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    Chapter 1 
 
    The piercing shrill of my alarm yanked me from my dream.  
 
    I turned over and reached for my phone to turn it off.  
 
    It was a strange thing, how alarms would change whatever shrill they made into something in my dreams. One minute I was winning the fencing nationals again, the next they were blowing the whistle and bringing everything to a standstill. But it was easily fixed.  
 
    I searched my bedside table with my eyes closed and blindly patted the wood for where I’d left my phone the night before. It took a few seconds before my blind patting brought nothing but a cold dampness to my skin.  
 
    I scrunched my nose in disgust. I must’ve spilled my water. I went to wipe it off on my bed sheets, only to be met with what felt like a wet sponge. I drew my hand back onto my chest and was still too tired to open my eyes.  
 
    My alarm was quiet once more, so I tried to turn and pull my covers back over myself. I must’ve still been dreaming.  
 
    I wriggled and stretched myself out. Something felt off. My once comfortable bed was now lumpy and rock-hard, which was far worse than sleeping on the floor. It felt like when I went camping last year… it turned out the air mattress definitely had a hole in it. But this was worse. Not only was it rough on my back, it was cold.  
 
    A drop of water against my forehead had my eyes snapping open.  
 
    I was expecting to see my room or at the very least the floor. Instead, all I saw was dark ferns dripping with water. 
 
    I pushed myself up to my feet as I tried to get my bearings.  
 
    A thick fog coated what looked like a dense forest around me. It wasn’t the sparse trees and short grass of the parks I was used to in Storm Lake, Nebraska. No, this seemed like it was straight out of a video game. 
 
    Dark ferns stretched up from the ground, and their leaves were withered and curled into tight coils. Even despite their wilting, they still stood up to my shoulder in height. There was a subtle snap of stems that was barely audible over my footsteps as I pushed a few of them out of the way and walked further into the forest. 
 
    Various vines wrapped themselves around the trees and swirled across the ground. Each of their leaves was tipped with a dark color that spread down toward the vine itself. Trees towered up high and disappeared into the blanket of fog. Dead pine needles littered the floor and dusted the rest of the foliage in brown specks.  
 
    Yeah, nothing like Nebraska. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    I paused as I tried to remember how I got here. 
 
    Last night, I went out to the bar with a few friends to celebrate before my eleven o’clock flight to Germany for my year-long backpacking trip across Europe.  
 
    Shit, I’d missed my flight. 
 
    I looked around at where I was and mentally retraced my steps as to how I could’ve possibly ended up in the middle of a forest. I racked my brain as I tried to remember getting home after drinks last night. The shortcut I took was a well-lit path through the park, but the park didn’t look like this.  
 
    I looked around to try and see anything I recognized. College had gotten me used to waking up in strange places, but never anywhere like this. 
 
    The air still smelled like a damp forest despite the withered state of everything I could see. I continued to walk further in and looked for any kind of higher ground through the fog. Maybe if I found a hill, or even a large rock, I could try and find a path out. 
 
    But that thought was quickly derailed as I heard it again: that same piercing shrill that had woken me up.  
 
    It wasn’t a whistle, or even my alarm. No. It was a scream.  
 
    Someone was in trouble in this dark, grim place, and the scream was louder this time, so I must’ve been getting closer. 
 
    I didn’t even hesitate.  
 
    Water soaked through my jeans as I took off running through the thicket of dead ferns and decaying bushes. I was still in my clothes from the night before, so I started to doubt the fact that I ever did make it home. There was a brisk chill in the air, and I was glad that I still had my leather jacket on despite everything. 
 
    But that hardly mattered, because the scream started up again, and this time, I noticed without a doubt that it was a woman’s voice.  
 
    Ahead of me, I could just about make out a fallen tree in the fog. The mess of roots had been ripped out of the ground where it fell, and the dirt and trunk bits arched at least six feet above me. If I grabbed the side, I could easily launch myself over it. But as I got closer, I realized that that would be a harder task than I’d initially thought.  
 
    Its branches had all snapped off and the bark was peeling away.  
 
    I threw my hand up and clutched at the ridges of the trunk, but the wood flaked at the pressure and practically disintegrated at my touch. 
 
    Rotten. 
 
    Damn, was everything in this creepy forest just decaying and falling all to shit? 
 
    The tree was too long to just run around, and the roots had left a chasm where they’d been ripped from the earth. There was only one way I was getting past this tree, and I knew I had to. 
 
    Because a third tremulous scream was splitting the air. 
 
    I had to find out who was in trouble and how to help them.  
 
    I put aside any thoughts about falling and just went for it. I grabbed onto the strongest nub I could find and made a foothold in the trunk with my boot. I hauled myself up and used the softness of the trunk to my advantage. I looked over the ferns once I was at the top, but I was barely able to see a thing through the fog.  
 
    But that didn’t matter.  
 
    I heard the scream again, only it wasn’t quite the same. This time it was less piercing and more fierce. It was a scream that sounded like a war cry in the dead forest, and it came from straight ahead, so that’s where I went. 
 
    I dropped down into the foliage once more and moved as fast as I could through the thicket of ferns. The further I went, the thicker it got.  
 
    It seemed like the plants were taller and taller, most of them taller than I was. The trees were larger, too, and seemed like dark, rotted pillars in the fog as I weaved between them.  
 
    I tried to run faster but couldn’t physically move any quicker as the vines wrapped around my feet with every step I took. I clambered over tree roots that breached the ground. With one arm blocking my face, I used the other to try and push aside the majority of the plants in my way.  
 
    Brambles tore into my jeans, but I pushed forward. If I was happy about my leather jacket before, I was ecstatic now. I could deal with scratched leather, I’d take that over brambles gouging my skin any day.  
 
    It became harder and harder to push through the foliage the further in I went. It felt as though the forest was doing everything it could to stop me from finding where the scream came from.  
 
    Just as I climbed another root, I heard the same cry from before. It was clear enough that I could feel the anger in the woman’s voice. Swiftly following it was another sound: a deafening roar that echoed through the darkness.  
 
    It was like nothing I’d heard in real life.  
 
    I cast aside any sense of self-preservation and let my adrenaline take over my thoughts of tripping. I ran through the foliage and batted aside any plants in my way. I jumped over the roots and crushed ferns beneath my feet as I ran toward the sounds of fighting.  
 
    The water and dew had made my jeans stick to my skin, and the cold chill had numbed my legs from the feeling of the brambles. I didn’t even look at the damage they’d done to the fabric. That was a problem for later.  
 
    It felt like I was fighting against nature as the ferns just kept growing taller and taller. But I didn’t stop or even slow. I ran blindly and hoped that the sliver of dim light I could see ahead wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me. It continued to grow, and I ran faster toward it as my heart raced so fast in my chest that I thought it was going to jump out.  
 
    The clang of metal against stone rang in my ears as I reached the light.  
 
    I barely even had a second to react as I stopped dead in my tracks.  
 
    I gulped back air as I skidded on the mud and slid toward the edge of a sheer drop. I lowered my arm from in front of my face and looked at the clearing ahead.  
 
    The other side was obscured by the fog, but I could just about see the slope of mud and slate cascading down into the rocky clearing below. I scanned the clearing and hoped to find where the scream had come from.  
 
    That’s when I saw her. The bright white of her hair was stark against the black shadows. It was neatly tied into a bun to keep it out of her face as her head whipped around to find her opponent. A sword was clasped tightly in her hands, and there was a soft yellow light that glowed from the metal blade. She was poised, ready to attack, and it didn’t take long until I saw what she was fighting.  
 
    Out of the shadows leaped a beast. 
 
    It was as dark as night and faster than anything I’d seen before. Its head was easily four times larger than the white-haired woman’s entire body as it towered over her. It bared its teeth, and she barely avoided being bitten in half.  
 
    She dove out of the way and skillfully used her hands to launch herself back onto her feet. As she did so, she swung her sword and caught the beast’s leg as it disappeared into the shadows once more.  
 
    Holy shit, what had I stumbled into? 
 
    And who was this incredible woman? 
 
    I was frozen in awe of her, the way she anticipated where the monster would land, the way she held her own against such a vicious beast. But it wasn’t enough.  
 
    “Get back here!” she screamed at the shadows. 
 
    I barely had time to register where the beast was before it launched itself from the shadows behind her, almost half the clearing away from where it had entered the shadows.  
 
    Then it caught her in the back with its tail as it disappeared into the shadows once more.  
 
    She flew several feet and skidded against the rocky ground. She kept her hand clenched around her sword the whole time, though, and the metal sent sparks flying as it hit the stone. 
 
    She slammed her hands against the ground and pushed herself up onto her feet. 
 
    “Stop being a coward and get into the light!” she yelled at the beast as she readied herself again.  
 
    Her studded leather armor was torn and ripped. The chest piece was in several pieces that hung off her body. The scuffed black leather boots she wore looked one hit from splitting off her legs. Not a single piece of armor she wore would have lasted much longer.  
 
    The beast launched itself from the shadows again. 
 
    Its wings were flat against its body and made it look like an oversized bullet. There was a thundering growl as it moved that echoed throughout the whole rotted forest. It dove into the woman with as much force as possible.  
 
    She let out a cry as it sent her flying across the clearing once more. But this time she wasn’t so lucky.  
 
    Her back hit the slate wall, and she crumpled to the ground. Slate and mud cascaded down the side and buried her beneath the pile of rubble. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. 
 
    Her sword flew even further and I watched as it skidded to a stop in a pile of slate just beneath me.  
 
    I looked between her and the sword. There was too much rubble for her to clear quickly, and that was if she was even conscious.  
 
    The beast had reappeared in the middle of the clearing now. It bubbled up from the shadows inch by inch. Only then was I able to see what it was. 
 
    It wasn’t just any beast. It was a fucking dragon.  
 
    Its scales were so dark that it looked like a shadow itself. I was barely able to see it move because it melted into the shadows around it as its body contorted and twisted with its surroundings. The shadows on the ground around it even merged with its clawed feet and made it almost impossible for me to see where the dragon ended and the shadow began.  
 
    The beast towered taller than the clearing itself, and its horns cut through the thick fog above. It reared its head, and I suddenly heard the crackling of fire in its throat. 
 
    It was poised to attack 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” I breathed. 
 
     I looked between the beast and the sword that lay discarded on the stone beneath me. Adrenaline coursed through my veins, and my heart hammered in my chest. I couldn’t just stand here and watch, I had to do something.  
 
    Without a second thought, I dropped over the ledge and slid down the side of the clearing. I barely managed to stay on my feet and just let my body take over as I jumped from one piece of slate to the next. It slipped beneath my feet, but I made it to the bottom unscathed.  
 
    Then I continued to run and let the momentum carry me toward the sword. I scooped it up and tested its weight as I looked between it and the dragon.  
 
    This couldn’t be real, I had to be dreaming.  
 
    But the burn in my legs was no dream, and the weight of the sword felt all too real in my hands. It was light, and I spun it in my hand until it was comfortably in my grip.  
 
    I looked at the beast again and bid all my survival instincts goodbye.  
 
    “Hey!” I screamed. 
 
    The beast swung its head around almost too fast for my brain to register that it was looking at me. Its body twisted and turned in an impossible maneuver, and suddenly it was staring straight at me.  
 
    Bright purple eyes bored into my very soul as it opened its maw. Each one of its razor-sharp teeth was the size of my arm, and they jutted out in every direction. It reared its head back, and a faint glow appeared at the back of its throat.  
 
    What the fuck was I doing? 
 
    I dashed to the side as fast as I possibly could and kept running. I glanced behind to see the dragon blast a dark fire that scorched the stone where I’d just been standing. It continued to breathe fire as I ran, and the blaze followed the path I took.  
 
    I looked ahead again and scoured the clearing for anything I could use. Just ahead was a rock that was barely bigger than myself. But it’d have to do.  
 
    I dove behind the rock and used it to shield myself from the shadowy fire that curled up against the other side. I heard the crackle of the fire against the stone, then it disappeared.  
 
    I peered over the rock and expected to see the dragon staring back at me. But there was nothing.  
 
    I remembered the way it melted into the shadows when it was fighting the woman, and as I did, I heard a growl from the shadow beside me.  
 
    I swung my sword in the general direction of the noise, and when it hit against something solid, I knew it was time to move.  
 
    A head lurched from the shadow, and its teeth latched onto the sleeve of my jacket as I launched myself over the rock. I could hear the sound of its teeth gnashing at the air behind me and the sound of slate crashing down from the side of the clearing. I needed to put some space between me and this thing as fast as I could. 
 
     There was a patch of light in the center of the clearing, and I remembered what the woman had screamed. She had tried to lure it to the light and away from the shadows. If I got there, then it would give me time to move if the dragon lunged.  
 
    I’d never run so fast in my life. I weaved through the shadows as I felt the dragon move between them. I could feel it close behind as the ground beneath my feet felt less and less real the closer it got.  
 
    As I got to the edge of the shadow, I felt a surge of power behind me.  
 
    Then out of the ground rose the dragon’s claws. It swiped at my back and sent me sprawling into the light.  
 
    “Fuuuuck!” I screamed before I hit the ground with enough force to knock the breath out of me. 
 
    I pushed myself up and winced at the sting of pain from the gashes it left in my back. I looked back at where it had just been, and the need for revenge coursed through me.  
 
    My hand clenched tighter around the sword as I stood up to face the beast. It loomed at the edge of the shadow, and its taloned claws were just barely in the light. There was a tiny glint of purple in the shadow that glared at me, too.  
 
    That was it. That was how I’d be able to track it. Those two purple eyes that were bright against the rest of that rotting forest.  
 
    I watched as it circled around the patch of light and stalked the shadows, just waiting for the perfect moment to strike. But I wouldn’t give it an opportunity.  
 
    I turned as it circled in order to keep myself in line with its every move. If it turned, I turned. If it moved forward, I moved backward. I kept enough distance between us to give myself enough time to react to any move if made. But even then, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to beat it like this.  
 
    The dragon was huge. One clean bite and I’d be its dinner. I had to be smart about this, but I recalled all the training I’d had for martial arts and fencing. It didn’t matter if the opponent was stronger, or even if they were better on paper. If I was smarter, I could win.  
 
    But this wasn’t martial arts. And it wasn’t fencing. My opponent wasn’t just a stronger guy, it was a fucking dragon. I wasn’t going to be able to win by just dodging.  
 
    I kept my eye out for anything I could use, while still keeping my eye on the dragon’s movements. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a large outcrop of rock that looked sturdier than the rest of the clearing’s walls. It was large enough that I could easily climb up it, and tall enough that it would be just out of the dragon’s reach.  
 
    It was perfect.  
 
    The dragon reared its head back and readied itself for another attack.  
 
    Before it could even move, I ran.  
 
    I ran as fast as I could toward the outcrop but was wary of the thump of giant, clawed feet in the shadows behind me. I felt the ground move as the dragon swerved in the shadows beneath me, and it felt like I was running in a bouncy house, except this one could easily kill me.  
 
    I continued running, despite the burn in my legs. I kept the sword in a fierce grip and readied myself for an attack. I knew the dragon was close, and it was only getting closer. I could feel the heat of its breath against my back and heard the crackling of fire in its throat. 
 
    And then it was gone.  
 
    There was a rapid shift, and the shadow before me became solid as the dragon rose from the ground. Its tail inched out as well, and I couldn’t move out of the way. I was running too fast to stop. 
 
    But I was so close to the outcrop. Just another twenty feet before I’d be able to climb it. 
 
    It was too late.  
 
    The dragon continued to rise from the shadow, and another idea popped into my head. I was moving too fast to stop, but I didn’t have to stop at all.  
 
    As the dragon rose up, I made no attempt to move out of the way. Instead, I jumped up onto the dragon’s tail.  
 
    I used its spines as steps to keep climbing higher and higher. Step after step, I scaled the dragon. It shifted beneath me, but I used the sharp spines on its back to hold on. I could feel it twist underneath me as I stepped on the shadowy figure. Its body writhed as it tried to throw me off, and its tail swung violently toward me. 
 
    The barbed end narrowly missed my leg.  
 
    The dragon’s neck contorted next, and its head turned a full one hundred and eighty degrees until it locked eyes with me. The glow of its breath attack crackled at the back of its throat, and I braced for the fire that was sure to come.  
 
    Then, I saw it. The ledge was right there, all I had to do was get off the dragon.  
 
    “It’s now or never, Charlie,” I said under my breath. 
 
    I pushed myself from the dragon’s back using the spines for momentum. I let my legs carry me over the wings, I didn’t even want a second to think about what I was doing.  
 
    The dragon’s wing jerked, and I jumped.  
 
    The ledge was much further than it seemed. 
 
    I let go of the sword and threw it onto the outcrop. It clattered across the stone and teetered on the edge, but I couldn’t focus on that. All I could focus on was grabbing the ledge.  
 
    My fingers skimmed the side as I clawed at the stone for any grip possible. I slid down inch by inch until my fingertips caught onto a divot in the rock. I hissed in pain as the stone sheared off a layer of skin, and I clung to the side as I kicked my legs to find anything to grip with. But I managed it. I pulled myself up just enough to be able to reach the top with one hand. 
 
    I hauled myself onto the ledge, and as soon as I had both feet on solid ground, I reached for the sword before it could topple off the side. With the sword in my hand, I eyed the dragon up.  
 
    Its head was whipping around impossibly fast, it was surely looking for where I’d landed. In its confusion, it was blind to the fact that I had the high ground. Its neck was stretched far longer than bones would allow, but that didn’t matter to me, all that mattered was it gave me the perfect opportunity to strike.  
 
    “You can do this,” I assured myself.  
 
    Even though I had no idea how the hell I was going to manage this. 
 
    I readied myself to jump and held the sword in both hands. With a running start, I leaped from the ledge. When I was just above the monster’s neck, I swung as hard as I could.  
 
    The blade shone like the sun as I sliced through the dragon’s neck.  
 
    It let out a deafening roar as its head split from its body.  
 
    I landed on the ground and only just remembered to bend my knees before I hit the dirt. The sword clanged as the metal hit the ground with me, and I fell into a roll before I pushed myself up and stared at the beast.  
 
    The dragon’s black blood spurted from its neck as its body fell to a heap in the shadows. Its head oozed as the blood splattered my body. The air reeked of metal and a nauseating tang of something I couldn’t place my finger on.  
 
    I wiped my face with a sleeve, which did nothing but smear the blood around more. Then I looked at the beast, its mess of scales, and the stringy dark mess of what must’ve been its flesh. I reached a hand out to its head, and from where I stood I could see just how magnificently huge the beast was. It was unlike anything I could’ve imagined. 
 
    But as I placed a hand against its skin, a wave of something I couldn’t identify flooded through me.  
 
    A sharp pain pierced my flesh where my skin touched the dragon. It seared against my skin and burned straight through to my bones. I thought it was from the dragon’s skin, but it couldn’t have been. The scales were ice-cold against my fingers. This was something else entirely.  
 
    The fire crept through my bones and wrapped its way straight to the marrow. It clawed its way up my arm toward my chest until it hit my heart, and I was knocked to my knees by the pain. 
 
    Was this how I was going to die? I’d killed a dragon but was still going to die beside it? 
 
    The heat pulsed through my heart and seeped into my blood. Every heartbeat felt like I had been shot as the fire was sent to every last inch of my body. And it felt so real as it ate into me. The pain was blinding, and I couldn’t do anything but stare at the blood-stained stone.  
 
    I dug my fingers into the rocks below me to try and steady myself, but it was useless. I gulped back air and tried to breathe through it. I’d never felt anything so painful, and the claw marks on my back felt like feathers in comparison. 
 
    It felt like forever before the fire stopped beating through my chest.  
 
    I turned over onto my back as the last fiery embers prickled beneath my skin. I stared up at the deep gray sky above as the world seemed to spin around me.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I groaned.  
 
    Slowly, I managed to sit up, and my bones still tingled from whatever had just happened. I blinked rapidly to try and get the world to come back into focus, but everything remained a blur of gray and decay. I reached for the sword that had slipped from my grasp and pulled it onto my lap. 
 
    Its blade was stained black with the dragon’s blood, and I was surprised to see that it was still intact. The blade still shone yellow, too, and a gem in the hilt pulsated with energy.  
 
    It was only when I held the sword again that the weight of what I’d done finally hit me. 
 
    I’d just killed a fucking dragon. 
 
    I then remembered the reason I’d even killed it in the first place. I stood up and stepped around the dragon’s lifeless body and scanned the clearing to try and find where the woman had fallen. I’d turned around so many times that I’d lost my sense of direction.  
 
    But then I heard the sound of slate clattering against the stone where she’d been thrown.  
 
    I rushed over to the other side of the clearing, and my legs begged me to stop, but I couldn’t. As I got closer, the rubble stopped moving as she stopped pushing against it. I let myself laugh breathlessly. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m not a dragon,” I said and dropped the sword so I could use both hands to help her clear the rubble. 
 
    There was a muffled sound, almost one of annoyance, but I continued to shift the slate from on top of her. I focused on the largest pieces and tossed them aside. I could see torn clothing and white hair between them.  
 
    The woman kicked her legs against the slabs she could lift, so at least she couldn’t have been that injured if she was kicking with that much force. As I moved the last piece from on top of her head, she gulped a breath of fresh air.  
 
    Piercing yellow eyes met my own as she stared wide-eyed at me. Her white hair had fallen out of her bun, and now that I was closer, I could see a single dark streak that fell down in front of her eyes.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she glared at me, and there was a scowl carved into her pale skin. Her angular face was covered in dirt, and a burn crept up her neck toward her pointed chin. A thin scar was etched into her high cheekbones and cut across her narrow nose, and her full lips were split as blood dripped from the wounds.  
 
    I could see two pointed ears sticking out through the mess of hair, too, and I tried so hard not to gape at this particularly strange detail.  
 
    She looked about as real as the dragon, but I still stared at her in disbelief. She pushed against the slab of slate still on her chest, and her legs continued to kick against nothing.  
 
    “A bit of help, or are you just going to keep staring?” she asked. Her voice was edged with something between fear and anger, and I didn’t blame her. I couldn’t see myself, but I could feel the blood across my whole body.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sorry,” I said and dragged my attention back to clearing the rubble from on top of her.  
 
    With her help, I pulled the large slab to the side before flipping it off of her body. Two large slashes were gouged from her shoulder down her arm, and a large bite mark was pierced into her leg. I couldn’t see her back, but I was certain she had even more injuries there. At the very least, there’d be dark bruises blooming before the end of the day.  
 
    She stretched out her legs and arms, and her breath shook as she did so. She must’ve been in pain.  
 
