who is your friend, dearie?” the man asked with a malicious smile, looking to embarrass his daughter. Not waiting for her reply, the man turned and said, “Marcus Jones. Pleased to meet you.” He stood and shook the boys’ hands. “Lucky for you guys to be paired up with my little genius! She’s not much older than you, lad,” Marcus said, pointing at Lucian.  
 
    The boys looked at Anna in bewilderment as she turned to them, her secret divulged. 
 
    “I’m nearly sixteen,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Aye, that she is. Fifteen and a half. Together, you make up the youngest team ever assembled in your program’s history. That’s something you should be proud of, my friends,” he proclaimed. 
 
    “Dad… sign-ups?” 
 
    “Oh! Sorry, dearie. Yes, you can sign up, but it seems your team has already been challenged by Team Wells.” 
 
    The two boys’ eyes fell upon each other, their mouths hanging open in disappointment. The inability to get a head start on their challenge would put a damper in Lucian’s plan, especially if they lost. Out of nowhere, a quick declaration knocked them out of their reverie. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Language, young lady!” the gnarled father lectured Anna, in the practice of scolding her for this behavior. “In any case, I do need your team name.” He looked at them individually.  
 
    Stepping in front of Anna, Lucian said proudly, “I got this part! We’ll be Team No One.”  
 
    Ben and Anna looked at him as if hoping he were mad.  
 
    “Trust me, guys! It will be great!” he said enthusiastically. 
 
    “I already trusted you, but so far you couldn’t even make a plan to get us signed up first,” Anna said, storming off without another word. 
 
    That seems a little unfair, Lucian thought, not understanding how he could’ve predicted they would be challenged so soon. 
 
    “Don’t worry your britches about her. She’s always had a temper,” Anna’s father murmured apologetically. 
 
    “I am learning that.” Lucian smiled back at the man. “I’ll talk to her. We’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Good luck. Your match is at twelve in the green arena.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. You’ve been a big help.” Lucian reached out to shake the man’s hand before the two boys turned to catch up with their upset comrade. 
 
    “So, what the hell is the plan now?” Ben grimaced. “This morning didn’t entirely go as expected, so where’re the contingencies, master strategist?” 
 
    Lucian rubbed the back of his head, his stomach turning as he thought about how he’d let his team down again. He hoped they wouldn’t be a target. 
 
    “I thought this could be possibility, but I was hoping it wouldn’t happen so fast. Let’s say I’m playing it by ear.”  
 
    Lucian thought carefully, deciding how much information he wanted to divulge to his teammate. Coming to a decision, he continued, “We need to practice and hopefully put up a good show tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go find Anna, then. I know a lot about our competition,” Ben said, breaking into a light jog. Lucian matched his speed as they ran off together to catch up with their friend.  
 
    After a short search, they spotted her, back against the wall, blocked in by two men. The one larger in width crowded her, while the taller man leaned over her, sneering and saying something the boys couldn’t hear.  
 
     “Oh, shit! Look, Fred!” the taller man said. 
 
    “Her boyfriend’s coming to rescue her!” Fred crowed, glancing at the approaching boys with his beady, piggish eyes.  
 
    “Look at this little dipshit! Have your balls even dropped?” the taller man said, stabbing his finger directly into Lucian’s face.  
 
    Raising his hand, Lucian parried the judgmental digit, knocking it downwards. 
 
    “Don’t point at me,” Lucian spoke, void of emotion. “Why are you bothering my friend?” 
 
    “Looks like this little dipshit has some balls after all, but little brain,” Fred said, pushing Lucian to the ground. 
 
    Attempting to protect his fallen comrade, Ben stepped in front of the two men. Fred, without pause, turned his body to put his full weight behind a square punch to Ben’s face, sending the boy sprawling next to Lucian. Still conscious, the Brit raised his hand in protest of the unwarranted punishment.  
 
    Lucian flipped back up to his feet, ready to fight. 
 
    “Back up. I won’t ask again.” His piercing eyes, reminiscent of a lion stalking its prey, glared up at them. Involuntarily, the two men stepped back.  
 
    Turning his back to them, Lucian turned to help Ben up, but the older boy ignored the assistance and stood, shame overtaking his face. 
 
    “Thanks,” Ben mumbled as he got to his feet. 
 
    The predatory gaze Lucian demonstrated evaporated, leaving the young, gentle boy’s smile. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you two,” Lucian said, keeping his eyes on Ben. “Let’s go our separate ways.” 
 
    Both men, no longer hesitant, had other plans.  
 
    Stepping forward, Fred pushed the boy back down.  
 
    Allowing the momentum of the shove, Lucian rotated parallel with one of Fred’s shoving arms. Lucian used minimal effort as he thrust his hips forward, a snap like wet wood echoing off the walls. He instantly caught himself in a handstand and flipped back to his feet, leaving Fred screaming obscenities on the floor.  
 
    A gale force wind tore through the corridor, throwing Ben back to the floor and spiking Lucian across the room. 
 
    Fuzziness turned to gray, then darkness. The tall man stood protectively over his teammate, the veins in his neck receding as his rage settled, satisfied. 
 
     “What the hell is going on here?” Director Wallace yelled, glancing at the three students lying on the floor in pain.  
 
    As he scanned the area, only two students still stood from the corresponding groups: Anna and the taller of the aggressors. 
 
    “Curtis, I won’t ask again. What the hell is going on here?” Wallace said in a threatening tone. 
 
    With mischief in his eye, Curtis said, “The little twerp attacked Fred. We were just talking.” 
 
    “Is that true, Anna?” 
 
    “No! Curtis and Fred attacked Ben. Lucian got in between them to protect him!” 
 
    “I didn’t attack anyone until he broke Fred’s arm!” Curtis retorted. 
 
    Without a valid argument, Anna kept her mouth shut, worried she could get Lucian into more trouble. 
 
    “Ben, are you okay?” Wallace addressed the boy, who started to stand and dust himself off. 
 
    “I am fine, Director Wallace.” 
 
    “Good. Take your teammate to the infirmary. He is probably concussed. We’ll be having words later.” 
 
    With the anger in Director Wallace’s eyes and the implications of his words, Ben’s joking manner escaped him. “Yes sir, right away,” he replied. 
 
    Ben reached down to grab his friend, who was much more substantial than a boy his size had any right to be. 
 
    “Hey, Anna? A little help? He’s kind of heavy,” Ben said, staring directly at her, then turning to the director for permission.  
 
    Director Wallace nodded. 
 
    Pushing her shoulder under Lucian’s arm, she understood the dilemma Ben found himself in. She strained against the boy’s lean muscle, knees wobbling as she helped Ben drag him to the medical wing.  
 
    A few hours later, light filtered back into Lucian’s eyes, followed by his vision. As he sat up, he saw Ben sleeping in the chair next to him and Anna pacing back and forth. 
 
    “Hey, guys. What happened?” Lucian asked, still groggy and confused. “The last thing I remember is flying across the room.” 
 
    “Yes, you imbecile! You picked a fight with Curtis Wells, the number-one ranked freshman. The Wells are known for being one of the strongest bloodlines in mage history. His cousin Vera is just as strong, but I don’t think she ever claims that jerk.” 
 
     “I didn’t pick a fight, Anna. I wanted to walk away.” Sorrow permeated his voice. “But we shouldn’t’ve lost. I’m too unprepared. I need to learn more about this world,” he continued, anger rising as he punched his open palm in frustration.  
 
    But his sorrow had no understanding of the weight of Anna’s fury. “For once, you’re right!” she berated him. “You aren’t prepared! And every time you do something like this, you screw us. I didn’t need you to protect me. I could’ve handled them myself!” Yelling in frustration, Anna grabbed her hair, just short of pulling it out.  
 
     “You’ve a point,” Lucian sighed, his frustration turning from anger with himself over losing to discouragement over the turmoil it had caused his team. “I don’t know what’s going on around here, and it’s hard to make proper decisions with so many unknown variables. I need time… but as I said before, I didn’t want to fight those guys.”  
 
    “Then why did you? Just because he punched Ben? Pretty sure Fred didn’t want to fight, either,” Anna pleaded. 
 
    “Sometimes you have to know when to back down, but I don’t think that was the right time,” Lucian said. “Besides, our match is tomorrow, and they gave me information they shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “Like what?” Anna was instantly intrigued. 
 
    “It’s clear Fred is just a goon, pretending to be tough to impress Curtis. It’s also clear that Curtis is a bit protective. To me, it seemed he used a massive amount of effort to knock me out. But I was unconscious, so to my untrained eye, he could’ve been using no effort at all. Regardless, his emotion was real. His attack was out of anger when I broke Fred’s arm.” 
 
    “Anyone would be mad if you hurt their teammate,” Anna retorted. 
 
    “Yes, maybe, but I could see the irrational anger in his eyes, and I think we can use that against them. But it’s going to take some timing, nevertheless. I need a better understanding of what he did to me. We need to train and prepare for tomorrow.” 
 
     “Train? You can’t train! You’ve got a concussion, Lucian. I don’t even know how you’re up this fast.” Confusion followed Anna’s frustration. 
 
    “I heal fast. I’ll be fine. Trust me,” Lucian said, hopping up in the hope of getting his bearings. 
 
    “That’s my little buddy,” Ben interjected, starting from his nap. “Let’s do this shit.” 
 
    “I guess.” Anna shook her head, gesturing for them to lead the way. “But if anything changes, you tell me immediately, Lucian,” she said with a stern face. 
 
    “No problem,” Lucian said, making a half-baked scout’s honor symbol. 
 
    “I am not joking. Please let me know. Our fates are tied together, and we don’t need you to get permanently hurt.” 
 
    After Lucian assured Anna for the third time, the team gathered their things and walked to the practice area.  
 
    As they walked, Lucian noticed the eager grin on Ben’s face. 
 
    “What are you so happy about?” Lucian asked his friend. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who can plan ahead, Lucian. Once again, I have to be the smart one of the group.”  
 
    Combining the knowledge of where they were going with the grin on his friend’s face, Lucian figured it out. 
 
    “Wow! You reserved space for us to train?” Lucian said, genuinely impressed by Ben’s foresight. 
 
    “Yep! I booked a room for the entire year. Ha! I am a genius!” the boy said, patting himself on the back.  
 
    His gesture caused Lucian and Anna to both break out into a chuckle, one the team truly needed. 
 
    “You got it, Ben. Thanks for being so smart,” Anna smirked. 
 
    “In all seriousness, Ben, I truly do appreciate this. I believe I can learn a lot before tomorrow if you guys are willing to teach me,” Lucian said, all joking aside. 
 
    The school had ten practice arenas, each larger than the previous. The largest arena in the school was Arena One, which, followed by Arenas Two, Three, Four, and Five, was usually reserved for the top ten teams.  
 
    While their team didn’t qualify for any of the larger arenas, Ben was able to reserve Arena Ten, the smallest arena in the school.  
 
    The three young mages made their way to a small building that sat alone, surrounded by only green land. Like the rest of the buildings, it was no more than a story tall and had no windows, allowing for complete privacy. 
 
    The moment they stepped in the room, amazement plastered itself on Lucian’s face. The inside of the building was nearly two acres long, surrounded by trees and land dwarfing the building itself. Lucian’s mind began to wander, his imagination trying to further understand the possibilities of this place. A soft voice called out to him from the depth of his mind. Lucian shook his head, turning his attention back to Anna. 
 
    “Did you say something?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Lucian? You okay? I was just trying to get your attention,” Anna asked, still worried about his concussion. 
 
    “I’m fine. I do that sometimes. I am really curious about the type of matches we’re going to have because, with so much space, weaker teams shouldn’t be handicapped,” Lucian commented, leaving out his true meaning. 
 
    “We should probably get started,” Ben suggested.  
 
    “Sorry! You guys are probably right. I was just thinking out loud. Let’s do this!” Lucian looked from one face to the other. “You guys have been practicing magic for a while. Where should we start?” 
 
    Like twins, Anna and Ben spoke simultaneously. “Channeling!” 
 
    “What is channeling?” Now interested, a giddy expression crossed Lucian’s face. The boy was beyond exuberant, finally about to learn magic after being denied by his father for so long. 
 
    “Okay!” Anna paused, looking for the words to articulate the concept in a way a person fully ignorant of their world could understand. “First off, this is the most basic level of magic.” She held up a finger to show she had multiple points. “Second, it’s hard to explain to someone with no knowledge of this stuff.” 
 
    “Keep in mind, most people here learned small bits from family and friends their entire lives. Hell, I learned to channel before I could walk,” Ben interrupted, clearly exaggerating. 
 
    “Third,” Anna said, cutting Ben off sharply as she held up another finger, “focus on more what we are doing than what we say. Channeling is different for everyone. That said, let’s start.”  
 
    “I’ll go first!” Ben shouted, jumping into the center of the group. 
 
    As confident as Lucian had ever seen him, Ben stood directly in front of him, focusing on a nearby tree. As he stared intently at the plant, Lucian stared at him with the same intensity.  
 
    At first glance, it seemed his friend was radiating heat off his body, but with further study, it was more like an ice cube coming out of a freezer. His body temperature dropped well below freezing, but it was only superficial, as he generated what Lucian guessed to be energy in his hand. Ben’s irises turned blue as his hand sliced through the unoccupied space. Initially, water shot from his hand, then quickly transmuted into ice, freezing everything in its path. 
 
    “See? It’s easy!” Ben smirked, pleased by his accomplishment. 
 
    “Yeah, easy… if you need to bring a bazooka to a knife fight. Not to mention you didn’t show him anything.” Anna snarked, silently reassuring Lucian he should still be confused based on Ben’s demonstration. 
 
    “What are you talking about? You told him to watch me,” Ben squealed, confused by Anna’s criticism. 
 
    “You freak.” Anna smiled back at Ben. “Why don’t you give him an explanation, then?”  
 
    “Okay, Lucian. All joking aside, magic is living, and it attaches to our thoughts, emotions, and imagination. Without a true understanding of who you are, it can be unpredictable and even dangerous,” Ben said with a straight face so grievous, Lucian took his warning to heart and stored it in the forefront of his thoughts, realizing there was another layer to the mild-mannered person he had grown to know. 
 
    “Right.” Anna nodded in agreement. 
 
    “As you notice, I’m laid-back. My emotions are tied to my magic, and since I am a water-wielding mage, my calm exterior tends to transmute it into ice.” 
 
    “So, what about me? Based off my placement, I can wield water, fire, air, and earth. Is that based on my emotions?” 
 
    “Nope,” Anna interjected. “Wielding is more or less your gift.” She motioned for Ben to continue with a wave of her hand. 
 
    “Perfectly said, Anna. Your talents come from your ability to control all four of the basic eminences. But what form they take is attached to your emotional state.” 
 
    “Okay, I see. Ben, show me again, since I know what I’m looking for,” Lucian pressed, eager to see the movements again. 
 
    “Okay. Watch closely.”  
 
    Ben stood in a pose similar to the one from moments before. With the exact same gesticulation, he shot his hands out. However, only water blasted toward the frozen tree, the force breaking it into shards. 
 
    “Shit!” Ben squealed. “Well… you get the point.” 
 
    “I do.” Lucian responded to the change more so than to Ben’s outburst. “Your emotion changed. Because you were more on the spot, you weren’t as relaxed anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ben laughed, rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment. “You were watching so closely.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I still have a question,” Lucian said, pondering how to ask it clearly. 
 
    “Shoot,” Ben responded quickly. 
 
    “How would you choose between water and fire, and can they be combined?” 
 
    “Excellent question!” Anna jumped in, feeling better suited to answer than Ben. “It’s usually a preference. People who can use multiple elements tend to use whatever element they think of. As you gather energy, your mental vision portrays the element you want to use, and your emotions tend to alter or amplify said element.” 
 
    “Couldn’t’ve said it better myself,” Ben said, nodding his head in an impressed manner. 
 
    “And, as far as combining is concerned, it comes down to basic science and your ability to control your eminence. For example, with fire and water, a balanced mage might be able to send out a burst of steam, but fire and water themselves do not mix well.”  
 
    “Okay… that makes sense!” Lucian nodded, stepping forward to take the place where Ben stood. The glee of Lucian’s first magic attempt caused his skin to tingle as his eyes widened. His heart raced and his breathing slowed. Knowing he needed to concentrate, Lucian took a deep breath, giving birth to a new persona. Confidence radiated off the boy as if he were the one now teaching.  
 
    Focusing his mental capabilities on water, Lucian gathered what he believed to be the same energy as his friend. Mimicking his teammate, he shot his arm out in a violent palm strike. He felt powerful energy shoot out of his arm, and yet the result was a small stream of water, comparable to a water pistol.  
 
    Lucian fell dramatically to his knees in the throes of excruciating failure. 
 
    “Wow…” Ben patted Lucian on the back. “Cheer up, mate. You did it right! And you’re the first person I have ever seen manage it on their first try, to boot.” 
 
    “Yet my results aren’t what you’d call awe-inspiring. I couldn’t even get your shirt wet,” Lucian said with an artificial smile. 
 
    “That wasn’t bad at all, Lucian. You honestly did well. You simply don’t possess much elemental fortitude,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “Fantastic, I’m a weakling. Why did McClear put me in this program?” Lucian said, his voice strangled with a hint of betrayal. 
 
    “Kid, relax. As you get more efficient, you will get stronger. You might not be able to generate as much as I can, but your control could be a real difference-maker in a fight. Not to mention, you are connected with all six major eminences,” Ben said.  
 
     “You’re right, Ben. I can make this work.” Lucian took a deep breath. “What’s next, guys? Like… how does this differ from how you make a shield?” 
 
    “That’s simple. It’s essentially the same. Gathering is gathering, after all, but there are a few rules to remember,” Anna said, looking for Ben to help articulate the information. 
 
    “Don’t look at me. I just blow shit up,” Ben answered in mock response to her silent question. 
 
    “Fine… remember, magic can’t be channeled through your body. Magic control inside the body is impossible, and the damage can be irreversible. Creating shields is channeling your magic into hardened walls on top of your skin. But it’ll be easier to explain if you just watch.”  
 
    After she put her hands together and controlled her breathing, a light flashed from Anna’s hands as fire erupted in front of her body. The flames relaxed as the fire hardened into what the naked eye might perceive as glass in front of the girl’s body. The shield wasn’t significant in size—only about three feet in diameter—but the way she maneuvered it was as if it was an extension of her arm. She moved her hands back and forth, demonstrating the control she possessed over the conjured weapon. 
 
    “So, it is hard to control channeled elements with your mind. It’s like a bowman holding a notched arrow for a long time. This is why we channel it into a shield, or bind it to our limbs. That way, it’s a bit like the latch on a crossbow. The energy is stored and ready, and you can focus your mind on use rather than control.” 
 
    “Is that universal? Like, can more advanced mages…” Lucian stopped in the middle of his question, realizing it could come off as insulting.  
 
    Anna smiled and responded, “I have seen masters create bubbles around their body, but they must possess a deep well of eminence. Shields are not meant to take direct damage. The key is to reflect attacks on contact.” 
 
    “Let me guess… each shield can only take so much damage before it breaks?” Lucian said, starting to understand. 
 
    “You got it,” Anna said as she turned, looking at Ben seriously. “I’m going to need you to attack me now, freak.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Ben was shocked she wanted to go this far for a demonstration. Creating a fire shield was hard enough, but direct contact with its counterpart, water, would take a very skilled shield bearer, indeed. Even with the skepticism in Ben’s mind, however, he began to wonder if Anna could reflect it. 
 
    I’ll hold back a little. I don’t want to kill her, Ben thought sympathetically.  
 
    Hardening his face as before, he shot his icy beam directly at Anna, at speeds much faster than during his demonstration.  
 
    Lucian only then realized how much his teammates were holding back for his benefit.  
 
    Ice shot directly from his hand, barreling toward Anna’s small frame. The stream of power was equal to the size of the shield she held. A grin crossed Anna’s face as she met Ben’s attack. With expert efficiency, she rolled her wrist, batting the ice shards down toward her opponent’s feet. The fire shield cracked and dispersed into nothingness. 
 
    “Holy shit, Anna! That was awesome!” Ben whooped as he ran over to her with an excitement Lucian didn’t quite understand. 
 
    “That was cool and all, but her shield broke,” Lucian responded in confusion. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Ice is a complete counter to fire shields. The finesse it takes to block an attack so easily is something even master protectors struggle with.” 
 
    “Yes,” Anna confirmed. “In fact, my dad’s a master. He’s been drilling me since I could walk.” 
 
    “I take back everything bad I have ever said about you, love,” Ben said jokingly. 
 
      
 
    The group continued to train all throughout the night, teaching Lucian everything they could before heading back to their rooms.  
 
    During the walk, Ben turned and asked his younger friend something that had been bothering him all day. 
 
    “Lucian, I’ve been dying to know… where the hell did you learn how to fight like that?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucian said, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “During the confrontation earlier today, you broke Fred’s arm in a matter of seconds. And I saw fear in Curtis’s eyes when you were close.” 
 
    “Oh… that.” Lucian grimaced. He’d chalked the demonstration down as a failure, since he’d lost the fight. 
 
    As he looked at the small boy, Ben’s curiosity grew.  
 
    “No child should be fast and strong enough to do that to such a big man,” Ben said, honestly confused. 
 
    “He wasn’t that big,” Lucian said with a shrug, “but to answer your question, I’ve been training with my dad in hand-to-hand combat ever since I was four years old. At this point, I can beat him about sixty percent of the time.”  
 
    As Anna stared at him, she saw Lucian in a cloudy haze of his own mind. As he spoke, she knew he wasn’t bragging but simply stating a fact from his memory.  
 
    “Holy shit, Lucian! Are you telling me you can beat Victor Draco in a fist fight?” Ben yelled excitedly. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Anna wheezed, equally in shock when she grasped the full weight of his words. 
 
    “I think he pulls his punches a little, but yeah, for the most part,” Lucian said, smiling at his friends’ enthusiasm. 
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    The next morning, a pleasant smell flooded Team No One’s shared living space. Awoken by the smell of pancakes, sausage, and bacon—a most pleasant alarm clock—Ben and Anna made their way to the common room just as Lucian set up the final parts of his breakfast buffet. 
 
    “I have to give it to you, Lucian. This smells great,” Anna said energetically, eager to partake in the meal. 
 
    “Is there anything you don’t do well, kid? And when the hell do you sleep?” 
 
    Concentrated on the notes in front of him and not realizing Ben’s question was rhetorical, Lucian responded, “There are a few things, and I got nearly two hours this morning.” 
 
    “So, what are you working on?” Ben asked, realizing he only held a minimum of Lucian’s focus.  
 
    “Just trying to take what I learned last night and create a winning game plan for us. There are still so many variables I don’t know, but I am feeling much more confident.” 
 
    “Well, we have a reputation to grow, so make sure you make it to all your classes. Remember, you represent No One. Shit, Lucian, why did you pick that name?” Anna said, the vulgar statement rolling off her tongue like a foreign word.  
 
    Lucian and Ben stared back at her, grinning from ear to ear as she struggled, and eventually devolving into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “You freaks know what I meant.” Anna barely got her words out before she began to snicker as well. 
 
    Satisfied, Lucian began to pack up his supplies before running out the door. With more classes than everyone else, he did not have the luxury of sitting and chatting any further.  
 
    During the night, Lucian developed a schedule for himself. By keeping most of his classes early, he could knock them out by mid-afternoon, which left him the ability to train heavily at night—or compete, like they were set to do this evening.  
 
    Excited to apply some of the principles he’d learned the previous night to his lessons, Lucian anticipated the class for medical healing would offer them the chance. He hoped this introductory class for medicine would increase his effectiveness as a teammate. Knowing his father would never have put him in a place where he did not have the proper tools to succeed, Lucian surmised everything could be learned in the same way he had absorbed lessons his whole life. 
 
    He taught me how to use my brain, Lucian thought impulsively. I will put all my focus in this new skill and hope for the best.  
 
    On his way to class, Lucian realized he had left much earlier than he needed. Rather than rushing to the room, he took time to enjoy the campus and get a better feel for the layout of the school. He had memorized most of the school the previous day while running to Professor McClear’s room, but hadn’t taken a good look at it. Mesmerized by its size and architecture, he found himself genuinely astonished.  
 
    The school was more substantial than any mundane university he had ever heard of. The designs on the buildings were unique and impossible to manufacture based on modern science. 
 
    Curious, Lucian touched the walls. The texture felt like glass, but the material was reinforced, harder than any steel. 
 
    I can’t believe this… Lucian thought to himself, gently caressing the building.  
 
    Curiosity trying to get the better of him, Lucian ripped himself away before he made himself late, promising he would ask McClear about what made up the building as a compromise.  
 
    As he began to run off to class, a soft voice called to him from behind. 
 
    “Lucian, wait up!” 
 
    “I know that voice,” Lucian said aloud, turning to face the beautiful girl running up to him. 
 
    “Hey, Lucian! How’s it going?” Vera asked with a genuine smile. “I hear you got into your first brawl.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” Lucian mumbled. 
 
    “I’ve been in my fair share of fights. People pick on you here if they think you’re an easy target or you don’t belong. You just have to show them that you do.” She grinned, balling her fist in an act of strength. 
 
    “Thanks, Vera. So, where are you headed?” Even though Vera’s words put his mind at ease, Lucian wanted to change the subject.  
 
    “Same place as you, silly. I saw you sign up the other day and thought it’d be a good idea.” Vera pointed to the ceiling, indicating her light bulb moment. “I’m trying to keep my first-place rank, you see, and I can’t have a little kid mastermind coming for me.” 
 
    “What? You’re the first-place ranked team?” His opinion of the girl readjusted as the shocking revelation sank in. 
 
    “Yeah! And it’s so impressive your team is in the top twenty! For a first-year group, that’s insane,” Vera said. 
 
    “I’m curious; what are you looking to get out of this class, Vera?” Lucian pried, seeing her as possible competition for the first time.  
 
    Ever since he’d gotten to the school, Vera had been the kindest person he had met, but she was clearly keeping track of him for her own gains as well. Even on top, she continued to look for new ways to improve her own strength. 
 
    “As useful as it is to train with Director Wallace, his knowledge only goes as far as to teach me how to destroy things. I was hoping to evolve my abilities in healing, and there is that added bonus for medical mages who have the best sway,” Vera said with an innocent grin. 
 
    Just what I was hoping. 
 
    Pleased with the information he’d received, Lucian refrained from asking any more questions about magic. But as he got closer to the room, his excitement began to push through his maturity once again, and a silly grin dominated his face. Vera looked at him and smiled, understanding the meaning of his rosy cheeks. After all, she had spent her own time as the school’s underage mage.  
 
    The two of them made it to their destination and elected to sit near the front of the class. Standing before the students, the husky lady who’d urged Lucian to sign up waited for everyone to settle in. 
 
    “Good morning, class. Please, everyone, take a seat so we may begin,” she requested with her most pleasant voice. “I am Professor Johnson, and I will be your guide to medical magic.  
 
    “I’ve always been a fan of learning, healing, and teaching. These are my passions, and I am so happy I get to share them with you,” Professor Johnson said, making a point to look at each student as she spoke. “Healing is, quite frankly, impossible without magic. The so-called healing humans do is simply hoping the body fixes itself. But to be honest with you, the body heals itself for us, as well. I want you all to think about what makes up the human body. Can anything magic-related create these things?” She paused for a moment to watch her new students thinking, waiting as they all came to the conclusion.  
 
    All shook their heads. 
 
    “Correct. In that same line of thought, we are merely a guidance tool to help the body heal itself. The more in tune you are with your life magic and the life essence of the injured person, the faster they will heal. This is why medical magi can heal themselves from catastrophic injuries, but the change in others can be so sporadic that it is much harder to heal other people.”  
 
    She paused again as she saw the wheels turning amongst the students, then pointed to a girl who looked to be dying to ask a question. 
 
    “Professor… I have heard of people being healed from fatal injuries” the lady stated quizzically. 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t say it was impossible, but it is much harder. An S-rank life mage can heal just about anything but death. I have personally seen my mentor heal someone who had mere seconds to live. But that is the exception, not the rule. To heal wounds and other injuries, the body usually needs at least an hour for A-rank and under. This is something you must never forget, especially when you are in the field. If you happen to go into this profession, you will have to make choices. Now! I am not trying to talk anyone out of this class or profession, but you will have to determine the extent of the damage on the person you are working with, and how fast the body can heal itself with your help. To put it simply, the truth is you will sacrifice some to save many.” She dusted her hands at that, as if clearing herself of the conversation, and continued her lecture.  
 
    Professor Johnson took the first half of the class to cram as much information as she could before she was able to get to the hands-on portion of her lecture. While her preferred teaching method was more hands-on, she knew the basic knowledge was vital to their success in her class. 
 
    “The body is made up of what we call prestige. This is the central energy that flows and connects us to our eminence and life itself. But keep in mind that prestige is an unstable source of energy, and it flows differently in everyone. This is where your eminence comes into play. Your personal connection with each element allows your prestige to flow through said element and manipulate it. Life magic is different, however.” Her dramatic pause permeated the air. “Life magic actually determines how your prestige connects with someone else’s prestige. It is a delicate balance. Therefore, there are taboo actions you must never do.  
 
    “For example, eminence cannot be absorbed into the body. It’s too risky, and the body will not be able to keep up with the changes. Healing yourself, or anyone else, must be done in the same way the body would heal itself. Skipping steps can be dangerous and could naturally cause your body to reject the healing.  
 
    “Now, watch. This is what we can do,” the professor said as she grabbed a scalpel and sliced her arm from wrist to elbow. Blood flowed from the separated skin.  
 
    A slight grimace crossed her face, but it was nothing compared to the students, who looked at her in shock. 
 
    “Stop your bellyaching and watch closely,” she said calmly as she waited for the students to relax. In a moment, her hand began to glow a light green color as she placed it across the bleeding arm.  
 
    “This is called a swallow, named after Jefferson Swallows, who is considered one of the greatest medical magi of our time. He determined that manipulating kinetic energy could allow this method.”  
 
    She focused on her arm, Lucian staring intently at her actions. Like everyone else in the room, he could see her heart rate visibly decrease as she began to relax.  
 
    The blood, which had flowed freely until a moment ago, began to slow until nothing was left but dry flakes and the open wound. Replaying the events in his mind, Lucian refocused on the cut itself. As if time itself slowed, a swirling wind—the swallow—enclosed the incision in a circling green aura. 
 
    “As you look at the wound, you can see it begin to heal from the inside. It closes the dermis until the epidermis is completely closed. The minutia of scabs and other protective protocols the body normally makes are no longer needed. Now, can anyone tell me what two eminence makes healing this wound possible?” the professor said, waiting for any one of the students to answer. When no one did, she looked at the third-year girl sitting next to Lucian. 
 
    “Dear, what’s your name?” 
 
    “Vera, ma’am,” Vera said nervously. 
 
    “Great. Vera, can you tell me?” she requested with a sympathetic smile for putting the girl on the spot. 
 
    “I can’t. I have no idea,” Vera said bluntly. 
 
    “No worries. I doubt anyone could come up with it from what I’ve taught you so far.” 
 
    As she spoke, Lucian interjected, “The green aura, or… the swallows, you called it? I believe it affects air, somehow changing time itself. I guess this somehow tricks the body into healing itself at a supernatural rate.”  
 
    The room stared at him, intent on his words. Lucian shrunk in his seat, thinking he might’ve said something stupid. Professor Johnson smiled at the boy with the same sympathetic look she’d given Vera, glad for his courage to speak.  
 
    “Lucian, that was impressive. Partly wrong, but impressive, nonetheless. It does create a bubble of time, and during that time, the communication is set with your prestige. With the right persuasion, your prestige empowers the body to heal at rates you would normally find impossible. This communication of your prestige with your subject’s is the heart of life magic, and I will do my best during your time in this class to teach you all I can. It looks like we have time, so let’s learn the first few steps. Since you are so adept at observation, come give it a shot, Lucian,” Professor Johnson said, gesturing for the boy to come to the front of the room.  
 
    Lucian did as he was directed, but as he walked up to the front of the room, his hand started to shake, and his stomach bent into knots. A familiar feeling crept into his guts. He felt surrounded, like the walls were closing in. The only thing holding his focus was the chance to increase his knowledge, and he wouldn’t squander the opportunity. 
 
    “Now, Lucian, I want you to do exactly as I say,” she said with a soothing, motherly voice. 
 
    Lucian took a deep breath and nodded his head in understanding. 
 
    “First, I want you to attempt to channel your eminence of life—like when you use your elements, but you are going to focus on creation. Nod when this is complete.” 
 
    Although he’d practiced with his team for hours the night before, Lucian still wasn’t proficient at channeling. He felt comfortable with channeling, but the mental fatigue stripped his body of physical prowess. He felt as if his well of prestige and his lack of eminence connection was blocked by some unknown entity.  
 
    Nevertheless, he concentrated until the desired effect was achieved to the best of his ability. With his eyes closed, not wanting to lose concentration, he nodded to indicate his readiness. 
 
    “Good. Now, take the life magic you’re holding and focus it into a seal,” the professor said in her most patient voice.  
 
    As Lucian’s hand began to glow like the example, he felt blood running out of his nose. For the second time in two days, blackness overtook him, and he fell hard to the floor.  
 
    As he came to, he saw that Professor Johnson and Vera were both kneeling over him with a shared look of anxiety. 
 
    “Vera told me you are new to this… Have you never channeled before? Why are you even in my class? This is not a joke! Do you know how badly you could have hurt yourself?” the professor exclaimed, waving her hand with an almost theatrical effect. Lucian’s dazed mind perceived the teacher as more upset than she actually was. 
 
    “That’s not true… I learned to channel last night. And I’m here because this was supposed to help me with control,” Lucian groaned irritably. He was just trying to learn… why was she scolding him? 
 
    “What the hell has your dad been teaching you? This is something you should have learned before you could walk,” the professor murmured with an exasperated sigh. “Fine; you need more time learning to channel. In fact, I don’t want to see you perform any magic until you have my consent. Do you understand?” she growled, pointing her finger at him in mock anger to cover her worry. 
 
    “I do… and I’m sorry to be a bother. I feel much better about today’s match after what I’ve learned, though.” 
 
    “What? You have a match today?” Professor Johnson gasped. “You need to rest. Your team is going to have to forfeit.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine! I don’t plan on using any magic, don’t worry,” Lucian said, gaining some vigor about the prospect of winning. “Besides, I am—” 
 
    “This is not a game, Lucian! A child should not be putting himself in this much danger!” she barked with frustration.  
 
    If there was one thing Lucian despised, it was being treated like a kid. He understood the teacher’s fear, but this was his destiny. His life! And he knew what he needed to do.  
 
    With his frustration attempting to overflow into anger, Lucian focused on getting a handle on it. As much as he hated being treated like he was incompetent, he felt similarly about uncontrolled rage. It left him feeling irrational and weak, which took away from the things his father said made him special. So, whenever he felt it getting out of control, Lucian took a deep breath to clear his mind and focused on what was important.  
 
    The boy stood and bowed formally to his teacher. 
 
    “Thank you for caring, and I am sorry again. I promise to be more careful,” Lucian said, veiling his intentions with a half-truth. 
 
    “Well, if you can’t be convinced, at least tell me who your match is against,” she said with an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “Team Wells, I believe?” Vera spoke up when there was no response from Lucian. 
 
    For the first time, Lucian realized the rest of the students had left, and only Professor Johnson and Vera remained, the latter sitting quietly during their brief conversation. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Curtis Wells and his lack- friends, Fred and Frank. I have met them and… well, Curtis’s eminence is quite potent for a first year.” 
 
    “I know. I already felt it first-hand,” Lucian said, rubbing his head. 
 
    “I’ve heard Fred and Frank are still skilled as defense mages,” Vera interrupted, underhandedly telling Lucian not to count them out. 
 
    “They do possess excellent sway… one fire, one water. I don’t remember which one is which,” the professor said, amending her statement. 
 
     Still, Lucian soaked up all the information Vera gave him. Realizing the conversation was taking a turn, Lucian elected to make his escape. 
 
    “Thanks for everything, professor. See you tomorrow,” Lucian said as he ran off, grabbing Vera’s hand and dragging her out of the room. 
 
    “That boy is some kind of strange,” Professor Johnson murmured as they left. 
 
    “You were out for a while in there, Lucian,” Vera scolded him once they were out of earshot. “I think you should get some rest and forego the rest of your classes today. Seriously. That could’ve cost you viable prestige.”  
 
    Before Lucian could retort, Vera tightened her grip. “Just get some rest, then meet with your team. You can thank me later,” she said matter-of-factly.  
 
    Given her place on the number-one ranked team in the school, Lucian took her at her word. Besides, the smile she wore somehow relaxed Lucian, like white noise might relax a crying baby. Sighing, Lucian raised his hands in mock surrender. 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “I normally am. You should probably get used to it,” she interrupted with a giggle. 
 
    “Thanks, Vera. I’m going to head back now. Hopefully I can still run into Ben and Anna.” 
 
    “See you later, and good luck,” the girl said, waving goodbye as she went in the other direction.  
 
    With his strong desire both to win and to not let his team down, the match was beginning to make Lucian nervous again. But, a man of his word, Lucian headed back to his living quarters. There, he found Anna sitting where he’d left her, reading a book. 
 
    “Hey, Anna! What are you doing?” Lucian blurted out. 
 
    “I’m studying for my demonology class.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a really specific class to take your first year?” 
 
    “Maybe for some, but not for me,” she said, deflecting the subject.  
 
    Catching the hint, Lucian obliged his teammate and changed the topic. 
 
    “Well, I did find out more about Team Wells,” Lucian mentioned, gaining Anna’s full attention. “It looks like they have two protector-class mages—one fire, one water. While Vera thinks they’re a threat, Professor Johnson thinks Curtis should be our main concern. So, how do you feel about a one-on-one matchup with Curtis?”  
 
    “I hear he’s good, but he’s not the only one who’s been training since he was a kid. I’d give it about a fifty-fifty shot from what I’ve seen so far,” Anna retorted. “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “That’s about what I thought, too.” Well, forty-sixty was my guess. He kept the thought to himself, unwilling to put the girl in a bad mood. “I think that goes up dramatically if he underestimates you, which is a likely possibility. Put simply, Anna, I think you’re our best chance to win in a straight-up fight.” 
 
    “That’s your big plan?” Anna said, flattered but unimpressed by his tactical skills. 
 
    “I have a little bit more in mind, but I need you to focus on a one-on-one match with Curtis. You are just going to have to trust me,” Lucian concluded, not giving Anna any more to go on.  
 
    As they finished speaking, Lucian went to his room, while Anna spent the next few hours on her new task. For the next couple hours, Lucian slept well, which was abnormal for him. Never having felt so drained, he was glad he’d followed Vera’s advice.  
 
    With the fresh mind his rest provided, Lucian decided he should head to the match venue early to review the terrain and iron out his plan.  
 
    Each match and arena was set up differently so the students would get a sense of real-world scenarios. If everything could be completely planned for, the school’s training would be useless, but there had to be some measure of safety for the students. Gathering information, at least as much as possible, was part of the training, along with the ability to keep personal abilities and strategies secret. 
 
     Lucian was hoping to see a non-confrontational match. With the difference in power between the two teams, Lucian did not like their chances at a frontal assault against Team Wells. But given the size of the arena, it looked like the boy was going to get the matchup he desired.  
 
    As he walked around the area, Vera and Ben appeared near the center of the stadium. Ben turned mischievously towards Lucian with a grin Lucian was beginning to recognize all too well. 
 