    I wiped the dust from my palms onto my jeans before holding a hand out to her. She looked at it with her face painted in a scowl. I wondered what was wrong before taking a closer look at my own hand.  
 
    The dragon’s blood stuck to every inch of exposed skin, and sinewy strands clung between my fingers and stretched with every move.  
 
    I took my hand back and wiped it on the clean shirt under my jacket before holding it out again. This time, she took it, and I hauled her up onto her feet. She was unsteady when she first got up and had to use my arm to keep herself from falling. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked.  
 
    She seemed to tense up as she looked around the clearing with wide yellow eyes. She spotted her sword on the ground by my feet. Before she could reach down to pick it up, I leaned down and scooped it off the dirt.  
 
    “Take it easy,” I said and held the sword out to her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she growled out through clenched teeth. She took the sword from me and wiped the blade clean with her sleeve. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Where’s what?”  
 
    “The dragon, where’s the dragon?” Her voice was edged with something too harsh to be fear. Her words were one of revenge.  
 
    “It’s dead,” I said and pointed over to its body. 
 
    “What?” she spat. 
 
    She pushed herself away from me with more force than I thought she’d be able to. I had to steady myself as she stormed off toward the dragon’s body.  
 
    I followed behind her as my own curiosity won over the ache in my muscles. The shadows felt emptier as I walked through them now, but for some reason, I felt safer in them than I did as I passed through the patch of light. It must have been the tiredness that pulled at me and begged me to just go back to sleep.  
 
    This was all too real to be a dream, but none of it made any sense.  
 
    I could feel the blood dripping from the gashes in my back, and my jacket stuck to the wounds and pulled at the drying blood each time I moved.  
 
    By the time the woman reached the dragon, I was only halfway across the clearing. She paced back and forth between the dragon’s body and its severed head and ranted to herself about something I couldn’t hear. When I was finally close enough, she pointed the sword at me.  
 
    “Did you kill it with this sword?” she snarled as her yellow eyes bored into me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I slowly raised my hands. “Please lower the sword.” 
 
    Her grip tightened on the handle before she dropped her hand. She clenched her jaw before taking a deep breath and swung the sword as hard as she could against the dragon’s body.  
 
    Dark flesh and scales ripped apart as she drove the sword through its body. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa,” I shouted. I thought about grabbing the sword from her, but the ache in my shoulder begged me not to. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    She drove the sword as deep as she could into the dragon before pulling it out and dropping it onto the ground. She took several deep breaths before she turned her head toward the sky and closed her eyes.  
 
    Her fists clenched at her side before she brushed her hair out of her face with a steady hand. Then she opened her eyes and turned to me with an eerily calm expression.  
 
    I could see her clenching and unclenching her jaw as if testing the words she wanted to say before she spoke. She looked at the dragon once more before turning to face me.  
 
    “You stole my rovkin.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    I looked at the woman with my brows furrowed as I tried to figure out what she’d just said. All my knowledge of what a ‘rovkin’ was came up blank. Whatever it was, I knew I didn’t fucking steal it.  
 
    “What?” I asked more out of disbelief than anything else. 
 
    “You stole my rovkin,” she repeated as if that one sentence could tell me every possible answer to my question.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to steal anything,” I said as I tried to defend myself from her piercing glare. “I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “I was fine, I had it under control.” 
 
    “You were about to be eaten!” I reminded her and gestured wildly toward the dragon’s tooth-filled head. 
 
    “I said I was fine,” she said through clenched teeth.  
 
    She glared at me in a clear warning to stop talking. But I knew I couldn’t just leave the conversation there. But I didn’t want to push it too far. Instead, I took a deep breath to calm myself before talking. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry if I stole your…” I tried to think of what she’d called it, but my mind came up blank. “Whatever it fucking was.” 
 
    “Rovkin,” she said again.  
 
    “That.” I lowered my hands and hoped that she wouldn’t pick the sword up and point it at me again. “I’m sorry if I stole your rovkin, but you were in danger.” 
 
    “I had it under control.” 
 
    I thought about the way the dragon had sent her flying across the clearing.  
 
    She’d hit the edge with enough force to cause a small landslide. She’d been buried beneath a pile of rubble for fuck’s sake. There was no way she ever would have been able to clear it on her own. But even then, she was adamant that all of that was just everything going according to plan.  
 
    I knew that this conversation wasn’t going anywhere: I’d apologize for helping, and she’d say she didn’t need help. It was an endless circle of uselessness. All we were doing was arguing next to a dead dragon, and I didn’t want to find out if there were any more around.  
 
    Everything felt too surreal, but the pain in my back was enough to tell me that this wasn’t a dream. But if I wasn’t dreaming, then what the hell was this place?  
 
    I pushed aside any further curiosity about these ‘rovkins’ since she didn’t seem like she wanted to tell me anything more than their name and that I stole one. Instead, I thought about ways to de-escalate everything.  
 
    She seemed angry, but it couldn’t have all been aimed at me. She had picked up her sword again and was turning it over in her hands, and her face was blank as she stared at the blade.  
 
    I took a deep breath to steady myself and hoped my words didn’t end with that blood-slicked blade in any part of me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and took a deep breath.  
 
    She looked over at me with her dark brows furrowed. I took that look to mean she wasn’t going to kill me at this exact second, so I continued.  
 
    “Well, I’m Charlie,” I said as I held my hand out for her to take.  
 
    She considered it for just a bit too long for it not to be awkward, but I kept my hand out. After an agonizing moment, she reached across and shook it firmly. 
 
    “Efasia.” She sounded less pissed off than before, so my plan had worked… for the moment at least. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” I laughed nervously.  
 
    “What do you mean?” She looked concerned as her dark brows pointed in a scowl. 
 
    “Well, where is here?” I gestured to the clearing around us and all the dead trees and heavy fog.  
 
    I knew I wasn’t in Storm Lake anymore and I wasn’t even sure that this was Earth. Last I checked, we didn’t have dragons on Earth. 
 
    Efasia looked me over. She slid her sword back into its sheath at her waist before crossing her arms over the torn leather armor of her chest. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked and ignored my last question completely. 
 
    “Storm Lake,” I said. When her brows furrowed further I added, “Nebraska?” 
 
    She considered my answer for a moment, and her eyes narrowed in thought. She then shook her head in a silent answer. 
 
    “What realm?” 
 
    “Uh,” I hesitated. That wasn’t a question I’d been asked before, no ice breaker at college had ever brought up realms. “Earth?”  
 
    Her eyes went wide at my answer. Did I fuck up somehow?  
 
    She took a deep breath before muttering something to herself. I couldn’t make out a single word, but I didn’t have to. 
 
    “You must’ve been pulled through,” she whispered. Her voice was significantly quieter than before, and any semblance of the anger she’d felt was gone.  
 
    “Pulled through?” I repeated in hopes of some form of explanation. 
 
    “You were pulled through the veil. You’re not supposed to be here,” Efasia said.  
 
    Despite her explanation, it still meant nothing to me. 
 
    “I kinda guessed that.” 
 
    “This is bad,” she sighed. “It’s been happening more and more, but not Earth. Never Earth.”  
 
    Efasia raked her fingers through her hair and took a couple of deep breaths. She muttered to herself wordlessly and paced back and forth. Her armor rattled as the buckles hit against the frayed leather.  
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t think comforting her would work. I still wasn’t even sure what a rovkin was, let alone what it had to do with being pulled through a veil. All I knew now was that I definitely wasn’t on Earth anymore  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    She spun on her heel to look straight at me. Her eyes were still wide, and she let out one last breath. 
 
    “We need to find my parents,” she said and stormed off. 
 
    “Uhh… okay?” I replied to her back.  
 
    I followed her to the edge of the clearing, but I still didn’t really know what was happening. Something about a veil? Was that like a portal or something? I just hoped that wherever she was going was a lot nicer than this rotting forest.  
 
    We ended up climbing up the same embankment that I’d slid down on. Walking up the slate was significantly harder than sliding down it. The slabs slipped beneath my boots as I struggled to find enough grip for a decent path up. Efasia went first, so I tried to follow the path she took as best as I could. I still kept my distance because if she took even one wrong step, then I’d need time to catch her before she fell back to the bottom.  
 
    As we climbed, she continued to mutter under her breath about how pissed her parents were going to be.  
 
    Once we were at the top, she looked around to check where we were. I looked too since it finally gave me a chance to see just where I’d ended up. I’d been so worried about finding who the scream belonged to that I didn’t get a proper chance to look around.  
 
    The clearing was surrounded by towering ferns and trees that stretched up into the fog. At first glance, it was no different than before. But something felt off.  
 
    I couldn’t quite figure out what it was. Was the fog lower? No that couldn’t be it.  
 
    I reached out to one of the ferns beside me and grabbed its leaf. There was a black goo that coated the fronds, and it oozed down toward the stem. I looked down at my jeans, and through the dragon blood, I could see the same black goo streaked across my legs. I touched it, and the goo stuck to my fingers. It had the same consistency as PVA glue and felt just as sticky.  
 
    I turned to ask Efasia what it was, but she had already started to walk around the clearing. I jogged to catch up and made sure to pay attention to where my feet went. The last thing I wanted was to slip back into that damn clearing.  
 
    We walked around the clearing until we were on the complete other side, and the same black goo coated the fronds of each fern we passed.  
 
    Efasia looked around once more and tilted her head up to look at the sky. She nodded to herself and walked into the foliage.  
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked as I ducked beneath some low-hanging branches.  
 
    “To find my parents,” she said as if it were obvious. “Keep up.” 
 
    That didn’t remotely clear anything up, but I didn’t push it any further. I just hoped that wherever she was taking me had food, water, and maybe some clean clothes. I’d even settle for a cold lake if it meant I could wash the dragon blood off me.  
 
    Efasia took me through a narrow path in the foliage. The footsteps I saw heading in the opposite direction suggested that this was where she came in from. Or that’s what I hoped. I wasn’t prepared to meet anyone else in the middle of this rotten forest just yet.  
 
    The path we followed was a lot nicer than the one I had to take to the clearing. The ferns gradually shortened to waist height, and there weren’t any vines that tried to trip me. The thinner trees made it easier to see where we were going. All of their lower branches had snapped off and lay discarded in the foliage below. Everything we passed was either dying or already dead.  
 
    The further we walked, the more I could feel something watching me. It nipped at my heels and breathed down my neck. But every time I looked I couldn’t see a thing.  
 
    Was I going crazy? 
 
    That wouldn’t have been a surprise. I mean, I’d already fought a dragon and saved an elf– if Efasia even was an elf.  
 
    Insanity made a lot more sense than anything else. Though it could’ve been some weird drunken dream. But then I thought about how badly my back hurt and that crazy burning after I killed the dragon. That felt way too real for any of this to be made up. 
 
    I followed Efasia closely. The last thing I wanted to do was lose her, she seemed to be the only way I was getting out of this crazy place after all.  
 
    Efasia didn’t seem fazed by the rotting forest. She just followed the track she’d made on the way in as fast as she could without running. There was a slight limp in her step, and she kept most of her weight on her left foot. She was injured, but she seemed determined to do her best to hide that from me.  
 
    After what felt like hours, the fog began to fade and it became clear where Efasia was taking me.  
 
    Up ahead was a black stone wall that stretched for what seemed like miles, and I couldn’t see where it ended in either direction. A dazzling purple the same color as the dragon’s eyes cut through cracks in the stone. They looked like veins that pulsated against the rest of the dark forest. In the center of the wall was a shining gate, and the dark metal glimmered in the low light of the forest.  
 
    Ornate stone pillars stood on either side of the gate and curved over the top. They were like nothing I’d ever seen before. On top of each one was a statue of what looked like a dragon. At least, they were a spitting image of the one I’d just killed, right down to the glimmering purple eyes.  
 
    I felt them look back at me, and their dazzling eyes traced every move I made.  
 
    It was fucking weird.  
 
    “Stop gawking and keep walking,” Efasia said and pulled at my arm. 
 
    I hadn’t even realized that I’d stopped until she grabbed me. I blinked as if I had imagined them, but the statues stayed where they were.  
 
    We walked out of the ferns and stepped into the clearing by the gate. Efasia scanned the ferns and pushed me closer to the gate. I followed where she was looking and froze. 
 
    I could see dark shapes rustling within the foliage. They stared at me, and their glowing eyes followed my every move as I backed up toward the gate.  
 
    But they didn’t come any closer.  
 
    The creatures kept their distance and hid themselves between the ferns. There were at least a dozen that I could see. Their bright colors stood out against the dying foliage, but I’d seen how animals hunt before, and that wasn’t it. They weren’t preparing to lunge at us. They were scared and shied away from me when I looked at them.  
 
    Were they what I felt watching me? 
 
    “What are they?” I asked just loud enough for Efasia to hear. 
 
    “Monsters.” 
 
    “Monsters?” I repeated back to her in horror. 
 
    She turned around to look at me in shock with a violent shush.  
 
    “Not so loud, do you want everything to know we’re here?” she whispered harshly.  
 
    “Jeez, I’m so sorry I’ve never seen a monster before,” I hissed back and hoped that my sarcasm wasn’t lost on her. 
 
    She scowled at me in a way that told me she definitely understood my sarcasm. She took a deep breath and nodded her head toward the gate. She raised her brows when I opened my mouth, but I ignored her warning stare. 
 
    “What’s the difference between a monster and a rovkin?” I asked outright. 
 
    She pointed at the gate instead of responding, and I took that as my sign to wait until we weren’t being watched to ask.  
 
    Against my better judgment, I turned my back to the monsters– or were they also rovkins?– and walked toward the large gate.  
 
    I hauled it open just enough for the two of us to get through. After Efasia was through, I closed the gate behind us. I made sure to hear all the locks click into place before I followed her. I didn’t know where I was, but I knew that gate was clearly there for a reason.  
 
    The world on the other side of the endless wall was completely different from where we’d just been. Instead of decayed foliage, a cobbled path was paved straight toward a swirling light. Pastel green mingled with a deep sea blue in a shimmering haze.  
 
    I gawked at the ethereal sight, but Efasia didn’t slow down, so I followed on behind her.  
 
    But even with the gate closed, I couldn’t help but feel like I was being watched.  
 
    I checked around me to see if anything had breached the wall, but there was nothing. It was just me and Efasia. I blamed the feeling on everything that had already happened that morning since it wasn’t every day that a person woke up in a strange realm and fought a dragon.  
 
    I still wasn’t sure if I’d even woken up at all. Sure, I was in pain, but maybe it was my unconscious mind playing tricks on me. That made a lot more sense than dragons, elf ladies, and monsters.  
 
    I walked through the swirling light and was blinded by a kaleidoscope of colors. It made my stomach lurch, but just as fast as it appeared, it left. I stepped forward and expected to hit the same flat ground, but instead, my foot dropped onto a wide stone step.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, there are steps there,” Efasia said with no emotion. But I could see the ghost of a smile on her face. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” I joked back and climbed down the rest of the steps.  
 
    I stopped at the bottom to take in my new surroundings. Though I’d woken up in the middle of a withered forest covered in fog, wherever I’d just walked into was entirely the opposite.  
 
    Trees with a deep pink bark twisted into the sky. Each of the branches was tipped with dark red leaves that swirled this way and that. Blue bushes bloomed from the ground, and flowers with glistening petals sprouted up from the tangled grass. The sky above was tinged with pale green, and I could see the misty outlines of what must’ve been mountains in the distance.  
 
    It was all so, so strange. 
 
    I couldn’t see where the sun was through the trees, and I had no idea how long we’d fought the dragon, so I could only guess that it was at least afternoon.  
 
    I looked behind me at where we’d come from. A white stone gateway stood atop a set of stairs. Columns stretched up from either side of the swirl of color, and pastel purple vines tangled their way up the columns. On the vines were green flowers with large fanned petals coated with what seemed to be glitter.  
 
    Then the swirl of colors at the center began to fade until it was just a distorted form of the forest behind it. 
 
    “What is that?” I asked as I turned to where Efasia had been just moments before.  
 
    There was no one there.  
 
    Efasia hadn’t stopped walking and was already almost out of sight. Her jingling armor and squeaking boots were what helped me find her in the multi-colored forest. 
 
    I took one last look around before I jogged to catch up with her.  
 
    “What is this place?” I asked when I caught up. I continued to look around at the strange trees as we walked since I was still in awe of just how bright everything was in comparison to where I’d woken up. 
 
    “The Sundered Realm,” Efasia said. She had reverted back to that same guarded expression as before. 
 
    “Cool,” I laughed because it was just nice that this hostile woman had finally answered one of my questions in a helpful way. 
 
    Also, that was probably the coolest name I could’ve imagined for a place as odd as this one.  
 
    I was entranced by everything. The butterflies were easily twice the size of the ones back in Storm Lake and four times as bright. Birds sang their melodic songs that carried through the trees. There was a sweet smell that lingered in the air, and it was almost strong enough to drown out the metallic tang of blood that stuck to me.  
 
    “Where were we before?” I asked and ignored the annoyed look Efasia sent my way. 
 
    “The Shadow Realm.” 
 
    “Fitting name.” I looked back at Efasia. “What was that thing we came through?” 
 
    “You can ask as many questions as you want later,” Efasia said, and her voice was void of any emotion. “Right now we need to hurry.” 
 
    I took that as my cue to stop talking and instead just took in the details of the extravagant forest we were in. Even spring and summer weren’t this bright back in Nebraska. It was all so colorful, almost as though someone had spilled an entire art store on them. All the flower petals glistened in the sunlight, and their colors shifted as I walked past them. 
 
    It was only a few minutes before Efasia turned down a narrow path that cut through the dense foliage. On the other side was a wide dirt track that led straight through the woods. A small hut stood beside the road, and a cover stuck out from the side.  
 
    Under the shelter was a horse tied up to a hitching post. Its black coat shone in the sun, and its mane and tail were neatly brushed out. It towered over Efasia as her head barely came up to its back, but she didn’t seem intimidated in the slightest.  
 
    “Come on,” Efasia said and untied the horse. 
 
    “This is yours?” I asked in disbelief.  
 
    She nodded and led the horse over to a set of stone steps. The horse patiently waited as Efasia climbed the steps before she mounted it, and it didn’t so much as shift under her weight. She looked over at where I still stood on the road and gestured to the horse with an open hand.  
 
    “Get on,” she ordered, “unless you plan on running behind me.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like running behind a horse, but I was still hesitant to follow her. I still didn’t know where we were going, or even where we were. But it was the best choice I had. 
 
    Efasia had said we were in the Sundered Realm, whatever that meant. She clearly knew what she was doing, even if I was the one who’d killed the dragon. More importantly, if she had wanted to kill me, she would’ve done so already. Going with her was a better option than getting lost in that weird forest, and not having to walk anywhere sounded pretty good, too.  
 
    “What’s his name?” I asked as I walked around the horse. 
 
    “Elzar,” Efasia said, and the ghost of a smile was back on her lips. 
 
    I used the steps as leverage to get on, just like Efasia had. As soon as I was on the saddle, Efasia had the horse take off in a trot down the road, and she wasted no time at all in getting us to wherever we were heading.  
 
    The forest felt quiet in comparison to the thundering of hooves against the ground. I held on with an arm around Efasia’s waist and split my focus between keeping my balance and taking in as many details of the Sundered Realm as I could. 
 
    All the colors of the forest blurred together as we rode. I could see the silhouettes of birds in the sky as they flew over us, and they seemed different from the ones back home. Their edges almost looked sharper, and their wings looked like they were made of knives instead of feathers.  
 
    When we came to a split in the road, Efasia didn’t hesitate. She slowed Elzar down to a canter to take a right turn.  
 
    I didn’t have time to look at the sign at the crossroads, but I wasn’t too worried about place names. Besides, Efasia said I could ask questions later, and I planned to take full advantage of that. 
 
    The array of colors became almost nauseating as we cantered through the forest, and I had to close my eyes to give them a rest. Going from a dark rotting forest to one that had all the bright colors of a toy aisle was jarring, to say the least.  
 
    When I opened my eyes again, smooth stones had appeared in the ground as a path formed in the dirt track ahead, so wherever we were headed was no longer off the beaten path. The stones were the same pale rock as the gateway we’d come through.  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I thought it must’ve been a portal of some kind. It would explain the swirling colors and the fact that I magically appeared in a different realm.  
 
    Efasia had said we were initially in the Shadow Realm, but now we were in the Sundered Realm, which made me question just how many realms there were. If I included Earth, this meant that there were at least three.  
 
    But I didn’t remember walking through a portal. Unless of course I’d somehow drunkenly stumbled through one on my way home from drinks last night. But Efasia had said I was “pulled through a veil.”  
 
    None of this made any fucking sense. 
 
    We took a left at the next crossing. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been riding, or even how long we’d been in the Shadow Realm, but the sky had darkened as a deep orange sunset melted into the green sky.  
 
    The path widened as we approached yet another gateway. This one wasn’t as big as the one we’d gone through in the Shadow Realm, but it was close. The white stone pillars framed a golden gateway. The stone had been carved into spirals that wrapped around a golden center. 
 
     The gate opened at our approach, and we passed through. I braced myself for another flash of colors, but nothing happened. Instead, there was a huge castle ahead.  
 
    It easily rivaled my college campus in size and stretched high toward the clouds. Unlike the white gate, the castle was a deep gray stone with black bricks that carved patterns in the stonework. Every part of it looked like it was ripped straight out of one of those vampire horror games. 
 
    Elzar slowed to a stop by a set of wooden stables. I let go of Efasia, and she twisted. She then swung her leg over and dropped to the ground, and as her armor rattled, I was surprised it had managed to stay on for so long. Through the tears of her armor, I could see her charred clothes and a long expanse of pale skin. 
 
    I dismounted after, and as I landed, I was reminded of the claw marks across my back as they burned with pain. I stretched out my legs as Efasia led Elzar into one of the stables.  
 
    She patted his neck and grabbed what looked like a purple carrot. She fed him his treat before she walked out of the stable and closed the gate. It was no higher than Elzar’s legs, but he stayed where he was.  
 
    The yellow-eyed woman didn’t slow as she walked past me, so I stepped in line beside her and looked up at the castle ahead.  
 
    Statues of gargoyles clawed their way out of the walls and peered around corners. Each one of them looked like they were about to swoop down and grab me, and considering what I’d just been through, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they did. 
 
    Arched windows filled with stained glass were dotted across the walls. Some were just an array of shapes in colors the same as the surrounding forest, but others depicted various beasts like dragons and wolves. Each tower was topped with soaring spires and adorned with ornate carvings around the window frames.  
 
    Yeah, vampiric.  
 
    I followed Efasia through an ebony door beside the main gate, and the groan of the hinges echoed through the dark entrance hall.  
 
    “I thought we were finding your parents?” I whispered to Efasia. 
 
    “We are,” she replied. It felt more like a statement than anything else, so I didn’t ask anything else. 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Efasia didn’t give me time to look around as she took the first door on the right. I stepped through the doorway into an expansive sitting room.  
 
    Blood-red furniture was organized neatly around an ebony coffee table with gold gildings. A stone fireplace jutted out of the wall with intricately carved decorations that formed the mantle. The warmth of the crackling fire was a welcome change to the chill evening air outside, and a large portrait hung above the fireplace. 
 
    There were five people in the painting, all of whom had white hair with a single dark streak. In the middle was a young woman who looked exactly like Efasia. Upon closer inspection, I realized that it was Efasia, so the rest of them must’ve been her parents and grandparents. As well as the same hair, her mother and grandmother both had the exact same smile Efasia wore in the painting.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Efasia truly smile yet, but if it was anything like the painting, I just knew it was something fierce. There was something almost shocking about seeing a woman as clearly stoic and brave as her smiling so openly like that. 
 
    I looked away from the painting to see a man sitting in one of the chairs with a book open on the end table beside him. As he read, he polished a knife, and its silver blade glowed in the light of the fire. When he finished, he carefully placed it on the coffee table and looked up at Efasia, who had already walked over to him.  
 
    He looked every part the warrior that Efasia did and then some. 
 
    The low light of the fire made the scars on his face seem even more jarring than they should have been. Three deep gashes cut across his face, and one went straight through his right eye and disfigured the eyelid. Another cut across his nose and created a divot in the cartilage. The last cut across his cheek from the top of his cheekbone to the corner of his lip and pulled his mouth into a permanent frown.  
 
     The clothes he wore looked like a uniform of some kind. There were patches on his sleeves that resembled medals, and the gold stitching shone in the light of the fire. The leather of his well-worn boots was scuffed and scratched. There were a few deep gouges that resembled claw marks that dented the leather. 
 
    He was clearly no stranger to whatever those monster things were. 
 
    “Hi Grandpa,” Efasia greeted and leaned down to hug him.  
 
    “Hello Efasia,” he said. He clapped a strong hand on her back before she pulled away.  
 
    “Do you know where Mom and Dad are?” Efasia asked as she unbuckled her sheath from her belt and lay it on the coffee table.  
 
    “I’m sorry dear, they got called away on another mission. I know they promised to be here for dinner.” His voice was gruff, but I could still hear the genuine apology clear as day. 
 
    “That’s okay.” She nodded in immediate understanding. 
 
    I stood in the doorway as I was unsure of what to do.  
 
    Efasia had seemed to forget why we were here in the first place, and she sat on the couch opposite her Grandpa as she began to tell him about the Shadow Realm. She told him about the beasts she avoided and how long it had taken her to track down a monster to fight. It was the most animated I’d seen her, and it rivaled her movements when she’d fought the dragon itself.  
 
    “Then I saw it, a dragon as black as night with wings as big as towers.” Efasia spread her arms wide to imitate the dragon’s size.  
 
    “A dragon?” The battle-worn man asked as his eyes grew wide in horror.  
 
    “I’d never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    “Where were you?” he asked. 
 
    Efasia retraced her steps in the Shadow Realm, right down to the exact distance between the clearing and the gate. She described the state of the clearing, and how she’d led it there from further in the forest in hopes to trap it. As she spoke, her Grandpa found some paper to jot down what she was saying, and Efasia went into detail about the beast: its purple eyes, the way it moved between the shadows, the way its body contorted as though it had no bones.  
 
    After she finished describing it, and neatly avoided any description about her loss, she pointed at me. 
 
    “Then he stole it,” Efasia said in the exact same way as she’d done when she first accused me of stealing her rovkin.  
 
    “Oh?” he questioned as he looked past Efasia to where I was standing in the doorway.  
 
    When he saw me, he looked back at the white-haired woman in something that I couldn’t describe as anything other than confusion.  
 
    “Him?” He pointed at me. 
 
    “Yeah, him,” she practically spat.  
 
    “A human stole it?”  
 
    “A human stole it.” She sounded almost annoyed when she confirmed his suspicions.  
 
    Was being a human really that bad? 
 
    Her Grandpa stared at me with the same piercing yellow eyes she’d had when I’d first cleared the rubble from on top of her. It was filled with an anger that came straight from the heart, and I found myself unable to look away.  
 
    I gave him the most innocent smile I could muster and waved at him. It felt like I was meeting a girlfriend’s dad for the first time. The main difference was that none of my exes’ dads usually had weapons on the table, and I wasn’t usually covered in blood. 
 
    I’d also never dated a woman as hostile as the white-haired warrior across the room. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Charlie,” I introduced myself.  
 
    He stared at me with his piercing yellow eyes and looked me up and down as he furrowed his brows. He turned back to Efasia. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” he said in disbelief.  
 
    I couldn’t see Efasia’s face from where I was standing in the doorway, but I could see the slight shrug of her shoulders.  
 
    “He used the sword.” The white-haired woman said and gestured to the sword on the table with one hand. 
 
    Her Grandpa was less guarded about his response as his eyebrows raised in shock.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be damned,” he whispered in awe. He waved me over to the space on the couch beside Efasia.  
 
    I walked further into the room but stopped before sitting down. I looked down at the state of my clothes. Black goo was streaked across my jeans, and I could feel the blood dripping from the gashes on my back. And that didn’t even touch on the dragon blood that coated every inch of me. 
 
    “I’d rather not get blood on your furniture,” I said with a hollow laugh.  
 
    He quirked a brow and looked over at where Efasia sat on the couch. She’d left a fine layer of dirt on everything she’d touched. Blood from the sword was smeared against the remnants of her leather armor that she still hadn’t taken off. There was blood tangled in her white hair that she’d loosely twisted back into a bun, and there was even a trail of footprints that led from the door to where she was now.  
 
    It now made a lot of sense why such an extravagant castle didn’t have a single rug in sight. 
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged and sat down beside Efasia.  
 
    I made sure to give her plenty of space just in case she started another rant.  
 
    The couch was the softest thing I’d sat on in a long time. It was far nicer than any of the cheap furniture that I’d had in my dorm room, which wasn’t a hard task in the slightest. Not a single piece of that furniture wasn’t broken. 
 
    “What were you doing in the Shadow Realm, Charlie?” Efasia’s Grandpa asked when I was settled. There wasn’t any malice in his voice, just curiosity. 
 
    “I’m not sure, I just woke up there,” I answered as truthfully as I could.  
 
    “Where are you from initially?” 
 
    “Earth?” I guessed. I expected that he was asking the exact same thing that Efasia had earlier on.  
 
    “Oh.” He grabbed the paper he’d been taking notes on and jotted something else down. “There aren’t many humans who can take on a dragon and live to tell the tale. In fact, barely anyone is able to do such a thing without training. And yet here you stand.”  
 
    He looked proud as he spoke, almost fascinated by the fact that I’d managed to beat the dragon on my own.  
 
    “It wasn’t how I was planning on spending my day,” I said to try and lighten the mood.  
 
    He let out a soft chuckle, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see Efasia raise her eyebrows at me.  
 
    “Is it true that you absorbed the rovkin?” he asked me.  
 
    “Stole,” Efasia corrected. 
 
    “I said I was sorry.” I smiled at her, not that it made any difference to her mood. 
 
    She hummed in disapproval, but I brushed it off.  
 
    Did I really absorb a rovkin? I thought that a rovkin was one of those creatures, how could I possibly absorb it? Unless monsters and rovkins really were different things?  
 
    It was then that I remembered that burning sensation after the fight. It felt like something had burrowed its way into my body and into everything it could. It had burned my very bones and clawed at my heart.  
 
    Was that what he meant? 
 
    “I think I absorbed something,” I said to her Grandpa. 
 
    He smiled at me and nodded.  
 
    “Can you summon it?” he asked. 
 
    I stared at him blankly and shook my head. I barely even knew what this thing was, let alone that I could summon anything at all.  
 
    “Don’t worry, you can,” he assured me and sat up in his chair. “Just listen carefully.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. 
 
    “Close your eyes, Charlie,” he instructed, and after I closed my eyes, he continued. “Now you need to focus. Focus on that feeling that something is following you. Hone in on it.” 
 
    How did he know I had that feeling? Unless that was just something that happened with these rovkin things.  
 
    I did what I was told and honed in on that feeling.  
 
    It grew stronger and stronger the more I thought about it. I could feel something clawing at the inside of my chest. It rattled against my ribcage and sunk itself into my heart.  
 
    “Whatever you feel right now, you need to stay focused on,” he continued. “Then, when you feel ready, open your eyes.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he meant, but I did my best. I stayed focused on the claws inside my chest and the way my heart thundered. I kept my eyes closed until I thought it felt right. I focused on it until it felt as though my heart was about to jump out of my throat.  
 
    Then I opened my eyes and choked out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.  
 
    Everything was flushed purple for a few seconds before it dulled back to the usual colors. It felt like my heart had been wrenched from my chest, and I took a few deep breaths to steady myself again.  
 
    Efasia gasped quietly and moved away from me. I gave her a questioning look but didn’t move.  
 
    The white-haired woman and her Grandpa exchanged looks before turning back to me. They were both staring at me with wide eyes and with their mouths open in what looked like horror. Then I noticed that they weren’t staring at me, but instead, they were staring past me.  
 
    “What? Did I do it?” I asked and looked between the two of them in the hopes of receiving an answer. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder for any signs that anything was wrong.  
 
    Other than the wash of purple, nothing looked different. The fire still crackled away in the fireplace, the sword and knife were both still on the coffee table, and Efasia and her Grandpa were still sitting where they had been before.  
 
    I checked my body to make sure I still had all my arms and legs, and that all my other appendages were accounted for. 
 
    But then I realized the emptiness in my chest. I no longer felt that clawing sensation, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was watching me. 
 
    I looked back at Efasia and searched her expression for any signs that something had changed, but I couldn’t see anything. 
 
    Her expression was as unreadable as ever. 
 
    Finally, Efasia nodded her head over my right shoulder. I raised a questioning brow at her but hesitantly looked.  
 
    As I turned around, I saw the shadow of a beast hovering behind me. Its jagged teeth were bared, and its gleaming purple eyes bored daggers into me.  
 
    What the fuck was that? 
 
    I raised a hand to swat it away and stumbled back, but it was too fast.  
 
    It dove around my hand and darted toward my face. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    I brought a hand up to block the incoming attack. 
 
    Something cold hit my hand, and it felt like I’d just plunged it into a bowl of icy water. But quick on the end of the chill was a burning sensation just like the one I’d felt before when I touched the dead dragon’s scales.  
 
    My skin felt as though it was bubbling as the creature pressed against my palm. It was then that I realized that it didn’t hurt in the same way it had done before. So, I took a closer look at the creature. 
 
    Its size resembled a small kitten, and the whole body of the creature was barely bigger than the palm of my hand. 
 
    But more shockingly, it looked as though it was barely there, almost as if it were a ghost of some kind. Its shadowy body wriggled and writhed against my open hand. Two small wings sprouted from its back, and each one was tipped with needle-sharp spines. But even with its wings stretched out, it only just managed to reach past my fingers. Its teeth gnawed harmlessly as it tried to bite my hand, and it coiled its tail around my wrist as it clung to me. 
 
    I moved my hand away from my face and turned it so my palm faced up toward the ceiling. I held it out toward the light of the fire and noted the way the light barely even caught the creature’s body.  
 
    “Fascinating,” Efasia’s Grandpa said and held his scarred hand out toward the small beast.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I let him take the creature from my hand. 
 
    It clung on as it was reluctant to let go of me. But it let go when I slid my other hand beneath its belly, and the older man was able to take it. Its legs kicked out in the air as he grabbed it by gently pinching its wings together. 
 
    “This is a rovkin,” he told me as he studied the beast.  
 
    Huh. So that’s what a rovkin was. 
 
    It still didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but at least now I had an actual example of what a rovkin looked like instead of just being told that I’d stolen one.  
 
    The white-haired man scowled at the rovkin as he turned it this way and that. He stretched out its wings one by one as he took in every detail he could. With a frown on his scarred face, he handed the rovkin back to me.  
 
    “So it’s true then,” he said and grabbed his stack of notes. “This is worse than I thought.” 
 
    I held the creature in both hands like a burger. I sat quietly and waited for him to continue as the rovkin tried to escape my grasp.  
 
    Efasia reached over and used one finger to touch the curved horns on top of the rovkin’s head. Her brows were furrowed in a scowl as she touched it, and her lips were pulled into a thin line.  
 
    The rovkin looked up at me with purple eyes that felt all too familiar to me. The gleaming purple orbs sparkled in the firelight as it studied my face. They seemed to swirl with an energy that I’d never thought I’d seen or felt before. But something about it felt so familiar, and it made my stomach churn.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    It was the fucking dragon.  
 
    Only this time, its head wasn’t even big enough to eat my thumb, instead of it being able to eat me whole and then some. Though that wasn’t for lack of trying.  
 
    “This is the dragon,” I said out loud as more of a confirmation for myself than for anyone else to hear.  
 
    “Yes, it’s the dragon you slayed,” the white-haired man confirmed.  
 
    “How?” I asked since I was baffled at how that monstrously huge beast now fit in the palm of my hand. 
 
    ”Rovkins are spirits of monsters,” he explained and mimicked his words with his hands. “When handled properly, they latch on to those who kill them and intertwine with their soul. They can only be absorbed with certain weapons as they require magic to be imbued into the blade in order to harvest the spirit.” 
 
    I looked down at the sword on the table and remembered the way it glowed. The gem in its hilt seemed to radiate that yellow light that still shone even when it was sheathed. 
 
    I also remembered the way Efasia had sliced into the dragon after I’d killed it as though she could still take something from it.  
 
    Was she trying to absorb the rovkin?  
 
    “So, that sword is the reason I absorbed it?” I asked and nodded to the coffee table. 
 
    “Yeah,” Efasia sighed. 
 
    “What do I do with it?” 
 
    I held up the dragon that was still latched onto my hands. The more I looked at it, the more strange it became. I had to focus in order to see all of its body as it had tried to nestle into any shadows that the fire caused.  
 
    Parts of it had slipped between the dark ridges on my hands and made it seem jagged and incomplete. It still didn’t feel real to hold. The only thing that even made it feel real was the way it caused my skin to tingle where it touched. 
 
    “You’ll need to train it,” the old man explained. “Rovkins are wild and unruly things that can become dangerous if left untrained. The young ones still need to be shaped before they can even be considered safe to keep out.” 
 
    I looked at the dragon in my hands before I looked back at Efasia and her Grandpa with my brows furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘keep out?’” I questioned them. 
 
    “Rovkins are essentially spirit fighters,” the yellow-eyed woman explained in an emotionless voice that was almost as though she was reciting it from a textbook. “Most of the time, they’re kept inside you. The only time they’re meant to be out is if they’re training or fighting.”  
 
    “So,” I said and raised the rovkin up. “How do I put it away?” 
 
    Efasia just stared at me, so I looked over to where her Grandpa was. He gave me a reassuring smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.  
 
    “Close your eyes,” he told me.  
 
    I closed them tight and continued to listen. I was able to feel every slight move the rovkin made in my hands since I wasn’t as focused on what it looked like anymore. The more I felt it move, the more I realized that its body seemed to writhe even when it was held still.  
 
    “Now, focus on that empty feeling that was left when you summoned it.” The way he spoke made it obvious that this wasn’t the first time he’d said that to someone. “Then keep your focus until you feel it pulled back into you. You’ll know when it has happened.”  
 
    I followed what he said closely. I focused all my attention on the emptiness in my chest until I felt it slowly fill back up. I bit my tongue to stop myself from swearing as something began to claw at my chest.  
 
    It began to burn. It wasn’t as strong as when I’d first felt it, but it still hurt. The heat spread from my chest to my limbs and climbed its way up my neck and into my skull. Each of my muscles ached as the rovkin re-entered my body.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I felt something squirm inside. I felt the pricking of needles against my heart, and something burned deep inside me. I could see the bloom of purple eyes in the dark for just a moment. 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
    The burning sensation fizzled out and was then replaced by a comforting warmth. 
 
    “Good,” he said. 
 
    I opened my eyes again and looked down at my empty hands. The shadowy dragon rovkin was gone, and so was the tingling it had left on my palms.  
 
    “Now you know the basics of summoning a rovkin,” the grandfather continued. “Please refrain from doing it without supervision, we don’t know what a dragon spirit could do.” 
 
    It sounded more like an order than anything else, so I just nodded.  
 
    How much weirder could this fucking day get? 
 
    “I’m sure you have more questions, but I think it’ll be best if you both change out of those clothes,” he said. “Especially you.”  
 
    He pointed at me and looked me over with poorly masked disgust. 
 
    I didn’t blame him. I looked like someone had dragged me through a rotting forest and thrown me into a lion pen. Which was close enough to what had actually happened.  
 
    “Take him upstairs, Efasia,” her grandfather said. 
 
    Efasia nodded and stood up. She started to walk out of the room before I even had a chance to speak. 
 
    “Thank you, Sir,” I said and reached across to shake his hand.  
 
    He grasped my hand firmly and shook it with vigor. The white-haired man then let go and leaned back in his chair. 
 
     I took that as my sign to leave and stood up. I turned to see that Efasia was still standing in the doorway with her arms crossed against her shredded armor. I flexed my fingers and walked out of the room as I tried to shake the phantom tingling that seemed to still linger on my skin.  
 
    Once I’d gotten to the door, Efasia turned around and left. I followed the fierce woman into the hallway, and we walked up a narrow flight of stairs. As I did, I made sure to look around at the castle I’d managed to find myself in.  
 
    The black stone walls were polished with a beveled trim that split it into two halves. The top half was kept plain with completely bare stones. It had been smoothed down and polished until it was reflective enough that I could see myself as I passed. There were specks in the stone that broke up the inky blackness. There were dabbles of gray, green, and blue splattered through the stone that almost made it look like a star-filled sky.  
 
    The bottom half was far more elaborate. The stone was still polished, but not to the same extent as the top half. Instead, it had been carved into separate panels.  
 
    Each panel was easily four feet in length and was bordered by a bevel of blank stone. It was hard to see just how extensive the detail on each of them was since Efasia continued to rush me up the stairs. But even then I could see landscapes with various monsters carved into the stone. They were similar in style to the stained-glass windows I’d seen when we were outside.  
 
    Efasia took a left at the top of the stairs and continued to walk at a brisk pace. Her leather armor clattered as she walked, and her boots squeaked against the polished stone floor.  
 
    Grooves had been worn into the floor by what must have been hundreds of years of footfalls. Most of it was focused on the middle of the corridor and directly led to another door at the far end. It was still easy to see everything in the light that cascaded through the surrounding windows.  
 
    A large, stained-glass window towered above the door. Two smaller ones were carved into the stone on either side of it.  
 
    The setting sun bled in through the colored glass and painted the floor in an array of colors similar to the forest outside. It felt so out of place when compared to the dark stone walls that depicted monsters and whatever else was in this realm. But as I looked closer, I realized that it wasn’t out of place at all.  
 
    The main stained glass wasn’t just different colors hastily put together. It was carefully organized to create a picture of a beast’s severed head. 
 
    Sharp teeth came out of its mouth in jagged lines, and each one was tipped with crimson. Its mouth was carved into a wicked sneer even after it had been beheaded.  
 
    It had four horns, with two on either side of its head. The outer two curled down to either side of its ugly face. They almost looked like the horns of a ram if it wasn’t for the barbs that stuck out along each one. The other horns looked like daggers that stuck straight up out of its skull.  
 
    Deep blue fur was made to look slick against its skin as it was organized in smooth lines around the edge of its face. Part of me believed that it wasn’t even fur, but instead some strange substance similar to what the dragon was made out of. The way the head was severed only made me believe it even more.  
 
    Where the beast had been beheaded, black ooze dripped from its neck that was just like where the dragon’s head had been severed. Tendril-like strands of black had been added to the bottom of its neck in the same color as the fur. 
 
    It had deep black eyes with pinprick red pupils that seemed to glare at me as I walked toward it. No matter how I moved, it felt as though its eyes followed me as I walked through the hallway.  
 
    I suppressed a shiver and grimaced at the window. 
 
    It was fucking creepy, and something about it was so much worse than the dragon I’d fought. It might’ve been because that monster was real.  
 
    I was physically able to see the dragon as it writhed between the shadows. I could feel the pain from where it had clawed at my back. I could even still feel it squirm inside my body as its spirit intertwined with mine.  
 
    But that window wasn’t a real monster.  
 
    Or at least, I hoped it wasn’t real.  
 
    The last thing I wanted to deal with was stained-glass windows that came alive in the night. But I couldn’t be too sure about what was and wasn’t real anymore. If dragons, monsters, and weird things that I absorbed into my body were real, then who knew what else might be possible in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    Efasia had stopped by the door and crossed her arms again. It seemed like that was all she did. The expression on her face was stony as she waited for me, but I ignored what seemed to be her annoyed face and pointed to the stained-glass window. 
 
    “What is that thing?” I asked since I was curious.  
 
    She’d said I could ask questions later, and by my standards, it was definitely later. We didn’t have anywhere we desperately needed to be, so it made sense to ask. 
 
    “A monster,” the white-haired woman deadpanned. 
 
    “I gathered that. Does it have a name?” I continued to push for an answer despite her clear attempt to brush every question I asked off. 
 
    She just shrugged in response and pushed the door open.  
 
    I sighed but followed after her. I’d just have to ask her Grandpa later, at least I knew he would answer my questions.  
 
    The door led to another set of stairs. But this time instead of it being just a narrow staircase with nice walls, it was a tight spiral staircase that wound its way up the castle.  
 
    I knew from the size of the castle that it had to have a lot of stairs, but at that point, it was just cruel. It was no wonder Efasia still had so much energy if she had to climb these stairs every day. 
 
    The dizzying staircase took us higher and higher into the castle. Small, narrow windows that had been carved out of the wall let in barely enough light for me to see where I was even going.  
 
    I focused on the stairs ahead and just put one foot after the other. I didn’t know where exactly Efasia was taking me, but if it meant that I could get changed, then I didn’t care.  
 
    My clothes had stuck to my body, and I knew I reeked of blood and sweat. The gashes on my back stung in the open air, and my jacket only made it worse. My jeans were stained with something I didn’t even want to know what it was, and I could still feel some brambles stuck in my thighs.  
 
    The further up we climbed, the more I wanted to have a hot shower and a strong drink. But I really doubted they would even have a shower here.  
 
    We passed four doors before Efasia stopped to open one. I caught the door before it slammed shut and walked through.  
 