    “Hey, little buddy! You ready to do this? I hear you have a surefire plan for us.” 
 
    “I think we have a shot,” Lucian responded, genuinely unsure of how much of a shot they had. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Ben responded. “Let’s go. Anna’s inside.” 
 
    The two boys walked through the arena in silence. Vera recognized the nerves of their first match and decided to say nothing until they made it inside. 
 
    “Good luck, guys! This is far as I can go,” she giggled, waving goodbye as she walked back to the arena. 
 
    That’s right… she can’t come in. Why did she walk this far with us? Lucian wondered with a speculative glance at Ben. Leaving the thought alone, he focused on the arena itself. 
 
    It was enormous—far more substantial than the outside of the building should have allowed. 
 
    “Must be more sorcery,” Lucian murmured to no one in particular. 
 
    Acres of thick trees surrounded a small, baseball diamond-sized battle arena. Between the height of the trees and the density of the underbrush, Lucian was pleased with the myriad of places to hide. 
 
    Now he just needed his other teammate and the rules of the game.  
 
    Ben was the first to spot Anna, pointing into the woods beyond them.  
 
    “There she is!”  
 
    Anna, gasping for air, saw her team and walked toward them. 
 
    “You okay?” Ben asked, concerned. “You look exhausted. Will you be okay to do this?” 
 
    “I’m fine, freak. Just a warm-up. But I think I can beat him,” she said, smiling at Lucian.  
 
    This was an expression she had never given him. It made Lucian feel warm. 
 
    “Great! You’ll give us a shot,” Lucian cheered, smiling back at her. 
 
    “I almost forgot! Vera wanted to wish you good luck, Anna,” Ben said, quickly volunteering the information. “She also warned us to listen to the rules carefully,” he said in earnest.  
 
    Each match was held privately. Only teachers would be able to observe the action at hand. This was, again, part of the lesson. Gathering and retaining knowledge was just as important as pure strength.  
 
    Mages were powerful, but there were other supernatural beings, creatures, and gods who were even stronger. The way the mages had survived and stayed on top of the magical food chain for so long was by outsmarting their enemies and learning what they could from them. In simplest terms, magi weren’t necessarily the police, but the scholars of the magical community, and this training emphasized it.  
 
    Standing on their side of the battlefield, Team No One waited patiently. A few minutes later, Director Wallace appeared, walking through the woods alongside Team Wells. 
 
    “Listen up!” he said, commanding their attention. “This is going to be a battle of wits, strength, and teamwork. We are playing a form of Capture the Flag, with a few modifications, which I will only tell you once.” Wallace paused, waiting for confirmation.  
 
    On cue, the students replied in unison with a hardy, “Yes, sir!” 
 
     “Each team will have five minutes to place their flag. The winner will be the team with both flags in their possession, or the one left standing if the other team is unable to continue. Does everyone follow so far?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they replied. 
 
    “You may only cross into the arena from the stage we are standing on. Once you have entered the woods, a timer will begin. You may only be in the woods for eleven minutes at a time. Failure to come back to the stadium will automatically result in the disqualification of said person. Finally, if all members of one team are unconscious, that team will be eliminated from the match. Any questions?” the director said, seemingly unemotional about the event. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lucian stepped forward. “I want to clarify… we don’t have to capture the flag in order to win?” 
 
    Irritated, as he’d already answered the question in his explanation, Director Wallace simply replied, “Yes. Are there any more questions?” in the most monotone voice Lucian had ever heard. 
 
    When none came up, the director nodded. “Good. We will be watching. Please go and place your flag.” 
 
    Walking into the jungle to place their flag, both Anna and Ben looked to Lucian, a broken, serrated edge wearing on their patience. 
 
    “So what the hell is the plan?” they both asked simultaneously. 
 
    Most likely I’m going to be running for my life, hoping to find a random way to win that’s the opposite of overpowering them. Lucian decided to keep his thoughts to himself. 
 
    Smiling at them both, Lucian shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “To be honest, we’re going to need a little luck and timing. I didn’t expect the rules to be so complicated. I do think our initial attack should still be to try to overpower them and thin out their numbers. Also, let me place the flag. I’m pretty sure I’m faster than anyone on their team. And with the strict time limit, there’s no way they can match my pace to get to our flag in time. That way, they only have one opportunity to win, and that’s to knock us all unconscious.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, Lucian grabbed the flag and ran as fast as he possibly could. Flipping and scurrying into the woods like a jungle animal, the boy darted out of sight.  
 
    Five minutes later, both sides were back on the stage and ready to proceed. Lucian was the last one back and was noticeably winded. The other team took notice of this, looking at him like prey. 
 
    “Look who finally came back! Didn’t even have the guts to run away, huh? Or was the door already locked?” 
 
    Team Wells laughed as if it were the funniest joke they had ever heard. But as they laughed, Lucian lowered his voice to communicate with his team. 
 
    “This is not going to be easy. Even with their jesting, they are looking for blood. With these rules, we don’t have much advantage, so we need to eliminate one of them quickly.”  
 
    Lucian paused, staring at them intently as he fished for any advantage he could. However, all he could perceive was their chance of victory slowly fading away. 
 
    “This should be fun!” a voice Lucian was quite sure didn’t belong to his conscience cackled inside his cranium. “Here… have a taste of my power.” 
 
    As Director Wallace spoke again, Lucian’s mind cleared, focus like never before coming over him. The distance between the teams was no longer guessed, but an exact measurement. Time flowed slower, and movements became more exaggerated as his mind processed it at a rate which, before now, had seemed impossible. 
 
    “Anna, I need you to protect Ben! We need to take out either Fred or Frank. If I get close enough, I can disable him, but Ben, I need a distraction so I can get close,” Lucian said, determination in his voice.  
 
    “Let us begin, Team Wells versus No One!” Director Wallace growled. “Begin.” 
 
    With both Anna and Ben nodding in agreement, Lucian started analyzing Team Wells’ formation.  
 
    Curtis freely threw streams of wind as his two goons sat there, protecting him with their shields. The two-protector system seemed to be working flawlessly, easily knocking anything Ben and Anna hurled at them away, reminiscent of major-league baseball players in a middle-school game.  
 
    “Ben,” Lucian called, running directly into the group, “freeze the ground!”  
 
    For a second, Ben hesitated, frightened he might hit his teammate, but he did what he was asked.  
 
    Gathering as much eminence as he could, Ben shot a beam of ice directly in front of the two men, freezing the ground on contact. From the point of contact, the ice spread in the direction of the two protectors, forcing them to separate from their more fragile damage-dealer.  
 
    Lucian ran at them full tilt, gliding across the ice like a speed skater. With the velocity he had going, the boy could not change directions away from a direct collision course with Curtis.  
 
    Initially off-guard, the air user attempted to mount a counter-defense, but the split-second hesitation was all Lucian needed as he flung himself into Curtis’s chest feet-first. 
 
    The attack had its desired effect. Curtis went sprawling to the ground as Lucian regained steam and took off in the direction of the lackeys. Fred, to his credit, was still focused on his job protecting Wells, watching as his falling teammate hit the ground, but his momentary shock invited Lucian to rush him.  
 
    Victor’s son turned his hips, bringing his foot in contact with Fred’s face. However, because of the distance between the two boys, the hit was not solid enough to knock Fred unconscious.  
 
    Lucian continued his assault, following up with a sweep of the legs that knocked Fred onto his back. Defenseless and still stunned from the kick, Fred was given no chance to recover as Lucian enforced a dominant position, pouncing on the defender’s chest and striking him with his full weight behind the blow.  
 
    With two punches, Fred lay still. 
 
    “How dare you!” Anger overflowed Curtis’s emotions, fueling his power as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, a gust of wind blew Lucian across the arena, behind his team. Since Curtis’s eminence was filled with anger, his wind transformed into a tornado of sharp blades, leaving a litany of small cuts across the boy’s body.  
 
    Lucian stumbled back to his feet, a puddle of blood growing beneath him. 
 
    “Man, it is ridiculous how strong you are.” Lucian smiled with a hint of admiration, glancing at Curtis’s unconscious comrade. “But you do know it’s two versus three, soon to be one versus three?” Lucian turned to Frank as if he was his next victim. 
 
    “I don’t think so, dickwad!” Curtis responded, looking more confident than he had any business being. Taking a deep breath, Curtis pointed his arm in the direction of Anna and Ben. “I’ll show you power!”  
 
    Curtis swayed, his eminence surrounding Anna and Ben in a bubble. Both fell to their knees, gasping for air. Pulling the air from around them, he watched consciousness fade from their eyes.  
 
    Lucian panicked, the only chance of victory literally blowing away. 
 
    “No!” he shrieked, running in the direction of the exceptional mage. Before he reached Curtis, Frank intervened, knocking Lucian down with a wave of his fire shield.  
 
    Lucian’s reflexes took over without thought. He allowed his body to go limp, falling with the momentum of Frank’s shield. Using the force of the push, Lucian bounced back up inside of Frank’s guard. A barrage of weighty jabs broke his opponent’s ribs, nose, and sternum, sending him to the ground.  
 
    Unfortunately, Lucian was not fast enough. His teammates were both in the same condition as Fred, leaving the leader of Team Wells and the strategist of No One as the only competitors on the battlefield. 
 
    His attention back on Curtis, Lucian saw how exhausted his opponent had initially been from his previous attack. However, as time passed, it seemed the wind quickly replenished his stamina, preparing him to attack again. 
 
    The distance between them too great, Lucian couldn’t attack for a decisive victory. He knew the wind mage would likely defeat him. Without knowing the extent of Curtis’s power, Lucian knew his chances of winning were slim. So he elected to run back into his own field, hoping the predator would give chase. Giving the illusion of cowardice, he hoped Curtis’s ego would get the best of him.  
 
    But Curtis had no sense of panic. The rules ensured Lucian would have to come back within the allotted time, so he settled in to wait, leaving Lucian to fall back on his other contingencies. 
 
    “He’s smart, too,” Lucian said to himself, running to grab his flag. They never said we couldn’t move them, he thought mischievously.  
 
    As Lucian stepped back onto the platform, Curtis was still there, smiling confidently in his strength. 
 
    “Nice try, you little dipshit. You’re going to have to go through me to win, and we both know there is no way that shit is going to happen,” Curtis sneered. “I am going to make you pay for hurting my boys.” 
 
    With the motion of his hands, wind shards flew at Lucian again. Because of their distance, Lucian was able to avoid them, but only by a narrow margin. As he evaded the slicing air, Lucian attempted to understand the control and size of the power Curtis was throwing.  
 
    I need to dodge five more of his attacks to get close enough, Lucian thought warily, inching his way toward his opponent, each dodge requiring more speed and precision than the last. 
 
    Drawing closer, he decided to make his move. Charging directly at the older student, Lucian was able to evade the next two attacks. 
 
    Curtis paused his barrage, smiling directly at Lucian. 
 
    “Bring it on, you little prick! I’m going to destroy you,” Curtis crowed, tossing his arms in the air, his hands motioning toward his body. 
 
    Lucian knew that he had a slim chance of beating the boy, but his nerves were beginning to interfere with his ability to rationalize. As he inched closer to Curtis, the gaps became narrower and narrower. As his last dodge cut too close, the wind sliced the side of his face. Blood flowed from the fresh laceration in his cheek. 
 
    In that moment, Lucian’s defeat became apparent.  
 
    But before he could retreat, the voice from earlier flickered through his head again. 
 
    “Breathe, boy,” the ominous voice called out, “and use my sight!” 
 
    Even with no idea where the voice was coming from, Lucian felt he had no other choice. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, clarity overwhelming him and overshadowing even the advantage he’d gained from earlier in the match. The hearts of Lucian’s normally piercing black eyes were replaced with golden irises.  
 
    His gaze resting on Curtis, the relationship between his eminence and sway now lay bare.  
 
    The older student controlled far more wind than Lucian thought possible, and without this sudden gift, he would’ve been unconscious after Curtis’s next attack. However, being able to see the extent of his opponent’s abilities evened the score quite a bit.  
 
    Lucian avoided the next two attacks as he made his way toward his indomitable foe, inching his way closer until Curtis was within arm’s reach. 
 
    Curtis was no fool. He had seen what happened to his teammates. He wisely stepped back, placing a foot off the platform and casting a ball of wind directly in front him, intercepting Lucian.  
 
    The boy had no time to dodge. Pure force sent him catapulting into the side of a nearby tree. On collision, Lucian felt his ribs crunch, and an agonized yell ripped through him. 
 
    “That… definitely… broken…” Lucian wheezed, grabbing the side of his chest as he began choking up flecks of crimson foam. “Probably what I get…”  
 
    With his enemy crashing through the underbrush and no other options to defend himself, the boy lurched to his feet, holding his side as he staggered deeper into enemy territory. 
 
    His best chance for victory was to go after the other team’s flag. Yet, in his current state, there was little chance he could both search for the flag and outpace his pursuer. 
 
    “There’s nowhere for you to run!” Curtis said, using the wind to shave down trees like a lumberjack.  
 
    He cleared the woods efficiently and thoroughly, not wanting to get caught off-guard, even with the injuries the boy was facing.  
 
    “Come out, come out! I just want to see some more of your blood!” the leader of Team Wells yelled, mocking the boy’s escape as he cut every tree in sight.  
 
    Lucian knew he only had a few minutes of consciousness left. The pain of his broken rib jabbed at him, feeling like it was going to puncture something important. And, looking down with his new sight, he saw just that. His broken bone poked against his organs, preparing to do massive and potentially permanent damage. With another attack like the one Curtis had hit him with, there would be no getting back up.  
 
    With as much haste as he could manage, Lucian placed one foot in front of the other at a slightly faster pace than his pursuer, but not fast enough to stay out of his line of sight.  
 
    “I found you, little piggy!” Curtis said, mimicking an old fable. 
 
    “Too quick,” Lucian muttered to himself, holding his side as more blood dribbled out of his mouth.  
 
    Because of his ribs, Lucian could not make any sudden movements. In fact, he was at Curtis’s mercy, and he knew it. With only a few seconds left, Lucian relinquished all thought and, with nothing intelligent left to do, focused on bothering Curtis. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re such a dick, Curtis, but let me tell you, you are a dick!” Lucian groaned, wanting nothing more than to irritate the man, even at his own peril.  
 
    Lucian knew his pursuer had the victory dead to rights, and, even with so little hope of winning, he felt it was possible so long as he had one trick up his sleeve.  
 
    His real problem was staying conscious. 
 
    “You little shit… I’m going to kill you!” Curtis yelled in exaggerated fury.  
 
    The insult hit home, but Lucian’s audacity to poke fun at him when he should have been scared angered Curtis to no end. He bore down on the boy, who had his back up against a tree, face to face with his assailant. 
 
    “There’s nowhere for you to run now,” Curtis said, raising his arm. Focusing his mind and attack, the head of Team Wells shot a thin blade of air directly into Lucian’s legs.  
 
    It had the desired effect.  
 
    Lucian screamed in agony, but before he could pass out, Curtis shot another gust of wind, throwing him back into the tree. The impact snapped the boy back from his near-oblivion. 
 
    “My fun isn’t over. You sleep when I allow you to,” he snarled, sending another wind blade into Lucian’s arm.  
 
    Again, the boy screamed, but to his surprise, the pain was actually beginning to become more bearable. He looked up at his opponent and started laughing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Thanks, dick…” Lucian dropped from the tree, his chuckles growing fainter and further apart before he succumbed to the darkness.  
 
    Ready to kill the unconscious boy, Curtis lost all rationality as he mustered as much energy as he could, shooting it at the unprotected opponent. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Director Wallace intercepted the attack, flicking it away as if it were no more than an irritating insect. 
 
    “Time! The match is over,” he said, glaring at the older boy with disgust.  
 
    Grinning, Curtis went back to the arena, ready to be declared the victor. Director Wallace headed back to check on Lucian, his jaw dropping as he surveyed the damage. 
 
    “Too bad Wells is a dumbass,” Wallace said to himself, inspecting the unconscious body.  
 
    Curtis’s precise attacks were advanced, far beyond the skills of an average first-year student. The blades he threw were so accurate, they cut down to the nerve endings. While Lucian would make a full recovery, it was going to take time. After all, magic could only do so much.  
 
    As the professor finished inspecting the wounds, a group of medical mages came to take Lucian back to the infirmary. Director Wallace, on the other hand, walked back to the stadium to see Anna and Ben arguing with Curtis about him nearly killing their teammate.  
 
    The instructor cleared his throat, gaining their attention. 
 
    “Good match today,” he said, earnestly impressed by both their determination and skills at such a young age. “Both teams showed promise, as well as a lot of room to grow. Curtis, your team had the advantage and, quite frankly, should have won easily.” 
 
    “I like to play with my food,” the leader of Team Wells interrupted with an arrogant smile. 
 
    Wallace looked at the boy and smiled back.  
 
    “You have two injured teammates, and, because you underestimated your opponent, you have lost the match.”  
 
    Director Wallace gestured toward Anna and Ben. “No One is the winner! Shit. I hate that name,” he said, turning away without giving any more explanation.  
 
    Anger filled Curtis’s mind and, for a split-second, buffed his courage. “What the hell? They were all unconscious and unable to fight! This is bullshit!” he yelled at the instructor before fear reclaimed his logic. “Sir…” he squeaked. 
 
    Turning back at Curtis without the smile he had worn so comfortably a moment ago, Director Wallace glared hard at him before laying out the facts. 
 
    “You are correct. They were all unconscious, but the match was over before Lucian lost consciousness. You were disqualified before he fainted; thanks partly to your ego, but mostly because you were stupid. After all, you were the first person off the platform before your chase began. This caused you to be disqualified once your time had passed; remember, there is more than one way to win a fight, after all.”  
 
    As he finished his statement, the grin from before came back to Wallace’s face. Without another word, he left. 
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    Heir of Knowledge 
 
    Contrary to the damage inflicted, Lucian’s recovery was swift. His injuries were so significant, the medical team initially thought he would be bedridden for weeks. Their forecasted best-case scenario was he would walk with a limp. At worst, he would lose all sensation in his lower legs and feet.  
 
    However, it was as if Lucian’s body never received the memo.  
 
    With only one full day of rest, he was healed. All the damage that could not be treated by magic was gone. It was like he was never in the battle at all.  
 
    As he woke from unconsciousness, his teammates were waiting for him once again. 
 
    “You jerk! Had me all worried, then you had the nerve to take all the glory for yourself?” Ben commented in mock anger as Lucian sat up. 
 
    “Sorry about that, guys… I had to rush to my last plan. I didn’t know anyone could be so powerful, especially a first-year like us.” 
 
    As he spoke, Lucian glanced over to Anna, who sat in the corner, a look of total dismay across her face. “Anna? You okay?” 
 
    “She hasn’t said anything all day,” Ben explained, as if he had already inquired. 
 
    “Shut up, Ben,” Anna retorted. “I let you both down… I said I would win and couldn’t even put up a fight. But…” Anna rose from her seat and left without finishing her thought. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, lad. She’ll be fine. I never understand women, anyway. Too bad I like ass and tits so much, huh?” Ben said with a nudge, hoping to get a smile out of the young boy.  
 
    Lucian laughed, visibly blushing due to the crudeness of his friend’s joke. But with more pressing matters on his mind, he decided to change the subject rather than play into it. He was sure of his victory because he had timed the match up to the point he passed out, but was curious about the events after the matter.  
 
    Without hesitation, Ben caught him up to the point of their current conversation. The only thing Lucian did not understand was the damage Ben reported was inflicted on him. 
 
    “I know I had at least one broken rib, but how did they fix the nerve damage so fast?” Lucian asked, looking at his hand as if unsure whether or not everything was working. 
 
    “That’s the crazy thing, mate! From what Director Wallace said, you could have had permanent damage. Curtis kicked your ass!”  
 
    “You’re one to talk. He kicked your ass, as well,” Lucian snapped back. 
 
    Putting his hands up in surrender, Ben exclaimed, “I meant no disrespect! You won. I just wanted to point out he tried to kill you. But, all joking aside, what the hell are you?” he asked with a serious expression he couldn’t hold for long before breaking into a smile. “Okay,” he whispered with a twitch of his finger, “little joke.”  
 
    “I don’t know… I’ve always healed fast, but I don’t know,” Lucian said, still looking at his hand. 
 
    “Nice job, my boy,” Professor McClear said, strolling into the room like he didn’t know the meaning of privacy.  
 
    Moving from window to window, he drew back the blinds to allow as much sunlight in as the room would hold. Lucian groaned, flinching away from the brightness. Unaffected, McClear cleared his throat.  
 
    “I can’t believe you won your first match! I thought you had no chance,” McClear said, continuing to express his lack of shame. 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of no-confidence, Professor. You know I’m on the team,” Ben said with disbelief as McClear stared at his young friend.  
 
    Lucian’s guidance counselor snapped his head toward Ben. 
 
    “Oh… I heard you were useless. In fact, shouldn’t you be practicing, or something?” McClear said dismissively.  
 
    Looking to retort, but unable to come up with a good enough response, Ben shook his head and started walking out. But as he made it to the door, he called back, “You’re right, Professor, but it’s only because I was trying to make it interesting!” 
 
    “Always has to get the last word,” Lucian murmured, smiling as his friend ran out.  
 
    His mind snapped back to Professor McClear, who was standing over him, examining him as if performing a physical. 
 
    “Interesting,” McClear said, embracing a serious expression. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lucian asked, slightly nervous his body wasn’t working properly. 
 
    “Well, son, either Wallace is an idiot, or we need to have a more precocious conversation,” he responded astutely. “Meet me in my office, Lucian. We have much to discuss.”  
 
    Walking off with a sense of accomplishment, Professor McClear left the same way he came in.  
 
    Lucian sat astonished in the infirmary bed, not knowing what to say. With so little information, the therapeutic thought process he was used to created a strain on his mind.  
 
    As he looked for answers, the voice from the match entered his mind. 
 
    “Child, relax… Let your mind breathe, and focus on the answer, not the question,” the ominous voice chided, attempting to soothe the boy.  
 
    Lucian jumped in shock, unaware of where the voices came from and on the verge of losing it. But as he took the words from the voice to heart, he realized it was the answer to his worrying. 
 
    “Who are you?” the boy asked as he regained a clear mind. 
 
    “Please… call me Salmu,” the voice responded with the slowness of an ancient recording.  
 
    Lucian waited patiently for any further explanation before calling on him again. “Salmu… is that correct? Are you there?” 
 
    After there was no answer, Lucian discerned he needed to see McClear, knowing their conversation would yield more answers. In haste, he got himself up and headed to the office.  
 
    For some reason, as he made it to the door, an unnatural calm washed over his mind and heart. This feeling was one of purpose—he didn’t know the information he was going to receive, but was overcome by the innate understanding that somehow, it was part of him.  
 
    The first thing he noticed when he walked into Professor McClear’s office was its lack of majesty. It was so much smaller than before, graced only by the tiny office desk where the professor sat. But as Lucian investigated the changes, Professor McClear dragged him back to earth. 
 
    “So, tell me about your conversation,” he said congenially, a bright smile reaching his eyes. 
 
    “What conversation?” Lucian asked, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me. You know what I am talking about. If you don’t… well, I guess our conversation ends here,” the man grumbled. 
 
    “Okay, okay… What the hell is happening to me?” Lucian asked, failing to ease his way into the odd conversation. “Seriously, what’s going on? I’ve been trying to stay calm, but this is really freaking me out!” Lucian cried anxiously. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian. I shouldn’t have joked. You are okay. In fact, you are better than okay. Have a seat, and let me explain,” Professor McClear said, pointing at the nearest chair.  
 
    Lucian sat. His excitement radiated off of him so palpably, even the blind man sensed it easily. 
 
    “Lucian, I’m only going to say this once. There’s a lot to go over, so please hold any questions until I’m done,” McClear instructed, placing his pointer finger over his mouth, unsure of where to start.  
 
    Within a moment, his eyes illuminated with decisiveness. 
 
    “Even before our knowledge of time, there were essences. These were creatures that flew throughout the universe. Each of these beings represented what we now know as power, soul, and mind. These creatures are the origins of our lore for dragons, but they’re not the baby dragons you see in movies and books. They were the size of planets, and their power was immense—so much so that no other life could be created across the universe.” 
 
    “How did we get knowledge of them?” 
 
    Professor McClear reached for an empty glass. As it reached his mouth, it filled instantly with water. 
 
    “As the first civilizations were born, only the Black Dragon lived, but no longer had the power nor size that it once held. It lived in isolation, using the remnants of his power to forge his successors’ birthright. Throughout this time, the first glimpses of him are what created the fantastical lore that we know today. But I digress—the only thing more powerful than the dragons was faith itself. More specifically, human belief.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, Professor.” 
 
    “Faith leeched off the dragons’ immense power, triggering the end of the essences’ natural life and giving birth to the gods and men we know now.” 
 
    “How is that possible? Are you saying men created themselves?” 
 
    “Exactly, my boy. You know the saying, ‘Which one comes first, the chicken or the egg?’” 
 
    Lucian simply nodded his head. 
 
    “Well the same relationship applies to faith and gods. God made man to strengthen his divinity, but no one knows where God came from.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Lucian interrupted, wanting a deeper understanding of the answer. 
 
    “Well, I think men’s faith passed through time, allowing for their own creation. Men are the true gods, we’re just too fragile to grasp the power. Sorry, my boy, I sometimes can be a little overly passionate about the subject. The dragons felt their time was done and their lives would soon end. From what I understand, they combined their power and created a spell which allowed their souls, memories, and part of their powers to live in dormant items.” 
 
    “In dormant—”  
 
    “Ah, yes. Dormant. A new dimension was created, trapping them in a deep sleep, only allowing their consciousness and power to attach to a proper host. Now, boy—” McClear paused again to make sure he had Lucian’s full attention. “—I know you are wondering how this affects you, and I don’t know all the answers. But from what your father told me, he believes you are the first host of what’s known as the Dragon of Mind.” 
 
    “How would he know that?” Lucian asked as he focused intently on the elder wizard. 
 
    “To be honest, he never told me directly, but I believe he is the Dragon of Power, or the Red Dragon. Also, I don’t believe he is far off, based on my own observations about your placement and ability to heal yourself. After all, from what Director Wallace described, the nerve damage alone from your match was far beyond that which would require a single day of magical healing,” the professor said pointedly as he saw unease crossing Lucian’s face.  
 
    The boy’s brilliance could sometimes be his downfall. Even his affinity for organized thoughts could flip at a moment’s notice. Lack of knowledge or information sometimes left him vulnerable and uneasy in his own emotional state, which Professor McClear noticed over the course of the conversation. 
 
    “Relax, Lucian. There’s more. Allow that beautiful brain of yours to relax,” McClear said, gesturing for the boy to breathe.  
 
    Without any more prompting, Lucian followed the signal, inhaling methodically. Once he regained his wits, he decided to shut his mind off—a practice he wasn’t used to.  
 
    McClear waited patiently until he decided his student was ready to continue. 
 
    “With this plane always needing balance, and with new life being born in the universe, the essences knew they couldn’t exist in all their glory. Once they faded, millions of years later, new life was born.”  
 
    As McClear spoke, the boy’s age became apparent on his face for the first time in the professor’s presence. Lucian looked like a fifteen-year-old boy in amazement over a great fantasy tale, hanging off every word the older mage had to say.  
 
    Smiling and clearing his throat, the water master continued with new showmanship. 
 
    “The Black Dragon was the youngest of these ancient beings. From what your father tells me, he created the plane to hold the essences of his dying brothers, along with the part of their power. Then he created a spell that their essence could live in when a proper host came to life. To do this, a catalyst had to be created, binding the host and the dragon alike.  
 
    “The Red Dragon, for example, has an emerald around his neck, but the Black Dragon’s item of power is not quite as perceptible.” 
 
    “What’s so special about the Black Dragon?” Lucian shifted in his seat, curious as to why so much of the story regarded this specific creature. 
 
    “The Black Dragon is the Dragon of Mind, which I just said lives inside you,” Professor McClear said as he leaned forward, excitement dancing in his eyes. Lucian paid the elder mage no mind as he forced himself out of the rudimentary thought process. His eyes settled on the ground, roving back and forth and processing everything Professor McClear had and hadn’t told him. 
 
    Lucian’s mind began to open to the possibility, his true consciousness awakening—but to what, he was unsure. He couldn’t help but sense some sort of echo of a past life that felt inherently familiar. Lucian now had a desire he didn’t know was missing, a sensation that would somehow complete him. The desire to learn more, to be complete, shook Lucian out of his reverie. His eyes focused up, looking for Professor McClear, who was now holding a warm cup of tea in front of his face. 
 
    “Here, drink this.” 
 
    Without any prompting or need for explanation, Lucian grabbed the cup and sipped on the warm liquid. His mouth was sent to a world of pleasure, having never tasting anything so refreshing. As his muscles relaxed, his mind stayed calm.  
 
    “This is delicious,” Lucian said, grateful for the liquid.  
 
    “Thank you. I brew it myself. It tends to help me relax,” Professor McClear said as he sipped on his own glass. “But, on topic. To be honest, Lucian, that’s pretty much all I know. I’m not an expert on the subject. Most of the information I have came from your father.” 
 
    “So, how do I get my item of power? And what is it? You said earlier that it was not easily hidden,” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right. My old age… I would forget to breathe if I had to think about it,” the elder joked in mock embarrassment. “Yes, I actually have it. This is something I’ve been holding onto for two hundred years.  
 
    “Before I give it to you, however, you need to understand that I don’t know much about it or how it works. I also don’t know how this is going to affect you. But you are Azag Sha—at least, that’s what your father called it.”  
 
    “Azag Sha,” Lucian whispered to himself. “Azag sha—immortal soul!”  
 
    McClear caressed his beard as he took measure of the boy. “Regardless, this belongs to you, so you should have it.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Lucian to respond. He simply waved his hands, and a shining case appeared in front of him. 
 
    The case was made up of a marbled white stone. It wasn’t something that could be easily moved. In fact, the indentions on the professor’s desk suggested it had been there for many years.  
 
    Lucian examined the ancient case, noting the foreign symbols engraved all across the frame. 
 
    “We are going to keep this here,” McClear said protectively as he stared into Lucian’s eyes. “I don’t know how to open it, but maybe, one day, you will be able to.”  
 
    Examining the box, Lucian placed his hands on the strange symbols engraved over the top. As he looked it over, he noticed there was not a seam in sight to suggest how it would open. But as he touched the symbols, a jolt penetrated the core of his mind, causing the boy to cry out in agonizing pain and tumble backward onto the floor. Professor McClear shook him, bringing Lucian out of his reverie of pain. 
 
    “Are you alright?” McClear gasped in concern for his student.  
 
    Ignoring the man, Lucian recovered, then stood with determination, heading back in the direction of the case.  
 
    Placing a hand over the symbols once again, Lucian spoke calmly. 
 
    “Patu Salmu Amesi.” 
 
    As if willed by his spoken words, a seam opened in the center of the case, causing the dense material to split as though obeying its master. 
 
    “Great Scott, my boy!” McClear bellowed in excitement before the contents of the case could be examined. “How did you do that?” He waved excitedly at the open rock. 
 
    Pointing to the symbols, Lucian explained, “That part is simple if you speak LiDievit.” Confidence oozed from the boy’s voice, as if he were now an expert on the subject. 
 
    “LiDievit… I have never heard of such a language,” the old man said, rubbing his brow in frustrated confusion. 
 
    “Me neither, until just now. Somehow, touching the case flooded the information into my brain. I’m not sure how, but the symbols engraved on the box say Patu Salmu Amesi,” Lucian said, rubbing the symbol gratefully. 
 
    “And what does that mean, Lucian?” McClear asked, becoming impatient. 
 
    “A loose translation is, Open to Salmu Mind,” Lucian said, still unsure whether it was the proper translation. “Though, it also translates to Open to the Black Mind, but I think it’s about the Black Dragon known as Salmu,” he finished somewhat more confidently. 
 
    “I see…well, let’s get a look at what you won,” the professor said, grinning like a kid tasting candy for the first time.  
 
    Smiling back, Lucian turned to the activity at hand. Moving the large rock-covers aside, Lucian marveled at its contents.  
 
    Inside, two blades lay face-down, hilts opposite each other. The blades were masterpieces with craftsmanship like that of a god. Both were crafted in alignment with each other, comprised of a Veneto-black metal which imprinted itself on the air. The belly of the blades had ridges like teeth, coming to a flat tip at the point. The spines of the blades, on the other hand, were not edged, but flat all the way to the guard.  
 
    At the guard, the blades began to differentiate.  
 
    The smaller blade, the length of Lucian’s forearm, was forged with holes in the handle for Lucian’s fingers.  
 
    The larger blade was nearly two to three times the size of the dagger and resembled an old Japanese katana. Lucian was ecstatic over what he found. He smiled at his professor, silently asking for permission to remove the blades from their home.  
 
    Before McClear could respond, some connection from the imprinted language of LiDievit was re-invoked.  
 
    With a jerk, the boy’s body was pulled toward the container. No longer restrained by gravity, the blades flew hilt-first into Lucian’s chest. It wasn’t as if the blades were stabbing him, but rather being absorbed.  
 
    Still, one look at Lucian’s face assured McClear the pain the boy would endure was going to be much worse.  
 
    Panic overwhelmed all logic. Lucian grabbed the blades, cutting his hand and mutely cleaving a finger. He turned to McClear, pleading. 
 
    “Help me… Help me!” Lucian screamed, standing before McClear not as a logical young genius, but as a scared child.  
 
    He pulled against the blades, blood loss making him lightheaded. 
 
    Lucian’s pleas reached the professor’s ear, but McClear could not jar himself from his fascination with the phenomenon surrounding the boy. He could only stand there, frozen in amazement and fear.  
 
    Within seconds, both blades were swallowed into the boy’s chest cavity, leaving him shrieking in agonizing pain. Just as he was about to fall unconscious, a new jolt of pain forced him back awake, as if the blades intended to make him feel every moment of this union.  
 
    Eventually, Lucian’s mind couldn’t take anymore as his body denied it oxygen, forcing him to sleep. Yet, even asleep, the boy screamed in silent pain for hours.  
 
    Helpless to assist, McClear refused to cower. He sat beside the boy, holding his hand and giving his pain a place to be heard. 
 
    Lucian awoke the next morning in his own bedroom, his mind now filled with knowledge that wasn’t his own. As he gripped the front of his head, pain shot through his brain, reminiscent of an overworked muscle.  
 
    “What happened?”  
 
    Looking around for the answer to his question, Lucian took a breath, trying to rely on his own memory. Thinking back to his last moment of consciousness, the boy expanded his mental process to recall the corresponding events. 
 
    As he thought, his brain fought against his urge and the pain increased, forcing his hands back to his forehead. Falling back into his bed, Lucian began to breathe hard, the hurt subsiding with each breath until he could finally relax again. 
 
    “Good. You are learning…” a now-familiar voice whispered in his mind. “As you have been told, I am Salmu, Guardian of Knowledge. Child, you have a destiny far beyond yourself, as you are the host to give me life again. Part of my power has been here many times over, but my mind could never be…” The essence paused to search Lucian’s mind for an appropriate word. “Let’s say inherited,” he concluded with disdain. 
 
    Lucian was physically unmoved by the new voice in his head. But…“What do you want from me?!” he screamed telepathically.  
 
    Lucian felt like his mind was his own, but was unsure of the actual threat the creature presented.  
 
    Able to feel his emotion without a word spoken, the dragon laughed. At least, that’s how the non-verbal sound was received. 
 
     “Boy, relax. I mean you no harm. I am Knowledge, and you are now the protector of it, as I once was. We are the same. You are me in this lifetime, in a world created by faith and gods.” 
 
    “So… how does this work? Are you going to be in my head forever?” 
 
    “Yes, when you need me,” Salmu said matter-of-factly. “It will take you time to process the information you now possess. Our merger has imprinted you with thousands of years of knowledge—my entire lifetime’s experience. You will need to learn to harness it, but trust me, it will take time. Otherwise, you would be lost in your own mind.” A sense of caution entered the dragon’s voice as it faded.  
 
    Lucian could feel the information in his mind: lifetimes of memories and the secrets of the universe now flooded his brain, and he could access it just like that alien language, LiDievit.  
 
    Not only did he have the added benefit of forgotten knowledge, but his overall intelligence seemed to be improved as well. It was like his brain was supercharged and would grow forever.  
 
    The only drawback Lucian could foresee to the information was the amount of time it would take to absorb the knowledge. Salmu had lived millions of years before human existence, so his knowledge came from the same time. Lucian knew no more information about magic in the world he lived in now than he had already gathered in his short life. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Lucian to get used to the persistent voice in his head. While irritating at first, Salmu became like a second conscience for him after a short while. But, for all of the benefits the situation offered, the boy avoided his team, terrified to reveal what was going on in his head. They were his team but… what if they pulled away from him? What if they thought he was crazy? What if they simply left? They’d gotten closer, but were they close enough to want to stay?  
 
    It took him a few days to realize that until he told them, his fears would remain. Telling Ben and Anna his secret, no matter how improbable it sounded, was going to be difficult.  
 
    Nevertheless, Lucian wanted his team to thrive, and to do that, no secrets could be held between them. If they were going to keep progressing, he was going to have to disclose the truth about his heritage.  
 
    Unlike most days, Lucian was the last one into the common room. In his absence, Anna was attempting to cook for the three of them. The aroma of eggs and bacon with a distinctly charred smell filled the air. 
 
    “Jesus, lady! Where the hell did you learn to cook?” Ben said as he held his nose. 
 
    “Shut up, you freak! This is not my forte. See if I do anything nice for you ever again,” Anna retorted.  
 
    Their attention was immediately redirected as Lucian stepped foot into the room. 
 
    “You’re awake!” Anna shouted with excitement, glad to see their teammate was okay. 
 
    “Professor McClear wouldn’t tell us anything. He just brought your body to your room and said you would be fine!” Ben informed him. 
 
    Without warning, the bottom of Lucian’s stomach began to turn. Lucian took a deep breath. As his air left his mouth, he began blurting out everything.  
 
    “Yeah. Apparently I’m a dragon.” He smiled nervously at their expressions.  
 
    Even in the magical realm, this was not a known topic. “What?” Anna responded to his absurdity.  
 
    Lucian proceeded to tell them the story he had learned, explaining to them about Salmu, his brothers, and the part he was supposed to play in all of it.  
 
    When his tale ended, Lucian’s friends stared at him in utter shock, unable to speak for a long while. 
 
    Breaking the tension, Ben found the perfect question to ask, putting on the most earnest voice he could muster. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight. You’re a wizard, and you are a dragon. My friend… doesn’t that make you a wagon?” Ben followed up with his best percussive sting, grinning at the absurdity of his joke.  
 
    Anna and Lucian stared at each other for a long second, then laughed hysterically as all tension left the room. 
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    A Wolf’s Anger and a 
Girl’s Decision 
 
    The cool outdoor breeze filled Iris’s lungs as she inhaled the open aroma. Her mind didn’t settle on any thoughts as she continued to breathe in and out. The air cooled one side of her face as the breeze pressed north. Her muscles relaxed, Iris stood from the tree she’d sat upon for hours. The girl’s body radiated heat as if the whole time sitting was an intense workout, yet no sweat or exhaustion burdened her.  
 
    The exhaustion of Bianka’s daily assault, however, left Iris’s mind in shambles. For the last few months, she’d attempted to train on her own, even tried to find any possible way to make herself faster, but it was to no avail. Bianka proved too much to handle.  
 