    The corridor I walked into was a lot smaller than any of the previous ones in the castle. There were three doors in total. One on the end, and one on either side of the corridor. There was still no rug on the floor or any sign of plush flooring at all. In fact, everything about the corridor seemed a lot more simple.  
 
    The floor was a lot less worn but scuffs and small grooves hatched their way up the corridor. The stone was laid out in neat tiles instead of just being smooth as it had been downstairs.  
 
    The simplicity continued up the walls. There was still a center trim, but both sides above and below were plain. There weren’t any elaborate panels that detailed any fights, and the stone also wasn’t immaculately polished. Instead, the walls were dull and boring.  
 
    I guess vanity only went so far.  
 
    “You’re in here,” Efasia said abruptly. 
 
    I looked over to the door on the right where she stood. I walked over and pushed the dark wooden door open. 
 
    Inside was a plain-looking bedroom. An unmade bed stood in the middle of the far side wall. The canopy over it was carved out of what looked like pure ebony and had a deep blue curtain hanging from the top rail. Matching ebony furniture was dotted around the rest of the room.  
 
    On one wall was an arched window filled with blue stained glass. There wasn’t any monster depicted on it, and I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. Even if the stained-glass windows did come alive, at least I was safe for now.  
 
    “There are clothes in the dresser and water in the bathroom,” the yellow-eyed girl said. “Clean up and meet me back in the sitting room.” 
 
    Then she turned and left without another word. 
 
    I watched her walk back down the corridor and through the door to the spiral staircase. Then I shrugged and went into the room.  
 
    It took more effort than I thought it would to get undressed. My leather jacket stuck to the blood on my back, and I had to rip it from my skin. The gray t-shirt I wore underneath wasn’t any better.  
 
    “Fuck,” I swore as I felt the gaping claw wounds on my back rip open again.  
 
    I could feel the warm blood dripping down my back as I breathed through the pain. I should’ve asked for some bandages or a towel or something to help clean it up.  
 
    But it was too late for that now. 
 
    I pulled my boots off my feet and checked for any damage, and I was surprised to find that they were still in good condition. There were a few scratches across the leather, but it was nothing a good buff and polish couldn’t fix.  
 
    I then unbuckled my belt and peeled my jeans off my legs. The black goo that was smeared across the fabric had stiffened and made it hard to get them off my skin.  
 
    Small scabs from where the brambles had dug into my legs were dotted across my skin. None of the black goo had seeped in through my jeans, but the dragon’s blood had smeared everywhere. It had dried to my skin and matted into my leg hair, and I just hoped that it would be easy to clean off. 
 
    The bathroom Efasia had mentioned wasn’t anywhere close to what I could have ever imagined. I had expected a simple bathtub, sink, toilet, and maybe a fireplace if I was lucky. But the bathroom I walked into was insane. 
 
    The walls and floor were the same black stone that everything else in the castle was made of, but a shining silver swirled out from the center of the floor and ceiling. It crept up and down the walls like vines and fizzled out like lightning. In the center of the room was an ornate metal tub that had what looked like chains embossed into the side. There was space beneath it for a small fire that would have probably been enough to heat the water.  
 
    A large, aged mirror stretched across one of the walls. It was tall enough to be full length, and I took advantage of it to check myself out. 
 
    The front of my body seemed to be unscathed. Dragon blood had soaked through my shirt and painted my chest black. If there were any other injuries, then I wouldn’t know until I cleaned the blood off of me. 
 
    I turned around to look at my back. What I saw was a lot worse than I’d thought. 
 
    Three deep gouges stretched across my back. One of them trailed from the nape of my neck and down across my right shoulder blade. The next one followed a similar pattern but stopped at the base of my spine. The last one somehow looked worse than the others despite only covering my left shoulder blade. 
 
    The skin had split open in an ugly wound, and I pressed careful fingers against the edge of the gashes. Blood oozed out from the open wound since the scabs had ripped open when I took off my shirt and jacket.  
 
    But then I felt something beneath the skin as I pressed more firmly against the bottom of the gash. It was hard and sharp, and I could feel it dig further into my shoulder.  
 
    I reached around as best as I could without tearing open the other scabs. I rubbed my fingers against the skin and pushed whatever was underneath up toward the gash. Despite all the blood, it was easy to see the dark object that came out.  
 
    ”What the hell?” I hissed to myself as I moved my hand to pull the object out. 
 
    Once it was out, I looked at it in my palm. 
 
    It was the width of two of my fingers and was no bigger than a few inches in length. It was hooked at the end with a razor-sharp tip. It was as dark as night and blended into the shadows of the dark bathroom. 
 
    It was part of the fucking claw. 
 
    I checked my back for any more pieces of claw that the dragon had left behind. I considered myself lucky when I couldn’t feel anymore, and I put the piece I’d found beside the sink.  
 
    It made for a damn cool souvenir. If it was a few inches bigger, then I could’ve made some sort of knife out of it, but since it wasn’t I guessed having a dragon claw bottle opener wasn’t too bad, either. 
 
    I checked the water in the bath to find out that it was crystal clear and only just warmer than room temperature. I was in no position to complain about water temperature though, and as long as it got the blood off me, then it was good enough.  
 
    I hooked my leg over the side of the bathtub and got in. The clear water immediately turned a cloudy black as the blood began to wash off. I winced as the water seeped into my wounds but soon became numb to the sting. Then I took my time to scrub the blood from my body. Once my body was as clean as I could get it, I dipped my head under the water to deal with my blood-soaked hair. I ran my fingers through it over and over until they stopped getting caught on tangled mats of hair.  
 
    When I was as clean as I could feasibly get with lukewarm water, I got out of the bath.  
 
    The water was so black it looked like ink.  
 
    “Gross,” I said to myself and grabbed a towel from a counter beside the mirror. 
 
    I checked myself over again.  
 
    It was a lot easier to see all the minor scrapes across my skin without all the dragon blood on me. Most of them were just surface wounds from the brambles and light scrapes from the stone in the clearing. But on my shoulder and arm was the beginning of a bruise that bloomed under my skin. It had to have been from when the dragon swiped at me.  
 
    I’d landed pretty hard on my shoulder, and I thought that it would have been a lot worse. I thanked my leather jacket since it stopped me from losing several layers of skin at least, and then I looked at my back again. 
 
    It looked nowhere near as bad as it did before. With the wounds clean, I was able to see how neatly the claws had cut through the skin. The force of it had been enough that it had sent me soaring across the clearing, but now that I could see it properly, I realized just how lucky I’d been.  
 
    None of the claws had cut deep enough to get through all the layers of skin, but the one that had broken part of the claw off still managed to look the worst. I decided that it was mostly due to the deep bruising just below the mark where the claw had gotten stuck. 
 
    I sighed with relief. Then I looked up at my face and froze. 
 
    I’d been so concerned before about the wounds that I hadn’t even thought to look at my face. My hair was still its usual deep brown, and it hung in wet waves that I pushed back out of my face with one hand. Its sun-bleached ends hung down to just above my shoulders, and I checked for any strands that had been burned by the dragon’s fire. When I found none, I looked at the rest of my head.  
 
    The slight stubble on my face was clear of any blood or cuts. I considered myself lucky that I managed to get away without too much damage. But now that I didn’t have any blood obscuring me I could see something strange. 
 
    As I looked into my hazel eyes, I could see a slight tinge of purple that wasn’t there before.  
 
    It was so small that I almost missed it, but once I saw it, I couldn’t look away. It was the same purple as the dragon’s eyes, and it glared back at me in the mirror. There was something about it that was so off-putting I couldn’t even begin to describe it.  
 
    I blinked and hoped that I was just seeing things. But I knew I wasn’t.  
 
    I guess it made some sense. I’d absorbed a fucking dragon’s spirit, after all, I shouldn’t have been surprised when its effects weren’t only that I now had a rovkin crawling around under my skin. I still wasn’t sure how that actually worked, but the more I thought about it, the cooler it sounded.  
 
    I had an actual dragon inside me. 
 
    I smiled at myself in the mirror, dried off, and went back into the bedroom. The dresser was full of clothes that all looked like they were hundreds of years old. I picked out a dark blue tunic shirt and black pants before I got dressed.  
 
    When they were both on, I looked and felt like I was in a fantasy game.  
 
    How fitting. 
 
    The fabric was rougher than I’d expected, but I guess I couldn’t complain. It did the job of getting me covered, but I would’ve killed to have even one of my other t-shirts.  
 
    I only managed to find one pair of socks that weren’t moth-eaten and slipped them on. They were thick enough that I knew I wouldn’t have to be worried about getting cold feet, but not so thick that I couldn’t fit my boots over them.  
 
    I tossed my towel and dirty clothes into a basket that had been left outside the bathroom door before leaving the room. 
 
    The castle was even creepier than it had been earlier. The sun had set while I was in the bath which meant the only source of light were the two moons shining in through the windows.  
 
    Wait. 
 
    Two moons? How weird could this realm fucking get? 
 
    I immediately craned my neck toward the window above the staircase to try and get a better look. 
 
    I could see the two moons as clear as day, and one was tinged blue with a large purple ring in the center. The other was red with a weird crimson glow around it.  
 
    “Great, a spooky red moon to go with the creepy monsters, that’s just what I needed,” I huffed and walked down the hall to the spiral staircase. 
 
    It was even harder to see the stairs than before, but I relied on my feet to stay balanced and used a hand to feel the wall for doors. I remembered counting four doors before getting to the corridor, so that’s what I did.  
 
    I passed four doors and then opened the fifth. Just as I suspected, I came out into the ornate corridor. I retraced my steps from there until I reached the sitting room.  
 
    Efasia’s Grandpa was sitting in the same chair as before. But this time instead of polishing a knife, he had the sword in his lap and a wet rag in his hand. When I stepped into the room, he looked up from the sword.  
 
    “Did you find everything okay?” he asked and put the sword on the coffee table. 
 
    “Just about,” I laughed. “This place is a maze.” 
 
    “You did well to not get lost.” 
 
    He stood up from his chair and walked over to one of the tall ebony cabinets in the corner of the room. He opened the glass cabinet door and pulled out a crystal decanter with a rich amber liquid inside. The white-haired man turned to me and held up a glass tumbler in silent question. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I replied without a second thought.  
 
    I needed a drink after the day I’d had. Besides, I couldn’t help but be curious as to what sort of alcohol they had in this realm. It couldn’t have been too different from the stuff on Earth. Right? 
 
    I could not have been more wrong.  
 
    I watched as Efasia’s Grandpa poured the drink into three tumblers. I’d been expecting it to be some sort of brandy as I looked at the color. But whatever it was he poured was a lot thicker than brandy.  
 
    It had a closer consistency to syrup as it oozed into the glass, but that’s where the similarities ended. Unlike syrup that would have stuck to the glass and dripped down the side of the decanter, this liquid seemed to just disappear once the tumbler was half full.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised that the alcohol in a weird realm could magically stop pouring, but I couldn’t help it and raised my brows in amazement.  
 
    What else was magic in this realm?  
 
    He handed me the tumbler of amber liquid and sat back down.  
 
    The drink smelled stronger than any alcohol I’d ever tried before, but not in the normal sense of strong. It had a tang of copper and smoke that felt so familiar, and yet I couldn’t even begin to think where from. On the back of the copper and smoke was a sweetness that was unmistakable. It was the exact same sweetness that I smelled after we’d got out of the portal. It was a sugary floral scent that must have been some sort of nectar from all the glittering flowers. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” he said and took a sip of his drink. 
 
    I nodded and took a sip of my own as well. 
 
    The liquid coated my tongue and seeped into my tastebuds. It was far sweeter than anything I would usually drink, but it wasn’t fruity like a cocktail. It still had the subtle burn of a strong whiskey, but it was smoother than any liquor I’d had before.  
 
    It was really fucking good. 
 
    “I doubt I’ll be able to answer all of them, but I can tell you everything I know,” the man said in a voice that told me this wasn’t his first experience with something like this. “If you have any other questions, don’t be afraid to ask.”  
 
    I didn’t know where to even start. I had so many questions about everything that they had all begun to blur into one singular question. 
 
    What the hell is happening? 
 
    But I knew that question wouldn’t get me anywhere.  
 
    Efasia’s Grandpa was unfazed by my confused silence and instead took it as a chance to explain how I’d even got there in the first place. 
 
    “I’m sure Efasia would have told you that this isn’t Earth and that you’re in the Sundered Realm now,” he explained.  
 
    I nodded along because it was one of the only things the warrior woman had told me.  
 
    “She said I was pulled through a veil,” I said and waited for him to nod. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Well,” the old man said. “Sometimes when something happens between the realms, such as someone passing through a portal, there’s a chance that it can make the veil between realms unstable.”  
 
    He paused to take another drink and checked with me to make sure I understood what he had said. 
 
    I nodded to assure him that I did. 
 
    “Usually it’s between closer realms,” he carried on. ”Like the Shadow Realm and the Sundered Realm.” 
 
    “But this time it was Earth,” I guessed. 
 
    The white-haired man looked troubled as he nodded. “For you to even survive, let alone kill a dragon is nothing short of a miracle.”  
 
    “So, how do I get home?” I asked. 
 
    His lips tightened into a thin line as he considered me. I could see him deciding which words to use, and just by the look in his eyes, I could tell it wasn’t good news. But before he could answer, he was cut off by Efasia as she walked into the sitting room.  
 
    “You don’t,” she said, and her voice was as cold as ice. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “What?” I spat and looked between the two of them. 
 
    It felt like the world was about to collapse around me.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Charlie,” the battle-scarred warrior said in a sullen tone. “But there’s no way for you to get back to Earth.”  
 
    Was I stuck here forever?  
 
    I looked at him with a mix of confusion and fear. 
 
    “What do you mean there’s no way back?” I asked in horror. ”Isn’t there a portal or something?” 
 
    He shook his head, and I tensed as my heart sank into my stomach. 
 
    I thought about my friends back home and all my plans for the year. I’d finally finished college and was supposed to go to Europe on a backpacking trip. I mean sure, a realm filled with monsters was a whole lot cooler than Europe, but I didn’t know if I wanted to spend forever in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    Would anyone even know I was gone? 
 
    “Even if there was a way back to Earth,” the grandfather explained, “there’s no way to get rid of your rovkin.” 
 
     It felt like everything I’d known had been set ablaze, and I just had to sit and stare at the ashes of my past life. If I was really stuck here, then I would have to completely start over. I just took a deep breath and counted my blessings since I knew it definitely could have been worse.  
 
    After all, I had a dragon. 
 
    “What do I do?” I asked him and ignored Efasia behind me as she hadn’t been any help with any of my other questions. 
 
    “There’s a Rovkin Training Academy that is meant to teach people how to control their rovkins in order to fight,” he said with a quick look up at Efasia. “Training will start in a week, but there are dormitories currently open for people to move into. Having you join is the least we could do for you considering the circumstances.” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly how I’d imagined my first year out of college going, but it was better than nothing. If it meant that I could learn to control the monster I’d absorbed, then I would take any chance I could get. 
 
    But the look they’d just shared sent an uneasy feeling through my chest. 
 
    “What are the circumstances exactly?” I asked as I glanced between the two white-haired warriors. 
 
    The grandfather let out a sigh and clasped his hands together.  
 
    “The Shadow Realm has a weird way of working,” he said as he carefully considered his words. “Sometimes when a portal is activated, it can cause weaknesses in the rifts to falter and pull people through.” 
 
    He gave Efasia a stern look when he finished that seemed like a warning to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    “So.” I tried not to sound annoyed by the realization as to why I was here sunk in. “I’m here because of Efasia.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m truly sorry, Charlie,” the white-haired man said a bit gruffly. 
 
    It was a cruel twist of fate that I’d ended up here, but I was glad that I had met someone who could help, even if his granddaughter seemed to be doing her best to shift the blame onto me. 
 
    “But,” he said and raised his voice when Efasia tried to cut in. “At the Rovkin Training Academy, you’ll be able to learn how to control your rovkin. They have some of the best mentors the Sundered Realm has to offer.”  
 
    If by controlling my rovkin he meant, do more than just make it appear and bite me, then I was up for anything.  
 
    I wondered if it could do anything else. I’d seen the dragon breathe fire and lunge in and out of shadows, and if my rovkin could do that, I wanted to know how to get it to stop, too.  
 
    “If we leave now, we can make it by morning, ” the white-haired man said and stood up.  
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    “Grab anything you might want to take and meet us outside the main doors,” the battle-worn man said, and it sounded more like an order than anything else. 
 
     It felt like a ridiculous instruction to me. All I had were the clothes in the room and on my back, and I honestly doubted that the dragon’s blood would wash out. 
 
    But I did as I was told and went upstairs to grab my clothes and the fragment of dragon claw from the sink. I put it all into a small bag that I managed to find in the room before I ran back down the stairs. Then I walked out of the castle’s entrance and shivered as the cold evening air bristled against my skin. 
 
    If only my leather jacket wasn’t covered in damn dragon blood. 
 
    Only Efasia was there when I walked out. The yellow-eyed woman still wore that same stony expression as she waited with her arms crossed.  
 
    But then I realized that I had been so caught up in the fact that I was stuck in the Sundered Realm earlier on that I hadn’t noticed she’d changed clothes.  
 
    Despite the fact we weren’t going to be fighting anything, or at least I sure hoped we weren’t, she was still dressed up in fresh leather armor. It had been dyed to have alternating yellow and dark brown panels that I thought made her look like a bee. The boots she wore were almost black, and they came up to just above her knees. Various small weapons were sheathed in her belt, with at least two of them being six-inch-long knives. A sword had been put into a sheath on her back, and I could tell that it wasn’t the same one as earlier because it lacked a yellow gem on the hilt. 
 
    “Do I need a sword too?” I asked as I studied the weapons she carried. 
 
    “You will soon,” the warrior woman said with no emotion.  
 
    I didn’t like what she implied by that statement, but I didn’t have time to ask her anything else as her Grandpa walked out of the door behind me. 
 
    “Do you both have everything?” the old man asked in a gruff voice. 
 
    I nodded at him and gestured to my bag. I couldn’t see Efasia’s response, but it must have been a confirmation of some kind because the white-haired man turned back to me to speak. 
 
    “We’ll get you set up with what you need by the end of the week,” he promised. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and followed him as he walked down toward the stables.  
 
    The light of the moons painted the long walkway in a muted blue light. It made the grass look as though it had been drained of all color and left a ghostly white.  
 
    I wouldn’t have been surprised if that was the case, since everything else in the Sundered Realm was super weird. 
 
    At the stables, a closed-top carriage waited for us outside. The carriage was made of a dark wood similar to the furniture in the castle and had a crimson trim that surrounded the curtained windows.  
 
    I could see two men in dark armor on the outside of the carriage. Neither of them even looked at me, and they stayed completely still at our approach. One of them sat at the front of the carriage with the reins in his hand. The other stood with his arms by his side at the back of the carriage.  
 
    There were two large horses that pulled it, but they weren’t like Elzar. There was something off about them that I couldn’t explain because they looked like regular horses in the moonlight. But their black coats shone a deep gray as they shifted and moved. Their manes were as black as the sky above, and I had to squint to see where their tails ended.  
 
    I still couldn’t explain why they seemed wrong, but I shook the thought off and got into the carriage.  
 
    I sank into the plush seat next to the white-haired woman as her Grandpa took the seat opposite. The cushions were almost more comfortable than the couches in the sitting room had been, and I let myself relax properly for the first time. I didn’t know how long we would be traveling, but I thought that since we were taking a carriage it would be longer than the ride from the portal to the castle.  
 
    The carriage jostled as it began to move. 
 
    I peeled the curtain back just enough to look outside, but I couldn’t see anything in the darkness, so I closed it again and leaned back into the seat.  
 
    Efasia was looking out the window beside me. Despite the darkness, she kept her focus on the world outside. Her face was unreadable as she did so, and her lips were pulled into a tight line. Her eyes narrowed as she seemed to look for something.  
 
    It was worrying, to say the least. 
 
    But any concern I might have had was calmed by the man opposite me as he sat calmly and paid no attention to what lay beyond the carriage. Instead, the battle-worn warrior looked at me with a tight smile. 
 
    “There are a few things you need to know about the Rovkin Training Academy,” he explained.  
 
    I nodded and let him continue. I would take any information about it I could get. 
 
    “First thing’s first,” he began loudly. “It won’t be what you’re expecting. This is an academy meant to train the fiercest warriors for combat and is the top academy in the Sundered Realm. Most people would have had to fight for their place there.” 
 
    “Then why am I being allowed in?” I asked as I remembered that he mentioned most people in this realm saw humans as lesser beings. 
 
    “That’s simple,” the man said as a toothy grin split across his face. “Because it’s my academy.” 
 
    Well, that made things a lot easier.  
 
    As the carriage jostled along the cobbled roads, he explained to me his role at the Academy as the Major General. The Rovkin Training Academy was meant for the best of the best. Everyone there had trained at combat training school, and I could only imagine how behind I was. The more he spoke about how those who trained there were destined to fight as warriors for the Legion, the more I realized just what I’d managed to get myself into. 
 
    General? Warriors? Legion? 
 
    Whatever this Academy was, promised to be far more exciting than just backpacking. 
 
    Dangerous, sure. But I was starting to feel pretty damn excited to be in this realm instead of on Earth now.  
 
    “You won’t be able to take this for granted, Charlie,” the General warned me. “Rovkins are dangerous beasts, and they need to be trained along with the person wielding it.” 
 
    I listened to what he said even though I still didn’t know what a rovkin really was. All I knew so far was that a rovkin was a monster’s spirit and that I had absorbed one. I’d absorbed a dragon no less, and it seemed like no one else had ever done so. But all I knew past that was apparently how dangerous they were.  
 
    I wasn’t fully convinced that they really were as dangerous as both of these white-haired warriors had said, though. I mean, the dragon I possessed was tiny, and it could fit in the palm of my hand. It couldn’t even bite my finger no matter how hard it tried. How much damage could it realistically do? 
 
    “The fate of our realm rests in the hands of those who join the Legion,” he said, and I couldn’t miss the warning that was mixed into his words. “And that includes you, Charlie.”  
 
    “I understand, sir,” I assured him, even though the full weight of what it all meant hadn’t properly sunk in. 
 
    The realm didn’t seem like it was falling apart or anything. Sure, there were these monster things, but the stained glass, statues, and stone panels had made it abundantly clear that they weren’t anything new. 
 
    Unless… 
 
    I tried to recall seeing any depictions of dragons anywhere in the castle and was shocked that I couldn’t think of any. 
 
    I pushed the thought aside for later as tiredness began to gnaw at my body. I began to realize that this was the first time I’d properly relaxed all day. I’d spent my morning fighting through a rotting forest and had fought a dragon. I didn’t even get a chance to relax afterward because Efasia dragged me through a portal into another weird place and into a castle.  
 
    I’d been tossed into so many different places that my brain hadn’t had time to process all of it.  
 
    As the carriage rocked and swayed, I let myself just think about everything. It didn’t matter if I understood it all yet because I was sure I’d have plenty of time later. It would have helped if Efasia had answered even one of my questions properly, but I knew better than to push it considering the large amount of weapons she had on her.  
 
    The General told me the basics of what training at the Academy meant, though. 
 
    I would have to learn how to wield various weapons in order to defend myself and others from monsters, and mentors would help me control my rovkin and train it for combat. 
 
    I took the fragment of the dragon claw from my bag and turned it over in my hands as he spoke. There was a part of me that still thought I was dreaming. But I could feel the rovkin inside my chest, and it clawed against my heart in a silent demand to be let out. I tried my best to ignore it, but I still had unanswered questions that lingered on my mind. 
 
    When the General had finished speaking, he looked me over and nodded when I inquired if I could ask a few questions. 
 
    “You were shocked that I was human, sir,” I began, and when he nodded, I continued. “Why?” 
 
    I had guessed that there weren’t many humans in the Sundered Realm from Efasia’s reaction to the fact that I was from Earth. But they knew what humans were, so it wasn’t as though I was the first one they’d seen. 
 
    “Humans aren’t usually strong enough to kill monsters,” the white-haired man explained. “It’s unheard of that one would have been able to absorb a rovkin, let alone a dragon of all things.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said in disbelief. 
 
    Now that I knew that, his shock made a lot more sense. It wasn’t just that I was able to kill the dragon, but I was the first to get its soul, and that was all while being human. 
 
    How much cooler could I get? 
 
    “But just because you have a dragon, doesn’t mean people will like the fact that a human is fighting alongside them,” the General said. 
 
    He opened his mouth to continue, but before he could speak, Efasia cut in. 
 
    “Humans are a lesser species here,” the yellow-eyed woman spat without taking her eyes off whatever she had been looking at outside the window. “They never get into the Rovkin Training Academy.”  
 
    “Until now,” her Grandpa added and looked at me. 
 
    “So I’ll be the only human there?” I asked. 
 
    I felt a pang of worry in my chest that reminded me of the anxiety I felt before going to college for the first time. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m sure you’ll be fine,” the General assured me with a fierce smile.  
 
    I nodded and looked out the window. I couldn’t see anything because it was still dark outside, but I found that it was easier to look outside than at either of the two warriors in the carriage. But when I did, I got the horrible feeling that something out there was watching me.  
 
    Then I saw them. 
 
    Small, beady eyes watched the carriage pass. They were a whole range of colors from blood red and sea blue to lime green and pastel pink. But their color didn’t seem to matter as they all still managed to make my skin crawl.  
 
    I closed the curtain again and shut my eyes as the events of the day began to pull at me. 
 
    I didn’t remember falling asleep, and I didn’t even know how long I was out, but when I woke up I was still sitting in the carriage.  
 
    Shit, this meant I definitely wasn’t dreaming. 
 
    Still, I tried to ignore it and instead looked at the two warriors in the carriage with me. 
 
    The Major General sat just as he had been before I fell asleep. His head was dipped as he read through a thick stack of paper that was scrawled with illegible writing. He paid me no attention when I sat up, and I guessed it was because he was too engrossed in his reading.  
 
    Efasia was still sitting beside me with the curtain pulled back. She looked calmer than she had before, and her lips were no longer pulled into a tight line but instead rested naturally.  
 
    I considered asking how far away we were, but I shook off my question since I knew she wouldn’t give me an answer and turned to look out my own window. I pulled the crimson curtain back just enough to be able to see outside again.  
 
    The night had begun to melt away, and a mist had settled across the forest. It wasn’t like the fog of the Shadow Realm that seemed like it was trying to blind whoever was in there, though. This mist glistened in the light of the rising sun and reached up into the trees.  
 
    The lights on the outside of the carriage cleared enough of the mist that I could see a few feet into the forest. There were long red leaves of large, bulbous flowers that stretched out onto the path. All of the trees were evenly spaced along the edge of the path, and it made it look like they had been purposefully put into place there.  
 
    I could still see the glowing eyes of monsters in the forest, too. They moved in dark shapes that flexed and stretched with each and every move they made. All of them stayed far away from the path, but that didn’t stop the unease rising in my chest. 
 
    When the carriage took a left turn, I thanked the fact that the mist had muted some of the colors so it no longer made it feel like I’d been thrown into a kaleidoscope.  
 
    Most of the forest looked similar to the place that the portal had brought us out to. The trees reached up high and all had a rainbow of colors on their leaves, and some even had it in their bark. There were vines that hung down between the trees with strands of flowers that dangled from the main vine. Some of the flowers looked like they were large enough to swallow the carriage whole. 
 
    As the sun continued to rise, the colors only continued to get brighter.  
 
    I could make out the glistening petals of the flowers that sprouted up through the foliage as they shimmered in the golden light of the rising sun. Each of them looked like small ornaments that had been thrown into the forest, but I knew just how large some of them were. 
 
    But then the forest came to an abrupt end as we passed through a tall iron gate.  
 
    I moved in my seat to try and see where we were going.  
 
    I didn’t know what a Rovkin Training Academy was supposed to look like, but the enormous thing I saw was unlike anything I could have ever imagined. 
 
    “Hooooly shit,” I breathed.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    As I looked out the window, I could see the looming silhouette of the Rovkin Training Academy come into view. The sun was rising behind it, which made it hard to see all the minute details, but it was still enough to leave me speechless.  
 
    It was insane. 
 
    Spires dotted the top of the Academy. They had to be some sort of lookout spots since there were no solid walls toward the top of the towers, just pillars that held up the spired roofs. 
 
    Sunlight glinted off of large arched windows on each side and dazzled the surrounding hills. It was easily twice the size of the castle and then some.  
 
    As we got closer, I could make out more details.  
 
    The Rovkin Training Academy was dark, and it wasn’t just from the shadows. It was as though it had been burned. The outside of the bricks looked like they’d been blackened by fire and coated in a thick layer of ash and soot.  
 
    The tiling on the roof was a deep blue that reminded me of the ocean back on Earth. Large banners were hung on the walls in the same blue as the tiles. 
 
    The path we rode up was lined with braziers that still gave out a low light as the embers continued to burn.  
 
    Expansive fields stretched out between the Rovkin Training Academy and the wall we’d passed through. Small buildings littered the grass in various shapes and sizes. Some of them looked as though they’d been built the day before, but others looked one strong wind away from being knocked down. Each one had a post with a colored banner outside of it.  
 
    I could only guess that it was a way to know what was in the buildings without having to go and check each one.  
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” the General asked me. 
 
    He was looking out of the curtain closest to him that he must have opened when we’d passed through the gateway. 
 
    I was at a loss for words, so I just nodded.  
 
    This Academy was more than just impressive. 
 
    “I still find it astonishing every time I see it,” he said with a proud smile.  
 
    The carriage jostled as it rolled onto a gravel path that led off of the main stone track. It took us around a large pillar and toward a set of giant stone steps.  
 
    There were guards of some kind posted out in front of the steps. They stood completely still with their hands resting on the hilt of their swords. Their faces were like stone as they surveyed the fields around them.  
 
    What they were looking for, I didn’t know. But I wasn’t too keen to find out. 
 
    Braziers flickered with fire on alternating stone steps, and it was only with their light that I could see the set of smaller steps on each side of the staircase. At the top of the steps was a large wooden door that was easily twenty feet tall. It was so tall that I could barely see the top of it from where I was.  
 
    I was taken aback by the expansive training ground as we came around the corner. 
 
    Stone pillars were dotted around the training grounds, which separated it into smaller quadrants. Bushes stretched between the pillars in place of fences, and torches were fixed into sconces on four sides of the pillars. Practice dummies had been set up in some of the smaller segments with targets in some of the others.  
 
    One long, gravel path led from the top of the grounds and disappeared down toward the wall at the far end. It looked like it branched out toward the rest of the surrounding fields, and I began to worry about just how easy it would be to get lost here.  
 
    At least that was one thing that was similar to college. 
 
    But I didn’t have time to think about getting lost anymore as the carriage slowly came to a halt.  
 
    “Well,” the old man said with a nod. “Here we are.” 
 
    The carriage door opened up, and Efasia got out first. The General motioned for me to leave next, so I did. 
 
    I didn’t know how long we’d been traveling, but my legs were stiff, and it felt good to get up. I got out of the carriage and moved out of the way enough for the General to get out behind me before I stretched my legs. 
 
    The morning air was cold and refreshing as I took a deep breath. I felt the chill of it in my lungs, and it burned. It was just another reminder that all of this wasn’t a dream. This was all real. 
 
    I stretched out my legs and back, and I flexed my aching muscles. The claw marks on my back pulled, but I was careful to not push it so far that the scabs split open again.  
 
    I looked around at where we had stopped. It seemed similar to the steps we’d passed before. 
 
    A set of stairs led up toward an ornate wooden door that towered up into the dark stones of the wall. It looked even more impressive now that it wasn’t obscured by the carriage anymore. But this door had more guards posted outside of it. 
 
    Two of them stood on either side of the main door. Another two were at the bottom of the set of steps and nodded at our approach.  
 
    With this amount of guards, it would have surely meant that we were going to be safe from anything. But at the same time, if there were this many in an Academy full of trained warriors, then how bad could things get?  
 
    That thought was quickly pushed aside when the General clapped his hands behind me. 
 
    “Right then,” he barked, and I turned around to look at him. “This is where I’m going to be leaving you.” 
 
    “Really, sir?” I questioned because I had no idea where I even was, let alone where anything else was. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “Your stuff is going to be delivered to your room by this evening at the latest.” 
 
    “My room?”  
 
    I knew that there were dormitories on the Academy’s grounds, but I’d only just gotten there. How did I already have a room? And where was it? 
 
    “Don’t worry, Efasia will be showing you around,” the General said and gestured at where his granddaughter stood.  
 
    She looked over at him with a glint of betrayal in her yellow eyes. 
 
    “I am?” she asked him with her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and crossed her arms. 
 
    I could tell that she obviously had more to say because her jaw moved as though she was chewing on the words she wanted to say.  
 
    “Fine,” she sighed instead, and I could hear the annoyance clear as day in her voice. “I’ll show him around.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her somewhat dubious compliance and turned to the General.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said.  
 
    “That’s alright.” The white-haired warrior smiled ever so slightly at me before he gave his granddaughter a stern look. 
 
    He must have gotten a silent response from her because he took a deep breath before he turned and gathered his papers from the carriage.  
 
    I took that as my cue to leave and turned back to Efasia. I gave her a smile despite the bored look on her face. 
 
    She stood with her arms crossed against her chest, and her lips pulled into a thin line. She didn’t say anything, but the white-haired woman jerked her head toward the main set of doors and turned to walk up the stairs. 
 
    I followed after her, and we walked up the stairs toward the large door.  
 
    Unlike the one at the castle, this door didn’t have any smaller side doors. Instead, a smaller door was cut out from the middle of each door, and Efasia pushed it open and walked straight through.  
 
    My jaw dropped in awe of what the Academy looked like inside. 
 
    The stone floors were a deep gray that had been neatly tiled the whole way, but there were a few odd tiles that stuck out to me because they had different floral designs carved into the stone.  
 
    A dark blue runner trailed from the entrance door through the main hall toward a large rectangular rug that then branched off into different directions. It had been smoothed out entirely to the point where it looked as though someone had carved the floor out in order for it to lay flat on the rest of the stone.  
 
    Part of me wouldn’t have been surprised if that was the case. It wouldn’t have been the weirdest thing I’d seen in this realm. 
 
    Efasia didn’t slow her pace as she walked through the main entrance hall. She took a left at the split in the entrance hall and down another corridor.  
 
    As we walked, she explained most of the classes on all of the written stuff like histories, rovkin types, the advantages and disadvantages of certain weapons and armor, and anything else that only needed a desk and a blackboard. 
 
    We passed by classroom after classroom, and I barely had time to look properly, but I knew that I’d be back here soon enough when classes started. 
 
    Efasia explained that the classrooms were set out in four main corridors: the North wing, the East wing, the South wing, and the West wing. They all surrounded a central courtyard that people used for training practice or just for relaxing. 
 
    Efasia stopped at the end of the corridor. There was a set of stairs that led upward, and two doors, one to the side, and one in front. 
 
    “That leads to the rest of the West wing,” she commented and looked at me. “There are more classrooms down there and the Northwest tower where it joins onto the North wing.” 
 
    “And that way?” I asked and pointed to the door on the right. 
 
    “That way leads to the courtyard,” she said in a tone that made it sound like it should have been common sense. “And it’s where we’re going.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said with a flourish of my hand. 
 
    I followed Efasia through the short corridor of the West wing and toward a large set of double doors. Stone carvings arched over the doors into a circle at the center. In the circle was what looked like a griffin, but it was so worn down that most of the details had been lost to time. 
 
    We stepped out into the courtyard, and the sounds of clashing swords echoed around. A group of men were practicing in one of the four quadrants the courtyard was split into.  
 
    A fountain was in the center that had strange creatures on it that I couldn’t fully see, but they pointed out toward each of the doors into the courtyard. The water had worn down the details of them, but I guessed that the one pointed toward us was a griffin, from its winged lion body. 
 
    I followed Efasia toward the fountain, where she then stopped and turned to me. 
 
    “Wait here,” she ordered and gave me a stern glare. 
 
    “I will,” I said defensively. 
 
    The yellow-eyed woman gave me another glare before she walked off toward a man in a dark uniform. 
 
    I looked around the courtyard to see who else was there other than the group of men practicing.  
 
    There were a few small groups that were scattered around in the different quadrants. All of the people I could see looked the same, with pointed ears and unnaturally bright eyes that stared at me. They all whispered to each other as they glared, and I couldn’t help but think they were whispering about me. 
 
    I knew that the General said I would be the only human, but I had still hoped they would at least try and seem like they weren’t staring.  
 
    I gave one of the groups a small wave only to be met with concerned glares.  
 
    Okay, not friendly.  
 
    After what felt like hours, Efasia finally bid the man farewell and walked back toward me. 
 
    “Come on, there’s still a few more things you need to see,” she said in her usual bored tone before walking toward the North wing. 
 
    “Is one of those a nurse?” I asked as we began to walk back into the building. 
 
    “Why do you need a nurse?” the white-haired woman asked but continued to walk. 
 
    “The dragon sliced my back open,” I said. 
 
    The claw marks hurt significantly less than they had earlier, and I put that down to the fact that they weren’t exposed to the open air anymore. 
 
    The yellow-eyed woman glared at me before she pushed the door open to the North wing, continued straight ahead, and beelined toward a set of stairs. 
 
    My head spun as I followed her. 
 
    That glare wasn’t the usual look I was used to from her, and I wasn’t entirely sure why. She hadn’t been at all interested in anything other than getting me back to the castle after the fight, and it wasn’t as though she was even pretending to be kind to me on this apparent “tour.” 
 
    The white-haired woman ran up ahead of me, and her belt clinked with all the weapons the white-haired warrior was carrying. The sound echoed through the empty hallways, and I tried to imagine what it would look and sound like when it was full of other people. 
 
    I secretly hoped that was what the Rovkin Training Academy was like, but I had a feeling it was going to be nothing like college was. The people here were a lot colder, but maybe if there was a crowd, then I wouldn’t stick out as much. 
 
    She stopped off at the first door she saw and pushed it open. The corridor was almost identical to the ones on the first floor. The only difference was the fact that the floors were less worn down and there didn’t seem to be as many classrooms. 
 
    We walked past most of the rooms until we got to a red door. 
 
    Efasia knocked twice and waited for a response. 
 
    “Come in,” a woman said on the other side. 
 
    The white-haired woman pushed open the door and stepped aside to let me go in first. 
 
    The room was pretty bland compared to the rest of the Academy.  
 
    The walls were dark, with various posters detailing various simple remedies for common ailments such as colds or sore throats. They seemed pretty similar to the stuff back on Earth, like hot honey and lemon or herbal tea.  
 
    Another wall was lined with shelves of jars filled with strange and colorful herbs, powders, and liquids. On the bottom shelf was a row of books with spines so worn down that I couldn’t read a single one. 
 
    A woman sat at a wooden desk with a stack of paper on one side and a mixing bowl with a white paste in the center.  
 
    She gave me a slight smile and looked between me and Efasia. 
 
    “How can I help you two this morning?” she asked  
 
    “Would you be able to give him a check-up?” the white-haired warrior asked, and I was surprised at the slight hint of emotion in her voice. 
 
    “Of course,” the woman said and motioned for me to sit down on one of the stools. “Was it a training accident?” 
 
    “It was a dragon,” Efasia said from where she leaned against the wall. 
 
    The woman went pale and stared at me in wide-eyed horror.  
 
    “How are you alive?” she asked. 
 
    “Luck?” I guessed and pulled my tunic up for her to see. 
 
    She pressed hesitant fingers to the claw marks on my back and whispered unclear words under her breath. Then she grabbed a small pot from one of the shelves and popped it open. She rubbed a sticky salve on my back. 
 
    It stung like hell, but I just had to hope it would help. 
 
    After the salve was on, she pressed some gauze to my back and stuck it to my skin with some sort of adhesive. Once she was done, I pulled my shirt back down. 
 
    “Apply this every twelve hours,” the woman told me and pressed the small pot into my hand. “Come back if you don’t notice any changes in a few days, or if anything feels off. Okay?” 
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure how a salve would help the gaping wounds on my back, but considering everything I’d seen in the Sundered Realm so far, I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be like any regular creams on Earth. 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” I said, and Efasia and I left the room. 
 
    Efasia then took us back the way we came to continue up the stairs, and we took another two flights before she pushed open a set of doors and headed out onto an uncovered walkway that had a small stone wall with a turreted top on either side.  
 
    The blistering cold wind snapped against my body and was significantly worse than the breeze in the courtyard, and I had half a mind to put my leather jacket on, but the stench of dragon’s blood that still clung to it was enough to put me off of wearing it. Instead, I pulled my arms tightly around myself and buried my hands as best I could.  
 
    The tunic I wore did nothing to keep the cold out, and I realized Efasia was most likely wearing armor as a form of protection against the cold weather instead of actual protection. Although, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was wearing it in case of another monster attack.  
 
    I glanced around at where we were on the top of the wall. From up here, I could see the layout of the Rovkin Training Academy a lot easier than anywhere else we’d been.  
 
    The West wing we had just been in was just one section of the large square that made up the main building. Each side was its own section with a tower in the middle of each and also on each of the corners.  
 
    I could also see the way the center courtyard was laid out. The quadrants were evenly spaced around the fountain. Each one had its own small corner cover that I couldn’t see properly when I was down there. 
 
    The men were still practicing, and their swords clashed against each other. I really hoped not everyone was like them. 
 
    There were more buildings that surrounded the main building that were connected by bridges that branched off from the center of the walls. There were three main ones that I could see, each of which was the same size and looked indiscernible from one another.  
 
    Before I could properly take in everything, Efasia turned left onto an arched bridge that crossed to the other building. A cover was arched over it, and I sighed in relief as some of the chilly wind was blocked.  
 
    As we crossed the bridge, I looked around at the rest of the grounds.  
 
    The whole of the Academy’s grounds were enclosed in a large stone wall before the forest began immediately beyond. There were four large gates in the wall, with one on each side.  
 
    I couldn’t tell which one we had come through because of how many times we’d turned around and because they all looked the exact same as one another. The realization of how easy it was to get lost only continued to grow. 
 
    There were very few identifiable markers on the Academy grounds other than the main building. The fields that surrounded it were mostly bare of trees other than a few larger ones dotted around, and even those trees looked practically identical.  
 
    The several smaller buildings littered around were all connected by dirt paths that all branched off in different directions. There was one main path that stretched from the front of the main building and disappeared out toward one of the gates. Another wider path led down from the East wing toward a large circular stone building that looked a lot like a colosseum.  
 
    I turned to Efasia to ask her what it was, but the stony-faced woman was already walking through a set of doors at the end of the bridge. I’d just have to ask someone else later. 
 
    I caught up to Efasia, and we walked through the doors into the warmth of the new building.  
 
    It still had the same blue rugs that lined the floors and half a dozen suits of armor in the room we were in alone. There were large, plush couches in the corners, and a few desks lined the walls that faced out the ornate windows.  
 
    “This is one of the study rooms,” Efasia said. 
 
    “One of?” I questioned, and she nodded. “How many are there?” 
 
    “Four in this building, and eight in the main building. Each wing has two.” 
 
    “Cool.” I nodded. 
 
    Before I could look around more, Efasia crossed the room to another set of doors. I followed closely behind her because the last thing I wanted was to get lost in a place I barely even knew.  
 
    Well, there were several other things that could’ve been worse, like monsters and dragons. But I was bargaining on the fact that the Rovkin Training Academy was safe from them. 
 
    We went down another set of stairs and came out on a large balcony that overlooked the room below. Bookshelves lined the walls and made a maze on the floor below.  
 
    There were small walkways that jutted out at various floor levels on the bookshelves, and I could see ladders running up the side of some of the shelves. Others had ladders that reached up to the top with a rail to move it to where it needed to go.  
 
    The balcony we were on had a few tables and chairs with a couple of smaller bookshelves. A long set of stairs ran between different balconies until it eventually led to the ground floor.  
 
    “You can look in your own time,” the white-haired warrior hissed. 
 
    “Why? You got somewhere to be?” I asked. 
 
    “For your information, yes I do,” she said and marched onward before I could ask her more. 
 
    I walked behind her and made sure to remember the exact route we took out of the library.  
 
    We came out onto a raised section beneath the bridge that had steps that led down either side. The walkway stretched parallel beneath the bridge and back into the North wing. Instead of going back into the building, Efasia took me down the steps on the right and onto a path that wrapped around the main building back toward the West wing.  
 
    But we didn’t go into the main building. Instead, there was an identical walkway that bridged between the West wing and another building that looked exactly like the library.  
 
    Efasia wasted no time in leading me toward the west building. Unlike the library, this one had guards posted outside of it. Above the door in bold letters was written ’Armory.’  
 
    I wasn’t surprised that the Rovkin Training Academy had an armory, almost everyone I’d seen had some form of weapon. But it only helped to make me feel a sense of intrigue at what I had gotten myself into.  
 