    The closest Iris had gotten to a successful attack over the last few months was grabbing hold of the skilled warrior, yet Iris couldn’t remember the consequences of that action. Ever since, the girl had elected to fight in her normal Andras form, unwilling to give Bianka the satisfaction of beating her wolf form daily. 
 
    Regardless, Iris figured she could at least improve her battle prowess by fighting one of the strongest warriors she knew.  
 
    And, to her delight, she was correct.  
 
    The young wolf became stronger and faster daily, and often fared better as a human than she would in her Liekos or Lycanthrope form.  
 
    Iris walked back home, aligning her bones and muscles from the long meditation. The small house was modest, with only one room. Iris’s clothes were folded neatly in the open shelves next to her bed. A mirror, the only thing of importance to Iris, hung from the wall. It was the only thing she had left of her mother. The frame was gray metal, ornamented with weaving vines and topped with a blooming flower.  
 
    Iris stared in the mirror. “You can do this,” she chanted, hoping to will an unlikely outcome for herself.  
 
    Self-encouragement done, she walked out into the brisk wind, smelling the air to calm herself and ready herself for the day. She knew she had to be quick. After all, the roughest lesson she had learned was to not make Bianka wait. A grumpy Bianka was not fun to be around. It tended to make the ruthlessness of Iris’s beating more brutal.  
 
    Arriving slightly earlier than needed, Iris walked out to the training grounds where she met Bianka every day. 
 
    “Whoa, little girl. You don’t smell of that stench anymore,” Bianka said with her heavy accent, sniffing the air in the direction of the girl. “You almost smell like a wolf.” 
 
    Being a wolf was everything to Bianka, and being alongside Iris’s father was her greatest joy, so her compliment should have been the greatest praise she had ever given the girl.  
 
    But Iris felt differently about the sentiment, although she appreciated the praise.  
 
    Contrary to what the pack might have thought, Iris enjoyed being a wolf. Her apathy stemmed from the pressure of being the Anax’s daughter, and the magic binding the pack together. Many days she found herself wanting to be alone, but the lack of privacy the connection allowed sent her into constant torment. 
 
    Without hesitation, Iris acknowledged the compliment and smiled brightly. “Let’s do this, then.”  
 
    This was the practice of omission she had also learned over the past few months; sometimes, diverting the conversation allowed her to hide her true feelings when she spoke to other pack members. The intense training also helped her control her hormones, emotions, and, when necessary, her dominance over others.  
 
    Iris’s earlier pep talk had boosted her confidence, and she was determined to win a round. This day, like her first encounter, Iris shifted into her Liekos form, sticking with the strategy of using her speed to combat Bianka’s experience. It hadn’t worked to this point, but it was the closest she’d ever come to landing a strike on the warrior. 
 
    Though she was nearly twice as fast as she had been previously due to the hard training in her Andras form, it was still not enough. Bianka expertly evaded each attack, moving efficiently as Iris missed every swing by a hair’s breadth. 
 
    “Faster!” Iris yelled to herself.  
 
    She watched Bianka dodge each strike. To the naked eye, Iris’s movements would have been unperceivable, whereas the elder warrior looked like she was dancing.  
 
    As the observation cemented itself in her mind and Iris allowed her nature to take root, she felt an encumbrance on her body. Iris knew she was faster than this; the hindrance was something beyond the weight of gravity. 
 
    Her failure wasn’t because Bianka moved so fast, but because of the encumbrance of her opponent’s will. 
 
    She’s holding me down with her dominance, Iris realized, amazed. 
 
    She had no idea dominance could be used in this manner, and to still be so terrified of the warrior enthralled the girl even further. 
 
    That’s what it comes down to, Iris thought to herself. It’s the fear residing inside of me… and I couldn’t recognize it. 
 
    “I am such an idiot!” the girl said aloud. 
 
    “I don’t disagree with that,” Bianka said, grinning at her student’s infancy. “Now try to do something useful, for once.” 
 
     Iris started to understand the real lesson Bianka was trying to teach her. Her dominance was an extension of her power and possibly the biggest strength the wolves possessed.  
 
    She took a deep breath as she exhaled, a mantra forming in her mind. 
 
    I am kin to the Anax. 
 
    My will surpasses all. 
 
    I am the heir of the werewolves. 
 
    Iris repeated this to herself multiple times as a power she didn’t recognize attacked with her. Her dominance erupted, quickly overwhelming Bianka’s. The wolf shredded the woman’s defenses. Roles now reversed, Bianka was overwhelmed as the massive wolf lifted its large paws to attack.  
 
    Iris was now a spectator to the events. She had no control or urge to quell the animal inside. Her claws dug deep in Bianka’s flesh as the vicious assault left a bloody coating on the surrounding trees.  
 
    It took a second for Iris to reclaim consciousness from her wolf form, but seconds were all she needed before she found herself standing over the dying woman. 
 
    “No… no, no, no, what have I done?” the girl whispered at the battered woman as tears filled her eyes. “Sh-shit… I mean,” Iris said as she tried to put on a false confidence. “You’re going to be fine. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    As she spoke, Iris knew Bianka didn’t have long. Blood flowed out of her body at an uncontrollable rate. If she left to get help, Bianka would die alone in moments.  
 
    Iris pulled upon her pack bonds, calling for her father or anyone who could bring aid.  
 
    The pack bond was very strong magic, binding all werewolves in a corresponding pack. Many factors took part in using it for communication, however. The first was distance, roughly limiting them to about twenty miles of separation. But the other major problem was this: whoever Iris was trying to communicate with would have to be listening for her.  
 
    However, a wolf with a higher dominance could force a lesser wolf to listen, regardless of their willingness.  
 
    Iris didn’t allow her brain to concentrate on the problem, screaming out for help. Not one member in the pack could deny her as they felt every bit of her emotion. 
 
    “It’s okay… We are coming, my child.” A gentle voice from her childhood flooded her mind.  
 
    Watching every breath Bianka took, Iris waited, patiently rocking the woman. 
 
    “Help’s coming, I promise,” she whispered in an attempt to soothe Bianka’s pain.  
 
    Within minutes, Kobe and her father arrived. Iris released a breath she hadn’t realized she had been holding. However, shame followed at the destruction she had caused. 
 
    “Iris, what happened?” Kobe demanded as he walked over to Bianka.  
 
    At this point, Bianka had long since passed out from blood loss. Her body was quickly trying to heal itself, but with her blood loss, the deepness of the gash could have been too severe to overcome. If she were left unaided, she would’ve died within the next few minutes. But her Alpha’s presence created change in her body, helping her to overcome. 
 
    “You’re going to be okay,” Kobe said to the unconscious woman.  
 
    As Iris stared at his eyes, she saw the glimmer of fear not just for losing a member of the pack, but for losing one who held his heart. The old wolf never showed a measure of emotion, but in this moment, it was written clearly across his face. 
 
    Walking over and kneeling next to his friend, Jason placed a hand on both Kobe and Bianka’s shoulders. His presence was, without a doubt, different than any other wolf’s. 
 
    Dominance glowed over him, never wavering or shuddering, a constant force for submission upon anyone around. 
 
    “Allow me, my friend,” he said, placing his hand over the wound.  
 
    Being the Alpha of all Alphas had its perks. Jason Boris could heal his pack at a rate greater than the human magi. With a nearly indestructible body, Jason could extend his own abilities to pack members in close proximity.  
 
    The drawback to this ability was how painfully unnatural it felt to the wolf it was healing.  
 
    As Bianka’s wounds closed, she let out a scream. Already having seen his master’s work at hand, Kobe swallowed his emotion and grabbed the wounded warrior’s arms to hold her down.  
 
    Within minutes, the wound was completely gone. Iris watched in amazement, realizing there was more to dominance than she’d thought. Although Bianka was right—it was the greatest strength a wolf possessed—the only thing Iris didn’t realize from her lessons was how they drew it from her father.  
 
    This filled Iris with a sense of pride, but anguish quickly followed. Her dad was so powerful, and yet so controlled, while the small measure of power Iris felt nearly caused her to kill her only friend.  
 
    Jason turned to look at his daughter as he acknowledged the emotions going through her mind. With only the briefest pause, he turned back to continue his task at hand. 
 
    “She’ll be fine, Kobe. She just needs some rest now. Take her back home,” Jason ordered his first Beta with no room for argument. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord,” Kobe responded. 
 
    Jason stared at Iris, waiting for the rest of the pack to leave their side. With the certainty of dominance her father represented, Iris was afraid to speak.  
 
    A few moments later, the Anax spoke calmly. 
 
    “I don’t think this is the time for a lecture, so I will simply say learn to control that.” The implied threat was delivered with an even tone.  
 
    With another show of his power, he vanished from her view, leaving Iris to contemplate his words. 
 
    Show off, she thought, attempting to relieve some levity from her disgrace. 
 
    Iris sat there, mulling over her actions and reliving what she had done in her head. She was able to get the best of Bianka… by nearly killing her. 
 
    Nevertheless, the path she was on would lead her to one day surpass the skilled warrior. Thinking again of her only friend on the island dying and bleeding, Iris’s decision was made.  
 
    She knew her father, and she knew his threats were not idle. It wasn’t because he didn’t love her—in fact, for the first time in her life, she saw the pride in his eyes he’d once shown Alex—but a father’s love could not outweigh his duties as the Anax in the Alpha pack of the world.  
 
    Wolves were volatile, and many of them uncontrollable. Humans could never find out about them. Without being able to control her emotions, Iris knew she was a danger to all wolves.  
 
    The images fresh in her mind, Iris replayed her part in it. 
 
    She had more control of the situation than she wanted to admit to herself. She enjoyed tearing Bianka apart with a lust for blood which terrified her. The aggression of her inner self and her willingness to lash out in such a violent manner overwhelmed her.  
 
    As she stepped out of her self-pity, her awareness of the pack became heightened. She sensed the unease the pack felt toward her, but she also felt Bianka’s health dramatically changing for the better.  
 
    Still, she decided to head back and check on her in person.  
 
    As Iris made it to Bianka’s home, she saw Kobe sitting on the porch, frustration and disappointment on his face. 
 
    “Hey, Kobe… How’s she doing?” Iris tried to muster as friendly a face as possible. 
 
    “Your dad said she’s gonna be okay. But Iris, I… I don’t know if you should be around me right now,” Kobe retorted as he attempted to restrain his anger. 
 
    “Kobe, I’m sorry. I lost control. In fact, I don’t know what I—” Iris paused as she thought about her next words, not wanting to offend Kobe any further. She elected to say simply, “Kobe, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not all your fault,” he said, sighing as if releasing tension through his mouth. “I’m to blame, as well. I had no problems with letting her train you, but I knew she would push it too far. Iris…” He looked up at her from his seat on Bianka’s porch. “…you might not understand yet, but you are not like the rest of us. Being your father’s daughter truly does make you special. I know you have this notion he loves you less than Alex, but that’s just not true. However, since you’re a female, it truly makes your journey much harder. You and Bianka are a lot alike in that regard.”  
 
    Before Iris could respond, he raised his hand to pause her.  
 
    “You will be okay, and so will Bianka. But you do need to learn to control your anger. I have to go check on her, but I have faith in you.” Kobe left without another word.  
 
    For the second time within the hour, she was left to her own devices. The elder wolf’s words resonated with Iris’s thoughts for hours. The biggest shock was her father keeping her at arm’s length to protect her instead of actually being disappointed in her—a thought which furthered her resolve.  
 
    Iris released her mind from the pack, breaking the ties binding her to the island. Without the connection, no wolves could find her. Not even her father.  
 
    “Tonight.” she decided. “I leave to go to America.”  
 
    From a distance, Jason felt her mind straining against his, pulling away. With a sigh, he shook his mane, and she dropped off like an acorn from a mighty oak. If this was how she chose to grow, he, as her father, could not keep her here. No worry or pleading could force her to remain.  
 
    Goodbye, Iris.  
 
    The communication fell into silence. 
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    His Worth 
 
    “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.” The head of the Heptarchy Council called the others to attention. “We are here to discuss Lucian once again. How is his progress coming along?” He looked in the direction of the master psychic. 
 
    “Don’t ask me! Apparently, he has no psychic ability,” she retorted with disdain. 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been informed. Why did we place him in the shadow class? That’s dangerous territory,” the headmaster asked with concern as he and the psychic master looked at the burly old water mage for an explanation. 
 
    “Relax, people. It was the right decision. Besides, the boy’s thriving.” The water mage shrugged his shoulders, indicating his lack of concern before a bout of seriousness crossed his face. “However, Psychic is correct. The boy has either little or no psychic ability. During testing, his connection with the Black Dragon was stronger than we thought, and it gave off false readings,” the water master said purposefully, knowing his audience.  
 
    In a flash, every master in the room hung on every word he spoke. His inside information on the boy would become law.  
 
    “Yes,” the water mage sighed, “the Black Dragon has emerged.” 
 
    Always outspoken, Blaze interrupted before it was his turn to speak. 
 
    “I can’t take this anymore. Why do we care about this little piece of crap?”  
 
    “Didn’t you hear? The boy’s Azag Sha. We haven’t seen one since… since the Red Dragon emerged,” the earth master snapped.  
 
     “Blaze, honestly! You just speak to hear your own voice. The last so-called Azag Sha had an enormous amount of prestige. Immeasurable, if you don’t remember,” Life said with contempt. 
 
    Everyone at the table remembered how powerful the Red Dragon was. After all, he had another name among the Heptarchy: Scribe, the seventh and final member of the council. He was also, at one point, the headmaster’s best friend.  
 
    That is, until he went on a murderous rampage against the wolves.  
 
    This man, of course, was the infamous Baron Black—the force mage who’d murdered the Anax’s eldest son. 
 
    “Of course I remember that murderous bastard! He shamed the name of the Council,” Blaze retorted.  
 
    He held a deep hatred for the baron, and had always been bothered by his relationship with the Red Dragon. Culminated with the sheer power the essences represented, his hatred ran deep indeed.  
 
    Unlike the rest of the mages on the council, Black had no connection with any elemental or psychic ability. His power was pure, untamed prestige, which he could control at will.  
 
    Because of the required lack of mastery of Scribe, no mage had occupied the position since the Lady of the Lake. This, combined with what the baron called force bones, was the only reason he was allowed to join the council. 
 
    “Honestly, I agree with the hothead for once,” Psychic said, disgusted at her own words. “How does this help us? The man almost lost his mind, and this boy doesn’t really show any outstanding talents. At least when Black took my test, he broke it.” 
 
    “You are right, my darling. Black did break your test. But so did Lucian. Not only could your psychics not measure his ability, but he has a connection to every principle of eminence. Not to mention, his aptitude in life magic is off the charts for a first year,” the water master retorted. 
 
    “You’re a damn joke! Life magic’s not going to change anything. Look at Life! She’s the weakest one on the Council,” Blaze said, gesturing toward the woman in an attempt to get back at her for the earlier insult. 
 
    “I don’t think you would say that if you were trapped in a room by yourself with her,” Earth interjected, laughing at the absurdity of his words.  
 
    Even with all of his bluster, Blaze wouldn’t dare attack Life at close range. Although she was known for her healing, death was a significant part of the eminence, and Life was a true master. No one on the Council would challenge her position. 
 
    Life sighed. “But the dipshit has a point. Although I can disable any of you at will, I would need to be within arm’s reach to have any effect. My strength lies in healing, and I can’t foresee this boy doing anything I haven’t already considered.” The young woman’s words were not for posturing, but for pointing out basic facts. While she did not have the infinite intelligence the boy possessed, there wasn’t much Life could not heal, and her initial class ranking was, in fact, slightly higher than Lucian’s. 
 
    “I am not trying to put the boy down, but logically speaking, I don’t think life magic is going to be what sets him apart. Water, do we have any idea what kind of dragon this is?” she continued, moving the conversation. 
 
    “Beautiful question, as always, and yes, we do. Lucian is attached to a dragon named Salmu, who is apparently the Dragon of Knowledge,” he said, giving the information a moment to sink in and allowing the bickering to cease. 
 
    “Great. He’s a fucking librarian,” Blaze interrupted.  
 
    The instantaneous response managed to catch the water master off guard, allowing Blaze to take the floor. 
 
    “I tell you what. Why don’t we test them? Let’s send him on a B-ranked mission. Yes, that seems fair. A B-ranked mission,” Blaze said, his voice calm at its surface with simmering undertones of scornful pleasure boiling behind it. 
 
    Blaze’s request was fair, but it was characteristic for the hotheaded mage’s plan to go spiraling out of control. The water master decided to stay quiet, allowing one of the other mages to respond. 
 
    “That sounds fair to me. I hear Lucian has a good team with him, as well,” Life said, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “I have no problem with it,” the earth master agreed, nodding in harmony with the other mages, excluding Water. 
 
     The head of the council stood to include his voice.  
 
    “Let’s take a vote. All in favor of sending Lucian on a B-ranked mission when his team becomes mission-eligible, say aye.”  
 
    “Aye,” most of the room said in unison. 
 
    “Then it is settled. Lucian and his team will be tested as soon as they make rank.” 
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    The Unseen Blade 
 
    Moonlight still graced Lucian’s room. Sleep had become less and less necessary after bonding with Salmu, with his mind and body healing more rapidly. Over the course of the last two and a half years, Lucian had found himself sleeping for less than an hour a day. 
 
    “Your connection with me allows your body to function more efficiently,” was the constant response Salmu gave his host. 
 
    By his seventeenth birthday, the boy had filled out nicely, standing at a mighty six-foot-four, but built like a sprinter with his compact muscle tone. Lucian now possessed an even more impressive physique than his father. 
 
    Stretching his long arms and legs, Lucian waited until he felt a satisfying pop, then swung his feet onto the floor. Lucian went about the same stretching routine that he’d seen Victor do daily. The vision in his mind brought a smile to Lucian’s face.  
 
    “My mind is up… but my body doesn’t necessarily want to be,” he said to himself. 
 
    “No, your body has been up. It’s been waiting for you to move your ass,” Salmu said with his usual dry humor. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. Let’s get to it,” Lucian chuckled in mock surrender. 
 
    “I am always right,” the dragon responded.  
 
    Lucian had always been impressed with the pure intelligence of the creature, but the dragon’s personality was far more fun than he wanted to admit. Salmu’s sense of humor was dry, but for some odd reason, it always put Lucian in a good mood. 
 
    Over the last year, he and his team had won match after match, mostly through the tactics he came up with, combined with the pure power of his teammates. Fortunately for Lucian, he was matched with two of the most formidable mages of their respective classes. 
 
    Lucian, however, did not enjoy the same luxury. His power had not grown much; his influence over his eminence had not even surpassed a D-rank level. He was still only able to manipulate the eminence around him. Anna and Ben’s abilities grew daily. Anna was able to conjure fire at will, while Ben’s control over the moisture in the air had greatly improved his power.  
 
    However, even as their opponents became stronger, their ability to fight in close quarters fell between the categories of none and lacking, allowing Lucian to incapacitate some challenging teams within seconds.  
 
    Over the past few months, Lucian had researched ways to balance out their team. With the constant reminder of his lack of power, Lucian gained an idea sparked by his merger with Salmu.  
 
    When the matching blades were absorbed into his body, a symbol—in the LiDievit language—formed on the back of his hand. The symbol remained invisible to the outside world, and Lucian could only see it when he activated the blades. 
 
    “These are your claws, Master Draco,” Salmu constantly reminded him.  
 
    What made Lucian curious was that he could feel the blades as if they were extensions of his hands, and was able to cycle eminences as he wielded them. He thought this could be a huge benefit, allowing him to shred through shields during combat, but it still left him with the concern of how to get within arm’s length.  
 
    He still hadn’t used the blades in any of his matches, but knew the team would eventually lose without implementing them. As Team No One progressed, the competition had become arduous for him, even with his vigorous teammates. Lucian’s lack of power was, quite frankly, holding the team’s potential back. The only things allowing him to be efficacious in his matches were his unparalleled athletic prowess and genius intellect. In general, mages were lazy, rarely training for any type of physical attribute, and relying too heavily on their magic, taken out by a punch as easily as a fireball. 
 
    Therefore, the boy decided to modify his body using magical properties.  
 
    With the knowledge he’d gained of LiDievit, Lucian was able to use those symbols as a language medium to scribing. The language was complicated, but Azag Sha had an innate ability to read and write the deities’ words.  
 
    The limitations of scribing kept mages at bay, and practicality left it useless in battle. Ever since he’d inherited his blades, Lucian had wondered about the scribing ability and started experimenting with the language. The idea came from the symbol on his hand, which could be loosely translated as “claw.” The symbol itself was even able to hold power—in this case, concealing the blades in his hands. 
 
    Why can’t I mimic this ability?  
 
    The first time the thought occurred to him, Lucian began to experiment, researching scribing heavily and implementing the information he learned concerning life magic in combination with the knowledge Salmu had imprinted on his mind.  
 
    Up until this point, he’d only used these new symbols for diversions and traps during combat. Today, however, he planned on attempting something much more dangerous, or, from what his instructors told him, impossible. But after months of experimenting on other objects to understand the principles of scribing, and knowing it could change everything, Lucian felt prepared to scribe his own body. 
 
    “Let’s go over this again,” the dragon said as Lucian sat at his desk, preparing to get to work. 
 
    “All I’m going to attempt is to make my bones more durable, Salmu. I need you to keep me awake,” Lucian said, voice quivering.  
 
    While Salmu and Lucian believed their theory was correct, the absurdity of performing what amounted to surgery on Lucian’s own body made this much more dangerous. 
 
    “I will do my best,” Salmu said, as poised and relaxed as he could manage.  
 
    Although his demeanor seemed calm, Salmu was quite nervous about the procedure. His consciousness did not grant him control of any parts of Lucian’s body. He could only help control or improve some of his host’s involuntary emotions and feelings, speed up his heart rate, and, at best, help keep the boy conscious. If Lucian happened to pass out from the pain or become unable to concentrate, the procedure could be catastrophic. 
 
    Lucian finally walked into his workstation. As he sat on the long operating table, the comfortable leather pressing against his back allowed his muscles to relax. His eyes focused across the shelving he had built, lined with a variety of hammers, tongs, metal bowls, and medical blades. A bright medical light shone down. With a forced smile now on his face, his memory rolled back to the encounter with McClear during which he’d asked for the equipment.  
 
    “Of course,” McClear had said without even a second thought, wearing his knowing smile as if he had already expected the question. The next day, the hybrid medical blacksmith had connected to his bedroom.  
 
    Perks of winning, I guess.  
 
    Lucian quickly snapped out of his own reverie, the thoughts of performing surgery on himself forcing his heart to start beating uncontrollably. His body seemed to forget how to convert oxygen into carbon dioxide. 
 
    Lucian took his hands and, placing them on his chest, pushed hard, closing his eyes and taking deep breaths.  
 
    It rose and fell as if nothing was wrong.  
 
    As his heart settled, his mind cleared. He would have to remain calm in order to do this. 
 
    Lucian focused the majority of his mind’s power on the task, using his free hand, which glowed a quiescent green, to incise his left arm from wrist to elbow. 
 
    The moment the skin was broken, blood escaped, falling to the floor. As the cut pierced through his dermis, epidermis, and most of his muscle tissue, Lucian’s right leg started twitching uncontrollably. Unwilling to allow the pain to distract him, he sliced until he saw the white of his ulna and radius bones.  
 
    As he battled through the pain, his heart rate began to jump. Lightheadedness clouded his thoughts, but the calm he had become so acquainted with spoke to him. 
 
    “Relax. This is what you were planning,” Salmu whispered as an elder to their novice, calm and wise, his words sharpening Lucian’s thoughts.  
 
    Because it was always there, Salmu’s voice acted almost like a natural consciousness to relax the boy. It constantly reminded him he was never alone.  
 
    The lightheadedness faded, and the urge to faint passed as Lucian’s determination to finish the insane task filled his focus. With new vitality, Lucian used life magic to engrave symbols across his bones. His only intent was to engrave something to make his bones more durable, but his focus overwhelmed reasoning as he sketched the words air and earth. 
 
    “Clever, Lucian. That will allow you to harden your bones and make them lighter at the same time. Clever indeed,” the dragon said, genuinely impressed by the boy’s idea. 
 
    “I’m not done yet… I have another idea…” Lucian muttered.  
 
    “Lucian, you can’t take much more of this. Even I have my limits, and so do you,” Salmu said with a lack of conviction in his voice. The thrill for knowledge intrigued the dragon, overruling his logic of self-preservation. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I got this. I think you will be impressed,” Lucian said, his eyes absorbed in his task. 
 
    The agony once possessing the forefront of his consciousness faded, replaced with determination. The life skill Lucian possessed had significantly improved his ability to perform surgery on himself, but this still would have been impossible without Salmu’s help. 
 
    As Lucian worked, he closed the wound and repaired the damaged tissue the surgery left. He etched the symbols for air, earth, and water on his muscle fibers, working until the skin was sealed.  
 
    Exhaustion then forced his consciousness under as he fell to the floor.  
 
    His nap only lasted for a few minutes, but the work left him famished. While life magic was far more effective than modern medicine, it took a significant amount of energy to accumulate. Said energy had to come from somewhere, and the injured party usually footed the bill. However, for those skilled in life, it could come from the master themselves.  
 
    In this case, it didn’t matter, since Lucian was both the victim and the healer, but he had planned for this, leaving a spread of food in his room. 
 
    “Eventually, we have to do this to the entire body, down to the cellular level!” Lucian chattered to his partner as he grabbed another sandwich off of its stack, choking it down like a starving man. 
 
    “It’s going to take time and practice. Be patient.”  
 
    “Yeah, but that went better than we could’ve ever thought!” 
 
    “We’re not done yet, Lucian,” Salmu responded, reminding the boy they had not activated the scriptment.  
 
    “You’re right!” Lucian cheered as he exhibited new vitality. “Let’s give it a try!”  
 
    With an intense glare at his arm, he attempted to empower the newly acquired scripts.  
 
    A tingling warmth built, along with an intense pressure. The sensation, similar to when he’d bonded with his blades for the first time but lacking the strain on his mind, made his arm feel like another’s. Nevertheless, Lucian knew the foreign state ascribed to his bones and muscles would not be so easily accepted. Like any foreign objects, his body rejected the change, trying to destroy it. 
 
    “It’s okay, Lucian. You can control this,” Salmu said, using his voice to help Lucian block a portion of the pain by giving him something to latch onto.  
 
    Lucian used the voice as an anchor and focused on controlling his breathing, regaining his wits. He then switched to what he called his dragon eyes, which allowed him to see in a different spectrum. The change was subtle; the irises of his eyes glowed a golden hue. While the boy’s face remained his own, the uncanny effect of another creature’s eyes was off-putting to an outside perspective. With the proficiency his eyes allowed, the engraved symbols all throughout his arms glowed to his sight.  
 
    The boy smiled as he eyed his work, but his expression faltered as he allowed his eminence into the symbols. Before his eyes, micro-explosions riddled his arm, ripping at his bones and muscle tissue. 
 
    “Shit! What the hell is that?” Lucian cried out. 
 
    Flexing his will, Lucian limited the prestige flowing through his body. His sway limited the elements, only allowing air magic to seep into the scriptment. A smile once again crept up his face as his arm was no longer encumbered by gravity.  
 
    Diligent in his experimentation, Lucian tested every element to see the reaction his body would have. To his delight, everything worked basically as he’d planned. The only drawback was the constant need for concentration on the control of his prestige both inside and outside of his body. Eventually, his body would stop rejecting the symbols, but he knew the process could take months, maybe even years. Still, to Lucian, this was a discomfort at most. 
 
    “Nice job, Lucian. It looks like your theory was correct,” Salmu said, as if he had already known the outcome was certain. 
 
    “Yeah, but this is the easy part. The limbs are simple. In fact, I think any decent life mage would be able to do this with the appropriate knowledge. The real danger is going to come when we hit the major organ areas of the body.” 
 
    “I see. Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Salmu said nonchalantly. 
 
    As time passed, Lucian felt more comfortable with the results of the procedure. The eminence in his body flowed more freely and caused less strain on his mind.  
 
    After consuming all the food he had stored, Lucian was still famished, so he decided to join his team for their normal breakfast. However, time had escaped him. Lucian had been working for over ten hours straight, and it was late in the afternoon. But the boy decided to eat anyway, with only his mental companion for company. 
 
    Lucian didn’t spend much time in class anymore. The knowledge his professors taught was incomplete, and, to be frank, it slowed his pace rather than helped him. Most of his time was spent browsing the library, absorbing the knowledge of the great mages before him.  
 
    He started every day by reading tales of Merlin, his favorite scholar.  
 
    Stories of Merlin were greatly exaggerated in the fairytales, but his feats were impressive nonetheless. He was one of the greatest mages to ever live. But the stories ended abruptly, as he’d disappeared roughly five hundred years ago, sometime during the Great Mage War—a time where mages were fighting to rule the human race, and the catalyst for the witch-hunts of the early fifteen-hundreds.  
 
    As it was documented, either Merlin himself or his peers wanted to destroy man for their hatred. With the rest of the supernatural world against it, he either decided to vanish or was killed. No one knew for sure. This story always fascinated Lucian, and he understood the scrutiny Merlin might have come against for his forward thinking. Lucian recognized Merlin’s practices as genocidal, but the innate concept of destroying his opponent to the fullest somehow resonated with the boy.  
 
    I’m sure this is a bit exaggerated, Lucian thought, trying to convince himself of his own innocence. 
 
    As he stepped into the library, an unfamiliar face stood near the entrance. A young woman, petite in size and of Hispanic heritage, gazed up at him as he walked past.  
 
    Mesmerized by her large eyes, Lucian collided with the circulation desk.  
 
    “Here you go, Mr. Draco,” an elderly man said as he handed Lucian the stack of books he’d saved from the previous day.  
 
    “Thanks, Gregory,” Lucian said, chuckling with embarrassment. 
 
    When he glanced back, the girl was gone. Lucian paid the incident no more mind as he went to his normal reading spot. 
 
    “Lucian, you’re reading the story again. This is an everyday event now,” Salmu groaned, desiring to gain new knowledge rather than reread The Adventures of Merlin. 
 
    “Relax,” Lucian huffed. “We have all day, and there is plenty to learn.”  
 
    And, as per usual, the familiar argument had a pre-determined outcome. 
 
    “Well, I know I would like to learn more about this pop-culture,” the dragon said excitedly.  
 
    Technology, movies, and anything modern greatly excited the creature. The capability all men had at the tips of their fingers was extraordinary. The creativity of media, music, and art inspired Salmu to learn more about the human race. 
 
    “Sorry, buddy, not today. I need to figure out a way to improve the efficiency of the surgery,” Lucian said, opening his first textbook on life magic for the day.  
 
    The book, Healing the Impossible, was an S-class volume given to him on his last birthday by Professor McClear. The majority of information focused on healing damaged organs, along with studying the gaps between magic and modern medicine.  
 
    His own loud sigh interrupted his concentration. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lucian? It’s the first time you’ve read this book,” the dragon’s voice calmly entered his mind. 
 
    “It’s the surgery. I don’t know how we can pull something like this off.” 
 
    “That’s the point of research, right? Don’t be so dramatic.” 
 
    “I’m not. Seriously, I don’t even know if I could perform the surgery on someone else, let alone myself… Let me rephrase that. I can’t perform the surgery, even with your help.” 
 
    Salmu refused to argue as he left Lucian to his own thoughts, knowing there was no changing the boy’s mind. 
 
    Performing surgery on oneself was a bit insane. With Salmu’s help, Lucian’s focus during the procedure earlier had been possible. Regardless, the pain was immense. To perform the surgery on more vital organs, Lucian knew he would surely perish. If he was honest with himself, Lucian knew there were probably only a handful of S-class mages capable of such a task. 
 
    About halfway through the textbook, a familiar sound snuck up from behind him. 
 
    “Hey, little buddy! I thought I’d find you here,” Ben said as he patted Lucian’s head.  
 
    Ben was still tall in his own right, but over the last few years, Lucian had gained a significant amount of girth and height. While maybe an inch shorter still, Lucian was clearly the larger man between the two friends. As Lucian was no longer a small boy, the visual of Ben patting his younger friend’s head was utterly absurd. But it was a joke they had been doing since they first met, so Lucian never said anything to stop it. 
 
    “Hey, Ben. What’s up?” Lucian said as he split his mind to concentrate both on what he was reading and his conversation with his friend. 
 
    “Kid, you know our big match is today,” Ben said, grinding his palms against his eyes in mock frustration. “Seriously! What would you do without me? You’re always losing yourself in this place.” He gestured around at the library as if shocked anyone could be happy there. 
 
    “I know. I didn’t forget. We still have plenty of time,” Lucian responded halfheartedly as he continued reading. “Ben, you okay? You actually seem worried about this match.” 
 
    “The top ten is no joke, man. I really wanted to get there early,” Ben said hopefully, attempting to lure Lucian away from his book. 
 
    “Alright, alright… Let’s head down there. Hopefully we can meet up with Anna,” Lucian said authoritatively. Getting up calmly, he placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder with an encouraging smile. “Buddy, we got this. Don’t worry.”  
 
    They headed to the arena, where they knew they would find Anna building up a sweat. She liked to warm up extensively before every match, a habit she’d adopted ever since Curtis humiliated her the first time. 
 
    “Hey, guys! You ready to do this?” Anna yelled in fiery spirits.  
 
    As her muscles contracted, Ben and Lucian could see the veins popping out of her neck. She had just turned eighteen and had grown, in her own right, into a beautiful woman. She was no longer the nerdy kid Lucian had first met, and she took their physical training just as seriously as the rest. The combative skills she’d learned from Lucian had given her lean muscle, but left her girlish figure. 
 
    “I guess you’re ready to go,” Ben laughed. 
 
    “I happen to take things seriously,” Anna retorted. “Unlike one of my teammates. We need to make a statement.” 
 
    “Did your father give you any idea of what type of match it’s going to be?” Ben probed as he nudged her with his right shoulder. 
 
    “No. He’s not going to tell me anything. I tell you this every match,” Anna said in mock anger. 
 
    Finally arriving where the battle would take place, Lucian scanned the area for some way to measure the challenge ahead. Until now, the boy hadn’t realized how nervous he was, hoping the match would best suit his skills. He had been better prepared than most of his opponents up to this point. The team usually came out on top because of either his fighting prowess or the pure strength of his other two teammates.  
 
    As he was lost in thought, three other students stepped forward. 
 
    “You guys must be the infamous Team No One,” the tallest member of the opposing group addressed them.  
 
    He looked to be in his early twenties, and just shy of six feet tall. Smaller than both Lucian and Ben, he talked with seemingly deliberate confidence. 
 
    “I’m Richard, but my friends call me Dick,” the tall boy said as he reached his hand out to shake Lucian’s. 
 
    “I’m sure they do,” Ben said under his breath, invoking a smile and repressed snort of laughter out of Lucian, who reached out to shake hands as well.  
 
    Richard pulled Lucian close and whispered, “Good luck today. You’re going to need it.” He gripped the younger man’s hand tighter, trying to overpower him.  
 
    Lucian no longer had the physique of a boy, the extensive training over the years having turned his body into a spitting image of Victor. The pressure Richard placed on his hand did little to discomfort him, and, while he wanted to lash out and overpower the smaller man, he decided to let it go. 
 
    He glanced at Dick’s other two teammates. The first was an Indian-American male, slightly shorter than Richard, and a few inches wider as well. He looked to be the oldest of the bunch, maybe in his mid-twenties.  
 
    Second was the young woman who’d caught his eye in the library.  
 
    She peered up at him momentarily, smiling at his obvious embarrassment as he quickly pulled himself back together. 
 
    “Thanks. You too,” Lucian said as he pulled his hand away.  
 
    As they separated, Director Wallace arrived in the ring. 
 
    “Good afternoon. Today’s match will be set up as all top ten matches are. This is a team battle, but we need to measure each individual student accordingly. Therefore, there are only one-on-one matches going forward. All parties must be defeated on your opponent’s team, and once you fight, you must continue to fight until you lose. Any questions?” 
 
    In his usual fashion, Lucian raised his hand. 
 
    “Yes, Lucian, go ahead,” Director Wallace said, anticipating Lucian to have the only question. 
 
    “So, you’re saying that my team doesn’t fight? I can beat everyone?” Lucian said with a straight face. 
 
    “Yes, Lucian, that is what I said,” Director Wallace said, slightly amused.  
 
    Unlike most of the students, Director Wallace knew exactly what Lucian was doing. He had started playing psychological games before every match. This was how he’d won his first match over the more powerful air mage three years prior, with Curtis growing overconfident and essentially defeating himself. This time, however, Lucian was trying to get his opposition to concentrate on him, while he felt his teammates were the biggest threat.  
 
    Director Wallace observed the difference between the two teams. While Lucian’s team was calm, composed, and ready, their opposition was focused solely on the youngest mage, anger clouding their thoughts, their eyes betraying their feelings. 
 
    The desired effect, Wallace thought to himself before clearing his throat. 
 
    “Each team, please take your positions on the opposite ends of the arena. You will have thirty seconds to decide who will be first in the match,” the director said with complete authority.  
 
    The students did as they were told, Lucian and his team gathering in a small huddle. 
 
    “I think Ben should fight first,” Lucian said with complete confidence in his plan.  
 
    His team paused and waited for him to give the rest of his explanation. With a sigh, Lucian continued. 
 
    “Matchups can make the difference today. Ben is the most offensively gifted of the three of us. He has the best chance of winning on his own. Not to mention, they’re pissed at me and might be looking past him. If he loses, I will go next, to better assess the upcoming opponent. I’m not going to lie; I don’t think I can beat any of these guys in a head-to-head fight. They’re probably not going to let me get close to them, and I can’t use anyone for distraction this time. The point is, between the first two matches, I’m sure we’ll get a victory during our two. Regardless, we just need to gather as much information about their tendencies as possible. This leaves Anna as our trump card. She’s the most skilled and stronger than any of the rest of us. Like usual, you bring us home.” 
 
    Lucian stopped abruptly. With no more to say, the compliment left him slightly reticent. 
 
    A long pause filled the silence as Ben and Anna simply nodded their heads in agreement, smiling mischievously as they walked away. Even knowing he preferred conversation because he wanted to include them in the plans, the older two teammates had learned to trust his intellect and guts.  
 
    Rather than throwing in his usual smart-ass comment, Ben stepped on the arena platform across from the young woman, who stood relaxed, as if victory was already at hand. With her hand on her hip, she stared at Ben, bored, letting his focus drift completely to her figure. 
 
    His attention was broken as Director Wallace lifted a hand. 
 
    “This match is between Team No One and Team Crash. Up first, Ben versus Andrea. Begin!” he yelled as he walked out of the arena’s stadium.  
 
    The match was over nearly before it began. As soon as the word left Wallace’s mouth, Ben was writhing on the floor in agonizing pain, screaming and holding his head.  
 
    Unsure of what had happened, Lucian switched his vision to see through the Dragon’s Eyes, identifying the connection between Ben and the girl. 
 
    “It’s a psychic attack,” Lucian said, worried about his friend. 
 
    “Shit, she has psychic abilities?” Anna groaned in frustration. 
 
    “Enough,” the director interjected, forcing Andrea to snap out of her attack.  
 
    Smiling, Andrea ogled Lucian, giving him a seductive smile. She clearly knew his earlier boast and inability to help would force him to either fight next or cower and show his true colors. 
 
     “Ben? You okay?” Director Wallace said as he helped the broken boy back to his feet. 
 