    The warrior woman barely even opened the door enough for me to see inside. But I pushed the other door open, and my eyes went wide in shock.  
 
    Different types of armor were displayed on mannequins that lined the walls. Shields were displayed on racks between them and large display cases were lined across the center of the room. There was a sign at the back that detailed what could be found on each of the floors. 
 
    Floor One - Armor and Shields 
 
    Floor Two - One-Handed Weapons 
 
    Floor Three - Two-Handed Weapons 
 
    Floor Four - Bows and Crossbows 
 
    Roof - Smithy 
 
    I didn’t even get time to look at everything properly before Efasia spoke up. 
 
    “This is where you’ll get all your weapons and armor,” she said and gestured around the room. “Someone will take you to check out a weapon to practice with later in the week.” 
 
    Efasia then turned and walked back down the walkway at a brisk pace toward the training grounds out front, and I followed closely behind her. 
 
    The sound of clashing swords and twanging bowstrings echoed across the training yard, and there were several groups of students either practicing or watching as others sparred against dummies.  
 
    Once we got to the front of the main steps, the white-haired woman stopped and looked at me. 
 
    “The extra building on the East wing is the dormitories,” Efasia said sternly and pointed at the building in question. “Go there and tell them your name, and they’ll give you your room number.” 
 
    “Can’t you take me there?” I asked her. 
 
    “I’ve got something to do,” she sneered. 
 
    “Oh, really? What’s that?” I questioned. This time I was going to get a proper answer from her no matter what. 
 
    “Well,” she began and glared daggers at me. “I need to go get a rovkin because someone stole mine.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” I said in exasperation.  
 
    “That doesn’t matter, I still need one,” the yellow-eyed woman spat before she turned and left.  
 
    I watched as she walked down the path toward one of the main gates.  
 
    She was a real piece of work. 
 
    I shrugged and looked back toward the main building of the Rovkin Training Academy. Although I was tired from all the traveling and walking around, I still wanted to explore more. Now that I didn’t have anyone to dictate where I had to go, it was the perfect opportunity to look at the other wings.  
 
    I walked back into the entrance and turned right toward the East wing.  
 
    It was almost the exact same as the West, with the only legible difference being the various depictions of wolves that lined the floor, ceiling, and walls. In their worn shape, I could recognize the similarities between the images and the worn animal on the East portion of the fountain.  
 
    Did each of the wings have their own animal?  
 
    It would have been pretty cool if they did. 
 
    As I walked around, I noticed the doors to one of the classrooms was slightly open. I didn’t get a chance to look inside one earlier because of Efasia, so I took the chance to get a better look. 
 
    I knocked on the door. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out and waited for a response. 
 
    Once it was clear that the room was empty, I pushed the door open. 
 
    The classroom was nothing special. It reminded me of one of my high school classrooms, with the desks set up and two chairs at each. They were all faced toward a blackboard at the front of the classroom. 
 
    Along the back wall was a set of dark bookcases filled with books of all shapes and sizes. 
 
    I walked through the middle of the desks toward the bookcases. I might’ve been too tired to walk back to the library and try to figure out how the fuck those stairs worked, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want to try and find out more about the realm.  
 
    All of the spines of the books were frayed and torn in different places. The titles were almost unreadable because they were so worn down. However, one book stood out from the rest. 
 
    The cover was such a dark black that it looked as though it was impenetrable by light like there was just a void between the rest of the books on the shelf.  
 
    I looked closer and was shocked to see an ethereal purple glow coming from the pages. 
 
    I reached out to the book, but as I did, there was a deafening bang from behind me. 
 
    I spun around, but I didn’t know what I had expected.  
 
    Maybe a beast? A ghastly figure that loomed in the shadows? A creature that crawled out of the ground as soon as I touched the book? 
 
    That wasn’t what I saw, though. 
 
    Instead, a man stood by the door with a hand on the edge of the wood as if he had tried to stop the door from crashing against the wall. He looked at me with wide green eyes and a startled expression on his face. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” the man apologized. 
 
    He held a stack of books in his arms and went to the desk to drop them off in a neat pile. They were all in a similar condition to the ones in the bookcase, so I guessed it was his classroom. 
 
    I stared back at him with the black book still in my hands. It felt like I’d been caught stealing, even though I wasn’t doing anything wrong. 
 
    “Well,” he said in a deep, gruff voice. “You must be Charlie.” 
 
    “Hello,” I said and placed the book back on the shelf. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “These.” He tapped the tip of his torn, pointed ears. “Unless there’s another human around here?” 
 
    I sighed in relief and leaned back against the bookcase.  
 
    He wore a black uniform that had various patches and medals on the front, there was a name embroidered on one of the patches: Sergeant U. Rofir. His face had deep scars that carved through his skin, and similar scars poked out from underneath the sleeves of his jacket onto his hands. It seemed to be a running theme of the older warriors here. 
 
    “So,” the Sergeant said from behind the desk. “How are you feeling so far?” 
 
    I considered what to say. 
 
    Everything had been a lot to take in so far. I felt unwelcome by pretty much everyone other than the General and this Sergeant. But everything here seemed so cool, and I couldn’t help but feel excited about what was to come. Even though it had begun to seem like I was being sent into a legion to fight monsters with nothing but a sword and a tiny dragon. 
 
    “Uh, unwelcome,” I said with a grimace. “But I’m excited.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear the other recruits aren’t making you feel welcome,” he apologized. “Unfortunately, that tends to happen in a prestigious school. ” 
 
    I nodded because the General had warned me already about the other recruits. But the Sergeant’s apology didn’t really make me feel any better.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help you?” the green-eyed Sergeant asked. 
 
    I looked back at the books on the shelves and at the one I had put down earlier.  
 
    If I got a book or two now, it would save me from having to go back to the library. Not to mention, Sergeant Rofir was probably one of the best chances I had at the moment to get some tips on what books to read, and it helped that he was right there. 
 
    “Do you think you could recommend some books for me to get started with?” I asked him and gestured to the bookcase. 
 
    “Of course.” He smiled and walked over to where I was standing. 
 
    Sergeant Rofir took out various books that he thought would be best for me. There were two on rovkins, two on weapon and armor types, one on foods and drinks, one on legends and fables, and the last one he gave me was the shadowy black book I’d picked up before.  
 
    “I’ve never seen it react like this to anyone,” he said when he placed it on the top of the pile in my arms. “But, we haven’t had anyone with a dragon rovkin before.” 
 
    “How do you know about my rovkin?” I asked in confusion. 
 
    “The General thought it would be best to give us a heads-up.” He gave me a toothy smile and patted the top of the pile. “This should be enough to get you started. There are more in the library if you need anything else.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I shifted the pile to one arm so I could shake his hand. Sergeant Rofir gave it a firm shake and then held the door open for me as I left to make my way over to the dorms.  
 
    It was easier to find than I had thought, and it helped that all of the doors were push doors, so I didn’t have to keep changing how I held the precariously balanced stack of books.  
 
    The East wing was a lot quieter than the West or North, with no practice courtyards outside the East building. Instead, gardens sprawled out from the walls with picnic tables and blossoming trees. It was a welcome difference, and the strong smell of lavender and roses hung in the air. 
 
    I walked into the dormitories and was met by a rosy-cheeked woman at the front desk.  
 
    “Good morning, dear,” she chimed as the door shut behind me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted her with a smile. 
 
    “How can I help you?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, I’m looking for my room,” I said and placed the books on the front desk. “My name’s Charlie, I’m the human the General brought here.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, the General told us about you,” she said, and I couldn’t miss the sense of amazement in her voice. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”  
 
    She scanned over a piece of paper that was neatly organized into separate blocks with a small key attached to each section.  
 
    I saw a soft smile spread across her face as she grabbed one of the keys. 
 
    “You’ll be in room 4C,” she told me and held the key out.  
 
    “Oh, thank you,” I said with a smile and took it from her. 
 
    “Of course, dear,” she said and pointed toward the door on the right wall. “If you take those stairs up to the fourth floor, you’ll find your room on the left.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and picked my books back up. “Have a good day.”  
 
    I took the right door up to the fourth floor.  
 
    I looked out the windows on the stairs that pointed out at the dazzling green fields of the Academy grounds. They looked even better in the shimmer of the late morning sun.  
 
    From up high, I could see some older recruits training in the far fields. One of them was running through a complicated obstacle course with a bow gripped in her hands.  
 
    She fired at moving targets around the course as she ran. But before she could reach one of the platforms, a large spiked pole swung around and knocked her off the beam she was on.  
 
    She collapsed to the ground with enough force that I winced in sympathy. But she only lay in the dirt for a few seconds before she pushed herself back up.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed in amazement when she hopped straight back onto the course. 
 
    They must take combat very seriously here if those are the training courses.  
 
    I mentally prepared myself for having to do something like that and pushed open the door to the fourth floor. It led down a corridor with two doors on each side, with each one labeled with a letter between A and D. Room 4C was the first door on the left, and as I shifted the books to grab my key, I realized the door was slightly open. 
 
    I pushed it open with my foot and saw piles of stuff in the room.  
 
    There were two beds with one on each side. One of the beds had an old suitcase piled on top, and clothes were strewn around it in a messy heap. There were various open wooden crates around the bed, and a singular tapestry with a fiery red pattern hung from the wall.  
 
    It was far too much stuff for it to be what the General had sent, so I walked over and put my books on the other bed before I took a closer look at the various piles. 
 
    On top of one of them was something that glinted in the sunlight.  
 
    I reached out to pick it up, and the gold case was cold against my fingers. I turned it over in my hands and was able to see that on the other side was the face of a compass.  
 
    The needle wobbled in place as I moved my hand, and it spun around when I turned toward the window. There were small gemstones that glittered beneath the glass top. 
 
    But before I could get a better look, a voice jumped out from behind me. 
 
    “Nice, isn’t it?”

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    I almost jumped out of my skin at the sound of someone else’s voice. I barely managed to keep hold of the compass in my hand as I spun around to where the person leaned against the doorframe. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said and put the compass back on the pile. 
 
    “Hey, no worries,” the other man laughed. “I’m Gerrin.” 
 
    Gerrin had a bright and welcoming smile that split his thick, red beard. His straight, frizzy hair brushed against his shoulders as he moved, and I could just about see the tips of his pointed ears.  
 
    The clothes he wore were wrinkled and creased, and the brown sandals on his feet were worn through. The gleaming amulet around his neck matched his bright orange eyes down to the exact way the color shifted in the sunlight.  
 
    Every part of him looked as fiery as the next. 
 
    “I’m Charlie,” I said and held my hand out toward Gerrin. 
 
    He gave it a quick, rough shake before he pulled me into a fast hug and clasped a hand to my back. When he pushed away, he held a hand on each of my shoulders and smiled warmly. 
 
    “Good to meet you, roomie,” he said with an infectious smile.  
 
    I was at a loss for words.  
 
    I had hoped for a roommate who wasn’t cold toward me, but Gerrin seemed to be the physical embodiment of a warm fire.  
 
    He was upbeat and so far unpredictable, but I couldn’t help but feel safe around him right away.  
 
    “It’s good to meet you, too,” I said, and I could feel the wide smile on my face. 
 
    Maybe not everyone was bad.  
 
    Gerrin let go of me and looked around at the empty half of my room with furrowed brows. 
 
    “Where’s your stuff?” he asked, and he gestured wildly at the bed. “A man can’t live on books alone!” 
 
    “The General’s having it dropped off later,” I explained. 
 
    “The General?” the fiery man practically yelled. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed and walked over to sit on my bed. “He’s the reason I’m here.” 
 
    “Really? That’s venom!” Gerrin said in amazement. “How’d you know him?” 
 
    Venom?  
 
    Was that like cool, or awesome? 
 
     It didn’t matter at the moment, and I didn’t want Gerrin’s slang to distract me. It would just be like learning other people’s language again at college: give it a week and I’d know what it all meant by context alone. 
 
    “Well,” I said and considered how to tell Gerrin about the dragon, Efasia, and being pulled through a veil. 
 
    I knew that telling Gerrin the full story would have been far too long, and I wasn’t even sure of it myself. So instead I settled on a brief overview on what I did know.  
 
    I told Gerrin about how I woke up in the Shadow Realm and about the dragon. I explained how I saved Efasia from being eaten alive, and her blatant ignorance about how much danger she was in. I then told him about meeting the General and being brought to the Rovkin Training Academy. 
 
    The fiery man stood with his mouth agape the whole time I spoke. 
 
    “Dude! That’s so mace,” he laughed when I finished.  
 
    I had no idea what mace meant, but I could only guess that it was another weird elven slang that they used here.  
 
    “I mean, sorry that you’re here, but a fucking dragon? That’s insanely lucky!” 
 
    “I don’t feel lucky,” I said honestly as I thought about what I’d gotten myself into. “Everyone’s staring at me, and I feel like I’ve signed myself up for a suicide mission.” 
 
    “Most of these pureblood elves are pretty distrusting of everyone they think is ‘beneath them,’” he said with a sneer and put air quotes around ‘beneath them’.  
 
    I thought it was interesting how Gerrin referred to them. I mean, wasn’t he an elf himself? He certainly looked like one.  
 
    But if he wasn’t, then what was he? 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked and hoped that he didn’t share Efasia’s love of evading questions. 
 
    “Most humans are considered lower class,” Gerrin explained in a way that sounded like he was quoting someone else. “They work as servants or farmers. And apparently, that means they can’t fight.” 
 
    “So,” I sighed, “they’re looking down on me.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry man,” the fiery man said sincerely. “But hey, you’ve got a fucking dragon! You’ll breeze through the training.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I laughed.  
 
    Gerrin was right, I had to have more confidence about it all. After all, no one else had a dragon. 
 
    “What about you?” I asked with a quick nod of my head. 
 
    “I got an Ember Paw Fox for my rovkin,” he said with a toothy grin. “It fits with the rest of me, but it’s a real hassle.” 
 
    He gestured to his fiery hair and beard. That’s when I pieced together what had seemed so strange about Gerrin compared to everyone else I had seen.  
 
    Where the rest of the elves were pale with fair hair and sharp features, Gerrin was warm with an air of softness to him. 
 
    “You’re not an elf?” I asked. 
 
    “Not fully,” he laughed. “My mom’s an elf, my dad’s a djinn.” 
 
    Djinn? That was a new one. 
 
    I didn’t want to seem completely out of place by not knowing all the different types of races they had in the Sundered Realm, and Gerrin seemed more than happy to answer any of the questions I had.  
 
    It was a welcome change to Efasia. 
 
    “What are djinns like here?” I questioned.  
 
    “We’re fire spirits.” Gerrin shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you in on the know of everything.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled at him. “Efasia hasn’t been much help.” 
 
    “No shot,” the redhead chuckled and turned to the window to look out of it. 
 
    I picked up one of the books from the pile on my bed.  
 
    They’d fallen down when I got on and spread out across the dark blue covers. The shadowy black book was still like a void on the top of the pile, and I picked it up to look at it again.  
 
    It was completely cold in my hands and felt weightless. As I held it, there was a faint clawing in my chest.  
 
    I felt a steady rush of heat flow through my veins as I ran a finger over the cover of the book. It only continued to grow as I opened the book to a random page.  
 
    Purple letters glowed against the black pages. They looked like they weren’t even attached to the page, almost like they were floating.  
 
    It was unlike any book I’d ever seen. But I wasn’t fully surprised that the weird void book had strange letters inside. It was just another strange bit of magic in this realm.  
 
    The heat steadily grew the more I read over the words on the page. Or at least I tried to.  
 
    The letters seemed to shift and change before my eyes, and I couldn’t decipher any of the words they made. 
 
    “Yo,” Gerrin blurted out loud enough to make me jump. “What is that?” 
 
    I moved the book from in front of my face and saw that he was pointing at it. 
 
    “A book?” I guessed since I didn’t know exactly what it was. “It was in one of the classrooms.” 
 
    “Dude, I’ve never seen a book do that,” the orange-eyed man admitted and pointed to the purple glow that came from it. 
 
    “Neither have I,” I said with a shrug. “I just thought it was another weird thing that happened here.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it’s cool,” the man laughed.  
 
    He glanced out the window again before he looked back at me. 
 
    “You hungry?” the half-djinn asked. 
 
    I hadn’t had breakfast that morning because we’d gone straight from the carriage into a tour of the grounds. I didn’t even know where we got food because Efasia hadn’t mentioned anything like that.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said and put the book back on the pile. 
 
    I got off my bed and followed Gerrin to the door. But as he opened it, we were met by two uniformed men. 
 
    They looked at Gerrin in muted shock, and then one of them looked toward me. 
 
    “Charlie?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me,” I confirmed. 
 
    “Your luggage is here,” he said and gestured to some boxes that had been piled just outside the door. 
 
    It was far more than I’d been expecting, and I could already see that it was more than what Gerrin had. I didn’t even think I had this much stuff back on Earth.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    The two men gave me a nod before they walked down the hall to the door.  
 
    “That’s a lot of fucking stuff,” I murmured and looked up at Gerrin, who was equally as shocked as I was. 
 
    “Drag it in, then go eat?” he suggested with a smile still etched on his face. 
 
    “Definitely,” I sighed in agreement. 
 
    Despite both of us working to take everything in, it still took far longer than anticipated.  
 
    At one point our new neighbors opened the door to see what was going on. One of them with raven black hair, called Erlan, offered a hand, and we managed to carry all the bags and boxes into our room.  
 
    I couldn’t help but question what was in all the boxes that easily took up the entire half of my room. I’d seen one or two with clothes and shoes, another with what looked like books, and another that was piled with fabric. I didn’t know if I even needed all of it, but I was grateful the General had it all ready for me regardless. 
 
    When all the boxes were in the room, we thanked Erlan for the help, and Gerrin and I walked down toward the food hall.  
 
    As it turned out, the food hall was a small building near the dormitories. It was only two floors and looked like it had been converted from an old church.  
 
    The stones on the outside looked like the same kind of burned brick as the main building, but the outside was far more ornate, with pillars and columns carved into the stone. There were arched windows dotted around the sides that let in plenty of natural light. I also noticed that there wasn’t a door like the other buildings, instead it was just an archway.  
 
    Gerrin walked in first, and I followed after him.  
 
    The smell of cooked food wafted through the building, but it was unlike anything else I’d smelled before. It wasn’t like the food I’d smelled at the General’s castle, or like the sweet smell of the woods. It was a mix of floral scents and gamey meat.  
 
    The food hall was pretty empty, and there were only ten or so people scattered around in groups of two or three across the long dining tables. There was a long stretch of stone tables on the back wall with plates and trays of different foods for people to help themselves to. 
 
    Gerrin picked up a smooth wooden tray that had three different sections on it. It reminded me of the trays we had in our high school cafeteria, the only difference being that these weren’t made of horrible, flimsy plastic. 
 
    I picked up a tray and followed Gerrin. 
 
    The food looked just as strange as it smelled, and I furrowed my brows as I tried to figure out what sort of food each of the trays had. 
 
    None of them looked anything remotely similar to something I’d seen before. 
 
    The food was a rainbow of colors in the dishes in front of me. Some of them looked leafy and wet, but others more closely resembled burned petals. There were a few others that looked like thinly sliced meat on a few of the plates, and other meats were stewed in juices and left in a cooking pot.  
 
    What the fuck was all of it? 
 
    There were no labels, so I couldn’t even begin to guess what they were. 
 
    I’d had my fair share of strange foods in college, and I wasn’t normally one to shy away from new cuisines. I’d even been looking forward to trying all manner of odd dishes in Germany now that I’d finally graduated. But this was all too much. 
 
    Instead of fretting over the different foods, I picked whatever Gerrin did and gave myself generous portions of each. At the end of the table, there were cups with liquid portioned into them. I took the least colorful one and balanced it on the drinks portion of my tray before I followed Gerrin over to an empty table. 
 
    The half-djinn sat on one side, and I sat opposite him and dug into the food.  
 
    I started with the meat. It was pale and speckled with patches of darker meat. The texture was similar to chicken, but it tasted closer to venison. The sauce I had on the plate paired with it well and helped to cut through some of the richness. 
 
    The next thing I tried looked like crisp rose petals, and it had a refreshing floral aftertaste. It helped to break up some of the meat and other rich flavors that were in the other vegetables that I tried after. 
 
    As we ate, I began to think about everything I’d wanted to ask the General. I didn’t know where he was, or even where to find him, but I did know that Gerrin seemed to know a lot about the realm and what was in it.  
 
    What was even better was that Gerrin actually answered my questions, unlike a certain yellow-eyed woman. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I asked after I swallowed a mouthful of the bitter, citrusy drink I had. 
 
    “Yeah, man,” Gerrin said around a mouthful of food. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “How did the realm get like this?” 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Gerrin said and swallowed his food. 
 
    The fiery man began to tell me about how the realm came to be.  
 
    It was once ruled by dragons that would hunt the various races. Many of the people had their own ways of defending themselves. Some of them hid underground, others would hide in the thick forests and used the trees and foliage to hide their house, others got used to the fire and made a living off of it, and others chose to flee the realm entirely.  
 
    But it didn’t last. 
 
    One day, the strongest mages got together in order to banish the dragons to the furthest realm they could. They put up veils around all of the realms in order to act as a buffer between the realms, and they wove spiritual realms to stop the dragons from being able to get back to the Sundered Realm.  
 
    The half-djinn mentioned books about the so-called ‘Age of the Dragons’ that were in the library in the history section. I made a note to myself to check them out later. 
 
    He then continued to say that people would only be able to travel through the realms by going through portals, but the portals weren’t without issue. 
 
    Some would malfunction, and when a person passed through a portal, there was a chance that it would affect the other realms and pull someone from a different realm through it as well. As a result, most portals were guarded, and people were told not to go through them unless strictly necessary. 
 
    “And that’s why you’re here,” the redhead said with a flourish of his hands. 
 
    “Efasia going through the portal caused a rift that pulled me through,” I whispered to myself as confirmation that it was Efasia’s doing. “That’s why the General’s helping me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Gerrin shrugged. “At least he had strings to pull to get you here.” 
 
    I hummed in agreement and thanked whatever luck I had that I’d met probably the best person possible to help me.  
 
    Gerrin continued to explain the history of the realm as I picked at the food on my plate. 
 
    Even though the dragons were banished, weird beasts and monsters began to appear back in the realm not even fifty years later. There still weren’t any dragons, so people began to live with them. They would use the monsters as a food source, and some would hunt them for sport. 
 
    That’s where things got crazy, though. 
 
    It didn’t take long for people to notice the ghostly spirits of the beasts wandering the land. And even crazier was that after some time, the beasts became whole once more. 
 
    They fucking respawned from their spirits after death. Over and over again. 
 
    Many had thought it was a blessing at first, almost like it was a gift for banishing the dragons. Everyone had unlimited food, and it was a time of abundance for all of the kingdoms. 
 
    But in the last hundred years, the number of monsters became overwhelming.  
 
    The mages tried all they could, with some of them even creating new spells and forms of dangerous magic to try and get rid of the spirits once and for all. When that didn’t work, they created a variety of magical weapons to help out the non-magic folk. It was supposed to just be a way of killing a beast more efficiently in the hopes of gaining some upper hand. 
 
    But during one of these trials, when the monster was killed, the fighter felt a rush of heat that wouldn’t leave them alone. 
 
    “Rovkins,” I guessed. 
 
    “That’s right,” Gerrin said with a devilish grin. “They realized they could actually absorb these things. Wild, right?” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. 
 
    It was so wild that they found something like that out by accident. 
 
    The next time that first fighter fought a monster, their rovkin leaped out of them and devoured the spirit of the beast after its physical form had been slain. The beast didn’t return after that, and finally, the people of the Sundered Realm had a fighting chance. 
 
    Gerrin then explained that the Legion was necessary by that time in order to try and guard people against the monsters and their roaming spirits, but now they had the means of truly destroying them, as long as they had the proper training. This meant they could prepare for the worst possible outcome. 
 
    The one they’d been fearing ever since the monster numbers became too high: 
 
    The return of the dragons. 
 
    The Rovkin Training Academy was set up shortly after by those who had mastered their rovkins in order to teach others how to do the same. It was with the sole intention of training young men and women to join the Legion after they’d mastered their rovkins and endured all four years of training.  
 
    “So I have to join the Legion after?” I asked once he finished. 
 
    “Most people with a rovkin do,” he said with an animated shrug. “It’s either that or farming.” 
 
    Having and training a dragon certainly beat farming. I’d just have to make sure I made it through training in one piece.  
 
    “Are these monsters everywhere?” I questioned. 
 
    I’d seen plenty of depictions of them in portraits and in carvings. I’d even seen a few in the forest and in the Shadow Realm. But there weren’t any on the Academy grounds. 
 
    “You won’t see any inside the walls here,” the fiery man explained and gestured in a circle. “They’ve got it pretty guarded. But go even half a mile out and there’ll be hundreds.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. 
 
    “Don’t worry though,” Gerrin said calmly. “They don’t take us out there until they think we can handle one ourselves.” 
 
    “They what?” I hissed in a mixture of horror and awe. 
 
    I was loud enough that several people turned around to look at me, and I gave them a forced smile before I turned back to Gerrin.  
 
    “You gotta train somehow,” he laughed dismissively. “Besides, we have a few months before we actually have to do anything serious.” 
 
    “What do you mean by serious?” I asked because everything about this already sounded serious enough. 
 
    “First-years have to prove that they’re making progress worthy of the Legion by completing a mission,” the half-djinn explained. “They send us out on smaller, but official Legion tasks, with a fourth-year. It’s a pretty big deal.” 
 
    I stared at the fiery man in disbelief.  
 
    A few months? That was nowhere near enough time. 
 
    “What sort of missions?” I asked.  
 
    “Usually it’s just clearing up a rogue rovkin or monster,” Gerrin explained. “It’ll basically be like some of our training missions, just without a Sergeant there with us.” 
 
    “How many months do we have?” I asked. 
 
    “They want first-years to do their first mission about halfway through the year,” he said and took a sip of his drink. 
 
    “Halfway?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    Although it sounded far away, I barely knew anything about the Sundered Realm other than what Gerrin had told me. I had no idea how to control my rovkin, and it seemed like I was far less prepared than anyone else at the Academy. 
 
    “Don’t worry, though,” he said with a shrug. “They’ll teach us whatever we need to know.” 
 
    The training seemed a lot more dangerous than I had first thought. But all of the trainers here knew what they were doing, and Gerrin was right. There was only one way to train against beasts like that. After all, training dummies and other people didn’t flit around in the shadows to bite you. 
 
    Or at least, I really hoped they didn’t. 
 
    But that only got me thinking about all the strange tricks these monsters might have up their sleeves. If they were anything like the dragon I’d fought, I was probably in for a wild ride. 
 
    I couldn’t help grinning a little at the idea. 
 
    Germany would’ve been an adventure in its own way, but this shit was next level. 
 
    Once we’d finished our food, Gerrin and I went back to our dorm room to unpack.  
 
    The boxes that the General had given me were full of various things from clothes and bedding to shoes and training weapons. 
 
    There were two swords and two knives. Each one looked brand new, but the blades were dull. I pulled each of them out carefully to take a closer look. 
 
    I’d only ever held an epee and saber during my time fencing, and even though I’d always longed to learn way more about different sorts of blades, completing my degree hadn’t exactly left me with a lot of free time to do so. 
 
    So I was grinning as I started comparing these new swords to the few I had experience with. My epee and sabers had been light enough to feel like an extension of myself, and I’d held Efasia’s sword when I got my rovkin, so I knew hers was heavier to wield than those. But the weapons I picked up now were significantly heavier than any of those. 
 
    The knives didn’t look like anything special. The blades were around five inches long with another five inches for the leather-wrapped handle. The hilts were a plain, muted silver that was big enough to cover the width of my hand. Despite their small size, they were surprisingly heavy. I chalked it up to how thick the blades were. 
 
    The two swords were a little different. Each one had a different shape and size, but neither of them was even close to being an epee since they had wide blades and plain hilts.  
 
    The first was shorter than the other at just under three feet long and felt almost twice as heavy as my epee did. The blade was thin but took up most of its length, while the handle was only just large enough to hold. But as I looked closer, I realized there was something else different about the blade. 
 
    One edge was completely straight and blunt, but the other had a beveled edge that curved down an inch before joining back up at the tip. I’d seen different sorts of swords similar to this, but I knew it wasn’t a machete. 
 
    “What is this style of sword called?” I asked Gerrin. 
 
    He looked over. “That’s a falchion. It’s a good single-edged sword to start with. Most people start learning with a sword like that. It’ll help you get used to slashing.” 
 
    I gave it a few experimental swings and realized that it moved a lot nicer than Efasia’s sword had.  
 
    I put the falchion onto my bed and pulled out the other sword. 
 
    This one was more like something I’d seen before on TV. It had a double edge that ended in a rounded point. The blade was longer than the whole length of the falchion, and the hilt and handle added almost an extra foot. The only thing that made it different from a typical sword was the hilt. 
 
    The basket-like hilt came out over my hand and gave an added sense of protection as I took a few test swings. The metal caging covered my hand entirely, unlike the curved dome hilt I was used to from fencing.  
 
    “And that is a mortuary sword,” Gerrin said cheerily and flexed his fingers. “Helps keep all your fingers. You know… in case you’re interested in preserving them.” 
 
    “How many different styles of swords does the Academy work with?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “If we’re talking one-handed,” the half-djinn explained, “then about fifteen different varieties. But if we’re including two-handed swords, then it’s closer to twenty-five.” 
 
    Twenty-five? 
 
    How was I supposed to find the right one before classes started in a week? 
 
    I put the mortuary sword alongside the falchion and looked back into the box. At the bottom was a small note that read:  
 
    See the blacksmith, and they’ll make you a personal weapon. General Carnelis. 
 
    When I asked Gerrin, he told me that the majority of people had weapons that were made for them. Their personal weapons were designed to the person’s preferred weight and style and were a lot sharper than the training weapons.  
 
    Most people had two personal weapons, one which was sharp that they would use for training dummies and monsters, and one for practicing against other people. He said that we could go later in the week so I had one by the time classes started. 
 
    In another box, I found several books that instructed me on how to use each weapon, along with one of the history books that Gerrin had mentioned. There were other books about general things in the Sundered Realm, and I piled all of them with the books I had gotten from Sergeant Rofir. 
 
    In the last box was a singular potted plant. It had large leaves that were tipped with red at the ends, and small flowers hanging from curved stems.  
 
    I put the pot on the windowsill last, and Gerrin and I declared our room complete. 
 
    The rest of the week was a similar blur of events that had me running around the Rovkin Training Academy as I tried to figure out where places were. There must have been some sort of orientation day because I felt like the only person who was lost.  
 
    But I wasn’t alone through it. 
 
    Gerrin had offered to take me anywhere I wanted to go and showed me the various buildings in a lot more detail than Efasia had. As we walked around, we met various Sergeants who all seemed to specialize in something different.  
 
    They all greeted me with fierce smiles and strong handshakes that were usually followed by a statement about how impressed they were by my dragon rovkin. It was a welcome distraction from the looks most of the other recruits gave me when I passed them. 
 
    Only one of the Sergeants asked to see my rovkin.  
 
    It was when we were taking a look at one of the outdoor classrooms. It had a large center stage and seats that surrounded it like an arena.  
 
    With his permission, I stood on the stage and summoned my rovkin just like the General had taught me. 
 
    The small dragon was still barely the size of my hand, and the red-eyed Sergeant held the squirming beast with a shocked but curious gaze.  
 
    Gerrin’s face was one of absolute bewilderment, and he was at a loss for words when he finally saw it. There were a few other people in the arena who all gasped when the dragon bounced between shadows before I absorbed it back into my body.  
 
    It felt good to finally have other recruits look at me with fascination and awe, instead of disgust and judgment. 
 
    The morning after, Gerrin took me to see the blacksmith. We spent our time looking around all the different levels of the armory.  
 
    I still didn’t know a lot about the armor types despite all of the books the General had set me up with, but one of the Sergeants helped me test different weights and materials.  
 
    She had been pacing the rooms with her rovkin, a slow, rounded beast that seemed to leave behind a trail of lava in its wake. Its skin crackled with a deep red glow and had sharp spines protruding from its back. It followed the Sergeant around and picked up the scraps of broken training weapons. 
 
    When I asked, she told me that it was a Razor-Skinned Mowler. I didn’t really understand what that signified, but I shrugged it off to focus on the armor in front of me. 
 
    “I suggest you stay away from metal,” the Sergeant said as she steered me away from the iron armor. 
 
    “Really?” I asked, “How come?” 
 
    “Leather is easier to move in,” Gerrin piped up. “Right, Sergeant Sylrie?” 
 
    “Yes.” the Sergeant nodded, “We still aren’t sure what your rovkin can do. If something happens, it’s easier to remove leather than iron.” 
 
    Oh, great. Another thing that could go wrong. 
 
    I still didn’t know a whole lot about my rovkin as none of the books I could find even mentioned dragons as rovkins. But I took any information I could get from the Sergeants, and anyone else willing to give me help.  
 
    Once the armor was sorted, I tested out different weapons.  
 
    The two-handed weapons felt too clunky, and I couldn’t get a proper swing with even a greatsword. I knew that I ideally wanted something that I could wield like my fencing sword, because that was the weapon I was used to.  
 
    Despite trying dozens of different swords from a simple shortsword to a scimitar, I settled on an upgraded version of the mortuary sword the General had given me. It was light enough that I barely felt the weight of it as it moved, and I could slice it through the air faster than any of the others. But it was still heavy enough to deal a devastating blow to the practice dummy. It also came with the small bonus of finger protection, which I wasn’t going to turn down. 
 
    The blacksmith complimented my choice and suggested that I also get some small throwing knives, just in case. I agreed because I thought I needed something that could be used long-range, but I wanted to learn more about working with all sorts of blades before I began to look at all the different types of bows.  
 
    With my weapons sorted, I chose a dark purple decorative gem to put in the hilt and a black leather wrap for the handle. The purple gem was a subconscious choice. I never would have gone for purple before, it was always green or blue, but something drew me toward it.  
 
    It wasn’t until Gerrin noted that it matched the small glint in my eye that I realized it was because of my dragon.  
 
    It had started to influence me in more ways than I’d thought. 
 
    The rest of the week was full of practice and experimenting.  
 
    Gerrin and I made use of all the different training grounds at the Academy. There were lots of different types from stationary obstacle courses to ones that would swing around and move.  
 
    I managed to get the hang of them pretty quickly and used my previous fencing and martial arts knowledge to dodge out of the way of the moving parts. I did get help from a few of the passing Sergeants who yelled useful tips and tricks, like how to use my momentum to spring into another attack.  
 
    Whenever I wasn’t on the practice course or exploring the Academy, I would sit on the fields with Gerrin. It was still relatively warm out, and sitting outside was definitely preferable to being in the dorm room all day. 
 
    More often than not, we were joined by Erlan and his roommate, Jas. There were enough training courts that we could easily have one to ourselves to either practice or just relax.  
 
    We’d chosen one closer to the North Gate because it was far quieter than the others. I wasn’t exactly sure why it was quieter, but I guessed it was because the closest building was the library, and most people preferred to practice closer to the armory or dorms.  
 
    The only time we actually saw anyone else by the North gate was either when the guards by the gate were changing their posts, or when someone ran past during their cardio workout. 
 
    It was one afternoon when Gerrin and I were on the court listening to Erlan explain all the different ways you could use a crossbow in battle that we were approached by a bubbly woman with delicately pointed ears who skipped over to us excitedly. 
 
    The large pink curls of her hair bounced above her shoulders as she moved. Her wide, silver eyes were bright with more joy than I’d seen the whole time I had been in the Sundered Realm, and the gloss on her full lips shone in the afternoon sun. There was a blush across her cheeks and nose that matched the pinkness of her lips perfectly.  
 
    The uniform she wore wasn’t like the armor everyone else had to wear, though. Instead, she wore a dress that was cinched at her waist by a leather corset before it fell down over her curvy hips.  
 
    “Hi, Gerrin!” the silver-eyed woman said cheerfully. 
 
    “Hey!” Gerrin said and gave her a quick hug before moving over so she could sit between the two of us. “You remember Erlan from Combat Training, right?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled up at Erlan, who gave her a more muted smile in response. 
 
    “And this is Charlie,” the half-djinn said and gestured to me. 
 
    “Hi, Charlie.” The pink-haired elf gave me a bright smile and leaned in for a brief hug. “I’m Looly.” 
 
    She smelled like rose petals and sugar cookies, and the scent continued to linger even after she pulled away. It was far nicer than the usual smell of sweat and blood that clung to the other recruits. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I said. 
 
    She looked me over with her dazzling silver eyes that suddenly went wide. 
 
    “You’re the human,” she said in amazement.  
 
    I froze at her comment and waited for her to say anything else.  
 
    After a few moments of tense silence, I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, I am,” I said cautiously. 
 
    It didn’t matter that Looly seemed to be completely different from anyone else, there were only a handful of recruits who hadn’t turned their nose up at the fact that I was human. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Looly giggled. “How did you get in?” 
 
    I sighed in relief at her bubbly nature. At least that meant there was one more person at the Academy who liked me. 
 
    “The General got me a place here because I came through the veil,” I explained, much to Looly’s amazement. 
 
    “The veil?” the elven woman said in astonishment. “That’s amazing, Charlie! How are you finding it so far?” 
 
    “I’ve got some mixed feelings.” I shrugged. “It’s insanely cool here, but the people aren’t exactly friendly.” 
 
    “I get that.” She nodded softly. “But I’m sure you’ll do great. You just have to prove them all wrong.” 
 
    “He’s already doing that,” Gerrin said with a toothy grin.  
 
    “That’s good then,” the bubbly woman said brightly. “They’ll get over it eventually, and if they don’t, then that’s their problem. Monsters don’t care about the race of a person, and we shouldn’t, either.” 
 
    “Not to mention the fact that he’s got a dragon rovkin,” the half-djinn said with a smug smile.  
 
    “You’ve got a dragon?” Looly asked loudly.  
 
    “Like, an actual dragon?” Erlan asked after, and he gave me a quizzical look. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I barely believe it, either.” 
 
    “Where did you get a dragon?” the pink-haired elf asked. 
 
    “The Shadow Realm,” I said. 
 
    “What were you doing in the Shadow Realm?” the dark-haired man asked in horror.  
 
    “I woke up there,” I explained. 
 
    “You must be quite the human if you made it out of there alive,” the silver-eyed woman said in awe. “Not to mention the fact you got a dragon rovkin. That’s just so incredible. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone doing that!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and tried to think of how to get the topic away from me. “Are you looking forward to classes?” 
 
    “How smooth,” Erlan said and rolled his eyes. 
 
    Looly just giggled and accepted my change in topic with a sweet smile. 
 
    “I definitely am,” she said and leaned back on her hands. “I can’t wait to learn more about all the different types of medicines.” 
 
    “I’m not looking forward to breaking all my bones in training,” Erlan sighed. 
 
    “Why not?” Gerrin said with a laugh. “That’s the best part.” 
 
    “You might wanna give me a few months to train before you go breaking anything,” Looly said with a strained smile. “I’m not very good yet.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re insane, Gerrin,” the dark-haired elf sighed.  
 
    “What’s the point in doing this if you’re not having fun?” the half-djinn said with an exaggerated shrug. 
 
    “Survival?” I guessed. 
 
    “Because all of the other options would most likely lead to getting eaten,” Erlan said drearily. 
 
    “You guys are no fun,” the fiery man said with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
 
    At that, Looly turned to me and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Please don’t let him get eaten,” she pleaded.  
 
    “I’ll try my best.” I smiled at her. 
 
    “That’s all we can ask for,” she said with a sigh. “Anyway, what were you guys talking about before?” 
 
    “Erlan was telling us about crossbows,” I said and nodded to Erlan. 
 
    “That sounds interesting!” Looly said cheerfully. “I don’t know a lot about crossbows.” 
 
    Erlan took that as his sign to continue telling us about the various types of crossbows. 
 
    There were far more than I’d initially thought, but Erlan took his time explaining the different ones the Academy had available. 
 
    The most common was the traditional crossbow that sounded similar to the ones back on Earth. But there were several others that seemed to be more suited to fighting monsters. 
 
    One of which was a one-handed crossbow. It was only half the size of a regular crossbow but still had a decent amount of power to it. But because of the diminished power, the bolts had a tip that would release spines upon impact. These spines would then inject some sort of poison into the beast. 
 
    But the smaller crossbows were usually kept for the higher years because of how dangerous the poisons could be, and the only way a first-year would be allowed to use one was if they showed proficiency in using one with blank bolts. 
 
     After Erlan had finished explaining, the conversation began to drift to the other things. The topic of food came up more than once, and the others named foods that I wasn’t even aware existed.  
 
    Looly mentioned some sort of dessert that had layers of fruit, cream, and crunchy wafers. It sounded nice, even after she explained how the cream was naturally blue. 
 
    But our conversation came to a sudden halt when the sound of thundering hooves came crashing down the northern path toward the gate. 
 
    More than half a dozen soldiers in dark armor on horses darker than the night sky galloped along the path. The guards had the gates open faster than I thought possible, and as soon as the soldiers were through, the guards slammed the gates closed with an echoing bang. 
 
    Not even five minutes later there was a distant scream and a high-pitched wailing that was unlike anything I’d ever heard before. 
 
    But the others didn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “What’s what?” Gerrin asked and leaned back on his hands. 
 
    “That wailing,” I said in disbelief. “Can you not hear it?” 
 
    “Sounds like a Blood Banshee,” Erlan said and listened to the shrill screech.  
 
    “A banshee?” I asked and looked at the others in horror. “Why aren’t any of you concerned about that?” 
 
    The Academy might have been full of guards and highly trained soldiers, but that didn’t mean it was untouchable. The screaming sounded close, and I was in no way prepared to face a monster that sounded like that because I hadn’t even started my training yet. 
 
    “The only time we should be concerned is if those guards at the gate start yelling for us to get inside.” Gerrin shrugged. “Besides, those soldiers that went past are most likely dealing with it.” 
 
    “And the scream of a Blood Banshee carries for miles,” the dark-haired elf added. “Up to forty-five and a half to be precise.” 
 
    That specific fact did help a bit, but I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if the banshee did manage to defeat the soldiers. 
 
    “Besides,” Gerrin said with a shrug. “They’ve probably got a healer or two.” 
 
    “Healers?” I asked. 
 
    I knew that they had to have healers here considering I’d been to see the nurse. But I wasn’t sure just how far their healing went.  
 
    The salve the nurse had given me wasn’t like any sort of cream back on Earth. In just a few days it had started to heal the massive claw marks on my back and I was almost certain that it’d be completely healed in another week.  
 
    But I didn’t know if salve was able to heal a wound from a Blood Banshee. 
 
    “Yeah,” the half-djinn laughed. “They get trained here alongside us, you didn’t think we just got left to fight without any healers, did you?” 
 
    “Don’t be mean, Gerrin,” Looly said with an exaggerated pout before she turned to me. “All of the healers for the Legion get trained here. Like me.” 
 
    “You’re a healer?” I asked. 
 
    I’d thought that everyone at the Academy was a fighter, but if there were healers as well, then I wondered how many I’d walked past without knowing. 
 
    “Yep!” the silver-eyed woman said brightly. “But the first few weeks will most likely just be making medicines and learning about plants. You know, the basics.” 
 
    “And after that?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “After that, we start learning how to save you lot from dying,” she said and gave a sweet smile. 
 
    “Hopefully you won’t have to save us too much,” Erlan sighed.  
 
    “As long as you do your training properly I won’t have to do anything,” the pink-haired elf giggled.  
 
    Considering how seriously the Academy took training fighters, I could only imagine how much more serious they were about training healers.  
 
    It made me feel a lot better about this whole legion thing knowing that we’d have a healer with us no matter how bad the monsters were. 
 
    By the time classes had started the week after, I finally knew my way around the Rovkin Training Academy on my own, and I was more than used to the weight of my new sword.  
 
    I got ready for my first class by getting dressed in a tunic and dark pants which had become my normal clothes. I was about to put my boots on and leave before Gerrin reminded me that the notice we got for our first class mentioned that we should wear armor. 
 
    “Do you know why we’ll need armor?” I asked him as I fastened the dark leather armor onto my body. 
 
    The armor I had settled on was light and breathable, but it absorbed a significant amount of damage, which was something that I’d found out while sparring with Gerrin.  
 
    It was made of almost-black leather that had hints of purple throughout, which was a small detail that the armorsmith had added to match my weapons. 
 
    “Probably better to be safe than sorry,” Gerrin said and brushed it off. 
 
    I didn’t really question it any further and instead grabbed my sword and throwing knives and attached them to my belt.  
 
    Once we were both ready, we headed down to one of the training courts. 
 
    I thought it was weird that our first class wasn’t inside, but I’d learned to expect the unexpected at the Rovkin Training Academy.  
 
    We were two of the first people there, with half a dozen other people scattered around the entrance of the training court. We moved through to get to the seats near the front so we could see what was going on with the course that was laid out ahead of us. 
 