    “Who’s Ben?” he said, a smile creeping onto his face.  
 
    Lucian and Anna didn’t flinch from his comment. They had spent so much time with him, they knew he would try to make a joke about getting his ass kicked. 
 
    “Ben, go back to your corner,” Director Wallace said, irritated. “Winner, Crash.”  
 
    Andrea smiled back at her team. 
 
    “At this rate, it looks like I’ll be the only one fighting,” she said, mocking Lucian as he walked onto the platform.  
 
     “This should be fun,” Salmu whispered into his mind. 
 
    The comment made Lucian smile, giving him a nonsensical appearance of confidence. He appeared not only to be a man who could back up his earlier boast, but one on a mission to guarantee it.  
 
     “You think you’re tough? We’ll see how tough you are when I get into that brain of yours,” Andrea said, licking her lips.  
 
    As Lucian stared into her eyes, the seductive gaze peering back at him started to arouse the boy. The curves she possessed rivaled even Vera’s.  
 
    On the other side, Andrea loved the way Lucian was entrapped by her radiating appeal. A relaxed mind was much easier to crack, and the lady knew sex appeal was the easiest way to relax any boy’s body, or at least most of it. As a result, she tended to overtly sexualize everything she did.  
 
    In fact, it was one of the things she enjoyed more than winning. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, Lucian didn’t have a normal mind, and not even the most exceptional psychics would take pleasure rolling around in it.  
 
    “Let the match begin. Andrea versus Lucian,” Director Wallace interjected into the uncomfortable silence.  
 
    As with the match before, it ended as quickly as it began.  
 
    Andrea reached out to punish Lucian’s mind, but the backlash of his connection with Salmu overwhelmed her. She crumpled. Fortunately, she passed out before any irreparable damage was done.  
 
    Lucian rubbed his head, pretending to be unaware of what happened as he stared at Director Wallace, who was pointing at Lucian and his team. 
 
    “Winner, No One. Shit. Team No One,” he said, irritated.  
 
    While Wallace had gotten used to Lucian’s absurd team name, his concern for Andrea threw him off as he observed her unconscious, barely breathing body in a panic. 
 
    Richard hurried over, picking his teammate up off of the arena floor. The calm persona he was trying to portray had faded completely away. After Lucian’s previous insult, Richard’s anger began to simmer. Now, with the indignity demonstrated toward Andrea, he was truly pissed off and aimed to deliver. 
 
    “I am going to fuck you up,” Richard said as steam visibly rolled off his body.  
 
    “I guess he’s a fire mage…” Lucian mumbled to himself, unsurprised.  
 
    The young mage had carefully gathered as much information about all the students in the school as was publicly available. This was a habit he kept to himself, and not even his team knew about it. Most mages kept their ability secret; however, some tended to show off their abilities in an attempt to increase their own popularity. Lucian gathered that Richard was a fifth-year student and a third-generation mage from an air lineage. Publicly, he tended to show off his air ability and had a friendly disposition toward others. Lucian suspected Richard had fire capabilities, given his early outbursts of anger, and that his nature was not so friendly. Lucian had no delusion he could beat the mage outright. With nothing to cover him, he would be at his mercy. With one more opponent remaining, Lucian needed to take this to a draw, if possible. He knew Anna could probably beat both the remaining members of Team Crash in a fight, but the chances dramatically decreased if she had to use all of her strength on Richard. 
 
    He turned his eyes over to Salmu once again, looking at Richard on the magical spectrum. He was strong—even stronger than Lucian had initially thought. But, as suspected, he had an unbelievable connection to both fire and air magic. The thought of facing another air mage alone made Lucian’s body cringe. 
 
    “Match three! Lucian versus Richard!”  
 
    As soon as the match began, Richard lashed up a strong blast of air. Lucian’s eyes followed the attack, but he had no chance to dodge before he stumbled back from the impact, nearly falling off his feet.  
 
    Richard threw another blast, this time of fire, perfectly choreographed for the off-balance Lucian. However, in a feat of amazing acrobatics, Lucian contorted, spinning as the fireball flew over his chest. Rolling on his shoulders, he flipped to his feet and took a protective stance further back. 
 
    “I’m gonna get you, bitch!” Richard snarled, throwing another gust of wind directly at Lucian.  
 
    The boy dove over the blast, landing in a sprint as he darted toward his opponent.  
 
    As his opponent ran into the eye of the storm, Richard threw blast after blast. His control might not have been as good as Curtis’s, but his power was far greater.  
 
    Just as Lucian made it into the striking distance, a wall of fire materialized. As he stopped to avoid the burns, the flames sprang up in a circle around the young mage. Within seconds, fear settled in his mind. Lucian had no phobia of fire, but the certainty of being burned alive by a spell like this did not entice him.  
 
    “Relax,” the ancient being calmly whispered in his head. 
 
    As Lucian physically controlled his heart rate, he regained his wits and started trying to think out his predicament.  
 
    Richard had other plans. He slammed Lucian with a massive force of air eminence, driving his opponent to his knees. The two-part assault had beautiful synergy, the wind pinning Lucian in place while allowing the fire to breathe more efficiently.  
 
    With every attempt Lucian made to stand, Richard slammed him back down. The boy finally made it to a kneeling position, but, at the mercy of Richard’s attack, he made it no further.  
 
    The aggressor snarled, enjoying every second of Lucian’s pain. 
 
    “You little fuckface… You really piss me off. I hear you heal fast. Let’s see if you can heal from this shit!”  
 
    As he spoke, the fire engulfed Lucian’s hands and knees, the pain of his burning flesh and the pressure forced on him causing his body to go numb. As fire ripped through his skin, a cry of pain escaped him.  
 
    But in the moment before the match went too far, Lucian’s pain changed. Anger now kept him conscious. His fury transformed into rage as he listened to the other boy’s laughter at his suffering. 
 
    For the first time, he wanted to hurt someone just to hurt them. 
 
    As Richard became confident in his victory, he stepped within Lucian’s striking distance. Still immobilized by the immense pressure throttling him, Lucian activated the scriptment in his arm.  
 
    Within seconds, neither gravity nor the wind encumbered him. In a blur, Lucian’s hands swiped in the direction of Richard’s stomach as he activated his blade runes. The movement was so fast, it was incomprehensible to everyone watching, but the result was undeniable.  
 
    Richard gawked at his belly, blood and intestines expelling from the fresh wound. Unsure of what had happened, the student watched the organs falling from his abdomen before he began convulsing uncontrollably.  
 
    Everyone was left frozen in shock. From their viewpoint, Lucian’s attack seemed like a wave of the hand.  
 
    Snapping out of his reverie of anger, Lucian realized what he had done. He scrambled to his fallen opponent and immediately tried to heal his wound. But the damage was extensive, and his blades had cut true and deep. 
 
    “Focus on me… I’m sorry… Someone is coming to help…” Lucian pleaded with the dying boy as he helped circulate blood to the body with his own life eminence.  
 
    He knew his life skills were not adequate to heal a wound of this magnitude for anyone but himself. If he was honest with himself, Lucian was afraid his words were a lie, and Richard’s fate was already sealed. Regardless of the outcome, however, Lucian did everything he could until help arrived.  
 
    What felt like hours of healing to Lucian were merely seconds before Director Wallace hurried into view. A few moments later, a skinny, pale woman ran toward them, though it seemed to Lucian as if she were running a slow-motion. 
 
    “Oh my… I have it from here, love,” she said confidently as she took the reins of healing Richard’s battered body.  
 
    Without the burden of healing Richard, Lucian was brought back to reality. His body was burned dramatically down his arms to the shoulder, and up his legs to the knees. His eyes had to relay the information, as his body no longer felt the pain of his charred, unrecognizable limbs. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt anymore…” Lucian noticed as he attempted to move his fingers.  
 
    Physiological knowledge told him he had been burned so badly, the nerves could not respond to basic pain signals. Left unchecked, this would only be temporary. Eventually, all the pain would flood his brain simultaneously.  
 
    Decision made, Lucian settled in to heal himself. 
 
    The damage done to his body would’ve been impossible for him to heal on someone else, but after using himself as a guinea pig, Lucian had become far more efficient at healing his own body.  
 
    However, he had no prestige left to complete the task. The procedure he’d done earlier in the morning, along with the strenuous battle, left Lucian nearly on empty.  
 
    Not wanting to scare his teammates, Lucian elected to use his remaining strength to mend the superficial damage, so his limbs appeared healed. 
 
    The pale woman spoke to Director Wallace as she mended Richard’s body. 
 
    “That should just about do it. He’s as stable as I’m going to be able to get him out here. Can you please take him back to the medical center?” she muttered politely to a crew of men waiting in the shadows. 
 
    “Yes ma’am. We’ll see that it’s done,” they responded. 
 
    The final member of Team Crash had no fight left in him. He forfeited purely out of fear, as Lucian seemed to be unharmed. His newly-minted arms along with his demeanor were virtually the same as they had seemed before the match. The terrified, lone-standing member of the opposition left with his teammates as they were both escorted to the medical bay. 
 
    “With the forfeit of Team Crash, the winner, and now tenth-ranked team…” With a dramatic pause, Director Wallace waved his hands toward the young group. “Is Team No One!”  
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    The Innocents’ Pain 
 
    Iris walked into the wooden stable. Fox, Thunder, and Prince stood awaiting their morning grooming. The wind carried the sound of nature through the stable, allowing for fresh air to ventilate the horse’s natural odor. Prince, the largest and most stubborn of the three, stared at Iris, the only one not persuaded by Iris’s predatory aroma.  
 
    “Yes, I know boy, you’re the first to go today,” Iris said gently as she rubbed the side of his neck. She grabbed a brush from her bucket as she began to curry the copper animal. With a long day ahead—full of the uneventful farm work she accomplished with the Michael family—her mind began to drift. Memories flooded her mind of her arrival in this foreign place, and she found herself reminiscing about her first steps off the plane into such an immense land. 
 
    “Welcome to Texas,” the woman at the terminal had said with a smile on her face as Iris exited the plane. 
 
    It was a world she had never been privy to; the technology and smells were all new. Unlike the people on the island, these people had no control over their thoughts and emotions, which nearly overwhelmed her. 
 
    Wolves in general didn’t like crowded places. Most lived in secluded areas to avoid people as often as possible. Sure, there were a few odd cases, but lone wolves typically stayed isolated with nature, while wolf packs usually lived in small towns.  
 
    Iris, however, didn’t plan on living in the wilderness alone. She wanted to be somewhere small, yet connected to any resources she might require. Therefore, she chose Texas. There were plenty of people, and the vast expanses of land would make it much easier to hide from any would-be pursuers.  
 
    But, all the same…  
 
    I don’t like this, Iris had thought as she made her way to pick up the small amount of luggage she carried—mainly some currency and new clothes to get her started—into her new life.  
 
    The airport was huge. She thought it was absurd she had to take another form of transportation just to reach her bags. As she got on the airport train, Iris felt a young man staring at her from across the room. The man thought he was slick, checking her out with her back turned, but she could smell his lust from across the car. 
 
    “Next up, Port C Baggage Claims,” a pre-recorded voice announced as the information was also spelled out across a digital sign.  
 
    As Iris got off the train, she felt her would-be admirer leave the train as well, following her to the baggage area. As she waited for her bags, Iris smelled the additional aroma of courage as he approached her. 
 
    “Hello… how’s it going?” the young boy said nervously. 
 
    Enjoying her role, Iris simply stared at him for a long while. Eventually, a smile crossed her face. 
 
    “I’m well! What can I do for you?” Iris snapped imperiously. A little fun didn’t hurt anyone. 
 
    The memory put a smile on Iris’s face as she rubbed the gorgeous animal. Reaching down to grab her phone, she realized she had a few hours before anyone else would awaken.  
 
    Iris tried to spend most mornings before anyone woke running and training with the intensity Bianka had taught her. Once a month, she also assumed her Lycanthrope form as she patrolled the surrounding areas to keep would-be predators away from her new family. 
 
    Today, however, was one of those mornings when Iris enjoyed the simple affairs of farm work. Iris finished Prince’s grooming and stared into his eyes, forehead pressed to his. “Good boy today,” she said, then turned to the other two horses. “I promise I’ll get you guys after breakfast.” She turned to run back to the house. 
 
    By the time she returned home, Mr. Michael and his family were already awake, partaking in the ritual family meal: breakfast.  
 
    The Michael family was a kind group of people who’d taken her in when she first arrived. They were made up of a loving father, Christopher Michael, his eccentric wife, Angela, and their twin children. The two of them always expressed their astonishment over Iris’s resemblance in both appearance and personality to their oldest daughter, who they’d lost a few years prior. 
 
    “Hey, Iris! You go for another one of your crazy runs this morning?” Chris asked as he rubbed his belly, the idea of exercise unappealing to him. 
 
    “Leave the girl alone, Chris. Not everyone can be a lump on a log like you,” Angela teased her husband. 
 
    “Lump on a log! Lump on a log!” the twins chanted, joining in on the fun. 
 
    Iris smiled at them, enjoying every minute of the banter.  
 
    As marvelous as Michael and Angela had been, her heart belonged to their children, Madison and Mason. Their innocence and genuine love of everything was so sweet, it melted her heart. The twins were nearly five years old now, and at the stage of their life where they found every single thing amazing. Every word, phrase, comment, and thought seemed to be new to them, and they relished sharing every moment with Iris. 
 
    “Iris!” screamed the excited children, who ran to her and hugged her as if they hadn’t seen her for weeks. 
 
    “Why can’t we sleep in your room?” Mason asked. He’d been disappointed they couldn’t find her that morning when they woke. 
 
    “Well, maybe later this week.” Iris smiled as she hugged them back, returning the love she received. 
 
    “Girl, come sit your ass down. Your food is going to get cold,” Angela said in an aggressive but loving tone. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am! Here I come,” Iris said, used to her assertive nature. 
 
    “I need to get my fat ass out there with you one day,” Angela commented as she continued stuffing an enormous strip of bacon down her throat.  
 
    Angela had a normal build, but she was still a far cry from the athletic build of the werewolf woman. With the ridicule in her voice, Iris knew she would never make good on her implied gesture.  
 
    Regardless, she politely said, “Yeah! Any time. I’d love to have you,” giving them her most generous smile.  
 
    As the family ate, the adults continued to small-talk until the twins decided they were bored. 
 
    “Can we play hide and seek after breakfast?” Madison and Mason cried in unison. 
 
    “I did have plans…” Iris put up her finger in mock contemplation. “But fortunately for you, those plans are to play hide and seek all day,” she finished, putting a smile on the small children’s faces.  
 
    The twins screamed excitedly, finishing their food in a hurry so they could go play.  
 
    As soon as they finished, they ran out of the front room, giggling and laughing. 
 
    “Hurry, Iris!” they said as they played their favorite game, Ring Around the Rosy.  
 
    Iris followed close behind them with a smile, ready to get in on the fun, until she was stopped by Chris, who grabbed her gently by the arm. 
 
    “Iris, I truly appreciate how terrific you are with them—Angela and I talk about it all the time. We just wanted to let you know we’ve been so happy to have you here the last couple of years. This is your home and always will be, okay? I just wanted to say it aloud,” he said as he let the young girl go, then headed back to the dining room. 
 
    As Iris thought about his proposition, she felt genuine joy at being around family. This was far different from the scrutiny she’d felt back home in Sanctuary.  
 
    But in her gut, she recognized the danger she would be putting these people in. If she was truly being honest with herself, Iris knew she would have to leave sooner than later.  
 
    Still, she settled for enjoying the moment. 
 
    “One, two, three,” Iris started as both Madison and herself yelled, “Not it!” 
 
    Proud of their accomplishment, the girls high-fived enthusiastically, leaving Mason to be the first seeker. 
 
    “Fine.” He pouted as he began counting.  
 
    The three of them played for hours, running and laughing without a care in the world. 
 
    Amidst the fun, Iris was interrupted by a foreign aroma—one of decay, unnatural to the earth.  
 
    Iris had made a habit of keeping her dominance strong along the outskirts of the land to ward off would-be predators. Therefore, with the twin’s safety in mind, she quickly decided to investigate on her turn.  
 
    With little time to waste, Iris transformed into a Liekos midstride. Bianka would have been proud of her pupil; the transition was nearly perfect, accomplished without even breaking pace.  
 
    Iris sped through the woods at top speed, but abruptly stopped when the strong odor struck her nose again.  
 
    Good, it seems to be only one vampire. The wolf smiled with a predatory grin. A vampire smell was unmistakable—although dead and without a soul, their bodies did not decay. But the absence of life was apparent, as there was a void that took up space in the earth. This made it easy for Iris to track the creature. 
 
    Her hind legs picked back up where they’d left off, putting her back at full speed within seconds. With her knowledge of the terrain, Iris was able to navigate through the swampy woods unencumbered and was on her prey within moments.  
 
    Iris dove onto the vampire without mercy, attempting to bite his head clean off. Her teeth snapped inches from the intruder’s face as saliva dripped down the canine’s fangs. The only thing holding her back was the vampire’s strength. But her force was too strenuous. As his arms gave way, Iris tore into his face, ripping it like a stuffed animal. 
 
    Once life left the creature’s body, as well as the reincarnation magic, the creature turned to dust, his remains flying away in the wind. Iris picked up the scent of more vampires in the area.  
 
    The wolf panicked and sped back to the house in haste. But with a sight which would be forever burned into her mind, Iris found her fears had already come true.  
 
    Madison lay in a puddle of blood, one which seemed impossible to have come from a body so small. The wolf stared at the body in disbelief, frozen by grief and shock. 
 
    Mason, Iris finally thought to herself, forcing her out of her reverie of pain. With the hope the boy had somehow been spared, Iris ran into the house.  
 
    Chris and Angela’s bodies lay mutilated on the couch, ripped from limb to limb in a gory jigsaw, yet their bloodstains were not as extensive. They had been sucked dry by the unnatural creatures.  
 
    As a human, Iris wanted to cry uncontrollably, but her wolf-stomach hardened as she focused her thoughts. 
 
    “Wake up… Wake up, sis…” a pleading voice came from outside.  
 
    Sitting in his sister’s blood, Mason sounded as if he was losing a part of himself.  
 
    Iris’s humanity overpowered the wolf’s nature, and she set off to nurture the boy. Knowing Mason needed her, and without any real thought, she ran to his defense, not bothering to check for any other intruders.  
 
    Outside, she found a vampire already there, consoling the child.  
 
    Iris prepared to leap upon the monster, but before she could act, he quickly grabbed Mason and lifted him by his neck. 
 
    With no fight left in him, the boy stared down, ready to join his sister. 
 
    “Not so fast, little miss princess,” the vampire said with a country swagger. “We wouldn’t want the Michael family to come to an abrupt end here, now, would we?”  
 
    Iris halted in her tracks.  
 
    “First off, now that I have your attention,” he said with a gracious smile, “you are being very rude. That’s no way to talk to anybody. Not in that fleabag form.” He tightened his fingers around Mason’s neck, causing the boy to grimace in pain. 
 
     Iris got the subtle hint and, fearful for the boy, turned back into her Andras form. Still able to keep some of her wits, she changed slowly, like any average wolf. 
 
    “Who would’ve thought something so fine would be wrapped up in that hairy beast,” the vampire said, looking at her naked body lustfully.  
 
    Iris stood before them unashamed, waiting for a chance to pounce. 
 
    “Let the boy go,” she demanded as calmly as she could muster, panic still at the back of her mind as she watched the only person left alive who loved her be held at the mercy of this monster. 
 
    “As you wish,” the vampire said, dropping the boy, who crawled back to his sister’s side.  
 
    The vampire was confident he was faster and could snatch the boy back up before the werewolf got close. With the child as a hostage, she was left at his mercy. Something told Iris the confident vampire didn’t think she was a match even without the boy. He was just doing this out of pure pleasure. 
 
    “Now that we can speak in a more civilized manner, you are the Anax’s daughter, right? I’ve been looking for you for a while… yes, I have.” The vampire chuckled, licking his lips as he spoke with a seductive voice. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” she asked. She thought to add bloodsucker at the end, but figured insults would only put Mason in harm’s way. 
 
    “Leverage… amongst other things. Tell you what. Don’t put up a fight, and I’ll let the boy go. I might even erase his memory of what we did to his sister and the rest of his family,” the vampire said, his white pearls shining. His mischievous grin showed his confidence in her weakness. 
 
    “How kind of you,” Iris said, biting back on her anger.  
 
    Sadness began to outweigh her rage. The Michael family might not have been blood-related, but the love they’d shown her was undeniable, greater than what she shared with any of her relatives, excluding her late brother. 
 
    Why are people I love always hurt?  
 
    “Where are my manners?” With a formal bow, the vampire interrupted her grief. “I am Ross Drake the fourth.” 
 
    “Okay, Ross,” the werewolf spat, “you have a deal. I want you to enthrall one of your minions hiding loudly behind the bushes over there and have him take the boy somewhere safe.” Iris was confident this monster was an elder vampire, and therefore had the ability to subdue a weaker creature’s mind.  
 
    All vampires could create thralls, but only elder vampires could exert the same power over other vampires, even extending the ability to enslave some lone wolves if they were strong enough. 
 
    “Very well.”  
 
    Ross waved his hand, and another vampire came out.  
 
    Looking at the younger vampire, he said slowly, “Take the boy to safety. Make sure someone is going to take care of him.” 
 
    “And no memory of what happened,” Iris said forcefully, wanting to assure herself Mason would not live with the memory of what had happened to his family. “He just needs to know they were in a terrible accident.” 
 
    Ross glanced at her solemnly, then back into the other vampire’s eyes.  
 
    “Clear his mind of the events of today.”  
 
    Iris’s shoulders visibly eased, and she relaxed, knowing the boy would be okay.  
 
    But then Ross made a gesture.  
 
    More vampires came out and grabbed the girl. In a moment, she was subdued.  
 
    Ross towered over her. 
 
    “A deal is a deal,” he said, knocking her unconscious. 
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    Moment of Truth 
 
    The victory provided more than they expected. The first fruits of Team No One’s success came in the form of upgraded rooms, which were twice as large as their previous ones.  
 
    Lucian was personally most pleased with the updates to the common room area. It seemed to fit their specific requirements, as this was the room where the team strategized over magical books and ran back information before upcoming matches. Now the room was not only massive, but also contained a vintage bookshelf filled with titles Lucian hadn’t even seen in the library. 
 
    “Great. The geek has more to read,” Ben said as they first walked into the room. 
 
    “Let him be. If it weren’t for his brain, we never would have gotten here.” 
 
    “Guys… I’m standing right here,” Lucian said, irritated. 
 
    “We know,” they responded in kind. 
 
    “But… do you guys know what it means to be in the top ten?” Ben said excitedly. 
 
    “I couldn’t find anything on it. They keep the process pretty close to their chest,” Lucian responded. 
 
    “My dad said this is when training truly begins,” Anna blurted. 
 
    “My brother said the same thing! He told me when you reach the top ten, your mission class begins. We can still challenge, but our ranking goes up faster for successful missions,” Ben said, smiling. “He also told me it takes ten missions before we can graduate from Valiant.” 
 
    “My dad said it takes at least ten years on average to graduate… but that doesn’t sound hard,” Lucian said in confusion. 
 
    “Well, it took my brother twenty-two years to graduate, and my parents acted like it was a huge accomplishment,” Ben said, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    “Maybe my dad will tell me more information, since we got this far,” Anna suggested, feeling there was no more need for secrecy. 
 
    “Great! I’ll ask Professor McClear as well and see if he’s willing to clear up some of the information for us,” Lucian said, looking directly at Ben. 
 
    “Okay… I’ll sit here and do nothing!” Ben said. With no contacts to help, he thought he might as well be his smart-ass self. “What time are we going to come back?” 
 
    “Let’s say an hour,” Anna said excitedly. 
 
    “That works for me!” Lucian said, speeding out of the living space.  
 
    He ran directly to McClear’s office, as he had done so many times before. He was amazed to always find him in the room whenever he showed up, and today happened to be no different.  
 
    “My boy, what can I do for you?” McClear said as Lucian walked into his watery plane, which often appeared when Lucian showed up suddenly. 
 
    “Hey, Professor! Let me guess… you have been waiting for me?” 
 
    “No, Lucian. You are the only person who enters without knocking.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lucian said in surprise. 
 
    “Lucian, I am very busy today, so let’s get to the point. What can I do for you?” McClear said, becoming unusually impatient. 
 
    “Sorry…” Lucian said, rubbing the top of his head and second-guessing his decision to come here. 
 
    “Spit it out, boy,” McClear said sharply. 
 
    “Well, we made it into the top ten, and I wanted to see if I could get some more information.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I don’t know… I was hoping you could tell me what to expect?” Lucian pleaded. 
 
    “No, Mr. Draco. You are going to have to figure this out on your own.” 
 
    A deep laugh echoed from the back of Lucian’s mind. 
 
    “What, Salmu?” Lucian said, projecting his frustration with McClear onto the dragon. 
 
    “He’s not real. Look at it with my eyes,” he said simply.  
 
    Lucian switched to what he was beginning to think of as his Mage Sight.  
 
    Privy to Lucian’s thoughts, Salmu threw a small fit.  
 
    “It’s not Mage Sight, and it’s not Dragon Sight. It’s my sight. I am the only one capable of wielding it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Lucian mocked him.  
 
    He took a breath and switched to Salmu’s vision the way he did during his matches, allowing him to see the world in its true form.  
 
    The image was… hard to process. Lucian thought he could tell from the imperfections of certain items which were made up of water, but the details in the room, the boy felt, were extraordinary. However, to his amazement, the entire place was made up of water—everything from the walls to the books on the bookshelves. What made the situation so unique was a swiveling, hypnotic symbol placed on everything, giving each item the illusion of solidity. 
 
    “Is there anything else, Mr. Lucian?” 
 
    “Well… what are you? How does this work?” Lucian asked, curious to learn whether the replica of his mentor, made of water like everything else, had any limits. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. If that’s it, I will ask you to leave me be,” McClear said as anger started to swell over his face. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I’ll be on my way,” Lucian said apologetically, scooting out of the room. 
 
    “Salmu, what can you tell me about this?” He projected his thoughts to the dragon once they were out of the replica’s range. 
 
    “From what I can tell, Professor McClear created a clone to sit idle for students,” Salmu said plainly. 
 
    “I get that. But how does the magic work?” Lucian clarified. 
 
    “Well, my brother used magic similar to this. He would send dragons out to explore the universe. But pulling it off takes a tremendous amount of life essence, an amount I’m surprised can be replicated by humans,” Salmu commented, obviously impressed. 
 
    “Are there any drawbacks from the technique?” Lucian inquired. 
 
    “Yes, in fact. Normally, it leaves the wielder slightly weaker with each clone. One of the plusses is that the clone’s memories and experiences can be absorbed, but if it is destroyed, the life essence, along with all of its memories, are lost as well. Also, as you saw, the longer it’s left without its host, the more aggressive and dangerous it becomes,” Salmu explained. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a human being able to do this?” Lucian asked curiously. 
 
    “Quite simply, no,” the dragon responded. “Most humans do not have the skill with any specific element to muster this level of power.” 
 
    “It only takes one element to be able to do it?”  
 
    “Well, as I said, it takes some life magic as well,” Salmu responded. 
 
    Excited to tell his team, Lucian ran back to the room with time to spare. He and Ben chatted for a while, waiting patiently for Anna to return. But when she finally did, her reddened face suggested a less than positive experience.  
 
    “Hey! What did you find out?” Ben asked as soon as she walked through the door.  
 
    “I got shit,” Anna said in frustration.  
 
    “I found out Professor McClear can make a clone of himself out of water,” Lucian said, offering the newest information he had. 
 
    “Great, kid. I’m sure that’ll help somehow,” Ben sighed.  
 
    “I was just saying Professor McClear was not in his office. But he left a living clone who was unwilling to help us. Maybe if I’m able to contact the real professor, he would be willing to help,” Lucian said apologetically. 
 
    “At this point, not much can be done,” Anna retorted. “Let’s focus on what we can do, and get stronger.” 
 
    “Speaking of getting stronger… I’d completely forgotten to ask before. What the hell did you do at the last match?” Ben asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucian replied, feigning ignorance. He wasn’t quite ready to give up his secrets. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb, Lucian. It doesn’t suit you,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” Ben offered. “Let’s go over the events at hand. You first bring a girl to her knees who kicked my ass. Then, from my viewpoint, you open someone’s insides with a wave of the hand. Not to mention, you didn’t have a scratch on you. Pretty sure that about sums it up,” he said, inviting Lucian to hurry up with a wave of his hands. 
 
    Lucian sighed. 
 
    “Okay, fine. I’ll let you guys in on what I’ve been working on, but you have to promise not to interrupt or judge.” Lucian paused, waiting for confirmation from both of his teammates.  
 
    They turned to each other, then nodded their heads in understanding. 
 
    “Okay. So the girl was luck,” Lucian admitted. “I believe the connection between Salmu and myself created some type of interference with her psychic ability. She basically bit off more than she could chew,” he said, unsure how else to explain the connection. 
 
    “Well that sure is handy!” 
 
    “You had to get a word in?” Anna interjected to shut Ben up. 
 
    “I’m just saying… So, what about the magic gut explosion?” Ben said, moving to the next topic.  
 
    “That one… it’s a little harder to explain. When I merged with Salmu, my body was embedded with a blade enchantment.”  
 
    Lucian sighed again and activated the sigil on his hand. In the blink of an eye, his dagger appeared in his grasp. The blade was slightly longer than it had been when he was a child, as if it had grown with him. 
 
    “Now, remember, you can’t tell anyone,” Lucian reminded his teammates. 
 
    “Don’t worry, rugrat. But why so serious?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Because I don’t want anyone to know!” Lucian groaned, frustrated by Ben’s lack of seriousness. “I don’t have the pure power you guys were born with, and this secret might save my life.” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” Ben said, realizing he may have crossed the line with his joke when he saw the intensity in Lucian’s eyes.  
 
    The young mage presented the dagger to his team, letting them inspect it more closely. 
 
    “From what I understand, this was forged from one of Salmu’s claws, and this was forged from a tooth.” Lucian activated his right hand, letting his large blade come out. “These blades link my mind with my ancestor’s.” 
 
    “Ancestor?” Ben raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes. Kind of. It’s more like a reincarnation, but whatever we call it, these blades keep Salmu and me bonded.” Lucian released the enchantment, and the blades vanished. 
 
    “Where do they go?” Anna interrupted this time. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. From what I can tell, the magic is bound in my body and released through my eminence when I activate the scriptment,” Lucian said, shrugging his shoulders. 
 
    Ben and Anna were both used to Lucian’s long-winded explanations and aware the information he gave was probably vital to his story. Regardless, they were slowly becoming impatient. 
 
    “But… can we trust Salmu? It seems like he has a lot of control over you,” Anna said, now worried about her friend. 
 
    “Of course! Salmu wouldn’t hurt a fly. He is more like… a conscience.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, sorry… Now I feel like Ben. I won’t interrupt again,” Anna said with an apologetic wave. 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Ben snorted. 
 
    Lucian cut the banter before his teammates got going. 
 
    “No problem. I know it’s a lot to take in. But that’s the reason I haven’t told anyone about what I’m doing. I don’t know all the rules yet. I don’t know if this is taboo or illegal in the magical world.”  
 
    A shyness Lucian’s friends weren’t used to came over the boy as he paused, looking at them with raw vulnerability. What he got back was love and warmth, urging him to continue. 
 
    “Well… I’ve looked, and I haven’t found anything. It shocks me no other mage has used scribing on their own body. So, learning from the blades’ inscription, I decided to try some on my own.” 
 
    Both Anna and Ben leaned in, intrigued by Lucian’s confession and excited to see the results of his work. 
 
    Lucian gestured for his teammates to come closer. The boy knew the only way they would understand what he did was to show them the engravings on his bone.  
 
    His opposite hand glowed green as he used life magic to reopen the wound he’d mended during his first surgery. With only a few days of experience, Lucian had already improved the procedure’s efficiency, showcasing it with minimal effort. Anna and Ben gaped at him, speechless and silent until they saw the engravings on his bone. Anna audibly gasped, grabbing her teammate’s shoulder in a bruising hold while Ben stared, mouth hanging ajar.  
 
    Their reactions roughly what Lucian had expected, he began to seal his arm back up before the pain got to him again.  
 
    No matter how proficient Lucian was, the procedure still took a toll on him. With the constant use of his prestige, he finished in a puddle of sweat, taking a seat as he gasped for air. 
 
    “Holy shit… H-o-l-y shit… What the hell are you?” Ben said with the most solemn face his teammates had ever seen him wear. “Dude, there’s a reason no other mage has done something like this. It is because this shit is impossible. It probably would be illegal, if somebody thought it could be done. You were smart to keep it to yourself.” He placed a hand on Lucian’s shoulder. 
 
    “He’s right. As amazing as it is, people are going to be calling you Frankenstein. But I’m curious… what are the lines? I could tell it was a language by the pattern,” Anna probed. 
 
    “Yes. It’s Salmu’s native language, LiDievit,” Lucian said calmly. 
 
    “That sounds cool,” Anna murmured, her fascination for languages shining through. 
 
    “Yeah. It roughly translates to the language of the divine,” Lucian said, appreciating her interest. “But you guys are kind of freaking me out. Why is this so impossible? It’s actually fairly easy.” 
 
    “Everything is easy to you, Lucian,” Anna grumbled in true irritation. “In any case, the people who scribe are often confined to languages made up of symbols. This allows the scriber to be much more efficient, since it’s smaller and has more meaning. The problem is… well, let me show you.”  
 
    Anna stopped and stood, grabbing a knife on the table. Sitting back in her seat, she carved the symbol for fire in Mandarin onto the table in front of her. Placing two fingers on the symbol and concentrating, she poured eminence directly into the etching. 
 
    “My sway is pretty good. In fact, Lucian, outside of yourself, I don’t know a mage lower than S-class with better control than me. Okay, maybe you and that douchebag, Curtis,” she admitted. “But more to the point: if the flow of eminence is either too great or too little, the symbol becomes unstable.”  
 
    Anna allowed herself to lose concentration, and the symbol immediately exploded, creating a crater in the tabletop. 
 
    “And you did that shit to your own body,” Ben emphasized. 
 
    “I see… I never really thought of it like that. LiDievit does tend to hold eminence a little better, but you’re doing it wrong,” Lucian said bluntly. 
 
    Taking the knife from Anna’s hand, Lucian scribed the same symbol for fire she had used. With Salmu’s eyes, Lucian was privy to information the rest of the team couldn’t see.  
 
    “The mistake you’re making lies in how you are releasing your flow of eminence. As you write fire, you must pour fire eminence into the symbol to keep it stable.” Lucian glanced at her for confirmation as she nodded her head yes. “Well, eminence pours out of your body like a liquid. The reason your inscriptions are unstable is because you’re using your sway as a container, so to speak, which makes it impossible to keep it stable.” 
 
    Lucian glanced again to make sure they were following, but both stared at him in utter ignorance. 
 
    “Lucian, I think you’re still missing the point,” Anna said tentatively. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothing. How should I be doing it?” she asked, waiting to make her point. 
 
    “It’s easy. As you pour eminence into the inscription, you have to will said eminence into a hard shell, similar to the way you make your shields, Anna. This allows it to stack and even be reabsorbed by its owner.” 
 
    “You know…” Anna smiled sympathetically. “You’re the smartest dummy in existence. That’s the problem. No one has the ability to measure so precisely. This is why no other mage uses scribing for anything outside of a bomb,” she concluded. 
 
    “Oh…” Lucian responded. 
 
    “My head hurts. Why can’t power be power?” Ben demanded. 
 
    “It is, Ben. That’s why I’m doing this; to make sure I don’t get left behind,” Lucian said honestly. “I appreciate you guys giving me credit for helping this far. But in truth? Your power is the reason for our accomplishments. Our plans increase the odds, but most of the time, it’s your combined strength.” 
 
    “Yeah, because we did a lot last match.” Anna huffed. 
 
    “That was a one-off and you know it,” Lucian responded. “But if we’re going to keep excelling as a team, Anna, I have to get stronger.” 
 
    Both Anna and Ben wanted to scold Lucian for being too hard on himself, but the fire in his eyes gave them both pause. His determination was inspiring. 
 
    I don’t know why… but he’s going to be great. Maybe greater than his dad, Ben thought, proud of the boy he had come to recognize as his little brother. 
 
    “Enough! Let’s get some rest and prepare for tomorrow,” Anna snapped. 
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    Unexpected Friend 
 
    Over the next week, Team No One flew on an exuberant high. The veiled secrets of tomorrow fueled their training efforts as they pushed to become a better team.  
 
    Lucian took the time to scribe both of his legs. The more he performed the procedure, the more comfortable doing it he became. The pain, however, never lessened, causing Lucian to hold off on scribing his dominant hand. He feared the allowed duration before blacking out would not grant him the necessary time to finish. 
 
    This particular day’s training, however, was one of Lucian’s favorites, and took his mind off of the encroaching necessity. Team No One was working on straight combat training, without magic.  
 
    For this one day, Lucian was the hammer, not the nail. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Anna gasped, winded, as she knocked some dirt off her body. 
 
    “What? It’s two against one,” Lucian said with a sly smirk. 
 
    “You’re such a little asshole,” Ben groaned, still kneeling, already exhausted from his last attack. 
 
    “Seriously, Ben? Is all that necessary? I’m trying to help you get stronger,” Lucian mockingly apologized. 
 
    “I am stronger. I could blast you out of the air,” Ben said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Yes, but you can’t blast me out, and in hand-to-hand combat, I would kick your ass,” Anna retorted. 
 
    Ben was ordinarily good-natured, but the wait for their first mission had been driving him crazy. He wasn’t one to deal with stress well, so his irritation over getting his ass kicked caused Ben to lash out more frequently at both of his teammates. 
 
    “Right, guys. Let’s continue,” the normally cheery Brit said, settling into what he knew would be a rough day.  
 
    As he ran to attack Lucian, Ben threw a sloppy-looking overhand punch, the wild swing meant to force the boy back. 
 
    Simultaneously, Anna threw a kick at her teammate’s anticipated position, angling for his head.  
 
    But the master tactician merely smirked.  
 
    He tapped the back of Ben’s hand, diverting its course, and slipped into striking range. Then, as Anna’s kick whiffed, causing her to stagger, he gathered his weight and hurled himself onto her shoulders. Stealing her momentum, he flung her face-first into the ground, propelling himself into Ben. The back of his older friend’s head wide open, Lucian’s knee found its target with a migraine-inducing CRACK! The sequence took a matter of seconds, but the two elder members of Team No One were sprawled in the dirt once again. 
 
    “I feel like that was for calling you an asshole,” Ben huffed as he coughed on turf. 
 
    “Never,” Lucian replied sarcastically. 
 
    “Good one… I thought we had you there,” Anna interjected, confused about how her shoulder and butt hurt at the same time. 
 
    “It truly was a good attack, and you guys nearly had me. Some of it comes down to our difference in experience and how much we spar. I know both of you guys’ ranges and capabilities fairly well, and you knew I would have to react to Ben’s punch, leaving me open to a counter from Anna. But with our speed difference, the reaction was easy, and I was able to focus on Anna the entire time. If it’s any consolation, that attack would’ve worked on most people.” 
 
    “And you wonder why I called you an ass,” Ben said, rubbing the back of his head. 
 
    “It was terrific, but my suggestion would be to always gear toward fighting the impossible. Create chains of attacks where there is no way out for your opponent,” Lucian responded.  
 
    “Got it!” Anna said enthusiastically.  
 
    Lucian enjoyed teaching her. Anna took everything he taught and made it her own, which was one of the reasons why her hand-to-hand combat had developed much faster than Ben’s. 
 
    She truly is a genius, he thought, looking at her in admiration. I’m sure she’s the smartest person in the school besides me.  
 
    A figure phased into place next to them, snapping Lucian out of his reverie.  
 
    I have got to figure out how he does that… 
 
    “Hey, Sammy! What’s up?” Lucian said, attempting to dig at the man before Anna interjected with her diplomacy. 
 
    “Yes, Director? What can we do for you?” she said in her sweetest voice.  
 
    They both looked at her in mock exasperation. She paid them no attention and continued to smile as she closed in on Lucian.  
 
    Pleased with her subordination, Samuel ignored Lucian’s comment and spoke directly to the girl. 
 
    “Madam Sah and Professor McClear would like to see you three.” 
 
    “Wow, Sa—” Lucian was not able to finish the name, as Anna nudged him in the stomach, her true intentions of walking closer to him now apparent. 
 
    “Nice one,” he sputtered, unprepared for her attack.  
 
    Anna smiled, pleased with her accomplishment of not only shutting Lucian’s sarcasm out, but getting a hit in for the day. 
 
    “Thank you, sir. We will head there now. Will that be all?” Anna asked, rushing to get the words out before Lucian said something to actually get them in trouble. 
 
    “That will be all,” Samuel said as he vanished again.  
 
    Anticipating the action, Lucian switched to Salmu’s sight, hoping to get an idea of how he did it. Unfortunately, he saw nothing. The man was gone just as he came, with no magical evidence to suggest he was ever there.  
 
    Even if Lucian didn’t like the man because of the cruelty he’d showcased during the boy’s first visit, he had to admit Samuel Asher had some unique traits and knew he needed to keep an eye on him. 
 
    “It must be time… We’re going to get some information!” Ben said, excited to be finally knocked out of this self-inflicted misery. 
 
    “Maybe. Let’s just go find out,” Anna said, hoping Director Asher wouldn’t be attending.  
 
    The three walked, continuing to talk about the different forms of combat training and how they could combine it with their magical use. As a team, they had to fight like one. And they would only be as strong as their weakest link.  
 
    As they made it to Madam Sah’s office, curiosity flooded Lucian’s thoughts at the idea of exploring another dimension—not water, but psychic. However, he was quite disappointed by her work space. It was plain as any professor’s, without a single magical remnant to be found.  
 
    The three students walked in to find a seated Madam Sah with Professor McClear standing, scanning her overly large bookshelf. 
 
    “My three favorite students! Have a seat, if you will,” Professor McClear said excitedly as they entered, gently indicating a bench for them.  
 
    Taking a seat as instructed, they felt Madam Sah’s eyes look them over with an imperious glare. The weight created an eternity of silence as the students waited, unsure of the reason for their visit. 
 
    “Now, now… enough of that,” McClear said to his peer. “Madam Sah, would you please explain to the kids why they’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s get down to it,” she said, clearly displeased with the situation. “First off, congratulations on making it into the top ten. This indicates you are in the top one percent of students at Valiant. For you to be so young and to have done so, I must admit, is quite an accomplishment.”  
 
    She paused as the students saw concern reach her face, her next words clearly not of her will. “Since you are in the top ten, you qualify for ranked missions to move yourselves toward your graduation. Most missions are classified based on your own aptitude.  
 
    “Unfortunately, the undertaking you are going to partake in is one I would typically set aside for a more seasoned group. However, Ms. Wells and her team have already left for a mission essential to the livelihood of many.” 
 
    “Don’t sound so grim. These kids will be fantastic,” Professor McClear said in a jovial tone. 
 
    “Do we get a choice in the matter?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, of course, but if you do decline, you will be pushed back fifteen rankings,” Professor McClear stated matter-of-factly, causing Anna to gasp in shock. 
 
    “Fifteen?! No, thank you. We’ll do it,” Ben interjected, thinking about losing all of the beautiful perks he had grown so accustomed to. 
 
    “This is no laughing matter, Mr. Smith. These missions are serious, and this one is extremely important,” Madam Sah snapped as she turned back to Anna. “Because of the seriousness of the matter, we will be sending Team Vision with you as well. They are currently ranked two levels above you. We are also setting Lucian as your team’s captain, if that alters your decision at all. Now, I need a serious answer. Will you accept the mission in front of you?” Madam Sah paused, waiting patiently. 
 
    “Are we not allowed to hear the mission first?” Lucian asked, even though he knew the answer. 
 
    “Obviously not, Lucian. You know… for your professors to claim you are so smart, I’ve also heard you invest your time in a lot of dumb questions,” she said with an irritated glare.  
 
     “Sorry, Madam… May we have a moment to discuss it together?” Lucian asked with his most innocent charm.  
 
    He had no illusions about his abilities, and getting on the wrong side of the head of the school was a bad idea, even if he still felt his question was justified. Transparency would be vital for his team to truly make an informed decision.  
 
    With her gaze still focused on Lucian, she turned to face her smiling colleague. 
 
    “Very well. This is an important decision. We will give you a moment to discuss,” she concluded as she stood and left the room, followed by Professor McClear. 
 
    “Oh, hell yeah, we’re doing this!” Ben announced as soon as they were gone. 
 
    “I don’t know… Did you see the look of worry on her face?” Lucian pointed out, concerned for the safety of his friends. “What do you think, Anna?” 
 
    “I think we’ll be fine. I agree, Lucian, she did look nervous about something, but what did we put all this training in for? We are not the same team we were when we started. We can handle anything,” Anna said, proud of their accomplishments. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s that. Two versus one. Let’s do it, then,” Lucian said with a hint of disappointment in his voice.  
 
    Lucian wanted to be positive and keep his team motivated, but something held him back. Along with the pressure of the controlling two teams, he wasn’t sure of Team Vision’s capabilities, but their safety was in his hands as much as that of his own friends. 
 
    A few moments later, both teachers reentered the room expecting an answer. Anna spoke up, still confident in the power of her team. 
 
    “Madam Sah, it would be our pleasure to take on the mission,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Very good. If that’s the case, in two days’ time, you will rendezvous in Southern Texas. The mission is to retrieve Iris Boris, the daughter of the Anax. I’ve been watching the girl avoid the animalistic typhoon of the Anax in that area. The man could be quite unreasonable if you asked me, and there’s no getting through it if something happened to his daughter. She had been holing up with a human family from our last reports, but our scouts in the area have been unavailable for more details.” 
 
    She stared into the girl’s eyes, seriousness clearly written across her face,  
 
    “Truly, if anything happens to his daughter and the man goes on a killing tirade, it could start all-out war between us and the werewolves. We don’t suspect it going that far, so we are sending one group to check on her and another to check on why there’s a lack of communication with our scouts.” 
 
    Madam Sah paused as she took a breath and closed her eyes. The rest of the mission’s detailed information flowed into the students’ minds via a psychic link. 
 
    “There… that should do it,” she said with a satisfied smile. “Please see Professor McClear when it is time to leave.”  
 
    Finished, she dismissed the group. They walked back to the room in silence as their minds processed the information.  
 
    “Her psychic ability is extremely potent,” Salmu said, responding to Lucian’s worries over how easily Madam Sah was able to establish the link. 
 
    “Let’s get some rest… We’ll talk about this in the morning,” Ben sighed, wholly exhausted.  
 
    Lucian and Anna both agreed, and the three teammates went their separate ways for the night.  
 
    All Lucian wanted to do was go over the situation with Salmu. However, before he was able to speak to the dragon, he found a surprise sitting in his bedroom. 
 
    “What… are you doing here?” Lucian said, shocked, nervous, and in unfamiliar territory. 
 
    “Hey, Lucian… I’ve been waiting for you.” Andrea lay in his bed, wearing nothing but lingerie that accented her curves and beauty. “I haven’t been able to think of anything but you for the last few days.”  
 
    She rose with seductive grace. Lucian had no choice but to watch, his eyes drawn to her silhouetted curves. 
 
    “Andrea, you—” was all Lucian was able to get out as she sauntered to his side.  
 
    Lucian’s mind raced, and for the first time, it was no help at all. He had no idea what to do. For all of his vast knowledge and wells of information, women were not a subject he understood.  
 
    Fortunately for him, even through the nerves, his body responded as Andrea took pleasure in him. 
 
    Eventually, his first lady-love had her fill, resting her head peacefully on his chest.  
 
    As she slept, Lucian’s mind parted. While half of his concentration was on the future, the other half was still excited and wanted more of the immediate past. 
 
    “Well, my young friend, that was an experience,” Salmu chuckled. 
 
    “What?! Salmu, you were watching?” Lucian was appalled. 
 
    “Well, more like experiencing,” the dragon responded. 
 
    “Salmu… you’re a dragon. How would you get any satisfaction from a human girl?” Lucian asked, irritated and curious at the same time. 
 
    “Like I said before, we are one and the same. As you have said before, I am more of a consciousness than a separate being now. Your experiences and desires become my own. So, since you are a human vessel, I desire human desires. And I must say… that was one of the most pleasurable actions you’ve experienced,” Salmu crowed. 
 
    “I found it boring,” Lucian clapped back, unwilling to immediately admit the dragon was correct. “Okay… it was quite enjoyable. I have no idea why, but you’re right. I’m not going to complain.” 
 
    “In any case, let’s talk about what’s really on your mind, Lucian. Don’t worry about the mission. You will be fine. As Anna said, you all have grown into one of the best teams in the school. This is just another way for you to learn.” 
 
    “I know… Anna’s words convinced me, too. But something still irks me… I don’t know. Maybe it’s nerves,” Lucian said, giving up on his personal insight concerning the matter.  
 
    The boy drifted off into uneasy sleep for a short while before he was reawakened by the touch of Andrea’s soft hands. 
 
    “Good morning, handsome,” she said as she kissed his lips passionately.  
 
    She stood, letting out a satisfied yawn, then dressed herself in her undergarments and a t-shirt she found in Lucian’s closet. 
 
    “All that work last night… he must be famished,” she murmured, stepping out of his room.  
 
    Lucian pined over her as he watched her leave. Not realizing the time, the young mage’s eyes finally wandered past her.  
 
    Ben stood in the doorway of his room, his face painted with mock disappointment that Lucian could see right through immediately. Ben’s eyes were laughing—he was clearly excited for his friend.  
 
    Lucian quickly got dressed and hurried into the common room, where Andrea was already making breakfast. 
 
    “So, Lucian… we heard you had company yesterday,” Anna taunted. 
 
    “Yeah, we had a great time. Lucian is terrific to talk to,” Andrea said, smiling as she overheard. 
 
    “I bet he was… but you guys were talking so loud,” Ben quipped, never too far from a joke. “Either way, I’m happy. Lucian has never slept in. I thought he was dying. For his sake, I hope you guys can talk all the ti—”  
 
    Ben stopped abruptly as Anna nudged him for taking it too far, looking at Lucian’s beet-red color.  
 
    Andrea, on the other hand, was loving every bit of the attention, as well as Lucian’s cute and innocent reaction. 
 
    “Thanks for cooking,” Lucian mumbled, trying to change the subject as quickly as possible. 
 
    “It’s the least I can do after all you did for me,” she said with a wink, licking her lips.  
 
    Anna had had enough of watching Lucian squirm, so she threw him a lifeline. 
 
    “Hey, it’s Andrea, right?” 
 
    Andrea nodded as she listened intently. 
 
    “I do have a question… if you had asked me yesterday, I would’ve thought you were in a relationship with Richard,” Anna said carefully. 
 
    “Not even in the slightest. He was always falling all over me, but we’ve been nothing but teammates. Besides, that jerk didn’t even say goodbye to us before he left the school. They told Kamal and I that, after he got healed up, he was so embarrassed, he headed back home,” Andrea said, a hint of sadness combined with anger in her voice.  
 
    “I see… so what are your plans with our impressionable young mage over here?” Anna said, changing her mind and giving Lucian a smile. He deserved every bit of this. 
 
    “I expect this from Ben, but not you too, Anna,” Lucian said, shaking his head in mock disappointment. 
 
    “What, freak? I’m just curious,” Anna gasped innocently. 
 
    “Now, now, Lucian… it’s a fair question. You are young and impressionable,” Ben joked, getting in his two cents. 
 
    “I don’t know… when I tried to read his mind, I felt something special,” Andrea said in a somewhat vulnerable tone, but quickly snapped out of it. “Besides, he looked good kicking Richard’s ass.” 
 
    The banter between them went on all throughout breakfast. Shortly after Andrea left, Ben stopped and hugged his friend in congratulations. Lucian, innocent through it all, had no desire to boast, but the praise he got from his friend felt good. 
 
    “Boys,” Anna chastised, “no more distractions. Seriously, what are we going to do about this mission? Did you guys even think about it last night?”  
 
    “Yeah, I figured I would let Lucian make up the plans, and I would follow orders,” Ben said.  
 
    Lucian looked at Ben and huffed in mock irritation. 
 
    “Seriously, Lucian, what did you expect? It’s basically what he does every match,” Anna pointed out. “But he’s right. They left you in charge of two groups, as well.” 
 
    “I know, Anna, and I have been thinking about our best course of action. To be honest, I need to meet the group accompanying us before making plans,” Lucian responded as he slowly started thinking out loud. “We are going to need to split up. One group needs to find the school’s scouts. It’s odd they haven’t checked in with Madame Sah, and if there’s trouble, we might gain more information on where to go. 
 
    “The other group will go to the missing girl’s last known location. We might get lucky—she’ll be there, and that’ll be the end of the mission,” Lucian said hopefully. 
 
    “Maybe we should leave sooner than later?” Anna blurted out. 
 
    “True… let’s plan to leave tomorrow afternoon, then,” Lucian said with a nod. 
 
    “Ben, be ready to leave tomorrow,” Anna reiterated, knowing Ben was only partially listening.  
 
    True to form, he gave them a thumbs-up as he lay back, entertaining himself with a phone game. 
 
    “I guess that means I have to go talk to Director Wallace, your dad, and our new teammates, Anna.” A goofy grin formed on Lucian’s face. “Hold on just a second. I have to go get my bag!” 
 
    Jumping like a small child, he ran back to his room and workstation. Behind his desk lay a bag with the LiDievit language emblazoned onto it. Nothing about the bag itself was noteworthy; it was a simple, dark brown duffel bag with one strap. The material seemed to be crafted of some type of Woolwich leather, and while his symbols did stand out, the bag still appeared homemade. 
 
    As Lucian grabbed it, a small giggle escaped him. He had been waiting for the perfect time to use it. 
 
    Hurrying back into the common room, he found Anna waiting for him. Ben had already gone, but his remaining teammate gazed at the bag.  
 
    “What’s so special about it?” Anna asked curiously. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll show you soon.” Lucian grinned as he held the bag closer to himself. 
 
    Satisfied she was not going to get any more information, the two set off to accomplish their agendas. During the walk, Anna continued to grill Lucian about Andrea and how serious he was about her. Even with all the teasing from earlier, she had begun to worry, as this was the first time Lucian had shown interest in anyone.  
 
    She couldn’t deny that some of the curiosity stemmed from how his gaze always passed her by. While most would say she was at least appealing, and most men would say Vera was gorgeous, she had never seen Lucian look either of their way. At some point, Anna had figured he didn’t like women. But considering the grin on his face, that idea was shot. 
 
     Confidence bruised, the wonderings bothered her more than she wanted to admit. She continued to pry until they reached the armory. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet!” a familiar man cried as they walked through the door.  
 
    “Hey, Professor Jones! Good to see you.” Lucian smiled excitedly as he shook his hand. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. We need supplies for our first mission,” Anna said. 
 
    “I heard! My little sweet pea is going on her first mission,” Marcus said proudly. “I knew you two would be great together. What do you need?” 
 
    “Rations, a medical pack, and water. The basics,” Anna answered. 
 
    “Okay. Is that all? What about you, Lucian?” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping for a set of silver throwing knives. Possibly two, if you have them. I would also like any maps you have of the area, and any provisions to help with vision.” 
 
    “What do you mean, provisions to help with vision?” Marcus questioned. 
 
    “Some type of goggles,” Anna blurted out to simplify for her father. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say that, boy?” the professor asked Lucian. 
 
    “He didn’t want to limit you,” Anna clarified before Lucian could respond. “Yes,” she joked, “I speak Lucian.”  
 
    As she commented, Marcus sent Anna suspicious look. [O.1]Anna’s naturally fair skin burned a bright red as she evaded their eyes. In that moment, her growing familiarity with Lucian blossomed into something that increased her heart rate uncontrollably. Anna’s smile became involuntary as her thoughts strayed to reminiscences of their many conversations of language, psychology, and other mutually interesting topics.  
 
    “Well, I have goggles. That’s about it,” Marcus said irritably, hating to feel like the dumb one in the conversation.  
 
    Suddenly, without saying another word, the man left the room. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “No, you’re good. He thought of something. He’ll be back in a moment,” Anna said confidently as she looked at the other weapons in the storage unit.  
 
    Appropriate to form, Marcus came back, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “I might not have any special goggles, but I do have some Express left,” he said with his everlasting smile. 
 
    “What’s Express?”  
 
    “It’s a simple tracking potion usually used to help you find your teammates if they are captured or kidnapped. The drawback of the potion is that to complete it, you must have some personal biology from whoever is being tracked. Before you leave for your mission, I recommend you procure a strand of hair from each of your teammates.” 
 
    “How would we react to taking the potion?” Anna interjected. 
 
    “You will gain an innate knowledge of their current state and where they are, sweet pea,” Marcus said as he handed the potion to Lucian. 
 
    “This is perfect. Thank you, sir,” Lucian responded joyfully.  
 
    As they finished their preparations, Lucian and Anna grabbed a few maps for their trip, as well as three sets of throwing blades. Perfectly balanced with a simple design, they were more than manageable for Lucian’s needs. 
 
    “These are perfect. I can inscribe them later,” Lucian thought out loud. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Well, reinforce the metal, then provide them with the ability to hold eminence. Never can be too prepared,” Lucian said, scratching his head shyly.  
 
    He carefully placed the knives inside his bag, then all of the provisions he and Anna had acquired from the game master.  
 
    Anna observed, mouth gaping, as the young mage stuck a week’s worth of food, weapons, and anything else he needed into his small bag. About ten times the bag’s apparent carrying capacity fit comfortably. 
 
    “How the hell are you doing that?” 
 
    “Language, young lady!” Anna’s father responded quickly. “But I agree. How the hell are you doing that?”  
 
    “Oh, this is my bag of infinite space. I know… kind of a corny name. And it’s not quite infinite, but it can hold this stuff pretty easily. Anything I can fit through the mouth goes to an empty dimensional space. I don’t have the power to create my own dimensional reality, so I have been pouring eminence into this bag for months to create one large enough to carry items,” Lucian said proudly, finally able to explain his invention. 
 
    During the research period before he placed scriptments on his body, Lucian had stumbled across a vast array of information on creating his own dimensional space. His father had told him it took an immense amount of eminence and prestige, but that was only part of the truth. From what scholars believed, their world was made up of two planes of existence: the living and the dead. In between the planes lay dimensional pockets, which could be tapped with enough energy. 
 
    Within the last few months, Lucian had increasingly gained more knowledge and confidence in his inscriptions. Even before he decided to brand himself, Lucian had found an inscription allowing him to create a gateway of holding. At least, that was the name he decided to give it. Like a dimensional world, it took an immense amount of eminence to access. However, using his scribing techniques, it was not needed all at once. Lucian had been pouring half of his eminence in this bag every day since he’d figured out a workable system. 
 
    The boy left out the minutia of how he created it, but at this point, he was itching for someone to tell him it was impossible. It had become a common saying concerning some of his achievements, and Lucian was starting to enjoy it.  
 
    But the two Jones family members simply stared at Lucian, impressed. 
 
    “Should come in handy,” Anna joked happily.  
 
    Lucian’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed, his bag sagging back to the floor. Apparently his invention wasn’t as exciting as he’d thought. 
 
    Oh well. 
 
    “Hey, Anna? If we’re done here, I’ll catch back up with you later. I need to hit up the library before we leave. Can you let Team Vision know we’re leaving tomorrow?”  
 
    “Sure can. I’ll see you later.”  
 
    “You kids be safe and take care of each other. Good luck on your mission,” Marcus said, smiling as the two of them left his war room.  
 
    Lucian did exactly as he said and headed straight for the library, his home away from home. He knew the place better than most of the librarians and immediately sought out any relevant books regarding werewolves and their customs.  
 
    Even though he had started taking a Creatures and Monsters course, he never found time to stay in it. After learning the basics, he realized he would be able to learn the information a lot faster on his own.  
 
    The first book he read through was about the Anax in his own tribe. It said nothing about Iris, but spoke about the cruel son who was murdered by his predecessor, the infamous Baron Black. 
 
    The book, clearly written from a wizard’s point of view, marked the wolves as savage beasts, and the Anax as the most dangerous creature in the world. To Lucian, it felt more like superstition than actual fact, but as he finished the book, he took the necessary information from it. Regardless of his thoughts on the book, Lucian knew that some of the story had to be lined with truth. 
 
    The next book was about wolves and their pecking order. While the text was plain, it gave Lucian a true feel as to who the werewolves were, along with their key strengths and weaknesses.  
 
    His last book depicted the wolves and their relationships with other supernatural beings. 
 
    He learned that vampires were the werewolves’ greatest enemies. Wolves and wizards coincided with one another, but werewolf-and-vampire hatred had been running for as long as their existence. The two sides had been at war for as long as time knew, as their very natures were polarizing. 
 
    From the information, Lucian surmised that if Iris was in trouble, it was most likely due to the threat of vampires. Lucian hadn’t researched vampires much, as his curiosity had never brought them to the forefront of his thoughts. However, with information the priority of his library exploration, Lucian spent more time researching them as well.  
 
    His discoveries made him more nervous about the mission. As dangerous as werewolves were, they were still human at heart. A vampire’s humanity was muted, and they lived on basic, primal instincts. While most of the information Lucian read was founded on conjecture rather than facts, there were enough similarities depicted between the many accounts for him to get a grasp on their nature. 
 
    With all the information he needed gathered, Lucian’s stomach began to speak to him. Already out and about, he elected to eat at the school hall for once, hoping his new acquaintance would join him.  
 
    Lucian didn’t have any particular feelings for Andrea, but after sharing such a physical night, he’d come to the sentiment he should learn more about the girl. 
 
    She answered his call, excitement evident in her voice. 
 
    “Lucian! I’m surprised to hear from you so soon,” Andrea said with a slight giggle. 
 
    “Yeah, we leave tomorrow. I was wondering if you wanted to get something to eat,” Lucian responded apathetically. 
 
    “Sure! Meet me at the Ghostly Guitar in… let’s say forty-five minutes,” Andrea suggested, not at all bothered by his tone. 
 
    “See you then.” Lucian managed to put a calculating smile behind his voice before he hung up. 
 
    Lucian pondered about going to the Ghostly Guitar, as he had never been before. It was a local hangout tavern for most of the students, but he spent so much time reading and crafting, cooking most of his food at home, that he’d never been. 
 
    Lucian walked into the cabin, impressed by the atmosphere.  
 
    A group of male vocalists sung in a harmonic tone, the intensity of their voices reaching wall to wall. The tavern was equipped with twenty rows of tables, nearly all full of students. Laughs and smiles bubbled all throughout the room as eyes glazed with the inevitability of soon passing out. Consumption of alcohol required no age limitations, so many students tended to partake simply in spite of restrictions back home. Some tended to overdo it, but most just enjoyed a good time and drank responsibly regardless of their age.  
 
    As Lucian looked over the room for Andrea, the aroma in the air stole his attention. His eyes following the attraction of his nose, Lucian found a long table on the other side of the room set with tacos, deep-fried olives, gourmet ramen, biltong and other cured meats, and a giant skillet of paella. Lucian, able to put the food behind him, gathered his wits once again as he sought after Andrea. Within seconds, he spotted her sitting alone at a nearby table. In the absence of her mage cloak, she wore blue jeans accented with a blue blouse that emphasized her natural curves. Many of the men stared, although attempting to do so indirectly. Lucian smiled as he walked over, stealing her attention as the focus went from her to Lucian with an air of malcontent. 
 
     “Hey, Lucian! I didn’t think you were going to call me,” Andrea said honestly.  
 
    Lucian smiled at her shyly, rubbing his hand. As he looked at her again, a single thought crossed his mind. 
 
    She really is gorgeous.  
 
    Though the perfect words were in his thoughts, his mouth supplied the opposite.  
 
    “I enjoyed my time yesterday.” Lucian stumbled over the last word, as it sounded different from what he’d imagined. “No, wait…” 
 
    “Now, don’t think I am a booty call. Yesterday, I needed warmth and someone to hold me. Besides, I was on the rebound. As much as I enjoyed yesterday… I’m sorry, but it was a mistake. I’m also sorry if I gave you the wrong idea about me,” she said, ashamed but bound by conviction. 
 
    “No, you have the wrong idea… I was hoping to get to know you a little bit better. You are intriguing… worth learning more about,” Lucian said in his most nonscientific verbiage. 
 
    “Your charm kills me.” Andrea smiled, genuinely laughing at his dorkiness.  
 
    Like the previous night, they enjoyed each other’s company. With laughs and smiles, they talked extensively. Lucian talked about growing up with his dad and how he was so different from the legend everyone else described. Andrea, on the other hand, shared how she never knew her parents, living with her grandmother most of her life.  
 
    During the conversation, an awkward pause halted the flow. Lucian decided to break the tension with the question that had been on his mind all night. 
 
    “I have to ask… why me? Why did you come to my room yesterday?” 
 
    Andrea looked at him sweetly, her eyes glossing as water filled them. 
 
    “Well,” she said as she wiped her eyes with her thumb, “like I said earlier, I got dumped. Richard left without a word, [O.2]and it left me feeling vulnerable. Honestly? You could have been anybody. But with your performance and how you kicked his ass, I felt it was more fitting.” Andrea paused as if she had more to say, but it was too personal. 
 
    “So, you are just looking for some fun?” Lucian asked plainly. “Or is there more you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “Yes, there’s more.” Andrea huffed, gathering her thoughts. “When I tried to get into your mind, I felt the backlash of something powerful. The pain I felt during our match was excruciating, but I kept trying. There was something special I felt about you. As you know, I wasn’t strong enough, so I figured I would… how did you say it earlier? ‘You’re intriguing, and worth learning more about?’” Andrea smiled nervously, hoping Lucian would not reject her. 
 
    Her joke, in the end, was her attempt to hide the vulnerability she felt with spilling out those thoughts. Even without a track record with women, or people in general for that matter, Lucian had learned to trust his instincts, and knew her words were true. Lucian moved to the chair directly next to her and gently kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “Thanks for being honest,” he said calmly as he smiled.  
 
    Andrea melted from his kindness. However, her convictions held firm, and she settled for the warmth of knowing he wouldn’t force her away. 
 
    “We should do this again sometime. After your mission,” she said, returning his brilliant smile.  
 
    As their date ended, Lucian escorted her back to her room and gave her a passionate kiss goodnight. He hadn’t expected the date to go so well and, in fact, had new feelings he was not used to.  
 
    The young man went back to his room to finish preparing for the next morning, but his date never left his mind, and he couldn’t wait to see Andrea again. 
 
    


 
   
 
  


 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    [image: F:\New folder (3)\ewyoo.png] 
 
      
 
    A Bit for Survival 
 
    Iris awoke cold, tired, and afraid, her eyes settling as darkness restricted her sight to the edge of her hands.  
 
    The room appeared to be underground, with walls made of stone surrounding her on three sides. Iris sprinted to the lone opening only to be met by bars restricting her exit. As her hands wrapped around two, trying to pull the door ajar, smoke escaped from around her hands with a hiss preceding Iris’s pained bellow. 
 
    “Fuck!” She flexed her hand, now scarred to the meat. “It’s silver!”  
 
    Without any knowledge of her whereabouts and with no chance to escape, Iris was forced to wait.  
 
    She sat in her cell for days without water or food. Her thoughts slowly faded as hunger began to eat away at her body. 
 
    Why keep me alive? Is this some sick game? she wondered.  
 
    Iris had been taught vampires were innately evil, but it was usually for their own gain. And, within a day of forced starvation, their purpose became apparent. She realized she was too weak to transform.  
 
    After a three-day wait, a woman walked up to her cell carrying a small bite of chicken and a glass of water. For Iris’s kind, it was the bare minimum for survival. Her body would process the meager morsel within hours, leaving her continuously starving. Werewolves tended to eat three to four times the amount of a large human, processing it immediately, which was one of the major factors in fueling their magical bonds.  
 
    Without thought, she devoured the food and water in seconds. 
 
    “Wait! What do you want from me?” she asked quickly before her deliverer left.  
 
    The woman remained silent, leaving as quickly as she came.  
 
    The brief visits repeated themselves every three days, a different person delivering a similar portion each time.  
 
    After the first woman came a man, short and thin, his eyes no longer clinging to life. However, the last woman who visited gave her a smile devoid of happiness. Her body was not quite as malnourished as her predecessors, but it was still a far cry from healthy. 
 
    “Hey, wait!” Iris pleaded. “Help me, please… Help me escape!”  
 
    The woman looked up at Iris, her head tilting to one side like an animal looking for understanding. The two women held each other’s gaze for a long breath. Iris became lost in the woman’s eyes, which were as lifeless as those of her other visitors. The woman said nothing, placed her food in front of her cage, and departed. 
 
    Involuntary tears rolled down Iris’s cheeks, the cold chill her only company. Wrapping her arms around her legs in a ball, Iris rocked back and forth, her loneliness slowly breaking her spirit. 
 
    After that day, Iris’s hunger was no longer the issue, as her mind started to break. The hunger starved her, but isolation slowly stole her will to live. The creature inside was used to the wilderness and the ability to run free. Every moment in isolation and darkness clashed against Iris’s sanity. Her inner wolf fought and clawed at the concrete floor, leaving Iris’s nails scarred and bloodied, her body unable to heal the damage as it fought to keep her alive.  
 
    Iris was held for fifteen days in total, but the lack of food made it feel like months for the werewolf. The prison was carefully constructed for her kind, the elder vampire having considered every way to crack and weaken her. 
 
     “I hope I didn’t push it too far,” Ross said, looking at the girl sadly. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you all cleaned up, girly.” 
 
    Iris did not respond. She sat there, defeated and weak. However, in her eyes, Ross still saw life. 
 
    “I apologize. We normally only leave wolves in there for ten days or so, but we wanted to be sure… you being the Anax’s daughter and all.” Ross nodded, agreeing with himself. “I must say, I felt the decision to let you cook a little longer was warranted.”  
 
    Ross turned back and snapped his fingers, summoning a new set of humans to grab the battered girl. 
 
    “Take her to my chambers,” Ross ordered. 
 
    As they dragged her, Iris looked for ways to escape, but her mind was still cloudy as darkness cloaked her senses. However, immediately upon entering the elder vampire’s chambers, light flooded her eyes, shining clarity on her mind. For the first time in days, Iris became aware of her situation.  
 
    She stared at Ross from across the room as he grinned back at her. With a sense of hatred, Iris’s eyes narrowed as she imagined ripping his head off. A growl simmered underneath the battered girl’s breath as she lay on his bed. 
 
    “Now, now… there’s no need for useless threats. We both know I have you by the metaphorical balls,” he laughed. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Iris muttered one word at a time, as if conserving her energy. 
 
    “Now that’s the magic question. I want nothing from you. It’s your dad I want. You just happen to be the easiest way to get to him. So, since you’re here, we’re going to make a little video for him.” 
 
    At his words, Iris covered her naked body for the first time. She had heard stories about the sexual appetite of vampires, and her recollections were just catching up with her. She stared back at him defiantly, willing to fight to the death before she allowed any undead filth to touch her.  
 
    The immediate change in her sense of modesty was apparent to the vampire. “Please… maybe later, girl,” he said jokingly. “While I’m sure your daddy wouldn’t like seeing you with a vampire, I can’t let him see you enjoying yourself. But I assure you, it would be pleasurable,” the vampire said as he smirked confidently.  
 
    Iris shuddered at the thought.  
 
    Seconds later, another group of humans walked into the room. Stun guns in hand, they proceeded to attack her relentlessly as Ross watched, recording everything. 
 
    Iris knew the humanity in these people was gone, each one a broken slave to the vampire. Their eyes were lifeless, their smell absent of any human compassion. Iris had no delusions; they would probably kill her at some point, but not until they used her to somehow get to her father.  
 
    However, as she had been taught, the life of the pack was more important than any one wolf, and Iris knew her father was the life of the pack.  
 
    With her last bit of strength, the girl lashed out at one of her assailants. Avoiding the Tasers, she leapt upon one, biting a chunk out of his neck. The human was not only void of compassion, but sealed off from all human emotions, so she felt no remorse chewing it as if it were a robot. Even if it might have been repulsive, the action was a necessity, and it even resurrected her strength.  
 
    Iris turned to her next victim and lunged again, this time changing into a wolf and pinning the defenseless man down. Her mouth opened, and immense canines lanced into his chest, devouring everything. 
 
    Finishing her meal, she turned her sights to her captor. 
 
    “Oh my… you are impressive.”  
 
    A snarl came from the wolf as she leaped toward her third victim. Even if she was nowhere near her full strength, Iris was no longer a helpless prisoner.  
 
    Without hastening his movements, Ross placed his camera on its stand, still recording her actions.  
 
    Violence radiating off Iris, she expended her dominance, attempting to petrify the vampire.  
 
    He observed her and smiled with the same confidence he’d worn when they met. 
 
    Iris sprang toward the vampire, knocking the surrounding humans to the ground. With an aggressive swipe, she clawed at his face, attempting to satisfy her earlier vision.  
 
    The vampire dodged easily, his speed far superior.  
 
    As she had done in her hours of training with Bianka, Iris switched from her Liekos to Lycanthrope form, attempting to catch the elder vampire off-guard. Iris knew if she got a hold of him, the fight would be over.  
 
    However, Ross was an older and more experienced warrior. He tended to play with his food, but his attacks were precise.  
 
    Appearing behind the girl, he struck Iris in the back of her head.  
 
    The Anax’s daughter fell into unconsciousness again. 
 
    “I think that will do it,” the vampire said as he glared into the camera. “This was a nice warm-up, but you are next,” he said pointedly.  
 
    His gaze shifted, eyeing the hairy creature in a lustful matter.  
 
    “Well, I guess I just have to wait until she wakes up.”  
 
    His implications apparent, Ross turned the camera off. 
 
    The video was uploaded directly to the internet for the Anax to find. The message was clear. The Anax watched in horror as his little girl was beaten without mercy. But he knew one life did not match the life of the pack, which tied both his hands and his options. 
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    An Unexplained Feeling 
 
    Team No One, as prepared as anyone could be for their first mission, headed to Professor McClear’s office early, as they’d previously planned. Somehow, the old wizard was prepared for them, figuring they would be chomping at the bit to complete their first mission. 
 
    “You guys have everything set already?” McClear asked in mock surprise. 
 
    “Everything but a proper sleep,” Ben complained, as he had campaigned to leave later in the day.  
 
    As much as he pretended to slack on his duties, however, he was the first one out of bed that morning, and was as prepared as anyone. Regardless, in Ben fashion, he wanted everyone to know how inconsiderate they were for forcing him up early. 
 
    “Shut up, Ben!” Anna spat. 
 
    “Yes, Professor. We’re all set. I’m assuming you’re going to gate us out?” Lucian said. 
 
    “You should never assume, my boy,” Professor McClear retorted. 
 
    “Sorry, figure of speech. I know you’re going to gate us out of here, but where to?” Lucian asked confidently. 
 
    “Fair enough! The where is actually up to you. It depends. Would you like to be gated somewhere close to Iris’s last known location or to the locations of our missing scouts?” As he spoke, Professor McClear realized something was amiss. “Where’s Team Vision?” 
 
    “They’re headed this way. They should be here any minute,” Anna said as she looked back, waiting for the door to open.  
 
    Shortly, two women came in, followed by a younger male.  
 
    The oldest of the three walked in the room with the confidence of a leader. She was of Asian-American descent with a thin frame and long black hair—similar to the way Anna had looked when Team No One first met. The woman stood straight, as if wanting to be seen.  
 
    The other two members stood behind her, lacking the same confidence. One was female, the other male, both Caucasian, possibly twins. Their facial expressions and features were so similar they would never be mistaken for anything but brother and sister. 
 
    “Apologies for the tardiness. With the late notice, we still had things to finish before we left,” the apparent leader said without a hint of regret in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, no problem. Sorry to change the plan so quickly,” Lucian said, attempting to accept responsibility. “Now that you’re here, let’s iron out some details. Professor, would you please give us a moment?” he said as he turned to his mentor. 
 
    “Of course. Let me know when you all are ready,” he said as he walked out of his office.  
 
    Tactically, there was no reason for McClear to leave, but after reading the other team’s mood, Lucian wanted to clear the air and hash out any issues they might have. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Benjamin. But please, call me Ben,” the smiling boy interrupted as he stuck out his hand.  
 
    The woman who’d spoken up earlier shook it reluctantly. Lucian attempted to follow suit, but she stared at him, her face twitching.  
 
    The woman lifted her hand, balling her fingers into a fist as she swung at Lucian’s face.  
 
    Without an expression, Lucian moved his head, stepping inside her guard. But she turned her ankle, stepping out of his reach. The leader of Team No One stared at her and smiled, suggesting he had information only he was privy to. 
 
    “What’s so funny, boy?” the woman growled, menace in her voice.  
 
    Anna and Ben both hung back, watching in amusement as the other two members of Team Vision caught on. 
 
    “Elaine… your neck,” the other female member murmured, pointing.  
 
    With a huff, Elaine looked at a nearby reflection, then slowly turned back to Lucian, who was putting a Sharpie back on Professor McClear’s desk. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Elaine said pointedly, rubbing the newly-inked Hi! written on her throat. He’s so fast… What is this boy? Elaine thought, looking to Anna and Ben for answers. 
 
    As if they could read every thought on her face, their smiles both gave her the same answer. When you find out, let us know.  
 
    Regardless, the act did as intended. Elaine would not doubt Lucian’s capability again.  
 
    Lucian smiled and stuck his hand out again. 
 
    “Again, sorry for the late change. I think it would be better if we left early.” 
 
    “No problem. I’m Elaine Chao, and these two are the twins, Josiah and Breanna Walker,” Elaine said, shaking Lucian’s hand properly.  
 
    The twins followed suit, completing the introductions. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Josiah asked. 
 
    “Well, we have two targets: bring Iris back and find out what happened to the missing scouts. Iris is our primary objective, but there’s a good chance the scouts could have useful information regarding her whereabouts. There’s also a good chance that, at one or both of these locations, we will meet some resistance. Elaine, do you feel comfortable taking your group to check out the scouts alone?” Lucian looked to the leader of Team Vision for confirmation. 
 
    “Yes, of course. But what kind of resistance do you think we’ll have?” Elaine asked, respecting Lucian’s insight. 
 
    “Honestly, I can’t say for sure. But if I were betting, I’d think vampires have something to do with this,” Lucian answered. 
 
    “That’s him being modest,” Anna interrupted. 
 
    “He’s not very good at it,” Ben added. 
 
    “Vampires have something to do with it,” Anna finished. 
 
    “Very well. We will check out the scouts as you review Iris’s last known location,” the Walker twins agreed. 
 
    They talked for a few more minutes about combat skills and strategies, waiting patiently until Professor McClear walked back into the room. 
 
    “I see we have everything settled?” He clapped his hands, staring at each of them in turn. 
 
    “Yes, Professor. We are going to split the two groups. Please get us as close as you can to Iris’s last known location. We’ll do the rest,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Our group will be going to check out our scouts,” Elaine added. 
 
    Lucian didn’t tell the rest of his team about the turmoil battling in his heart. He had concluded, but never said out loud, that Iris was most likely in trouble. It bothered him to risk his life, as well as the lives of his friends, for someone he didn’t know. Lucian had no delusions of heroism, but the vow he’d made to himself so many years ago was imprinted on his core. Deep down, he knew this would be the first significant step in achieving his promise.  
 
    Professor McClear stared at the students proudly. Regardless of their reasons, they had all grown.  
 
    Lifting his hand, he poured out prestige and eminence, breaking the walls of reality as a pathway formed before him. 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” Elaine nodded in appreciation as Team Vision jumped through.  
 
    Once the first group was gone from his presence, McClear repeated the steps, creating another portal for Lucian and his team.  
 
    Lucian stared, impressed by the professor’s ability to open two gates in succession. Gate magic wasn’t something Lucian had studied in depth, knowing he would never be able to perform it—which wasn’t a big deal, as only one in one hundred mages could. Similar to creating dimensional spaces, it took an immense amount of eminence and prestige, but it also had to be connected to a concentrated area of the caster’s magic.  
 
    “As this is your first mission, I need you to keep in mind I can only create this connection once every six hours. There will be limited communication from where you are. Therefore, you must make sure to get back to your starting location within this timeframe so we can get ahold of you,” the elder mage said with a fierce gaze as he stared into each of the students’ eyes.  
 
    While he had the most invested in Lucian, McClear cared for Ben and Anna as well, both of whom he felt had bright futures. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Anna said, confident in their abilities. 
 
    She was the only one who stood so confident, however.  
 
    Ben, usually the most vocal of the three, seemed nervous, but nodded his head, supporting Anna with a not-so-reassuring smile. As Ben was generally the positive force behind the team, Lucian knew he would have to put on a face of false confidence. 
 
    “She’s right, you know. Together, we can do anything.” Lucian placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder, belief fueling his words. 
 
    Without another word, McClear turned and continued pouring his prestige into a small circle.  
 
    As Lucian knew this was a rare occasion, he switched to his dragon sight to view the power flowing through the man. McClear’s prestige was enormous, far more extensive than any other wizard Lucian had encountered. But it was his efficiency—how the eminence left his body without wasting energy—that impressed the student. 
 
    This must be what it’s like to be a master mage. 
 
    Within a few minutes, the portal was completed, not even a bead of sweat breaking onto McClear’s face. 
 
     “Remember, kids: every six hours, the portal will be open for approximately ten minutes.” 
 
    The students nodded, and he sent them through the magical sphere.  
 
    Dimensional gating affected everyone differently, but the more similar a person was to the caster, the less the mage was disturbed. As Professor McClear was a master water mage, Benjamin exited the transport with no side effects, his connection with water allowing him a smooth transition. Lucian wasn’t affected too poorly either, shaking out his slight vertigo the moment he came in contact with the ground.  
 
    Anna, however, stepped out of the portal coughing and expelled her dinner from the night before. Her eyes filled with water, the world spinning in circles. Unfortunately, no one knew how long this illness would last. Anna did her best to try to ignore her ailments, but her sickness was apparent to her teammates. 
 
    “Anna, what happened? Are you okay?” Ben asked as he moved to help their teammate.  
 
    Lucian wanted to ask the same question, but as the team medic, Lucian decided to take the time to make sure they weren’t attacked by something foreign before checking on her.  
 
    Anna cleared his check for any type of heart attack or aneurysm, her body completely healthy. Lucian then switched his sight to view her on the magical spectrum.  
 
    He saw the fire eminence swelling from her body. Seeing it swirl out of control alarmed him, but after watching for a moment, his initial panic subsided, and he watched as it settled, allowing Anna to regain her bearings. 
 
    “I’m fine. That’s the first time traveling via portal has affected—” Anna choked as more liquid shot from between her lips, unable to finish.  
 
    Both Ben and Lucian turned away, understanding her meaning. They could do nothing but wait patiently. 
 
    “Lucian… I’m going to scout ahead and see if I can get a better sense of where we are,” Ben said, no longer worried about Anna’s health.  
 
    Lucian agreed, nodding his head assuredly. 
 
    “Here, I got this from the weapons master,” he said as he tossed Ben a long-range radio transmitter. “It’s already programmed to the same frequency as mine. The range should be around three miles, give or take.”  
 
    Ben gave Lucian a thumbs-up as he ran off.  
 
    Neither boy had taken notice of their environment, their immediate focus on Anna’s health. With the knowledge she would be fine, Lucian took some time to catch up on their current circumstances.  
 
    As a student in the middle of nowhere, the time of day and foreign setting felt bizarre to him. While they had left in the morning, it was now nearly night. Lucian’s biological clock told him this had nothing to do with the time zone—after all, they hadn’t traveled far from the school—therefore, he could infer gating wasn’t instant. It took time. 
 
    I really need to research gating, Lucian thought to himself with a sigh.  
 
    Anna’s labored breathing began to settle as she visibly improved. The tension left Lucian’s shoulders and eyes as he watched his friend relax. Looking her over, he pondered how he had ever pictured her as one of the guys. He had known she was pretty, but never viewed her as anything more than a friend. Now, however, his eyes fell upon her in admiration as she rested, shocking thoughts running through his mind. She was no longer the skinny, tall, nerdy girl he had met so many years ago, but a fierce warrior, intelligent, and physically flawless. 
 
    She’s become quite gorgeous… he thought, staring into her eyes as a smile creaked onto his face. 
 
    “What?” Anna groaned, embarrassed by the intensity of his gaze. 
 
    “You look like you’re coming back from death,” Lucian countered, disguising his true thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, freak? Just be glad you’ll never have to deal with that. You know, with your hexad-eminence,” Anna snarked, slowly standing with the assistance of Lucian’s hand.  
 
    It was only then the boy realized nearly an hour had passed, and Ben had not checked in at all. Lucian made sure Anna was steady on her feet, then quickly took out his radio. 
 
    “Hey, buddy! Did you find anything? Over.”  
 
    But only silence responded, and worry filled Lucian’s thoughts.  
 
    Anna nodded as she read his face, reassuring him of her readiness to travel. Lucian nodded back at her, though he was still a bit skeptical. While she had greatly improved, Lucian needed Anna to be at one hundred percent. 
 
    “Rest a bit longer. I’m sure he’s just out of range. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” he said, exerting his given authority.  
 
    Anna was irritated by Lucian’s implied order, but followed his judgment. “Fine.” She huffed. 
 
    Although Lucian was more worried than he let on, it was actually just a result of their time training. He ran nearly ten miles in a relatively short period of time, knowing full well that Ben had a full hour’s head start on him and he wouldn’t be able to catch up to him immediately. He just hoped Ben had stopped to take a break so they wouldn’t lose Anna. 
 
    Once Lucian closed the distance between his origin point and the travel time of his comrade, a voice crackled across the frequency. 
 
    “I found a road, but not much else. I don’t know where the hell we are,” Ben said, coming through clear, if irritable and out of breath. 
 
    “Hey there! You move rather quickly, I must say.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… How’s Anna doing?” 
 
    “She’s fine. She was nearly recovered when I left to try and get a signal. Over.”  
 
    Lucian glanced back just in time to see Anna coming over the horizon.  
 
    “Well,” he amended, “it looks like Anna is on her way to me. Wait where you are, and we will catch up with you. Over and out.”  
 
    Lucian ran back in Anna’s direction. The color on her face had fully reemerged, the nausea no longer affecting her. The two of them journeyed in Ben’s relative direction until they found the nearest road—a one-way with nothing but trees and land in either direction—and caught up with him.  
 
    Still unsure of their actual location, the group decided to head north. 
 
    “You’d think McClear would at least tell us where we were going relative to our intended location,” Anna said, irritated by the lack of communication. 
 
    “I don’t think he knew. There’s no telling how long it’s been since he’s been here,” Ben said, dead focused on their next steps and a little more exhausted than the other two from his hard run. “We have to be close to something by now.”  
 
    Another ten miles into their hike, they came across a sign for their destination. Unfortunately…  
 
    “Aww, fuck,” Ben groaned. “Just my luck… we should’ve gone the other way.”  
 
    “Yup, but at least we know now. The nearest town is twenty miles away,” Anna grumbled, attempting to be the voice of reason, though her irritation gave her away. 
 
    “We should take a break here,” Lucian suggested, knowing he had to pace himself and that it would be good to allow his team to rest in case their true strength was needed, even if he was used to this sort of travel. 
 
    “Sure. Let’s eat and rest up a bit,” Anna said, hoping to give Ben enough time to regain his strength. 
 
     “Sounds good,” Ben said with a sigh of relief.  
 
    Collapsing in the shade, Ben had no problem falling asleep[O.3]. Anna and Lucian remained silent, listening to his snoring. A few moments later, Anna drifted off as well, leaving Lucian to his thoughts.  
 
    Roughly two hours later, Lucian took the rations of dried meat from his pouch. After he waved it in front of their faces, his teammates quickly arose from their slumber, their stomachs guiding them to the meal. They ate in silence as the food recharged their energy. While they weren’t fully recovered, the rest and food had done their bodies well, and they prepared to travel again.  
 
    Hours later, they made it to their destination, stopping five miles outside of the town. 
 
    “I don’t think we should go in there as we are. We’d bring too much attention to ourselves,” Lucian commented, pointing out how sweaty and unsavory they appeared. 
 
    “Get to the point,” Ben pressed as Anna nudged Lucian, urging him to continue.  
 
    Lucian reached in his bag and took out three sets of spare clothes.  
 
    “Sweet! I haven’t been out of these robes in months,” Ben said as he snatched denim jeans and a short-sleeved shirt from Lucian. 
 
    “Yay… we get to play dress-up,” Anna said mockingly as she took a similar outfit and walked away from the boys.  
 
    Once she was out of sight, Lucian took out his own gear. Satisfying Salmu’s fascination with nerdy pop-culture, Lucian pulled out a Batman t-shirt to go along with his stylish denim jeans, ripped out at the knees, tastefully weathered, and just tight enough to create a long line for his legs. 
 
    “Nice shirt, dork,” Ben joked. He loved anything related to comic books as much as Salmu, if not more. 
 
    “Whatever. You’re jealous,” Lucian retorted.  
 
    As Ben started to respond, Anna appeared from behind the bushes. 
 
    Anna now wore clothes similar to what the boys had on—blue jeans with a tank top in place of a t-shirt. The top’s spaghetti straps showed off her well-earned figure, exposing her arms and back, both filled with flattering muscles. Her curves now showed, where they had previously been hidden in sports outfits or the robes the boys were used to seeing her in. 
 
    “Holy shit. What did you do with our skinny little Anna?” Ben blurted out unceremoniously.  
 
    “Shut up, freak!” Anna shouted back. Still, a slight blush dusted her cheeks over the attention. “But… thanks, Lucian. I actually really like this outfit.”  
 
    She smiled, clearly happy to be rid of the robes. 
 
    “Good… you look… great,” Lucian said, stumbling over his words. 
 
    “Thanks… so!” She hurriedly changed the subject. “What’s the plan, freaks?” 
 
    “When I was researching the area, I found out there was a festival happening this week,” Lucian shared. 
 
    “Sweet! We can act like one of those old-school detective shows,” Ben said excitedly.  
 
    As they walked into town, Ben took the lead in speaking to the residents, as he was three years older than his two younger counterparts and looked to be the responsible one of the bunch. 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am,” he addressed the first of the locals he came across in a thick country accent, intercepting a middle-aged woman as she headed to her car. “My name’s Benjamin, and I was wondering if you would mind answering a few questions.”  
 
    “Benjamin, you say?” the woman said, trying to measure the stranger. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Ben responded with his most charming voice. 
 
    “What can I help you with, sweetie?” 
 
    “Well, ma’am, I’m here with my sister and her boyfriend… They have a project for school on current events in small towns. Has anything… interesting happened here in the last few months? And if you could please point us in the right direction, we’d appreciate it,” Ben said, making up his ruse on the spot. 
 
    “Only thing I heard about was the trouble at the Michaels farm. Some type of electrical fire, but I don’t know the details,” she said, as though her own words made her uncomfortable.  
 
    As she slowly edged toward her car, Ben took the hint and merely nodded in appreciation. 
 
    “One last question… where is the police department?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Just go down this main road. It will be on your right-hand side,” she said as the car’s engine started up. 
 
    “Thank you again, ma’am. You have a good day.” 
 
    “Nice work, freak,” Anna said, truly impressed as she watched the woman drive off. 
 
    True to the woman’s word, the sheriff’s office was down the street about a block away. Unfortunately, no one was in sight, and they were forced to sit on the steps and wait until the sheriff came back.  
 
    As they were delayed, they stopped a few of the locals to hear about the latest gossip concerning the Michaels home. Although many of them were tight-lipped about giving out information, the group managed to get the location of the farm. 
 
    “It’s less than five miles away, guys,” Lucian commented in an attempt to convince his team to bypass waiting for the sheriff to return.  
 
    “Fine,” Ben agreed. “You two can go check out the farm. I’ll stay and wait for the sheriff.” 
 
    Not wanting to be noticed, Lucian and Anna ran into the woods on a deliberate detour before heading in the direction of the house.  
 
    On the way, however, Lucian found a slew of tracks in the muddy terrain. 
 
    “There’s been at least twenty different people here…” Lucian said, his worst fears beginning to materialize. Examining the footprints, Lucian saw humanoid toes throughout the mud. The tracks also had elongated steps, as if they had been made by someone gliding through the air. Lucian was assured the tracks could only belong to vampires. On high alert, Lucian and Anna tiptoed their way into what had once been a home for the innocent. 
 
    What stood was a small home in ruins, burned to cinders. The vampires had clearly hidden their existence from anyone who investigated by staging the murder as a brutal accident.  
 
    Lucian expressed his concerns, and after going over the details with Anna, she agreed wholeheartedly with his doubts about the mission. 
 
    “Let’s get back to Ben,” Anna said, looking the same way Lucian felt. “This place is giving me the creeps—” 
 
    “Duck!” Lucian shouted, lunging at her.  
 
    Trusting her teammate, Anna dropped to the ground, whipping onto her back as she kicked out at the attacker. She connected with its knee, causing it to lose its balance and giving Anna time to bolt her feet, ready for a fight. 
 
    “Looks like newborn vampires.” Lucian gasped, dodging for his life.  
 
    As Lucian stepped back, claws grazed his shirt. As another swiped, Lucian darted away, with only moments to spare after each close attack. His mind was in overdrive, racing to calculate the speed of the creatures. As his adrenaline-fueled mind sped, the encumbrance of fear overwhelmed some of his logic.  
 
    In school, Lucian knew the sense of danger was minimalized and protocols helped avoid possible fatalities. But these monsters meant sudden death in a slip. 
 
    Think… think! Lucian said to himself, trying to remember the difference between newborn and older vampires, though the panic in his mind was freezing his ability. 
 
    Although quiet up to this point in the mission, Salmu’s voice was like a cool breeze on a hot day. 
 
    “It’s there. The knowledge won’t let you down,” the creature said, pulling Lucian back into focus.  
 
    Lucian’s mind sorted the information, separating lore from fact as his true strength became apparent.  
 
    Anna, however, had no idea how to fight vampires. She never took it upon herself to learn anything about them during her short time at Valiant. However, while unable to kill them, she was able to defend herself against the monsters while Lucian collected himself. 
 
    “Anna! All vampires are reborn with an innate gift, like gripping, but it takes centuries to learn!” 
 
    “What the heck is gripping?” Anna snapped. 
 
    “It means a vampire can hold your attention and, for a short time, control your every movement.” 
 
    “What? How do I av—” The words cut off as she rolled away from the monsters.  
 
    “You don’t have to worry about it—these are infants; they’re weak. A little fire and removing their head should do the job,” Lucian cried out as he dodged another swing from the enraged monster.  
 
    Finding an opening amidst its flailing, Lucian sped around the overextended creature, activating his scribed blades. He swiped, slashing through the monster’s neck unopposed. As Lucian retracted his blades, the vampire stepped forward to attack again, one side of his head sliding from his neck. No blood escaped the cauterized wound, and the vampire disappeared into dust. The other monster roared in anger, letting out a banshee-like scream which could be heard for miles around. 
 
    “Shit!”  
 
    According to one of his books, Lucian knew this was not a scream of anger, but an alarm, alerting every vampire within a certain radius like a homing signal. In response, he panicked, swiping in an attempt to destroy the vampire before he could continue.  
 
    It was a mistake.  
 
    Midway through Lucian’s leap, the vampire dodged, grabbing him in a bear hug. While not as strong as a werewolf, the vampire had more than enough strength to crush a mere human.  
 
    Lucian cried out in pain as his arms begin to break, when suddenly the monster’s pressure released, his hands falling to his side. Black dust sprayed in his face as Anna stood in triumph over her conquered foe. 
 
    “Just for the record, that’s two to one,” she said, holding a sword of fire.  
 
    Lucian examined the blade made of pure fire, but was unable to question her further about it. His priority was on his broken ribs, which he was currently attempting to mend. Seeing his eyes upon the blades, however, Anna answered his unspoken question. 
 
    “Oh! I got this idea from you. It’s the first time I’ve actually used it, but I needed to cut some heads off,” she said casually. 
 
    Lucian didn’t have a good retort, so he just smiled. 
 
    “We have to hurry up and move,” Lucian said, remembering the cry of the beheaded vampire. “That was a battle cry. I’m sure any other vampires in the area will be here soon.” 
 
    With a new sense of haste, the two of them gathered as much information as they could.  
 
    The evidence of the assault on the Michaels family was untouched, as if it was being preserved. Lucian’s best guess was the vampires had left it behind, compelling any human to see what the creatures wanted them to. However, the vampires were sloppy and didn’t cover up the tracks very well.  
 
    From the scene, Lucian could surmise Iris had been forced to change back into her human form, and then was ambushed by multiple vampires from the side of the building. 
 
    “You’re right, Lucian. They’re careless,” Anna said, following the scene as Lucian depicted it. 
 
    “Let’s go back and get Ben. We don’t want any more surprises,” Lucian said, more worried about the safety of his teammates than rescuing the target.  
 
    As they jogged back the short distance, Lucian noticed a hint of sorrow on Anna’s face. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, slightly worried by her look. 
 
    “Even if vampires are innately soulless… they’re still sentient beings. I’ve never killed anything before. And how the hell were they there? I thought they were allergic to the sun,” Anna blurted out, truly perturbed. 
 
    “Most of them are, but newborn vampires tend to be only slightly. Usually, it takes a few years for them to be completely abolished by the sun. Then, you also have the abnormal cases where they don’t have an allergic reaction at all. At least, that’s what I read.” Lucian elected to answer the second question first, as it was far easier.  
 
    Clearing his throat, he continued, “Remember, though… this is kill or be killed. Those creatures don’t care. You saw what they did to that family back there. They were probably innocent in all of this. Those beasts might be sentient, but they’re not alive.”  
 
    Anna’s shoulders relaxed at Lucian’s words, and they made their way back into town.  
 
    As they stopped in front of the sheriff’s office, Ben was finishing his conversation with the officer. Seeing his friends covered in black soot, he ran over to them, concerned. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “Ambushed by vampires. They were waiting in the home, but now we have a direction to go. What did you find out?” Anna asked, catching her breath. 
 
    “Looks like there was one survivor, a young boy. He has vivid memories of his family burning alive—planted by those filthy creatures, I suppose,” Ben growled, his anger swelling across his face. 
 
    “We can’t dwell on that right now,” Lucian said, nervous his team’s judgment could be compromised by their anger. “We have to focus. We’ll follow the tracks back to the woods. Hopefully we catch up with them and find out their location.”  
 
    All three agreed, and they raced off to follow the vampires’ trail. 
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    Veils Removed 
 
    The Heptarchy had called an emergency meeting. Air’s irritation boiled over at the danger his colleagues had put Lucian and his team into. Part of the blame lay on himself; he had known about their intentions for weeks. But after the video of the Anax’s daughter being tortured was circulated, his fear and anger increased in the face of the vampires’ ever-increasing boldness. Besides, a threat to the Anax and his family could cause pandemonium amongst an already aggressive species. Their sure anger could cause catastrophic disasters, unbalancing the world.  
 
    One by one, each of the members trickled in, with the water master, as always, last in attendance. 
 
    That old bastard, always trying to show me up, the headmaster thought, more irritated than usual because of the situation. 
 
    “Shit, I have a lot going on. Why such an urgent meeting?” Blaze said in his usual condescending tone. 
 
    “I’m going to have to assume this is in regard to the poor girl circulating the internet,” the life master indicated eloquently. 
 
    “That, and the Azag Sha boy and his team. They were sent on a mission to retrieve the girl before we knew who had kidnapped her,” the headmaster said as he looked directly at the water and psychic masters for answers. 
 
    “Don’t send me your glares. I run things how I see fit,” the psychic master retorted with fury in her voice. “The boy has shown he is capable, and we didn’t know the girl was in this type of danger. Furthermore, this is why we wanted to know the risk of missions! However, if he is going to be as important as you all say, he should be fine,” she continued, her voice settling as she presented a valid point. 
 
    “That boy is dead as a doorknob if you think he can infiltrate a vampire’s lair and survive,” the earth master chimed in. “Who is the girl, anyway? Seems like a big fuss to go through for no reason.” 
 
    “She is the Anax’s only surviving heir,” the headmaster said, attempting to indicate the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “Shit,” the earth master responded, followed by a long, low whistle. 
 
    “Shit is right. He could already be in that town. I don’t know their relationship, but I do know Jason. If he sees fit, he won’t hesitate to rip through that area with the aggression of a natural disaster,” the headmaster said with noticeable tension in his shoulders. 
 
    “He won’t come alone, either. Many of the strongest wolves will probably accompany him for protection. We can’t allow that to happen. Is there a plan in place?” the life master asked. 
 
    “It’s not for protection. He doesn’t need protection. It’s for additional strength,” Blaze said with a slight tremor of fear in his voice, having seen the fury of the Anax before. 
 
    “He can’t be bullied, and we can’t show fear. We need to be united with representatives to show a sense of force,” the headmaster said, hammering his fist against his open palm for emphasis. 
 
    “Do we know if anyone else is getting involved?” the earth master inquired. 
 
    “No. It appears all demons, angels, and deities are keeping to themselves. We’re not sure if Emmet is involved, or if this is one of his many sons’ ploys for power,” the water mage, who had been unusually quiet up to this point, finally chimed in.  
 
    As the oldest of the Heptarchy members, the water master had relationships with many of the powerful creatures of the world—many of them gods, demigods, or some equivalent. One such creature was Emmet Dearil, known in another life as Vlad Dracula the third, a cursed being destined to walk the world amongst the living under the power of an undead virus. Although he himself was usually quiet, many of his actions could be attributed directly to one of his hundreds of sons. 
 
    “I see. We can handle that when we have to. As of right now, Jason is the problem,” the headmaster spoke, knowing the consequences of what he was asking. 
 
    “I agree; enough of the charades. We know who we all are, and I’ll happily be the first volunteer,” the life master spoke. 
 
    “I think we should all be there,” the earth master said. “In fact, I call for a vote.” 
 
    “I second that,” the life master said. 
 
    “Great! A fucking official vote for once,” Blaze said, who had also been unusually quiet. 
 
    “Yes. All in favor?” the headmaster said, ignoring the fire master. 
 
    The vote was split straight down the middle, three to three with the headmaster, earth, and life masters all in favor. The water master, Psychic, and Blaze all voted against the proposal. Without a scribe master on the council, all ties went to the headmaster’s decision. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we will be going in force. I will meet you all there,” the headmaster said as he removed his veil to show his true face.  
 
    Victor Draco stood proudly in victory as the earth master and life master followed his lead. Blaze finally gave in and removed his as well. The water master and the psychic moved hesitantly, looking in each other’s direction.  
 
    Victor was curious because, outside of himself, they were the most obvious members of the council. 
 
    “Very well,” the psychic master finally snapped as Madam Mahesa Sah showed her face.  
 
    She turned to look at the water master, waiting for him to follow suit.  
 
    But he didn’t.  
 
    Concern soured both Victor’s and Madam Sah’s faces. Previously, the water master had never been shy for words. In fact, he often manipulated the council to get his way, never mind the fact that his views and Victor’s normally aligned. But the air master was shocked when they differed so drastically today. 
 
    “Old man? Remove your veil.”  
 
    Seconds passed, and still the shadowy figure did nothing but stare at him.  
 
    “McClear!” Victor yelled, hoping his name would warrant a response. 
 
     Still nothing. The shadow continued to stare at him. Moments later, the form faded away, unable to keep up the ruse. 
 
    “He was never here. It was his water clone,” Madam Sah said, irritated. “He must’ve gone ahead when the video surfaced.” 
 
    “Very well. In any case, if the rest of you didn’t know, the last member of the council is James McClear,” Victor said, pleased with his foresight. 
 
    “I don’t think we had any surprises here today,” commented the young life master.  
 
    She was as famous as any mage, known throughout the wizard community as the world’s best healer. Many claimed she could even heal the dead, even if it was probably an urban legend. Her big brown eyes filled with clarity and wisdom as she looked upon the head mage. 
 
    “I have to say, it’s nice to officially meet the most famous wizard in the world,” she said, smiling at Victor. 
 
    “It is nice to meet you as well, Ms. Alba Lopez, at least officially,” Victor smiled back, playing along.  
 
    Although they had never officially met in person, during her last excursion with Jason, Alba had healed his wounds and left the unconscious man to recover. 
 
    “Enough,” Madam Sah demanded with a hint of jealousy in her voice. “We will meet within the hour. Please get word to McClear and have him meet us there as well, if you could.” 
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    Out of Our League 
 
    Elaine and the twins arrived through the portal not too far from their destination, their sickness minimized, as all three had some connection with water eminence.  
 
    Since they had been on many missions, they already knew the possible lookout areas for the missing scouts. 
 
    “Which way, Elaine?” Breanna stared at her quizzically, waiting for Elaine to answer as she viewed the surrounding area, looking for the highest viewpoint. 
 
    “Good question. There’s not a lot of high ground for such hilly terrain. But we know they had a psychic with them, so look for things that don’t match.”  
 
    The three of them started an hour-long search, looking for imperfections in the ground, terrain, and even the sky.  
 
    A strong psychic would often put out a veil, masking their surrounding area. While powerful enough to affect anyone for miles, the practice had its downsides. Since they could not see the whole lay of the land, it created small imperfections that could be seen if someone knew what to look for.  
 
    As they looked around, however, no imperfections could be found, creating concern as they searched. 
 
    “Hey! Over there!” Breanna pointed out a small house that looked to be made of packed dirt hidden deep inside the woods. 
 
    “Sloppy. Anyone could’ve seen that,” Josiah said, shaking his head fiercely. 
 
    “Shut up, Josiah. The second shelter should have been available in case something went wrong. Stay alert, and stay behind me,” Elaine said, gathering fire eminence into her hand as her teammates followed suit with their water.  
 
    As they got closer to the hut, three men and a woman walked out. As aggression was apparent in their movements, Elaine raised a hand, signaling for her teammates to stop. Until she became better aware of the situation, it was best not to engage, as these individuals may have already killed the scouts. Although not powerhouses by nature, the scouts of Valiant were licensed staff members and had at some point graduated from one of the schools of magic. 
 
    The tallest and largest of the group was clearly in charge, as the other three stood behind him. He sniffed the ground, his nose visibly quivering, and raised his guard in anticipation. 
 
    “Little birdies, come out… I won’t ask twice,” the man said. 
 
    His voice terrified the twins, and they looked to Elaine for encouragement and guidance. Unfortunately, she was just as stricken. Both Breanna and Josiah followed suit, still cowering behind her. 
 
    “Mages,” the leader murmured as they became fully visible in the daylight. 
 
    “Y-you… You’re Jason Boris…” Josiah stuttered, hands trembling. 
 
    “Josiah!” Elaine barked. 
 
    “They clearly didn’t have anything to do with them,” Kobe Rockwell said, stepping out from behind his leader. 
 
    Unwilling to listen to any other words without answers, Elaine gained some backbone.  
 
    “What the hell did you do to them?” she got out, barely managing to not stumble over her words. 
 
    “The little girl’s got bark. Not very much bite, however,” Bianka commented, smelling her true emotions. 
 
    Elaine knew they were outmatched and that, if these people were the cause of what had happened, they could dispose of her team just as quickly. She gathered her eminence, still unwilling to die without a fight.  
 
    Jason looked at her and smiled, the corners of his lips reaching their peak as his body vanished. Seconds later, he grabbed Elaine by the neck.  
 
    The leader of Team Vision had been humbled twice in one day, but this time, she found her life in the balance. 
 
    “Calm down, little birdie. I’m not here for you, or them. I’m simply looking for my daughter,” he said as he gently put her back down.  
 
     “W-we are too,” she managed to squeak without wetting herself. 
 
    “Tell us what you know, then. We can help each other,” Brian said, attempting to be a voice of reason. 
 
    “We’re from Valiant. Currently on a mission to help retrieve and bring your daughter back to you,” Josiah said quickly. 
 
    “Josiah!” This time, both Elaine and Breanna yelled at him. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Brian commented, doing his best to reassure the mage. “We just arrived as well. Once the video started circulating, we left immediately. But we only knew the general location. The big guy over there is playing calm, but if he snaps, everyone here is screwed.” 
 
    The three students gazed back at Jason, who seemed to look through the horizon. 
 
    “Fine. We have three other members currently headed to her last known location. Our mission was to check on the scouts, since they haven’t communicated with the school in four days. And… I’m sorry, but what video are you talking about?” Elaine asked, nearly forgetting the curious tidbit of information. 
 
    “To put it simply, Iris was kidnapped by some filthy vampires. They tortured her and put it online,” Brian said with a nod of his head. “As far as your scouts… they’re all dead. Sucked dry.” 
 
    Elaine glanced into the shack.  
 
    Bodies lay absent of blood, gory holes bored into their chests where their hearts had once been.  
 
    The leader of Team Vision fell to her knees, banging her hand against the floor as water filled her eyes. “These bastards have no humanity!”  
 
    She stayed there for a moment, quivering, before she made eye contact with Josiah, forcing herself to calm down. “The scouts deserve a burial.” 
 
    Josiah nodded and turned to go back outside. Reaching out and grabbing the eminence of the earth, Josiah split the ground. As dirt moved, the forms of graves appeared.  
 
    Satisfied with his work, he turned back and grabbed the first of the victims. 
 
    The first one was a male, not much older than Josiah, his face frozen in the expression it had made when he died. As Josiah lifted him up, the body rested stiff and unwieldy in his arms. Carefully, he took the man out to the grave and placed him into the first hole.  
 
    Smelling his pain, Brian grabbed the next victim. Her face, curiously, had a smile on it. But to the wolf’s disgust, her clothes had been removed before she was murdered. 
 
    “Fucking bastards… They mind-wiped her before killing her,” Brian growled under his breath.  
 
    Even with the false smile on her face, Brian could smell the pain and anguish her mind had been through during her ordeal, like watching her body being used by someone else.  
 
    Shrugging it off before he started to feel too much for a woman he’d never known, Brian laid the body in the next grave. 
 
    The last victim was most likely the first one of the three to die. His neck was snapped, with no sign of torture having occurred.  
 
    Probably the psychic, Brian thought, picking him up as well.  
 
    Although they had no duty to the three mages, his pack mates had no desire to stop him as the brutality influenced their thoughts. Still, as he placed the last body in its grave, his group was beginning to grow impatient. 
 
    Elaine shot fire in each of the graves, incinerating the bodies in seconds. Josiah followed by moving the dirt back in its place, effectively burying them.  
 
    Leaving no trace of the carnage, he repeated the steps on the makeshift shack. 
 
    “Let’s go kill some vampires,” Elaine said, addressing Jason. 
 
    Having already purchased a truck, the wolves offered the mages a ride to town to meet their counterparts. As town was only about two hours away, the drive was expedient and quiet. None of the wolves spoke at all, and the mages were too afraid to interrupt the silence. Although Brian had been friendly, the wolves’ demeanor as a whole screamed violence, and Team Vision began to second-guess their decision to work with them.  
 
    As they arrived at the town, the smell of the vampires was apparent to the wolves, leading them directly to the Michaels’ home. 
 
    This must be how they found the scouts’ hideout so fast, Elaine thought, watching them scent the air. 
 
    Kobe was the first one out of the car, while Jason sat in the cab alone. The rest of the werewolves fell in behind the charge. Team Vision jumped out as well, ready for anything.  
 
    The Beta sniffed the air, aggressively inhaling the aroma. 
 
    “There’s twelve… Smell like newbies,” he said to the mages, the other wolves following in his steps.  
 
    Team Vision had come across vampires in one of their earlier missions. However, based off the number of combatants, none of the mages thought they had enough people to fight twelve of the beasts. 
 
    Before they could think any further, a dark figure flung itself at Breanna, the last in the group. With no chance to think, her body reacted from years of practice. Eminence quickly gathered, slowing the vampire’s assent.  
 
    Bianka, who reacted simultaneously, moved toward the vampire, swiping its head from its shoulders. 
 
    “This should be fun,” she muttered, running in the direction of a hidden foe and thrusting her arm through his chest and into his brain. 
 
    “Geez, Bianka. Don’t you think you overdid it a little bit?” Brian said, a slight grimace on his face. 
 
    Bianka looked at him and smiled. She jumped on top of the building, springing off the walls. Seconds later, she reappeared with another vampire head, holding it by its hair as a trophy. “Nein.”  
 
    “Well, save some for me!” Brian called, preparing to show off.  
 
    As he ripped through the door, a pair of vampires attacked him, anticipating his movements. He grabbed both by their necks, holding them at arm’s length. Yelling, the werewolf flexed and clapped his hands together, heads between them.  
 
    With a deafening pop, their skulls exploded between his palms. 
 
    “Filthy blood bags,” Brian said, looking for his next victim.  
 
    Four vampires stared at him, snarling, but too afraid to attack. Knowing these newbies were outmatched, this was more of a sport for the werewolves—a way to blow off steam against creatures they hated.  
 
    “Too slow!” Bianka said as she ran past him, securing all four vampires with a single swipe. 
 
    “Fuck, Bianka! Now you’re just being greedy,” Brian gasped in mock anger. 
 
    “Three left,” Bianka responded. 
 
    “No, just one. They’re dead, children,” Kobe said as he walked into the room, throwing the lone survivor in the middle of the floor. “Couldn’t be in last place, after all.” He smiled, staring at Brian. 
 
    “Damn, sexy,” Bianka chuckled, rubbing his back. 
 
    “Sis, did you see that? They took out twelve vampires without breaking a sweat,” Josiah whispered in Breanna’s ear. 
 
    “Yeah, I saw. Kind of hard to miss,” Breanna quipped back. 
 
    “I thought werewolves and vampires were close in power?” Elaine murmured back to her teammates. 
 
    “They’re Alphas,” Jason said as he jumped out of the truck, walking into the room. “My Alphas.” He corrected himself. 
 
    The three werewolves stepped back involuntarily as Jason made his way to the lone survivor. Even the vampire could feel the other werewolves’ fear of this creature walking toward him. As he stepped forward, his intent apparent, the vampire squealed, unable to bring himself to speak.  
 
    Jason reached down, grabbing his wrist.  
 
    With a simple movement of the Anax’s hand, the vampire’s arm came free.  
 
    The vampire was full, the blood still circulating through his body now spilling out of his wounds. He stared at the stump where his arm had been in utter shock. 
 
    “Where’s my daughter?”  
 
    The Alpha of Alphas, rage apparent in his voice, swung the vampire’s detached limb, beating him with it, punctuating each word with a fresh strike.  
 
    “If I hit you, your body will crumble. So, I’m going to beat you within an inch of your life, or until I get what I want.”  
 
    With hate in his eyes, he grabbed for the vampire’s other arm.  
 
    This went on for only a few more minutes before the vampire’s tongue finally jarred free. Once Jason got the information he wanted, Kobe ended the wretched creature’s life for good. 
 
    The three wizards stared at the werewolves in their power. Never having seen anything like it, they were afraid. If the werewolves wanted to kill a mage, the students didn’t know if they could deal with their level of brutality. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Jason said in irritation. 
 
    “Jason, I know you’re in there! Come out! We need to talk to you,” a familiar voice yelled from outside. 
 
    With a sigh, Jason walked out of the home, claws extending from his hand. The voice alone seemed to be putting him in a worse mood. 
 
    “Victor… I should kill you where you stand,” Jason growled. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “We’ve already been there, Jason. Let’s put that behind us for now. I’m here to help,” Victor said, trying to diffuse the Anax’s anger.  
 
    As powerful as Victor Draco was, he did not like his chances in an enclosed space against the monster before him. Although he came in peace, he never knew how Jason would react to seeing him. 
 
    “Wait… why does he want to kill him?” Elaine whispered to Brian. 
 
    “He’s the older brother of Baron Black,” the werewolf whispered back.  
 
    With a sudden turn of his head, Jason glowered back at Brian.  
 
    Frozen in place by his glare, Elaine felt chills slide down her back. The implication of Brian’s words dumbfounded her. There had been rumors they were close friends and grew up together, but nothing about them being related.  
 
    Afraid to ask any other questions, Elaine hoped she would have a chance to gain information from Lucian later. 
 
    “You smell like him,” Jason spat, his voice crackling with malice. 
 
    “I know you can’t forgive me, as I can’t forgive him. But Jason, your daughter is in danger, as well as my son. Please… we need to work together,” Victor insisted, sincerity in his voice. 
 
    “No...” the Anax growled back. “I won’t kill you, but I refuse to help you.” 
 
    “Then I can’t allow you to run around here this angry. There’s no telling what you would do.” 
 
    “Allow me? You can’t stop me! None of the mages can! I will rip this place apart, so don’t test me.”  
 
    Battle inevitable, Victor began to gather his eminence, effectively telling all other mages to back off. Creating a bubble of fire around himself, the head of the Heptarchy Council pulled in the air surrounding his bubble, effectively lifting himself off the ground. 
 
    “He can—! I have to learn to do that…” Breanna blurted out. 
 
    “These people are gods,” Elaine murmured, just as surprised. 
 
    All three wolves dropped to a knee as Jason began to change. It didn’t look painful, as many people assumed. Rather, his transformation was as natural as breathing. He unbuttoned his shirt, muscles rippling through his body as they began to increase in size. Dark black hair grew, covering his body as his legs split his jeans open. The man doubled in size, now a humanoid form with a wolf’s face. He roared at the top of his lungs at his now-flying opponent.  
 
    He sprung toward Victor, colliding with the flaming shield. The fire burning his skin, he tore through the barrier with his first swipe. As he took another swipe at Victor’s chest, the mage adapted, allowing gravity to retake him and plummeting to the ground as he shot another fire blast directly into the werewolf’s ribs.  
 
    Jason, mildly singed, recovered quickly. Landing at the same time as Victor, he sprang directly toward him again before the mage could put up a defense. In a snap decision, the human condensed his shield into a more concentrated area, taking the brunt of Jason’s blow.  
 
    Unable to avoid its velocity, Victor was knocked back into the truck’s door. 
 
    “Fuck… Forgot how strong he was…” The mage coughed, standing back up.  
 
    Although he had a connection with all of the elemental parts of his eminence, he lacked in both life and psychic abilities. Without proper healing, he could easily be hurt and left at Jason’s mercy.  
 
    He needed to be more cautious. 
 
    Using the earth, Victor catapulted the truck at Jason. The Anax grabbed the vehicle out of the air, only to come face to face with the bolt of fire shot directly behind it. As he stumbled back, Victor softened the earth, forming quicksand under the wolf’s feet. However, digging faster than he sank, Jason pulled his legs free, springing out of the trap. 
 
    “Jason, we don’t have time for this! Our kids are in trouble! I know you’ve lost a son, and I don’t want to find out what it feels like! Stop this, please,” Victor pleaded one last time. 
 
    Jason paused, contemplating before he addressed Victor, his words filtered by his judgment.  
 
    “Fine. We will share information. But don’t try to stop me ever again.” He conceded, turning back into a man. His threat was apparent. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, Victor did the same as he released the eminence from the earth. 
 
    Jason said nothing else to Victor or the rest of the mages, jumping back into the truck’s cab. As soon as their Alpha released his energy, the other wolves returned to normal. 
 
    “Hello.” Kobe came forward. “I am Kobe. We’ve met before. This is Bianka, and that’s Brian back there with your students,” he said, formally introducing the rest of the partial pack to Victor. 
 
    “Good seeing you again, Kobe. I do remember you. The three mages behind me are Madam Mahesa Sah, Derrick Maze, and Alba Lopez,” Victor said, pointing to each of them individually. 
 
    “As you can probably see, we have been accompanied by three of your mages. They have been very helpful, but probably should go home from this point. Don’t you agree?” Kobe said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Probably.” Victor nodded, turning to look for Madam Sah’s opinion. 
 
    “Team Vision, to me.” Waving her hand, she motioned the students near, gathering them into a group before eyeing Victor. “I will escort them back to Valiant. I believe you all can take it from here,” the headmaster said expectantly. 
 
    “We have a location where Iris and the vampire should be. We can take the truck to get there,” Kobe said, ripping the bent door off its hinge. He looked back at Jason, who was still side-eyeing the mage, and turned back to Victor. 
 
    “Perhaps you should sit up here,” he offered, not wanting to set off his lord again. 
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    The Burden 
 
    After two days of hiking through ever-changing terrain, Lucian, Anna, and Benjamin found their way to a large, empty space. It was the first flat terrain they had seen, but the trail they were following abruptly disappeared. 
 
    “What now?” Ben asked, mystified. 
 
    “I don’t know. There has to be something to this.” Anna glanced at Lucian.  
 
    Although both Anna and Ben were fairly adept at tracking, their abilities paled in comparison to Lucian’s. His calculations were nearly perfect, giving them the exact movement of their prey. He was so effective that they had been able to move without losing the trail and needing to re-find it. 
 
     Lucian didn’t answer her question, however; he was too deep in thought.  
 
    Unbothered by his abrupt silence, Anna walked forward. 
 
    “Stop!”  
 
    Anna froze in her tracks, fear in her veins stemming from the concern directed toward her. 
 
    “What is it?” Anna said, trembling with fear that Lucian was going to say she’d stepped on a land mine or something. 
 
    “This is a veil. Iris must be inside,” he responded as he walked up to her and gently pushed her back.  
 
    “We’re going to need more than that to go on, Lucian,” Ben snapped.  
 
    But Lucian paid him no attention. The young leader continued to stare, deep in thought as he tackled the problem at hand. 
 
    “Could just go through… Some veils are harmless,” Lucian mumbled, trying to convince himself, but he knew better. “But with the type of risk the vampires are taking, they wouldn’t do this without fortifying it. At a minimum, the veil could project some type of alarm. But there’s more likely some type of trap behind it.”  
 
    Lucian snapped out of his thoughts and smiled at Anna.  
 
    “Sorry for the shove. I just didn’t want you to get hurt.”  
 
    Lucian’s words caused Anna emotional unease for the second time on this mission. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “The good thing is that they are superficial illusions tacked on a dome bubble. Think of them as electric fences,” Lucian explained, waving his fingers about to illustrate his point. 
 
    “So we can either go underneath them or shut the power off!” Anna interjected, immediately catching onto his analogy. 
 
    “Bingo.” Lucian pointed at her, excited she’d finally elected to play his game.  
 
    Ben looked at the two with utter disgust. 
 
    “Fine… I’ll join in.” Ben shook his head at Anna for betraying their unspoken rule, though with his usual hint of goofiness. “But Lucian, none of us use earth magic, and we don’t have a shovel!” 
 
    “I can use earth magic, remember?” Lucian retorted. “But it will be slow. We’re probably looking at about sixteen hours, at best.”  
 
    “What if somebody sees us digging a big hole on the side of their so-called fortress?” Anna said, concern returning to her face. 
 
    “Let’s hope they don’t,” Lucian said, lacking a better answer. “We have twelve hours of daylight left. Hopefully, I can dig deep enough so we can conceal ourselves. Ben? If you could try to use water to help flatten out some of the dirt, maybe it won’t be as noticeable.”  
 
    “I knew you couldn’t do it without me,” Ben teased.  
 
    Lucian didn’t bother retorting. He simply took off his shirt and placed it in his bag.  
 
    Both Anna and Ben stared openly. After all, when they trained, he was always conservative, never removing any clothing in front of them. Initially, they thought maybe, deep down, he was just shy. However, after having spent a couple of years with him, and as the day went on, they had come to realize that he only did things when he needed to. 
 
     “I don’t think we’re any closer to knocking him down than we were in our first week,” Anna whispered to Ben. 
 
    “I could’ve told you that.” 
 
    “Well, at least now I understand how he moves so fast,” she said, admiring his—dare she say—perfect figure.  
 
    Beyond normal athleticism, or even just pure strength and conditioning, Lucian stood like an action figure, his muscle tissues connected as if he were genetically enhanced. 
 
    As Anna stared, her heart started fluttering again, her face filling with color as Lucian glanced up. 
 
    “So… what should I do?” Anna squeaked, poorly disguising her red face. 
 
    “At this point… lookout? Maybe scout the perimeter.”  
 
    As he began his task, even with his limited connection with earth, Lucian’s prestige and sway proved adequate. Concentrating, he reached down to touch the earth where he wanted to begin. Allowing his prestige to flow from his body, Lucian flicked one small clod of the earth behind him at a time. To any passerby, it would just appear as if he were a man using a shovel. 
 
    By the same method, Lucian pressed on for hours. The six-foot-deep hole stretched to eight, Ben spreading the dirt evenly for better concealment. By the end of ten hours of digging, Lucian’s fatigue forced him to take a break. With only a few hours left, a rest would also be helpful for when they broke through, as they had no idea what lay on the other side. 
 
    Anna and Ben had already found shelter on the floor of the hole, and had been fast asleep for the last few hours.  
 
    Anna, who exerted herself the least between the three, awoke to Lucian’s beckoning. 
 
    “Can I have your spot? I need to take a break,” Lucian requested as she came to. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” Anna said groggily, standing to make room for him. “Although Ben really didn’t do anything either.” She laughed as they squeezed by each other through the small hole. “I’ll keep a lookout. Rest up.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready to continue in just an hour… Just give me a… an…” Lucian’s voice faded, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    The constant strain of tapping into his prestige for so long left Lucian more worn out than usual, so he finally relaxed, allowing his mind to sleep as well as his body. Anna sat at the hole’s entrance with nothing to occupy her time. She first glanced at the work Lucian accomplished, now about ten feet deep and about six feet wide, which put it a little past the veil above them. Then she stared at the two boys who had become as close as any family to her. For the first time in her life, she had people she cared about outside of her father—people she would do anything to protect.  
 
    True to his word, Lucian awoke right on the sixty-minute mark. The nap did the boy well. He not only looked revitalized, but it was as if he was fully recovered, an hour of pure rest completely wiping away ten hours of intense physical and mental strain. 
 
    “Thanks, Anna. You can probably get another hour’s sleep in, if you want,” Lucian said as he got back to digging his underground tunnel.  
 
    But Anna felt fully rested and awake, so she opted to watch Lucian work and Ben sleep. 
 
    With the tunnel growing ever deeper, Lucian could no longer direct his teammates outside. So, as a compromise, he created crawlspaces for them to maneuver through. His only real concern was the ground potentially collapsing above them, so he attempted to reinforce the space as he dug. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” Ben joked as Lucian threw a load of dirt way too close to his feet.  
 
    “You guys all rested up?” Lucian asked, visibly concentrating to slow his rapid breathing. 
 
    “Yep, like a newborn baby,” Ben said, rubbing some of the sleep from his eyes. 
 
    “As we don’t know what’s out there, it’s hard to plan, so I’ll create a shield, assess the situation, and then march forward,” Anna suggested, moving to the front of the group. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Lucian said as he pulled his shirt back on.  
 
    Reaching out, he dug an exit to the tunnel. The sun setting, a dark red light flashed onto the floor. Lucian gestured for Anna to lead the way.  
 
    Throwing up a shield to obscure all signs of their presence, Anna was the first to climb out of the hole. She was shocked to find no one in sight—only a cave that appeared to go on for miles with nothing appearing to block anyone from getting in or out.  
 
    Still, not wanting to take any risks, she slowed down, helping Lucian and Ben out of the tunnel. 
 
    From what Lucian had read in stories and lore, vampires were highly civilized creatures. In fact, most of the elder vampires rested in the highest fiscal percentile in the world. They tended to live in million-dollar homes with matching security.  
 
    What he saw before him, however, could be no more than a lair for the most vile of creatures. 
 
    “I thought vampires lived fancy,” Ben commented, staring into the ominous cave. 
 
    “I’ve heard newborns sometimes get stuck in places like this if they can’t control themselves and blend with society,” Anna said, visibly forcing herself to relax. 
 
    “Yeah, these will be lower-level vampires, which means there’s probably going to be a lot of them down there, but they’ll be dumb as hell. They should be predictable, since their minds are bound by lust and feeding,” Lucian said as Ben looked at him, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Dude, was that a pep talk? Because that was fucking awful,” Ben said with deathly seriousness. “But let me get this right. We’re going in there… and basically these bastards are just going to try to rape and eat us.” 
 
    “When you put it like that… yeah, Lucian, it was pretty terrible,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “Going to the lair is going to be dangerous no matter what, but this is the best-case scenario. Hopefully, we don’t run into an elder,” Lucian said, ignoring their comments. 
 
    The cave was immense—one of the largest structures any of Team No One had seen. It took several miles of walking before they found the nest where the vampires slept. 
 
    “Holy shit, there’re hundreds of them,” Ben whispered loudly. 
 
    Both Anna and Lucian looked at Ben, their glares of irritation silencing the older boy. 
 
    “Sorry,” Ben mouthed, holding up his hands in apology.  
 
    When they entered the cave, the sun was only minutes from setting. Luckily, as Lucian looked at these vampires, he realized their internal clocks had not yet woken them. From his research, he knew it was universally understood that vampires only slept until the sun went down because they could not live in the daylight. But these patterns suggested to Lucian that newborn vampires, in the very least, had to sleep. 
 
    Our information on vampires is not as accurate as we like to think, Lucian noted, storing the tidbit for later.  
 
    Regardless, the vampires would awaken at some point, and the rest of his team was coming to the same conclusion. 
 
    “We have to find the girl quickly,” Anna said, rubbing the goosebumps on her arms.  
 
    They quietly snuck past the sleepers and continued down the deep corridors of the cave, another twenty minutes passing before the team found anything else.  
 
    Anna was the first to spot four vampires feeding on a young girl just about her age. With no fight left, the girl’s body lay lifeless, her mind seemingly in a trance as the vampires fed, attaching to whatever artery was in their reach. 
 
    Anna’s vision turned red, the scene blurring together as she lunged to save the girl. Lucian grabbed her wrist just in time, placing a finger over her lips before she could say anything. He didn’t want to alert the vampires, whose ears were much keener than their own. 
 
    With a simple hand gesture, Lucian instructed Ben to take off to the far right. With a similar gesture, he sent Anna farther out to the left, which left the creature latched onto the back of the girl’s neck for himself. 
 
    Thanks to their hours of practice, they moved their formation like clockwork, executing the monsters nearly simultaneously.  
 
    In his usual fashion, Ben used more energy than needed, blasting the vampire with such force that an echoing boom flooded the hall. 
 
    Anna, however, used more finesse with her new weapons of fire. She stabbed one of the vampires in the heart and decapitated the other with relative ease.  
 
    Lucian activated his blade runes, his blades penetrating the final vampire’s mouth as he thrust their points into the creature’s skull. 
 
    The team movements were flawless outside of the extra attention Ben’s blasts would garnish. However, even if abrasive, his attack was tactically ideal. His initial strike left the other three vampires distracted, and their focus on Ben allowed Lucian and Anna to sneak up on their victims without confrontation. 
 
    “That’s not gonna go unnoticed,” Lucian said, looking for a pulse from the girl, whose life quickly faded. “Shit.” 
 
    “Let’s keep moving. We’ll handle anything we come across,” Ben said, hoping to reassure his friends. 
 
    As they progressed deeper in the cave, the underground tunnels left the group with some reassurance that it would be impossible for anyone to follow them. But for the same reason, it would be nearly impossible for them to find Iris.  
 
    The deeper they got in the cave, the more victims they found—lifeless humans entranced as vampires lusted over their blood and bodies, too numerous to treat and save.  
 
    They had to stick to their mission. 
 
    “We need to find a way to get information,” Ben kept reminding Lucian as they ran.  
 
    Eventually, the group came across an isolated vampire who was feeding on a boy. The young victim couldn’t have been any older than thirteen. The vampire lay on top of him, indulging in his feast as the boy’s eyes stared unmoving at the ceiling, speaking the full measure of his fear.  
 
    Without warning, Lucian kicked the vampire, slamming it into the wall. The monster turned to see its assailant as another boot caught it in the jaw. In the moments before the monster recovered, Lucian watched the boy’s fear disappear with his life, a miniscule amount of blood dribbling out of his body.  
 
    The monster now garnered all of Lucian’s attention as he activated his blades again. 
 
    “Listen here, shitface,” Lucian said with anger and passion scarcely seen from the boy. The abrupt change of behavior caught Anna and Ben off guard, and they gasped, their mouths open wide. “These are your last moments on earth. How long you have is up to you, but I assure you, you don’t want to be here long.” Lucian held his sword to the vampire’s face, but paused. Even with the blade leveled, the vampire’s eyes sparked with defiance. 
 
    “You still think you have power?” it hissed. 
 
    With an abrupt swipe, Lucian removed the vampire’s left foot, slicing it cleanly off.  
 
    The monster screeched as he reached down, grabbing at his calf, but Lucian kicked him in the open mouth to muffle his screams. 
 
    “You were getting off on that, weren’t you?” Lucian yelled as he pointed to the dead boy. 
 
    “He’s fucking food!” the vampire growled back. “You don’t scare me, b—”  
 
    His words were cut off as a blow to the face shoved him back into the wall. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes… I know the model. We are food, and you shouldn’t be afraid of your food. Unfortunately for you, I’m not prey. I’m the hunter.” Lucian began cutting horizontally down the vampire’s thighs, shredding skin as he removed what would have made him male. “And you’re not food. You’re sport.” 
 
    The longer the torture continued, the greater the mutilation became, and the less his friends watched, horrified by Lucian’s actions. But vampire bodies were sturdy and hard to kill. He only had to worry about the creature’s heart and its head to keep it alive. 
 
    As he transitioned upwards, he focused on its eyes, removing one from its socket and forcing it down the monster’s throat. The creature began to beg for death, which Lucian was more than happy to oblige… on one condition. 
 
    “Tell me what I need to know, and this will end,” he promised, bearing little mercy in his heart for the creatures, a venomous consciousness wearing on his humanity. 
 
    His eyes filled with anger and hatred, the boy stood, panting, his hands visibly shaking as the vampire told him what he needed to know. Everything he had seen to this point in the vampires’ lair had been horrific, but the mere act of feeding on the child was an inexplicably intense trigger.  
 
    The intent on Lucian’s face was written so plainly, it was something Ben and Anna remembered from their first encounter with Curtis: the look of a hunter, ready to devour its prey. It sent chills down their backs as they watched Lucian slowly fade back into reality. 
 
    “Good news. She’s right outside of the caves. Apparently the tunnels lead to a large home,” Lucian conveyed to his team, deactivating his blades and dropping the quickly dissolving corpse to the ground. 
 
    He’s back, Anna thought, relieved. 
 
    “Bad news?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yeah… apparently the house belongs to an older vampire. We probably need to make sure we avoid him at all costs,” Lucian confirmed. 
 
    With directions, the maze became much easier, guiding them to the home at the end of the cave. 
 
    “This is more like it!” Ben said, impressed with the modernized building before them. 
 
    “I agree. This fits what I know a lot better,” Anna agreed. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving, guys,” Lucian said, ready to rid himself of this place.  
 
    The constant bother Lucian felt nagged at him, but he couldn’t fathom why he loathed the creatures so much. After all, until this mission, he had never, in his memory, met a vampire. 
 
    Looks like they moved her not too long ago, Lucian thought, glancing into the first room they came across. The claw scratches on the dungeon-like floor indicated years of isolation, though not necessarily by the same prisoner.  
 
    The team avoided contact with any other vampires, staying close to the humans parading through the mansion as servants. They seemed to be in a similar trance as the ones below, but they functioned interactively, as if there were nothing wrong. 
 
    While vampires had the innate ability to control their prey, Lucian was surprised it was this effective. The only things which seemed to break the trance were the caster, or, in theory, a more powerful vampire.  
 
    Lucian shook his head violently, avoiding the trap of his mind. As much as he wanted to help these people, he had to move on to complete his mission.  
 
    Lucian’s legs shook as he came to a complete stop on the top floor of the building, shoving Anna and Ben behind him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked, feeling his palpable concern. 
 
    “Behind the door… She’s definitely behind the door. But something’s wrong.”  
 
    This was the first time he’d physically felt another being. Sometimes he got a feel of the eminence gathered by another mage, but that was usually in connection with his visual interpretation using Salmu’s eyes. However, behind this door radiated a power so intense, it froze Lucian in indecisiveness. 
 
    “Something like that should’ve escaped from here with no problem,” Lucian said, worried.  
 
    As he opened the door, his concerns became reality when he spotted the four-legged creature bound in silver chains. The chains wrapped around all four of its legs and its neck, restraining it from making even the slightest movement. Regardless, as soon as they stepped in the room, the creature leaped at the three of them, even as the silver bit into its flesh.  
 
    Both Lucian and Ben took an involuntary step backward as Anna held her ground to speak. 
 
    “Easy, freak,” she said in her usual tone. 
 
    “I don’t think calling her freak is a good idea,” Ben suggested as he stared directly at her snarling teeth. 
 
    “Oh… sorry, sweetie. That’s just how I talk,” she said as politely as she could muster. “We are mages from Valiant. We’re here to help you. Can you relax so we can get those shackles off you?”  
 
    The creature sniffed the air, scenting for any lies from the girl. Once she confirmed Anna’s words were true, she remained still, allowing Ben to freeze and shatter the shackles.  
 
    Once freed, Iris shifted back into her Andras form. The naked girl stood unashamed, gathering her bearings. Ben took her boldness as an opportunity to stare, looking her up and down in appreciation. 
 
    “Ben!” Anna snapped, diverting his attention. 
 
    But he wasn’t the only one. Lucian also, if involuntarily, took a moment to stare. Eventually, he averted his eyes to reach in his pack, fetching another set of clothes.  
 
    Hoping she wasn’t judging him too much, Lucian handed the clothes to Anna. He thought it would be best to let her administer them to the girl. 
 
    Though slightly weakened from her encounter with Ross and from being trapped in silver chains, Iris still possessed some strength after feeding on the enthralled humans. Having fallen victim to her inner wolf, she knew she enjoyed the power she felt ripping through defenseless humans.  
 
    It was the same emotion she felt when she attacked Bianka. 
 
    Survival… it was survival, she told herself, trying to ease her mind.  
 
    All three of the mages saw the bothered look on her face, the inner turmoil she was fighting against. Lucian understood better than anyone, his own fury not far away. 
 
    “So… you must be Iris. Do you have any idea where you’re at?” Anna asked, hoping to break her out of her reverie. 
 
    “No. I was unconscious when they brought me here,” Iris said quickly. 
 
    “We followed the cave here, but it’s full of vampires, so I don’t know…” Anna said as she turned to Lucian, who was looking at a map. 
 
    “Salmu,” Lucian called on the inner being of his mind.  
 
    Salmu’s eyes were one of the greatest tools Lucian had, but he had not mastered them like his predecessor, so he called upon his friend to guide him as he looked at the map. Recalling each step they took, measuring the distance, he was able to find their location. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lucian said, truly grateful. 
 
    “No problem. Don’t forget the main focus,” the mentoring dragon reminded him. 
 
    Lucian turned to his team and Iris, pointing out their location on the map, then theorized their most viable chance to escape. He didn’t want to go back to the caves. A werewolf’s presence in their company would cause too much disturbance by itself. 
 
    “Regardless, the hardest part is leaving the mansion. This is the home of a powerful vampire. I believe he is one of the sons of the Undead Lord,” Iris explained. 
 
    “Who the hell is the Undead Lord?” Ben asked, interrupting Iris. 
 
    “The vampires worship him as an emperor, or maybe a god. He is the breeder who created all vampires—the first and most powerful. At one time, he was a king, but he was cursed by a witch who worshipped Satan, or so lore says,” Lucian explained. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the gist of it,” Iris agreed. “My father said the king was so obsessed with power he enslaved a witch, raped her, starved her, and only allowed her to feed off blood. Upon her death, she cursed him, binding her soul to his in her misery. He has been clinging onto life by stealing it from others ever since.  
 
    “He has many children—not relatives, but monsters bound by a blood contract,” she concluded, her knowledge about the vampire extensive, as expected of a future leader of the wolves. 
 
    This was all news to Lucian. He’d known the information he’d studied before was incomplete, but he was astonished by how much of it the books got wrong. The only useful information so far was how to kill them, which, to his knowledge, seemed fairly accurate. 
 
    “We need to get moving…” Lucian rushed out, pushing down his desire to learn new things. 
 
    “Sorry!” Iris apologized as she realized she’d gone on a tangent. “My point was that his children are more powerful than your average vampire.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear,” Ben said in his most confident voice. “I am fairly powerful in my own right.” He winked at the girl. 
 
    “Shall we get going, oh powerful one?” Lucian said, shaking his head. Only Ben would attempt to flirt at a time like this.  
 
    Ben passed Lucian to lead the way, mouthing, “Hater.”  
 
    The house was strangely still. The servants seemed to have disappeared, and there was no sign of any vampires coming to stop the group from freeing Iris.  
 
    They snuck back down to the main floor without resistance, then out the front door, where Lucian’s worst fears were realized.  
 
    The building was surrounded by men and women alike, from mid-teens to older adults. Each mirrored the same bloodlust. Their eyes were devoid of life; their fangs now guided their decisions. Lucian’s heartbeat thumped in his ears, the only sound not drowned out by the growls of the hungry horde surrounding them. 
 
    Lucian’s first thought was to escape to the cave, but he knew it was impossible. 
 
    As the likelihood of his friends’ ability to complete the mission alive dropped to about zero, he watched, frozen in terror.  
 
    Standing in the center of the crowd was a clean-cut man dressed in a white suit. 
 
    “What? Going so fast, my sweet?” he said to Iris. 
 
    “Fuck off, Ross.” 
 
    He stepped away from the barricade approaching the outnumbered teens.  
 
    “God help me… I don’t know why you want to leave so fast, but that’s just something I can’t let happen. I went to a lot of trouble acquiring you, after all,” the vampire said, grinning as he paced back and forth in mock ponderings. “Well, I’ll tell you what; I didn’t get my morning workout, so I’ll make you a deal. Beat me in a one-on-one duel, and I’ll let you leave. You and all of your little friends, Iris.” 
 
    Ross laughed, knowing the girl could barely stand. He turned to look at his horde, but their mindless eyes just stared back at him. As he continued to laugh, their growls lowered; his presence was the only thing controlling their urges. Time itself was not even able to quell the elder vampire’s arrogance. Even with his prey roasting over a fire, Ross enjoyed playing with his food before he ate. 
 
    “Not going to happen.” Ben stepped forward, pride clearly written on his face. 
 
    “Oh! What do we have here? I didn’t notice you,” the vampire said. “You must be a mage. I try to stay out of the affairs of wizards, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to die today.”  
 
    Ross’s voice was smooth and without malice, completely calm. He radiated the confidence of someone enjoying the feeling of everything going to plan. 
 
    “But I tell you what, lanky… if you beat me, I’ll let all of you leave,” the elder vampire said, pointing at Ben. 
 
    A sense of relief washed over Lucian. The creature’s strength was far above his current level, and Lucian knew he personally had no chance of beating it in a one-on-one fight. But in this sort of scenario, Ben was the most powerful of Team No One and would stand the best chance of holding the vampire off. 
 
    “You got it, mate,” Ben said calmly as he took step forward, only to be abruptly halted by a grasp on his wrist. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” Lucian squealed in a moment of doubt, terrified for his friend. 
 
    “Don’t worry, buddy. I got this,” Ben said confidently, pulling his arm free.  
 
    Lucian froze in place, his mind processing the vampires surrounding them. There were over fifty in total, and if they all fought together, funneling them into a tight corridor, Lucian felt he could think his way out of it.  
 
    The elder vampire, however, held the biggest threat, and Lucian couldn’t come up with a way of escaping without being destroyed first.  
 
    Ben fighting was the only course of action, but Lucian didn’t believe in a fair fight. If the opportunity arose, he would strike.  
 
    Plan in place, he turned back and looked at his friend’s face. There was no false bravado; a confidence that didn’t follow the logic of the situation radiated from him.  
 
    Ben turned his neck until he heard a satisfying pop, then slowly removed his shirt, throwing it back at Lucian. 
 
    “Trust me. I got this,” Ben repeated as he winked. 
 
    This dick is trying to show off? Lucian couldn’t help but giggle internally.  
 
    As he gazed upon Ben’s body, Lucian was proud of how far his older friend had come physically. No longer was he the skinny kid from when they’d first started training. Ben’s frame was fairly ripped. In fact, he was even leaner than Lucian. He didn’t quite have the muscle dexterity and functionality the boy possessed, but was definitely far fitter than anyone else at Valiant. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” Ben said as he created a sword made of pure ice, reminiscent of what he’d seen Anna use earlier.  
 
    As it formed, he walked forward, shooting his teammate a grateful thumbs-up. 
 
    “You are confident… we’ll see how long that lasts,” Ross purred, flashing his fangs in an attempt to intimidate Benjamin.  
 
    But the young mage remained calm, pointing his newly formed weapon at the vampire in response.  
 
    Ross smiled, rolling his shoulders before he vanished from everyone’s sight. 
 
    Already watching the match on the magical spectrum, Lucian followed the attack. 
 
    “On your left!” Lucian shouted to his teammate. 
 
    Before the sound could reach Ben’s ear, Ross had already struck. With a wave of his hand, the vampire smacked Ben in the back of the head. Even with him only attacking at a fraction of his strength, Ben went flying into a row of vampires.  
 
    As he stood, the cronies clawed him—not enough to harm him, but leaving him uncomfortable, nonetheless. Paying them no heed, however, he stood and walked back to the center. 
 
    “Yep… that hurt. Don’t think I should take very many more of those,” he said with a smirk, laughing.  
 
    How the hell could that little asshole see that? Ross thought, wishing he could ask. 
 
    Ben stared back at Ross, relaxing as he reached out and grabbed the eminence from the moisture in the air. Fortunately, the humidity was high, with nearly as much water as air in the atmosphere.  
 
    Lucian and Anna weren’t the only two who had improved greatly over the last few years. Ever since the first match, Professor McClear had taken a liking to the boy, his power reminding him of his own. None of Ben’s teammates had truly noticed how much control he had over his eminence. Today was his day to show off for them, and he was determined to win this fight. 
 
    “You should’ve stayed down,” Ross commented. 
 
    “I tried, but my legs weren’t impressed, so they kept moving forward,” Ben responded. 
 
    With a superficial smile, Ross shook his head at Ben before he vanished again.  
 
    Antagonizing the elder vampire was probably not the smartest idea, but Ben had watched Lucian employ the tactic against many of their opponents. The combatant mage gathered that the vampire was too arrogant to try something different, and he wasn’t personally dumb enough to try to catch him out of the air with his sword.  
 
    Timing it out, Ben reached out and grabbed eminence in the air, creating a massive block the size of a tree trunk and swinging it where he hoped the vampire would appear.  
 
    A crack permeated the air as the boulder of water smashed into the vampire.  
 
    The force was so great, Ben’s construct smashed into pieces, leaving ice shards scattered about the arena. The attack, however, knocked the elder vampire into the barricade of surrounding cronies.  
 
    As Ross stood, the humans watched him push his protruding ribs back under his skin, his body healing immediately. 
 
    I didn’t expect it to kill, but geez, at least be injured, Ben thought, shaking his head as his opponent walked toward him.  
 
    Without allowing him to fully gain his bearings, Ben went on the offensive, gathering his eminence once again and shooting shards of ice towards the vampire. 
 
    One after another, the vampire swiped them away with his claws. 
 
    “Is that all you have, mortal?” Ross snarled, taking back his dominant place in the battle.  
 
    With his vanishing speed, he was on Ben in no time, kicking his legs from under him. The boy’s body flipped horizontally in the air as the elder struck him in the stomach. 
 
    CRACK!  
 
    Ben’s ribs screamed as his body collided with the ground.  
 
    Dragging his hands as he went for the kill, Ross swiped at the mage’s head. Ben rolled away without any time to spare and, in a desperate attempt to keep the monster back, continued to spray ice toward his attacker. As Ross dodged, the barricade of vampires became Ben’s victims frozen handfuls at a time, his assault never relenting. 
 
    “Valid try, mortal. I will remember you. Your name was… Fin, correct?” the elder vampire chuckled.  
 
    Ben pushed himself to his knees, surrounded by a field of ice shards—the evidence of his exhaustion.  
 
    Laughing even harder at the sight of the boy gasping for air, Ross rolled his shoulders, once again vanishing. 
 
    I am not going to lose this, you little piece of shit, Ben thought, looking for any evidence of Ross’s presence. 
 
    Lucian had been staring this entire time, hoping for an opening to strike. The vampire was too fast, and Lucian could not cover the ground. However, in this moment, glancing back at his friend, he noticed something familiar. 
 
    “It’s that smile…” Lucian whispered as he saw no defense gathering to Ben’s eminence.  
 
    Done playing with his food, Ross approached the boy with the intent to kill, arrogance overruling his logic as he flaunted his dominance over the boy. 
 
    “You failed. You’re dead, and all of your friends are dead. Well, I might play with the girls first… and enslave that boy.”  
 
    The words came from all around, leaving Ben unable to pinpoint the sound. But as the words became closer and closer, Lucian watched his friend’s smile expand. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have said anything,” Ben murmured, reaching for the eminence in the shards surrounding him.  
 
    With the leftover sway in his body, the shards exploded into large spears, sprouting in all directions. A ten-foot radius of spikes surrounded him, capturing its prey as the ancient being was impaled from foot to head. 
 
    “You bastard… What have you done to my body?” a raspy voice spoke as black ooze dripped from his mouth. 
 
    “Fatality,” the boy grinned, mocking the vampire.  
 
    Unfortunately, Ross had plenty of strength, and his body began to remove itself from the ice trap. Even if it did leave him pinned and essentially defenseless, the strike wasn’t fatal. However, Ben walked to the vampire, ready to rectify the situation.  
 
    With no strength left to form the sword, Ben broke off a large shard and, hand over hand, forced it down, impaling Ross through the neck. In a series of repetitive jabs, he perforated the vampire’s spine until his head was expelled from the body.  
 
    The temperature rose, and ice shards melted as the body caught fire, burning from the inside out. 
 
    Ben turned to his friends, ready to collapse. Lucian hated himself for allowing it to get to this point, but he was frozen in place, enthralled by the water mage’s ability. He had no idea Ben had progressed so far. For the first time, he saw the true potential of his friend: a mage who could someday succeed Professor McClear as the most powerful water mage on earth. 
 
    “We had a deal. Move aside,” Iris proclaimed as she allowed her dominance to flow across the now-liberated vampires.  
 
    As their master lay dead, fire radiating from his body, she hoped to intimidate the lesser creatures. But their sheer numbers warded her off, all intelligence leaving their minds. Growls and snarls filled the air as they stood to protect each other.  
 
    To the creatures, the group was nothing but food.  
 
    And Ben, unaware of the situation, his exhaustion barely allowing him to stand, was too close to the enemy side.  
 
    Without warning, a hand ripped through his stomach. Two other vampires attached to the back of his neck.  
 
    He was dead before Lucian could process what happened. 
 
    “No!” Anna yelled, reaching out to her friend.  
 
    Iris grabbed her. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Iris said weakly, attempting to snap Anna out of her reverie. 
 
    “No, let me go! I can help!” Anna wailed, all logic escaping her. 
 
    Without another word, the werewolf pulled her back. If Anna attempted to go to him, she would be throwing her life away. Even so, it burned Iris that someone else would die on her behalf. 
 
    “Anna, he’s dead. We have to hide!” Lucian’s voice was the only thing able to reach the sobbing girl, but he found himself betraying his own words. 
 
    The attack broke his cycle of thinking. His mind didn’t flutter. There were no calculations of escape, nor of how to protect his friends. Pain and anger flooded his heart, fueling his mind.  
 
    He had failed.  
 
    Ben was his first and best friend. Ben had made him comfortable. He’d helped him fit in, like the big brother he never had, nor knew he wanted.  
 
    And now he was gone, the body laying before them lifeless. 
 
    Lucian knew he couldn’t protect the girls and had no desire to try. Losing Anna would be an equivalent pain, probably torturing his soul and forever changing who he was, but in his turmoil, her face escaped his mind. All there was were these monstrous creatures. Monsters who had no heed for any life. Monsters which weren’t even alive.  
 
    Lucian activated his black blades, the full might of his mind focused on one thing and one thing alone. 
 
    A primal rage belted out of his voice as he dove into the horde of vampires, his blades an extension of his arm. His first swipe decapitated four vampires. Another of the scum dove onto his back, and Lucian deactivated one of his blades, only to have it reemerge in reverse, impaling the vampire’s chest. The creature froze as Lucian removed another head from its body. 
 
    Lucian swung his blade, every movement intentional. No energy was lost as he sliced through them one after another. Their speed mattered little as he read their every movement, combining his knowledge with the enhanced speed his scripted runes provided, leaving the creatures helpless to his assault.  
 
    The intent to kill fueled his anger, adding to Lucian’s savagery as he cut through another four vampires from head to groin. Nothing stopped the blades as they sliced, unrestricted, severing arms, legs, torsos, and anything else daring to come in contact with them. Lucian’s rage could be felt in the air, along with the penetrating fear beginning to override the hunger the monstrous masses so desperately desired to quench. 
 
    Anna watched as her friend was lost in his anger, her shock not allowing her to speak out. She stared as Lucian took gasps of air and began to bleed from his nose. But even as his speed lessened, the vampires who tried to find a home for their attack paid with their lives.  
 
    The more the adrenaline wore off, the more his fatigue became apparent. With a dozen vampires still left alive, Lucian’s victory wasn’t certain. Still, a few of the vampires attempted to flee, unwilling to pay the fee for their attack. 
 
    “Now you’re running!” Lucian yelled defiantly. He wanted none of them to leave alive. 
 
     The girls watched from the safest vantage point they could find. Every assault Lucian made tore at Anna’s heart, while Iris looked on, amazed that such a young boy could cause so much chaos. He wasn’t even using magic. It was as if he enjoyed the feeling of slicing through them. With every slice of destruction to the vampires, she knew a piece of himself would return, although broken. She saw the monster within Lucian—the same one her father saw within her.  
 
    Her heart broke as she realized this was her fault. She was the cause of so much death. The burden the boy was willing to bear created a debt that Iris would struggle to repay. 
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    A Plea of Tears 
 
    The air smelled of decay and death.  
 
    McClear moved with the utmost haste. He finally discovered the vampire lair, unsure how far behind he was from his protégés. 
 
    What happened here?  
 
    The carnage was astounding. Possibly over a hundred vampires lay crumbled into dust, no magical life left in them. A few, however, remained so mutilated that they wished for death, their expedient regeneration keeping them miserably alive. With help, they could survive, but would be forever handicapped.  
 
    After his eyes flowed across the bodies, the sound of a crying girl was the first thing to steal his attention. Anna, the source, was oblivious to the rest of her surroundings as another young girl attempted to console her. McClear could only presume this was Iris. The sorrow on her face represented regret and blame. The only thing she could do was endure Anna’s pain with her.  
 
    As his eyes fell upon Ben’s lifeless body, his heart started to tear. He always gave Ben a hard time, and many would say he never showed him the same respect he showed his other students, but deep down, the boy reminded McClear of himself. His talent was astonishing, but the professor knew he needed to be pushed to reach his potential. Now, never able to tell the boy how great he could be, the saddened old mage looked on as that potential was lost forever. 
 
    What a shame… One day, he would’ve surpassed me,” McClear thought to himself as he fought back a tear from rolling down his cheek. 
 
    “I know I always showed favoritism to Lucian, but Ben… you’re like the son I never wanted,” he whispered, hoping Ben would hear. A small chuckle broke through his tears. He knew only Ben would find satisfaction in a joke so crude. 
 
    Thoughts of Lucian’s whereabouts floated to the top of McClear’s concerns. The professor was an old soul, and used to the process of life and death. He never dwelled on it for very long, as he had lost family and loved ones over his many lifetimes. The only thing that mattered was to move forward and concentrate on the living. As Anna was still processing her grief, crying over her friend, the absent Lucian concerned him. If he was alive, he should be doing the same thing, so the teacher scanned the battlefield, hoping the ranks of the dead did not contain another of his students.  
 
    As he searched, McClear glimpsed an unmoving figure fully cloaked in the camouflage of night.  
 
    “Lucian? Lucian!” a tremulous Professor McClear called out.  
 
    The only movement from the boy was his chest rising and falling. When McClear’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw the scrapes and cuts all along the boy’s body. As he stared into the boy’s eyes, the predatory glare that stared back made it apparent why the two girls kept their distance. 
 
    Lucian had lost control of his body, giving in to his mind and allowing it to overtake him. Creating the simplest instruction, the overpowered brain could no longer discern friend from foe.  
 
    McClear had no idea how to reach the boy. In fact, in spite of his capabilities, he was afraid to try and fend off the boy without being killed in his current state. 
 
    With no other solution, McClear slowly stepped back and walked to the girls. Iris had told Anna of the man’s presence, and they were already in the process of warning him of the danger. McClear made eye contact with Anna for the first time, her bloodshot glare along with the bruising around her eyes apparent even in the dark. Tears quickly flowed again as she ran to McClear, drenching his chest.  
 
    The old man did his best to console her while remaining emotionally detached from the situation. His years of experience had taught McClear to stay levelheaded; the time for grief would have to come later. But he still wasn’t oblivious. She’d lost her first comrade today and would have to learn this lesson. 
 
    “It’s okay, dear,” he whispered quietly. 
 
    “Professor McClear… you would’ve been proud. He killed a vampire elder single-handedly.” Anna sniffled with a small, crooked smile of pride.  
 
    Anna’s statements stirred both satisfaction and fear in Professor McClear. As the sons of Dracula, the vampire elders were as powerful as any wizard. To defeat one single-handedly in combat was no small feat, as their abilities were centuries beyond any student at Valiant. Only a handful of wizards could kill one.  
 
    But the fear of the vampire lord’s revenge for murdering one of his sons terrified him for the kids’ sakes. Regardless of the crimes of his son, Emmet would want vengeance, and his wrath would fall on Lucian and Anna. 
 
    “Wow… how do you know it was a vampire elder?” McClear asked, hoping for her to be unsure or impossibly wrong. 
 
    “Iris explained it to us,” Anna responded as she looked back at the werewolf for an endorsement. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I believe it was his third oldest child, Ross Drake,” she confirmed with complete confidence. 
 
    “I see,” McClear said as calmly as possible in a poor attempt to disguise his anxiety. 
 
    Anna saw through his false smile. “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Is my poker face that bad?” McClear asked, shaking his head at his failed attempt to deceive the young girl.  
 
    “The vampire lord…” He paused as he cleared his throat. “Emmet…” He paused again, emphasizing his familiarity with a creature older than himself. “Is a vile and destructive being. He had no love for his sons. In fact, he loves nothing but power and killing. Unfortunately, this gives him just the reason he needs to come after you guys. But we will talk more about that later, when everyone is safe. Right now, we have to get to Lucian before he bleeds to death.”  
 
    McClear looked down once again at the lifeless boy and stretched out his hand. Ice flowed through it, preserving Ben’s body.  
 
    “And we will come right back for him, as well,” he murmured, still proud of his student.  
 
    The three of them turned back to the conscious boy, still standing poised and ready for battle. 
 
    “I believe he went unconscious midway through the battle,” Iris spoke up. “But to be honest, I don’t think he ever had control once he lost—” Her voice came to an abrupt stop, as though she felt ashamed to speak their friend’s name aloud.  
 
    McClear and Anna both got the message, appreciating her pain for the sacrifice of their comrade. 
 
    “I was wondering… did he do all of this?” McClear asked, still amazed by the piles of vampire ashes surrounding them.  
 
    “Yes. He told us to hide,” Iris said. 
 
    McClear had assumed this was a collective effort, but if Lucian had been able to do all of this alone with his current level of magical ability… well, McClear was unable to process what that would’ve taken to accomplish. Lucian’s fighting ability had been well-documented during his short time at Valiant, but he often relied upon Ben and Anna for strength. 
 
     How could Lucian make a jump like this? McClear wondered, the carnage now unfathomably deep.  
 
    Shaking his head violently to pull himself out of his own mind, the professor turned and spoke to Anna.  
 
    “I am going to do my best to freeze him in place. Anna, I need you to get close to him and reach your friend.” 
 
    Anna nodded her head in understanding.  
 
    As McClear stepped forward, he released his eminence around the boy. The cool air immediately froze Lucian from the shoulders down, and the professor became another threat in Lucian’s eyes. 
 
    In the professor’s momentary lapse in judgment, Lucian activated the runes on his arms, increasing his body heat. Leaning forward, he melted a pathway through the ice prison. Within seconds, Lucian was upon his teacher with the intent of removing his head.  
 
    Anna’s eyes never wavered. Without even thinking of her own self-preservation, she dove forward, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Stop!” she cried, pleading with her steadfast friend.  
 
    Her voice spiked the boy’s mind, her pain matching his own. The moment of clarity allowed Lucian to gain control of his body as his blades vanished.  
 
    Exhausted and depleted of all energy, he collapsed, unconscious.  
 
    Anna gently lowered him to the ground, holding him as she had her dead comrade only moments before. 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t know if I could’ve fended him off there,” Professor McClear said to Anna, truly relieved for her interference. “At least not without killing him.”  
 
    Anna gave him no response, her only focus on Lucian. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” she murmured to her friend, watching his rapid but consistent breathing.  
 
    Soon, the rest of the cavalry arrived. The elder professor intercepted them: three members of the Heptarchy—Victor Draco, Derrick Maze, the earth master, and Alba Lopez—accompanied by the Anax, Kobe Rockwell, Bianka Bella, and Brian Wilson. The power they radiated was palpable, ready to extend death upon any enemy that stood in front of them. 
 
    “It’s over. You guys can relax. We have one dead, but the rest survived.”  
 
    McClear didn’t go into detail on what they’d survived, but the carnage around them was evidence enough. 
 
    “Where’s my kid?” Victor and Jason both said simultaneously, glaring at the elder wizard with the same message. They knew either one of their children could potentially be the lone victim.  
 
    Iris stepped from behind McClear, her pride vulnerable before her Alpha. She knew her actions had put innocent lives in danger, and that was something she would have to live with. But at this point, all she could do was ask forgiveness, not just as a daughter, but as a member of the pack. Her time away had shown her how much she missed and needed them.  
 
    Jason just stared at Iris, a sympathetic smile creeping onto his face, his hardened wrinkles barely changing. But Iris saw the love in his eyes, and for the first time in a while, she felt like a daughter as she ran and hugged him. 
 
    “Stupid girl.”  
 
    The sound of a voice that she hadn’t heard in a while perked her ears. Iris whipped around to see her mentor grinning back at her from her place next to Kobe. 
 
    “Bianka! You’re okay!” She hugged them both, sending sentimental thoughts and apologies through their pack bonds as she was mentally connected to them once again.  
 
    During this exchange, Victor ran past McClear. He saw Lucian laying on the floor, held by a young girl.  
 
    The heart which had been pounding through his chest was suddenly dropped into his stomach.  
 
    “Lucian! Lucian!” he screamed, his sight hijacked by his emotions, until he felt Lucian’s chest moving.  
 
    It was only then he realized the fallen student must have been Ben, his son’s friend. 
 
    “He’s fine, sir,” Anna spoke up as she saw his face. “He’s been hurt worse than this at school, and his healing is unbelievably fast.” She was trying to reassure herself as much as Lucian’s father.  
 
     “Thank you,” Victor murmured, lifting Lucian up.  
 
    The boy had grown. He was no longer the small, innocent child Victor had sent off a few years ago, but a man nearly as big as his father. No longer able to lift him like a young boy, the man released his sway over the wind, lifting the boy as if he were on a stretcher. 
 
    “I think it’s time for us to go home.” 
 
    “What about Ben?” Anna pleaded. 
 
    “Don’t worry. His body is being preserved, but we can’t port the dead. Once we get you to safety, we will come back and move it to prepare for a funeral,” Victor said, hoping this would satisfy the young girl. 
 
    Hesitation evident in her movements, she nodded her head shakily in understanding.  
 
    Meanwhile, a port had been prepared by the water master to send all nine of them, mages and wolves united, back to a safe haven. 
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    Saying Good-Bye 
 
    Nearly a month had passed since what was now known as The Massacre at the Emperor’s Palace, but Ben’s funeral had only taken place a few days ago. His body was cremated, a practice to limit hauntings. In a process which took weeks, items he was close to also had to be burned to prevent his soul from attaching to them.  
 
    His young friend attended the funeral, but no one saw him there. He appeared unmoved, outside of the heartache he felt from Anna. The entire time, he did nothing but stand there and watch her as she kept all the tears from leaving her eyes. She was determined to honor Ben’s life and bravery, just as Lucian was there to nurture his rage. 
 
    Lucian hadn’t left his room since they returned, with enough snacks and preserved food stored away to last months. Most of the time was spent scribing his body, successfully marking his arms, legs, and the bones surrounding his heart. He subsequently learned how to create a blocker, stopping the flow of his eminence to the enchanted symbols.  
 
    He placed the blame on himself for not protecting his friend, and part of him believed the concentrated use of his enchantments could have made the difference in saving him.  
 
    The only company he had was Salmu, who encouraged the changes of his body. Lucian’s imprinted cares and desires on the creature meant he felt the same loss, but a million-year lifecycle lessened the anger and desire for revenge constantly fueling his host.  
 
    The boy now only had one goal: to graduate as soon as possible.  
 
    There was no doubt the teachers at Valiant were going to be watching everything he did. He had to prove to them he had grieved and was ready to move on.  
 
    The truth was, even if Lucian had grieved, there would always be sadness at the loss of one of the closest people in his life. Ben wasn’t only a friend; he was family. 
 
    Yet the boy’s hatred for the vampires ran deeper than his sadness. He recollected torturing the first vampire for information. He’d enjoyed it. And he reveled in killing all of the vampires in the mansion, too. They were vile, soulless creatures in stolen bodies.  
 
    But his pain and anger would have to be hidden away. Not even Anna could bear this truth. 
 
    A week after Ben’s funeral, Lucian finally left his room to be seen. 
 
    Knock, knock, knock. The sound Anna’s door made as he slowly hammered away with his knuckles echoed back into the empty common area.  
 
    No words or sound came from his teammate’s room, but Lucian knew she was there. 
 
    “Maybe she wants to be left alone,” Salmu whispered in his head. 
 
    “Maybe,” Lucian responded sadly. He couldn’t blame her. So he sat outside of her door, hoping she would come out. 
 
    His perseverance paid off. 
 
    “Lucian? You still there?” Anna finally called out. 
 
    “Yep, still here,” Lucian responded, unable to hide the smile in his voice at the sound of hers. 
 
    “You’re such a dick. I needed you,” she grumbled. 
 
    “I know… I know it hit you hard, too.” 
 
    “You freak… Why can’t I hate you right now?” Anna choked out as she opened the door and gave Lucian a hug she had been waiting for weeks to place.  
 
    Lucian embraced her, then stood there in her arms, unwilling to step back or walk away. 
 
    “You freak,” Anna said again with her customary smile.  
 
    Anna knew she was never truly angry at Lucian, but the sadness of losing both of her closest friends tore at her. She struggled to relay her feelings to him, but somehow, she knew in their momentary embrace, he got the message. 
 
    “I feel bad for not speaking to Ben’s parents, too…” Lucian said, slowly realizing his silence may have done more harm than he thought. 
 
    “Don’t worry, they understood. In fact, his dad wanted me to give you something,” Anna said as she remembered the note left to her at Ben’s funeral. 
 
    Dear Lucian, 
 
    I have heard so much about you. My son talked about you constantly in our letters.  
 
    At this point, I know you are wondering why I am able to send you this letter, given Valiant’s rules. Fortunately, for my position, I was awarded special permission to speak with students as the head of aptitude for the TGT. Please do not be mad at my son for keeping this secret. It had to be done.  
 
    But I want you to know that through these many months, you changed his life. He found himself striving to be better, stronger, and even a hero. In a short time, you helped him achieve everything he wanted.  
 
    Every student knows what they are signing up for. This world of ours is not glamorous. I feel no ill will toward you or Anna. As Ben saw you as a brother, I shall see you as a son. 
 
    If you ever need anything, please reach out to us. We will always be there for you. 
 
    -James Smith 
 
    P.S. I will be watching your progress. Continue to grow strong. 
 
    As Lucian read the words, tears rolled down his cheeks. He looked up at Anna as he finished. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. He told me in person. Let’s just say Ben was his father’s son.”  
 
    Anna’s smile expressed how much Lucian would’ve liked him, to which he nodded in understanding, wiping his eyes. 
 
    “By the way, Lucian, Andrea’s been here nearly daily. She stopped coming to your door after the first week, but she’s not so bad. I think you should go see your girlfriend, freak,” Anna said accusingly.  
 
    Lucian hadn’t thought of her as his girlfriend, but he didn’t deny the title, which Anna couldn’t help but notice.  
 
    “I will. I was going to see her, Vera, then Professor McClear,” Lucian said, thinking the precise order through as he spoke. 
 
    “Oh, good! I haven’t seen Vera at all. Apparently, she’s been back from her mission for a while, but she’s been hiding away from everyone,” Anna said, feeling a twinge of guilt that she hadn’t thought about her.  
 
    Lucian was a bit shocked she hadn’t been by. Vera was sweet and had always been a big help to the team.  
 
    Maybe something went wrong with her mission, as well, Lucian thought to himself.  
 
    “Should I go see her first?”  
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine. Your girlfriend, on the other hand, is going to be pissed if you go see another girl first,” Anna quipped, attempting to make a joke Ben might have.  
 
    Though she lacked their friend’s comedic timing, Lucian could still appreciate her attempt. Staring at each other, they both broke out in a small laugh that gradually evolved into one final full-bellied laugh in remembrance of Benjamin Franklin Smith. 
 
    Lucian left to follow Anna’s advice. He hadn’t realized how attached he had gotten to Andrea, but as soon as he made it to the general commons, his chest fluttered. He saw her sitting alone, reading the book he had read daily for the last few years.  
 
    “Not Merlin again! Geez, Lucian, you might as well marry her now,” Salmu said sarcastically.  
 
    One of the few things they had talked about during their time in the restaurant was Lucian’s love for information, magical history being his all-time favorite and the bulk of his research.  
 
    Lucian walked around and watched her for a short while, but he could tell his presence was gaining attention from the other students. Before she noticed him, he moved with haste until he was within arm’s reach of her. 
 
    “Can I borrow a piece of paper and pencil?” Lucian asked as politely as he could.  
 
    She was so involved in her book, she barely responded. Reaching into her bag, she handed it to him without looking up.  
 
    He quickly jotted his message down, placing it directly into her line of sight. Her eyes already focused on reading, she had no choice but to read the message before she looked up. 
 
    I am sorry. Do you forgive me? lay scrawled on the paper, followed by two bubbles: one labeled Yes, the other, No. 
 
    Already knowing the culprit of the letter, Andrea didn’t bother looking up. Grabbing another pen from her bag, she hovered over both answers, moving back and forth.  
 
    As time flowed, doubt crept in Lucian’s mind, and he began to second-guess his plan. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t as cute as I thought it would be, he thought as he tried to wait patiently.  
 
    Andrea dropped her pen, leaving the paper blank as she turned and kissed Lucian, grabbing his hand and pulling him tight to her.  
 
    The embrace lasted over a minute. The kiss felt like home to Lucian as he realized his true emotions for the girl. His heart raced, overwhelmed by the first joy he’d felt since his friend’s passing.  
 
    Lucian’s hands shook as he held her tightly in return, reciprocating all she was giving.  
 
    She smiled up at him, tears in her eyes, happy to see him well. 
 
    Lucian thought he’d always had a good understanding of relationships, but this experience showed he’d never grasped the full emotional nature of them. After the loss of his closest friend, and gaining something new with this girl he now held, Lucian was moved.  
 
    For the second time that day, tears fell from his eyes. 
 
    “I do, you big dummy. Are you okay?” Andrea asked, full of concern. 
 
    “No, I don’t think I am. But I will be fine, thanks to people like you,” Lucian replied, unsure whether she was speaking about the tragedy of Ben or the tears currently flowing from his eyes.  
 
    He grabbed her hands and placed them on his head, releasing his thoughts and feelings to her slowly. His intent was obvious, but Lucian could see the hesitation on her face. The first time she had tried to see into his mind, she was left crippled in pain. The last time, it was as if nothing was there. But as she reached out her psyche, she could feel his emotions, his thoughts, and his growing love for her. 
 
    Lucian’s mind was bound by logic and numbers, driven by the will to understand it all. A lot of what she considered charisma was false; a calculated understanding of speech and body language allowed him to say the right things when the need arose. Although she could read people’s minds and take any information she wanted, Lucian was willing to give this to her as a gift—a measurement of his feelings as he exposed himself to her more than anyone else had before.  
 
    As they released their bond, Andrea’s eyes filled with tears of joy, and she hugged him even tighter. 
 
    “Thank you, Lucian.” 
 
    Lucian happily acknowledged her, translating her intensity to his. A long moment later, he broke their embrace, looking into her eyes. 
 
    “I have to see Professor McClear and Vera before the night’s up. Will you please meet me back at the room later? I’m going to make dinner tonight,” Lucian said, hoping his abrupt disappearance wasn’t going to piss her off. 
 
    “Sounds good.” She smiled as she gave him one more hug and a kiss goodbye. 
 
    Lucian knew the relative whereabouts of both Vera and Professor McClear. Vera was much closer, but Lucian elected to see his guidance counselor first.  
 
    As he arrived at the office, he saw McClear and Madam Sah walking through the hallway. They seemed to be having one of their intense conversations, so he wondered whether or not to disturb them.  
 
    As he turned to leave, however, the forever-mentoring voice reached his ears. 
 
    “Lucian, my boy! Wait a moment, there,” Professor McClear called out as he turned around. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Professor. And Madam Sah, how are you doing?” Lucian said nervously. 
 
    “It’s good to see you up and about, Lucian,” Madam Sah said, speaking in her customarily silky voice. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel much better.” 
 
    “So, Lucian, were you coming to see me?”  
 
    Professor McClear already knew the answer, but was clearly looking for an excuse to get away from his boss.  
 
     “Oh, my dear sweet, please allow us to finish this conversation later, so I can catch up with Lucian,” Professor McClear said in a condescending tone. 
 
    “Oh yes, great old one. We will finish this conversation very soon. Please see me afterward, and I do mean immediately,” she responded fiercely. “And Lucian? I would also like to speak with you tomorrow, so please come to my office in the morning,” she said with a smile before walking away. 
 
    “Lucian, how are you doing, my friend?” McClear asked, patting him on the shoulder as they walked back in the direction of his office. 
 
    “I’m doing well. I just wish everyone would stop looking at me as if I was the Grim Reaper, though,” Lucian said, nodding his head toward the few students staring at him from down the hall to make his point. 
 
    Ever since he had left that morning, whispers of his name had fluttered to his ears. While Lucian was no stranger to being the topic of the school gossip, he never enjoyed it very much. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. It will pass soon,” Professor McClear said solemnly as he gestured for his student to enter the office.  
 
    Lucian was happy to oblige, as it was one of the safest and most comfortable places in the school. It just felt right to him.  
 
    Lucian sat in his regular chair as Professor McClear walked around his desk. 
 
    “So, I feel you didn’t just come to say hi to your favorite teacher,” Professor McClear said jokingly. 
 
    “Well, I do have a big question for you.” Lucian paused to get the words in order. 
 
    “Spit it out, boy.” McClear huffed. 
 
    “What’s the quickest way for me to graduate?” Lucian finally blurted out. “To be honest, I don’t know how much more I can learn from here.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just not going to happen. You’re still looking at a couple more years, at minimum. And without a third of your squad, it would take even longer,” McClear said bluntly, insensitive to Lucian’s loss. 
 
    “How does that work? Will they drop us back down because our squad is different?” 
 
    “Not everyone on every team is equal in ability and power. Sometimes members of one squad will graduate, leaving their teammates behind. Other times, directors might move teams around to try and create a better cohesive unit. And then there’s the possibility of death, or perhaps a member not being cut out for this life. Regardless, if we find someone strong enough, there’s a good chance Team No One will remain at rank ten,” Professor McClear clarified. 
 
    “Great… and based on how strong Ben was, there’s no way you’re going to find someone like that,” Lucian groaned. 
 
    “You also have to keep in mind that without special circumstances, we like the group to balance out magical weaknesses. Seeing as Anna is such a strong fire mage, the perfect pairing was a strong water mage like Ben. But since you connect to all forms of eminence, a strong air mage would work just as well.” 
 
    Lucian realized picking a mage could take forever with all of these requirements—not to mention that getting acclimated to their team would take time as well. He was starting to lose hope when he caught a clear grin written all over Professor McClear’s face.  
 
    “How long will it take for us to get a new teammate?”  
 
    “It just so happens that I have a volunteer for you guys.” McClear held in a laugh as he spoke. 
 
    “Really? Who?” Lucian gasped, excited to evade this first obstacle. 
 
    “Vera Wells. Her team graduated,” McClear explained. 
 
    “But I thought she was the strongest member of her team… Why didn’t she graduate with them?” Lucian asked, confused. 
 
    “She could’ve, but she requested to join your squad,” Professor McClear said, just as confused by her decision. 
 
    “Well, great… I think.” 
 
    “That’s the good news, Lucian. Unfortunately there is some bad news, as well. We can’t allow you to do another mission for at least a year.” 
 
    “What?!” Lucian yelled at his mentor, already understanding the implications of his words. “You’re going to sideline us for a whole year?” 
 
    “Kind of,” Professor McClear said defensively as he raised his hands, fending the boy off. “As impressive as your team’s accomplishments were, your actions have consequences, and we must react to those consequences to protect you. Killing a descendent of Emmett Dearil will give him incentive to come after you, Anna, and Iris. Iris is far better protected next to Jason, but you and Anna have to get stronger, and it must be to our satisfaction before you are able to go on missions again.” 
 
    “Our?” Lucian interrupted, quizzically. 
 
    “Mine and Madam Sah’s. In fact, that was the argument the headmistress and I were having before you arrived. She wants you and Anna to stay here and learn from me personally.”  
 
    McClear stopped selling the notion, as excitement was already in Lucian’s eyes.  
 
    The boy wanted nothing more than to improve personally under Professor McClear. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t asked his mentor for help. He just hadn’t thought about it until Ben showed a glimpse of his power. 
 
    “Unfortunately, son, I can’t help you. Your magical abilities are too limited for me. Anna, on the other hand, has a great amount of eminence with fire. I can teach her how to harness it to rival the best fire mages, like I did for Benjamin. She is a genius in her own right.” 
 
    “So, what about me?” Lucian asked in irritation. The comment hurt, however truthful it might’ve been. 
 
    “Madam Sah suggested you train with Director Wallace, but I don’t think that would suffice. I want to send you to a more powerful mage outside of the school—one powerful enough to keep you safe on his own,” Professor McClear answered cryptically. 
 
    “Who?” Lucian asked, held in suspense. 
 
    “Oh, just your dad,” McClear laughed. “He’s been in a similar situation as you. When he heard about what happened, he reached out to me and requested to train you. Besides, he hasn’t talked to you since you were a small child, so he’s been biting at a chance to steal you away.”  
 
    McClear smiled as if there was more to the story, but Lucian just ignored him, overjoyed. He had been longing to see his father ever since Ben was killed. 
 
    “I’m glad you have no objections. This will be good for you. Trust me,” McClear said. 
 
    “So, when do I leave?” Lucian said, truly ready to move on with his life.  
 
    Although he had spent much of his time to himself, without Ben, he felt he didn’t belong here anymore. In fact, many people, including some of the teachers, didn’t like him much.  
 
    There was only a small net of friends he trusted and cared for. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. Madam Sah will port you out. Remember, you will be gone for at least a year, so make sure you speak to anyone you need to speak to before then,” McClear added. “So, if you don’t have any questions…” The professor ran a hand through his beard. “I will let you—” 
 
    “Sir?” Lucian interrupted, “I am having dinner at my apartment tonight. It would be a pleasure if you would join us as well.” He shot a hopeful glance at his mentor. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, son.” McClear grinned as he stood, reaching to shake the boy’s hand.  
 
    Lucian reciprocated, nodding his head in appreciation for everything he had done for him. No other words were spoken as Lucian left, knowing there was only one other person he needed to see. 
 
    There’s more to this… Why the hell would Vera hold herself back? Lucian wondered.  
 
    He knew how sweet and caring she had been during his tenure at Valiant. But to hold herself back would be absurd, and Lucian couldn’t fathom why she would do so. 
 
    “There’s nothing left to do but to hear from the horse’s mouth,” Salmu commented. 
 
    “You have been quiet these last few days,” Lucian thought to his comrade. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian. I wasn’t sure you wanted to hear from me,” Salmu said sadly. “Besides, the more our thoughts align, the less you shall be able to discern my voice from your own.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. We’re in this together. Like you say, you’re part of me. Regardless of how I hear it, we are one and the same. I couldn’t have done any of this without you, and your opinion is always wanted,” Lucian pleaded. 
 
    “Well, if you want my opinion, I think the best way for you to get stronger is by learning more about your enemies. But I don’t know how training with Victor is going to help you accomplish that,” Salmu argued. 
 
    “I’m sure McClear has his reasons. There has to be something he could still teach me. Besides, at one point, McClear said my dad could feel your presence inside of me,” Lucian said, trying to convince himself it was still a good idea to train with his father. 
 
    “Yeah… I don’t know how that’s possible. Only another of our kind would be able to sense me, especially at such a young age,” Salmu retorted.  
 
    Lucian, who didn’t have a response, elected to just leave it at, “Nevertheless, we have to go see Vera, then head back to make dinner.” 
 
    “We also need to finish scribing those throwing knives,” Salmu reminded him. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” Lucian responded sarcastically. 
 
    When they made their way to Vera’s room, her luxuries blew theirs out of the water. The pure size of her living space was bigger than Lucian, Anna, and Ben’s group home combined. It looked like each member of the team had their own separate corridors. As Lucian stared in amazement, he realized this was the first time he had ever been in Vera’s room.  
 
    Actually this was the first time Lucian had stepped foot in any other room but his own. 
 
    His nerves begin to jolt. He knocked several times with no response. 
 
    “Vera? Vera, it’s me, Lucian.” Lucian stopped pounding and frowned. “She knows my voice by now… Vera, I know you’re in there! If something’s wrong, please let me help!” 
 
    “Just like you let Anna help you?” she grumbled from the other side of the door. 
 
    “She did help me. Unfortunately, I made her wait a whole month before I did. Be smarter than me. What’s wrong?”  
 
    He couldn’t put a finger on what was going on, but was unable to believe that anything that had happened on her mission could’ve been remotely as bad as his. 
 
    After a few moments, the door unlocked, and Lucian opened it and walked in.  
 
    Vera was a mess. Her hair was wild, and her eyes were tear-filled and so red they looked as if she had been crying for days, if not weeks. Her odor rivaled that of a homeless person.  
 
    Her appearance took Lucian completely by surprise. He couldn’t think of the next words to say. Fortunately, Vera didn’t give him the opportunity to think long. 
 
    “That little asshole… Now he’s gone and got himself killed,” Vera said, sadness turning into rage. “First fucking mission, he simply had to play the hero, and now he’s dead! Not coming back! Never saying goodbye!”  
 
    Between this chanting and walking back and forth, Lucian was unsure whether she was talking to him or to herself. It was, however, clear who she was talking about.  
 
    Lucian couldn’t fathom why his death would have such a profound effect on her. She was more his friend than Ben’s. As Lucian took another look at the girl, his mind drifted to Andrea’s face.  
 
    With a moment of clarity, the truth was evident. 
 
    “You guys were together?” Lucian said, dumbfounded.  
 
    Although they never spoke about it, Lucian knew Ben was in a relationship with someone in the school. But the relationship between him and Vera never seemed to be more than playful flirting. Looking back, Lucian realized they had always been running into each other, though he’d assumed it was just her checking up on him. 
 
    “We were going to tell you when I came back from my mission… We’d been dating for a year,” Vera admitted. “I’m sorry, Lucian. I know this was hard for you as well. Ben loved you more than his own brothers. He always spoke about how you made him want to strive to be better,” she said as she wiped her eyes, reminiscing about the long nights they’d stayed awake and talked. 
 
    Her comments made Lucian smile, as he thought the same about his friend. 
 
    “Although he did it passively, he was the actual leader and driving force of the team. He always kept everyone laughing and united. He was truly the best friend a kid with no friends could’ve asked for.” Lucian paused, contemplating his words as Vera gave him a strange look. “Sorry, very few friends,” he amended as they both laughed. 
 
    But soon, the question Lucian had truly come to ask resurfaced. “So, you want to join our team now? Why?” Even with the revelation of her and Ben being together, it still made no sense. “You have the opportunity to leave. McClear said you could have graduated easily.”  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so. But somebody has to watch after you. Besides, I never got to enjoy any of this.” She gestured around at the room. “My team didn’t have the camaraderie you guys have, so I guess I want to be a part of that as well. Part of something he was a part of,” Vera said with a small smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.  
 
    As her voice died off, the boy looked at her thoughtfully. 
 
    “Well, welcome to No One,” Lucian deadpanned as he put his hand out. 
 
    “Ugh, that god-awful name…” She took his hand happily. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
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    Untold Secret 
 
    Lucian enjoyed the night with his closest friends. They all shared some of their favorite stories about Ben, laughed together, and enjoyed each other’s company.  
 
    They also drank exorbitantly.  
 
    The last thing Lucian remembereoff a wall. Anna dared him and, filled with liquid courage, he couldn’t refuse. The youngest mad was flipping ge ran directly into the vertical surface, only remembering the ascent as he fell miserably on his back. His very last recollection was Anna lasting hysterically.  
 
    Lucian awoke, his head pounding with the first hangover of his young life. He had drunk before, but his high metabolism never allowed him to benefit from the effects. Last night, on the other hand, he had drunk so much that he couldn’t remember most of the night. 
 
    Holy crap, what did that old man give us? Lucian thought to himself. 
 
    As he turned over, he saw Andrea lying asleep next to him, her curves accented by the sheets hugged up against them. Lucian immediately regretted being drunk, wishing he could remember the night they’d shared.  
 
    Lucian knew this might be the last time he would see her for at least a year, so he didn’t dare sneak out. Cuddling close, he gently kissed the exposed sections of her back, his cool lips tickling her. 
 
    Grabbing the covers to maneuver without revealing herself, she turned to look at him, adoration in her eyes. 
 
    “Hey there, you,” she said sweetly. 
 
    “Hey, back.” Lucian smiled in appreciation. “I don’t remember much from last night… I’ve never been drunk before.” 
 
    “No shit! McClear told us to only take one shot. You took eight. In all honesty, he didn’t know how you were still standing,” Andrea recalled, giggling at the memory. 
 
    “Well, the next time I think about doing something that dumb, please stop me. Your body should be a sufficient enough threat,” Lucian murmured, enjoying her silhouette once again. 
 
    “You’re so silly.” The girl blushed as she framed her body in what she felt was her more appealing angle. “So… today you leave, huh?” she said out of nowhere. 
 
    “I already told you?” Lucian asked in complete surprise.  
 
    He might not have liked having a hangover, but he hated the holes in his memory. For someone who was dependent on his mind, not being able to remember small details, let alone an entire night, drove Lucian insane. 
 
    “Yes, Lucian. And I believe you made a song,” Salmu piped. 
 
    “Don’t think!” Lucian yelled—Salmu’s voice was like a drum in his head. The dragon got the picture and remained quiet, but snickered softly before doing so.  
 
    “Ahh… that asshole… he did that on purpose,” Lucian whimpered, clutching his temples. 
 
    Privy to his secrets now from their mind-sharing the day before, Andrea wasn’t too put off by the sudden outburst. “Is that Salmu? Did I say that right? I have so many questions!” Andrea exclaimed in childlike giddiness. She knew, however, that time was sparing and this was a topic they probably couldn’t get into now.  
 
    As Lucian regretted not spending his last night with his girlfriend sober, he pledged to get back what he’d lost. He kissed her violently, his intentions easy to read.  
 
    A while later, he left the room, a grin plastered on his face. He smiled when he passed Ben’s room, thinking about Andrea all the way to Madam Sah’s office.  
 
    He could only assume she was going to port him to the destination, but any confrontation with her always unnerved him. Regardless, not even she could squelch his good mood as he entered. 
 
    Unlike Professor McClear, who was always in his office, Madam Sah was never there. Lucian ended up waiting over an hour before someone showed up.  
 
    Samuel greeted him in his favorite manner: by sneaking up behind him. 
 
    “Mr. Draco. Madam Mahesa asked me to fetch you,” Samuel said with disdain in his voice.  
 
    Lucian never understood why the discipline master loathed him so much, but at this point, he didn’t care. As much power as he might’ve held, after what Lucian had been through, he no longer seemed to be much of a threat. 
 
    “Lead the way, Sammy,” Lucian retorted to his elder.  
 
    Although the man was relatively young by mage standards, he was still a good thirty years older than Lucian. Rumors around the school claimed he had been a teacher’s pet of the headmistress, but it still took him nearly twenty years to graduate.  
 
    Samuel looked up at Lucian, who now towered over him. Irritation evident on his face, the staff member walked past Lucian, bumping him with his shoulder.  
 
    Lucian rolled with the hit, activating the shorter blade. 
 
    Not worth it, he decided, deactivating the dagger before Samuel could see.  
 
    They walked out of the school to the place where they had first met. As the front doors to the school slid open, Lucian remembered how unimpressed he’d been the first time he saw them.  
 
    Three years later, his mind had changed. The pure scribing work was actually gorgeous, its design imbued with information, making the door as hard as steel and able to repel attacks from all seven eminences.  
 
    This was, in truth, the most impressive scribing he had seen outside of his own personal work. 
 
    As he looked closer, he also realized it was the first form of magic he had ever seen. It wasn’t just a door, but presumably a port to the school itself. No one had access to these doors outside of the headmistress and a few teachers, including Samuel.  
 
    Stepping outside of the school doors, he saw Madam Sah waiting for them with a look of impatience. 
 
    “Lucian, I don’t have all day,” she snapped at him.  
 
    Her voice drove fear into his feet as he stepped forward quickly, nodding in respect, though he was quite uncomfortable with Samuel still there.  
 
    Madam Sah saw his unease, well aware of their previous confrontations. 
 
    “Thank you very much, Samuel. Your help is much appreciated,” she said, smiling and dismissing her apprentice.  
 
    He nodded and left quickly, giving Lucian a glare of hatred before he did.  
 
    “I tell you, that boy’s a saint,” the headmistress commented. Lucian understood the implication that she would choose Samuel over him any time. 
 
    “I am sure he is, but I don’t understand why he hates me so much,” the boy pondered, returning her fake smile. 
 
    “It’s because you’ve been given everything you have, while Samuel has had to work for every inch. Like myself,” Madam Sah said with scorn in her voice.  
 
    Lucian didn’t back down. In fact, her words made anger rise within him. 
 
    “So you’re saying it’s okay for him to go out of his way to hate me? There has been nothing easy about this journey. I worked hard to earn my place. I know nothing about Samuel, and to be honest, I don’t care to, but the pain I have suffered, and the loss I have endured? That’s a gift I wish I could give back. That saint of yours is nothing but a child who likes to flex his power. And that makes you—”  
 
    Lucian’s words abruptly stopped as Madam Sah smacked him. She said nothing in response, glaring at him angrily. 
 
    “Touchy,” Lucian mumbled in mock pain. 
 
    “This portal will take you to Jötunheimr,” Madam Sah said coldly, as if she’d made her point, “the only place we could house that vile creature.”  
 
    Lucian’s focus came to a complete stop. “Jötunheimr? Jötunheimr is real?” Lucian began rearranging the information he knew. “Does that mean all of Norse mythology is real as well?”  
 
    He looked at Madam Sah, hoping for an answer, but it didn’t look like he was going to get one in response, given the headmistress’s blank look. 
 
    Shit. She’s still pissed.  
 
    “I really hope there’re giants,” he said, rubbing his hands in excitement.  
 
    Lucian had read about encounters with divine beings, and he knew most stories had some truth behind them, however inaccurate. But what always confused him was how the information had been so hidden. Mages, for example, tended to live longer lives when left to their own devices, so Lucian couldn’t believe there weren’t more written encounters of Norse gods, Greek gods, or any real, all-powerful beings.  
 
    One thing was for sure: Lucian knew he wasn’t going to get any more information from Madam Sah. 
 
    Hopefully Dad can shed some light on all of this, he thought, wondering why he had sheltered him from magic for so long.  
 
    As Lucian was about to step through the greater portal, Madam Sah stopped him. 
 
    “Lucian, this realm is no friend to us humans, even those with a soul of the divine. There shouldn’t be anything living near where you are being ported, however. Walk a mile west, where you will find a mountain. At the top of the mountain, a light should be visible. Get to the top of that mountain as fast as possible. That is all. Goodbye, Lucian,” Madam Sah said, leaving no room for questions. 
 
    Lucian got the hint and stepped through, now a little nervous of the danger.  
 
    She knew he was Azag Sha? He hadn’t told anyone, and thought McClear had been silent about the issue as well. There was nothing he could do about it now, but her knowledge of that fact put weight on the rest of her words.  
 
    The moment he entered the other side of the portal, a cold feeling brushed over his body. The vertigo caused Lucian to kneel, and he rested his eyes, only to reopen them to a new world.  
 
    The young mage found himself in the middle of a field, empty and bare. As his eyes scanned his surroundings, he could see no vegetation or life. As he spun in circles, the boy realized he was standing in some form of crater.  
 
    As instructed, he headed west, a forest becoming visible outside of the destroyed land. The air was noticeably colder than where he was from, and his body shivered involuntarily.  
 
    After only a short hike, his muscles began to tighten, an unnatural buildup of fatigue slowing his pace. 
 
    Lucian took out one of his blades from his back, then held it in front of his face and let it go tip-side down. The dagger shot into the ground as if he had thrown it. 
 
    I guess gravity is greater here, Lucian thought as he activated the enchantments on his body, releasing some the pressure on his muscles.  
 
    With his ability to move faster than normal, Lucian found himself irritated that one of his biggest advantages in battle was now handicapped. He had grown increasingly aggravated by the time he actually reached the mountain.  
 
    It was huge, possibly three times larger than any mountain on Earth. Lucian deactivated his enchantment, allowing the gravity to pull him back down. Nearly falling to the ground, he stumbled as he began the climb.  
 
    It took him thirty-two hours to reach the cave of illuminating light, which was about three-quarters of the way to the top. It was the longest Lucian had ever used Salmu’s eyes in one sitting, putting more of a burden on him than the physical toll of climbing the mountain. 
 
    “Dad? Dad, you in here?” Lucian called, happy to be in his destination and excited to see his father after so long.  
 
    Silence was the only response, but a dark figure appeared from where the light was being generated. Blinded by the glare, Lucian couldn’t make out his face, but his silhouette seemed to be about right. The figure seemed a little shorter by Lucian’s estimation, but he chalked that up to his own increased size. 
 
    As he took another step, the boy brought out a lighter for a secondary source of light, manipulating the eminence to his hands.  
 
    Now only a few feet away, the fire lighting his face, Lucian saw the man properly.  
 
    He was as big as Victor, about six foot four, and nearly as muscular. His face was covered with a long, ragged beard, which seemed to compensate for the absence of hair on the top of his head. What stood out most to Lucian, however, was the scar across one shoulder, resembling that of a werewolf’s claws. 
 
    Lucian looked at him expectantly, obviously looking for some form of explanation, and the man smiled as he put out his hand. 
 
    “You must be Lucian. It is a pleasure to finally meet you. I am Baron Black, your biological father. There’s a lot to tell you, but it looks like McClear was true to his word. Now, I will finish teaching you how to be a true Shadow Blade.” 
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    [O.1]Ben isn’t mentioned again, nor does he have any dialogue throughout this section… where does he go? 
 
  
 
   
    [O.2]I thought she and Richard weren’t a thing? 
 
  
 
   
    [O.3]I thought the sun was going down when they arrived… I got the impression it took Anna an hour to recover while Ben scouted. Lucian went looking for Ben (maybe that was a couple of hours?). Anna found Lucian, they rendezvoused with Ben (how long did that take?) then they walked 10 miles, which would only take a few hours at a decent pace… If it was twilight when they arrived, depending on the time of year I suppose, it kind of feels like it should be nighttime still… right? 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
* i -

-AMBROSE Z. ADAMS:-

'BIADE

SN NERERSIERIPENT S EIEIRSE@I@IKE@INIE -~





images/00002.jpeg
J





images/00001.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