    The training court we were in had various stages of raised seats that made it look like the typical bleachers at a college basketball game. It had a large oval-shaped inner section that was set up with an obstacle course with various parts to dodge and hit.  
 
    It was far more complicated than any of the ones I’d been on in the first week.  
 
    The course looked like it was a combination of several different challenges, with rolling logs, swinging spikes, and pillars with various sizes of branches sticking out.  
 
    There were three moving targets and four stationary ones. Some were close enough to hit from the main course, but a few were far enough away that they’d need a long-distance weapon.  
 
    I began to wish that I’d brought my training knives, too. 
 
    Other people slowly began to filter in as it got closer to eight o’clock. Those that joined were all dressed up in armor and had multiple weapons on them. 
 
    Some had shortswords and similar one-handed swords, which I now recognized to be falchions and scimitars. A few others had different one-handed weapons like maces, and I even saw someone with a staff. Others had longbows or crossbows slung across their backs with a quiver of arrows either fastened to the back of their armor or a case of bolts on the front of their belts. Very few had two-handed weapons like double-headed battle axes or war hammers, but the ones that did, had enough weight behind them to be able to cause some serious damage. 
 
    I knew that I would be quicker, but I knew that one proper hit with a weapon like that would knock me to my knees. 
 
    When the clock on the front of the Rovkin Training Academy chimed eight, I was surprised to see that it was the General himself who marched up into the middle of the training court. He was followed by four Sergeants, and I recognized one of them to be the Sergeant who’d advised me to choose leather armor.  
 
    She gave me a nod when she saw me, and I returned the gesture.  
 
    Then the General clapped his hands together to get everyone’s attention. 
 
    “It’s eight o’clock,” he barked with a fierce smile across his scarred face. “Time for the exam to begin.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Exam? 
 
    I wasn’t ready for a fucking exam. 
 
    I looked over at Gerrin in horror, but he didn’t seem surprised in the slightest at the news of an exam. I glanced around and realized that no one else seemed surprised, either.  
 
    “What does he mean by exam?” I quietly hissed at Gerrin. 
 
    “Oh, drack,” Gerrin said with his bushy eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    Over the last week, I’d learned that ‘drack’ was the elven, or at least Gerrin’s, equivalent of ‘shit.’ So, I knew that Gerrin had clearly fucked something up. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” the half-djinn said sincerely. “I forgot to tell you about the exam.” 
 
    “You knew?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah, everyone does.” He shrugged. “We all got told to prepare for it after Combat Training. I forgot you didn’t go.” 
 
    “No shit I didn’t go,” I sighed. “I’ve only been in this realm a week!” 
 
    “Don’t worry man,” he assured me. “You’ve got a shadow dragon, you’ll breeze it.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Everyone here already knew more about rovkins and combat training than I did, so I shouldn’t have been surprised that they also knew about the exam at the start of training.  
 
    I looked around the training arena at everyone else.  
 
    There were more than just first-year recruits here, and I recognized a few of the older recruits to be fourth-years who had spent the entire week on the various training courses.  
 
    Some of them sat with their friends and pointed to separate parts of the exam course. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I knew the look of someone thinking of the best way to go about it. I’d seen it plenty of times at martial arts and fencing competitions. People would size up their opponents before they even stepped foot onto the court. This was no different. 
 
    I wish I knew what I was supposed to be looking at. 
 
    But I couldn’t help but feel somewhat confident.  
 
    I’d breezed through a lot of the smaller courses last week, and I’d gotten enough tips to know how to react in certain situations.  
 
    A lot of the rolling logs could be combated with speed, the swinging spikes were all about timing, and the branched posts were a mix of the two. But this was something else. 
 
    I hoped Gerrin was right. 
 
    “Now,” the General barked, “I’m sure you’re all familiar with the ranks by now, but if you aren’t, then help yourself to one of the pamphlets down at the front.” 
 
    Ranks? 
 
    Great, that was also something I’d never heard of before. 
 
    I stood up and walked over to the table near the gate of the center court. It helped that I was at the front because I didn’t have to try and step over anyone. But there was an uncomfortable silence that seemed to follow my movements. 
 
    I looked around and saw that no one else had stood up. I was the only person getting a pamphlet. Luckily, I was used to being stared at by the other students by then, so I shrugged their judgy looks off and picked up a pamphlet before I went back to my seat. 
 
    The bold writing on the front said Rovkin Ranks: A Brief Overview.  
 
    I’d read enough books on rovkins over the week, but none of them touched on a ranking system. Was it just something the Academy set up? 
 
    I opened the pamphlet and read over all of it with great care. 
 
    Levels of Advancement for Combative Rovkin Wielders: 
 
      
 
    A: Has a rovkin, not a very combative one, the minimum combat requirements are met 
 
      
 
    B: Translucent armor has developed 
 
      
 
    C: Has defeated three wild rovkins 
 
      
 
    D: Maintains strict control over when the rovkin spirit is summoned 
 
      
 
    E: Utilized spirit powers through a weapon 
 
      
 
    F: Develops the ability to mentally communicate with rovkin spirit at a basic level 
 
      
 
    G: Rovkin is tamed enough that you can restrain them from attacking other students and rovkins 
 
      
 
    H: Rovkin armor is physically manifested – instead of ethereal  
 
      
 
    I: Ability to use personal upgrades even when rovkin isn’t summoned 
 
      
 
    J: Mental connection to rovkin advances to the ability to command them verbally so they use a certain attack 
 
      
 
    K: Can harness rovkin abilities and work in conjunction with them to utilize their powers 
 
      
 
    L: Rovkin armor becomes impenetrable against physical attacks while rovkin is summoned 
 
      
 
    M: Gains spirit weapon– a weapon made fully of rovkin energy which is available to the wielder on demand 
 
      
 
    N: Ability to work in conjunction with other rovkins and/or wielders to form combination attacks  
 
      
 
    O: Fully tangible spirit rovkin. Can have rovkin out indefinitely without any power draining, gives rovkin commands during battle, harnesses spirit powers without a weapon, armor is impenetrable even by wild rovkin 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “That’s more than we learned in Combat Training,” Gerrin laughed. 
 
    “Rovkins can get this powerful?” I asked him quietly. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” The half-djinn smiled. “They can get to insane levels.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    What the hell had I gotten myself into? 
 
    I looked back up at the training course before I glanced at all of the older recruits in the stands.  
 
    How far had some of them gotten? 
 
    There was a fleeting sense of fear in my chest that was quickly replaced by the realization that my rovkin was going to be insanely powerful if we really followed the track these ranks laid out before us.  
 
    Which was so fucking cool. 
 
    Armor? Personal upgrades? Rovkin powers? How much cooler could this all get?  
 
    “For all of you first-years,” the white-haired General said, “don’t expect to come any higher than Rank A.” 
 
    This made sense to me since most people had only just gotten their rovkins, and we were advised to stay out of the forest without a chaperone. It would have been reckless to try and rank up before training had actually started, and we knew what we were actually doing. 
 
    “Throughout the year, you are expected to get your ranks retested,” the battle-scarred man explained. “To do this you will submit a request with either your Sergeant in charge of your class on Combat Practices or Understanding Your Rovkin. They will then make sure you reach the qualifications required to rank up.” 
 
    I looked down at the sheet and genuinely wondered how we were supposed to prove some of these, but I decided that was something to worry about when it came to it. 
 
    “Now, just so you first-years know what to expect,” the old man continued, “we’ll start with the fourth-year recruits who are retesting to gain their start-of-year ranks.” 
 
    There were general cheers from the fourth-years, and many of them seemed more than ready to show off what they could do to the new recruits.  
 
    The General and the four Sergeants all left the training court in order to take their place at what must have been the judges’ area. It was slightly raised off of the ground so that it was on level with the course. Once they were in their seats, they called five names to line up by the entrance to the inner court.  
 
    The first person to go up was a fair-skinned woman with a silver bow strapped to her back. I recognized her from one of the long-distance training courts the week before. She’d introduced herself to me as Tanila, and she offered to help me learn to shoot when I was ready.  
 
    It was one of the few interactions on the training courts that wasn’t just someone judging me. 
 
    Tanila stepped onto the starting platform and waited for the judges to give her the go-ahead. When they did, she shot off at a high speed.  
 
    She looked like a blur of pale green hair and white skin as she darted across the rolling logs. The pale elf didn’t even slow when she grabbed the bow from her back and shot at the far targets on the other side of the arena. 
 
    Well, shit. Maybe I should take her up on the archery lessons. 
 
    She ducked beneath the swinging logs without even slowing to check their rhythm. Not once did she visibly stop to think about what she was doing, and before I knew it, Tanila was already more than halfway through. 
 
    The next obstacle was a series of platforms that she had to jump across, and the fourth-year didn’t even falter when the platforms wobbled beneath her feet.  
 
    My heart raced as I watched her maneuver across the course as if it was just another one of the small starter courses.  
 
    Damn, was I going to get that good? 
 
    I really fucking hoped so. 
 
    She was at the end of the course before I could even realize it was the end.  
 
    When she was on the end platform, she stood still and spread her arms. Then a snake began to appear around her arms and wrapped its long body around hers. 
 
    Its pale green scales shimmered in the sunlight as it slowly became more opaque. Its green eyes scanned the crowd as it craned its body over Tanila’s shoulder. 
 
    I watched intently as it grew thicker and longer until it was easily taller than the woman who wielded it. It slithered off her body and rose up beside her. Its head towered above hers, and the end of its tail had a large rattle that let out an earth-shaking clatter when it moved. 
 
    “That’s a Pure Sky Python,” Gerrin whispered beside me. “Get it, because it’s the same color as the sky.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at his awful explanation and looked back at Tanila. 
 
    As it turned out, her rovkin wasn’t the only stunning thing going on right now. 
 
    My eyes bulged as a set of armor formed around her leather set that was the same color as her snake, and it shimmered in the exact same way. 
 
    It had unique, snake-like embellishments coming up off the shoulders, and a strange, scaly appearance, but despite the ominous look of the set, I couldn’t help but think she looked like an avenging angel in it. 
 
    The woman then bowed to the judges, and her rovkin did the same.  
 
    Then, just like that, it disappeared back inside her.  
 
    I couldn’t hear the rank the judges gave her over the roar of applause from the crowd. But whatever it was, Tanila smiled brightly and cheered before she climbed down the platform’s ladder and walked back toward the stands.  
 
    The rest of the fourth-years cleared the course with a similar speed and efficiency. Many of them used long-range weapons such as bows and throwing knives to hit the targets, whereas others used some sort of power that channeled through their weapon to hit them. 
 
    More than once, the judges had to take a break in order to replace the broken targets.  
 
    The more fourth-year rovkins I saw, the more I realized just how small my dragon was. The majority of their rovkins could have stepped on my dragon and wouldn’t even realize it. 
 
    But I had to keep reminding myself that I’d only had this thing for a week. And if theirs were that big in just four years, then my dragon would easily rival theirs by the time I was a fourth-year.  
 
    Very few students had the same rovkins, though. Even those that were the same species had different powers and abilities that seemed to channel into the person wielding them. 
 
    One of the fourth-years had a bear rovkin that was big enough that it couldn’t even fit on the stage. Well, a bear-monster hybrid. Its chest was black, and the rest of its body was white. There were spines that curved out of its shoulders, and its claws were easily bigger than my arm.  
 
    Another fourth-year had some weird flower-looking creature.  
 
    At first, I didn’t think it had any eyes, but I quickly realized that all the seeds in the middle of the petals were not seeds at all, but were eyes.  
 
    I didn’t even begin to try and figure out what the rest of its body did as the next person summoned a three-headed robin.  
 
    It had four wings, six clawed legs, and three giant beaks. Its chirp was piercing, and everyone was quick to cover their ears as soon as it opened one of its beaks. 
 
    But by far one of the more intriguing creatures belonged to the dark-skinned elf with sapphire eyes and hair. His weapon of choice was a trident that would somehow come back to him when he held his hand out. More than once, he used the trident as some sort of pole vault to skip sections of the course.  
 
    In the end, he summoned his rovkin.  
 
    It hovered in the air and, at first it looked like a horse. But its scaled body, finned legs, and long tail were enough for me to know that this wasn’t just some sort of weird horse. Each fin looked sharp enough to slice through skin like paper, and its teeth were vampiric in its mouth. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    The third-years followed with a similar ferocity as the fourth-years. However, a lot of them were a lot more clumsy when it came to the obstacle course, and I could clearly see the difference that even a year of training made.  
 
    A few of them were knocked off of the course, but they were quick to brush themselves off and get back on.  
 
    The most brutal fall happened to a second-year. The combination of a rolling platform and spinning spikes sent the dark-haired half-elf flying across the course into another set of platforms. There was an audible thud as they smacked against the wooden poles.  
 
    They were taken off the course but reappeared not even half an hour later to re-do the exam.  
 
    “How are they even standing?” I asked Gerrin as we watched them do the course again. 
 
    “They’ve probably got healers in that tent,” the redhead said and pointed toward a small tent just outside the main court.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised. With an exam like this, it would have been extremely reckless to not have a healer.  
 
    “Well, that’s good to know,” I said. 
 
    It didn’t make me feel much better about having to do the course, or that we would get sent into the forest to fight monsters sooner rather than later, but it was welcome news.  
 
    I looked around the crowd at all of the armored recruits and realized that I hadn’t seen Looly once. 
 
    “Do healers have exams, too?” I asked and turned back to Gerrin. 
 
    “I think so,” Gerrin said. “Looly mentioned something about a test, but I doubt they’re gonna make them run a course like this.” 
 
    “I fucking hope they don’t,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    When it came to the first-year recruits, the General stood up and told us what we were going to do in case there was anyone who hadn’t picked up on it.  
 
    The first thing we’d do is go through the obstacle course and hit all the targets. How we hit the targets was up to us, but he suggested that we use a long-range weapon. 
 
    I only had two throwing knives, and there were at least six targets, but there were probably more that I couldn’t see. As I raised my hand to ask what I should do, someone else spoke up. 
 
    “What if we don’t have enough weapons?” another first-year asked behind me. 
 
    There was a chorus of agreement between the first-years, and it was obvious that no one had anticipated there being so many targets to hit.  
 
    Luckily, the General had an answer for that. 
 
    “Each of you will be given enough arrows, bolts, or knives to complete the course,” the white-haired man explained. “Just tell Hamon down by the starting gate what you need, and he’ll give it to you.” 
 
    That sounded fair enough, but I still couldn’t shake my nerves. 
 
    Everyone had already given me judgmental looks, and that was without them seeing me on an obstacle course. They’d all had the training for this, but I had only had a week of practice. If I’d known that there was an exam, then maybe I would’ve spent more time learning the courses instead of the layout of the grounds. 
 
    The General called the first five people up, and I watched closely as they went through the course. 
 
    My nerves were calmed quite a bit when almost all of them tripped up at one part or another.  
 
    The wobbling platforms tipped one person off, another fell at the series of swinging obstacles, and another slipped off of the rolling log. Two of them even missed the targets and had to retry.  
 
    I felt even better when they got to the end of the course and summoned their rovkins. 
 
    All of them were barely bigger than a cat, and they bounded across the end platform in an unrestrained frenzy. Some tried to leap off the stage to escape but were quickly absorbed back in before they plummeted to the ground. 
 
    Gerrin was called up next, and I wished the half-djinn good luck. 
 
    Unlike most of the first-years who took their time in analyzing the course and the obstacles on it, Gerrin didn’t even stop to think. 
 
    He ran full speed across the rolling logs and barely scraped past the swinging obstacles without being hit. He skidded to a stop at the corner, and only just hit the target before he turned to run the next section of the course. 
 
    I’d seen Gerrin on a lot of the training courses, and I knew he didn’t stop and think about the obstacles. But this was something else entirely. 
 
    It looked like he was running off of pure adrenaline as he launched himself from platform to platform. He made it seem as though it was an inflatable obstacle course, not one with literal weapons. 
 
    I thought he was going to fall more than once, but he just managed to catch himself on the edge each time.  
 
    The whole time he ran, Gerrin had a wide smile stretched across his face, and I could tell that this was the most fun he’d had all week.  
 
    The half-djinn managed to get to the end of the course with just a few scrapes on his hands from the wooden platforms. When he did, he took a deep breath and summoned his rovkin. 
 
    Gerrin had told me before that his rovkin was an Ember Paw Fox, but he’d never summoned it because “he didn’t want to burn the dorm down.”  
 
    I didn’t fully understand what he’d meant by that until now. 
 
    The rovkin he summoned was like a ball of fire that ran in circles around the edge of the platform. Small fires burst from the end of its tail and from the top of its large pointed ears. I could see its jagged body beneath the flames, and its sharp teeth jutted out of its mouth. 
 
    Gerrin looked panicked as the wooden platform he stood on began to burn, but he took a deep breath and absorbed the fiery rovkin back inside of him. The redhead then frantically stomped out any fires and gave the judges an apologetic smile.  
 
    They put him in Rank A, and he left the course. 
 
    When he came back to his seat, I congratulated him with a quick hug and pat on the back.  
 
    “How d’you do that?” I asked when he sat down. 
 
    “I just went for it,” the half-djinn laughed. “That was way more fun than the training ones.” 
 
    I nodded and silently hoped that I’d have that much fun with the course. But I was pulled out of my thoughts when my name was called in the next group.  
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled. 
 
    “You’ll do fine,” Gerrin assured me, and he practically pushed me to my feet. “Have faith, man.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed. 
 
    I walked over to the entrance and froze when I realized who else had been called up. 
 
    Efasia. 
 
    The white-haired woman stood with a stern look on her face as the next person went into the inner court.  
 
    Hamon organized our group into the order we would do the course, and I cursed him internally when he put me behind Efasia. 
 
    How the fuck was I supposed to follow after her? 
 
    It didn’t matter that Efasia was a first-year, or that I hadn’t seen her on any of the training courses during the week, I knew that she would take on the course with a ferocity that would rival most of the fourth-years.  
 
    “Hey, stranger,” I said to her. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me with her piercing yellow eyes.  
 
    I smiled at the scowl that crossed her face when she realized that it was me behind her.  
 
    “Charlie,” Efasia said in an emotionless greeting. 
 
    “You managed to find a rovkin?” I asked despite her clear warning that she didn’t want to talk to me. 
 
    “Yes,” the warrior said and turned back to the course. 
 
    I watched as the person finished the course and summoned their rovkin. It was even smaller than my dragon, and I could barely even tell what it was.  
 
    As they climbed down from the platform, Hamon motioned for Efasia to step into the inner court. 
 
    “Good luck,” I chimed in, but she didn’t even respond. 
 
    As she walked away, I turned to Hamon to ask for some throwing knives to use. He gave me ten of them on a belt that I fastened around my hips.  
 
    I’d seen a couple of fourth-years use belts similar to it at practice. It wasn’t meant to hold any decent blades but instead would be used for expendable throwing knives.  
 
    Most expendable ones had a loop at the end that a leather strip was threaded through, and it fastened to the belt with just a simple snap. That way, the knives could be ripped from the belt and thrown quickly and with ease.  
 
    It made sense that the General would have these knives for the exam because it was easy enough to collect them up and re-snap them onto the belts for the next recruit. They wouldn’t have to waste time trying to find proper sheaths for each person or have to deal with people trying to hold all the knives in their hands. 
 
    I’d had some practice with them before after borrowing a set from someone who was trying out a bow for the first time. I got the hang of it pretty quickly, but I hadn’t had a lot of practice with dodging obstacles and throwing them at the same time. 
 
    But there was no time to practice. I just had to hope they worked properly.  
 
    I looked up at where Efasia waited on the starting platform. She had an air of confidence that seemed to radiate from her no matter what she did. And this exam was no different. 
 
    On the General’s command, she started the course. 
 
    Efasia bolted from the starting platform and across the rolling logs. The swinging obstacles may as well have been ghosts with how unfazed Efasia was as she ran straight through the middle of them.  
 
    At the corner, she spun on her heel and sent a knife flying into each of the targets by the first set of obstacles. They pierced the center of the target, but she didn’t even stick around to make sure they hit.  
 
    Holy shit, she was good. 
 
    The white-haired woman leaped from platform to platform without stopping and slid underneath the spinning arms of the next obstacle. She then used her momentum to catapult herself onto the platform at the end.  
 
     I could see the rest of the course from the starting gate, and I began to realize how much more complicated it actually was.  
 
    The next obstacle was a set of rings followed by vertical bars with tiny platforms underneath each one. Two targets were set up, with one on each side of the course at different heights.  
 
    When Efasia got to the rings, she swung across them without faltering. The stony woman acted as though they were just a set of monkey bars, not that they were rings suspended almost twenty feet off the ground.  
 
    I heard the wooden targets split as two blades drove into them.  
 
    How the fuck? I didn’t even see the knives leave her hand. 
 
    On the last ring, the warrior woman swung off and gripped onto the vertical pole. It spun around and swayed violently, but Efasia didn’t let go. Not even a second later, Efasia leaped to the next pole.  
 
    The last two obstacles of a sloped net and narrow walkway followed a similar pattern of Efasia breezing through the obstacles without any difficulty, and it was followed by roars of approval from the crowd.  
 
    It was hard to not find it impressive. 
 
    When she got to the end, she summoned her rovkin. 
 
    An ethereal wolf the size of a Labrador puppy prowled the platform with pride, and its body crackled with lightning. But that wasn’t the most interesting part. 
 
    No, what captured me was the translucent armor that fizzled onto Efasia’s body. 
 
    It wasn’t as elaborate as the ones the fourth-years had sported, but it was a clear, ghostly sheen that was hard to look away from, and it fit her well-honed form perfectly already. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed out. 
 
    Everyone in the crowd shared my disbelief with sounds of shock.  
 
    I couldn’t see Efasia’s face, but I knew that she had to have been eating the reaction up.  
 
    The General nodded with a proud smile on his battle-worn face, and the judges agreed that she would be Rank B.  
 
    “Of course she is,” one of the first-years in line scoffed. “She’s Efasia.” 
 
    Before I could turn around and ask them what they meant by that, Hamon opened the gate for me to enter.  
 
    I took a deep breath and stepped into the inner court. 
 
    As I walked toward the starting platform, I heard Efasia yell at me from the end.  
 
    “Good luck, Charlie,” the yellow-eyed woman said with the ghost of a smile on her otherwise stony face. 
 
    “Thanks,” I yelled back and climbed up to the starting platform.  
 
    My heart raced in my chest as I stood there. I had no idea how the hell I was supposed to follow up after Efasia’s performance, but I had to try. I waited for the starting whistle with bated breath and stretched out my muscles.  
 
    When the General gave me the go-ahead, I ran. 
 
    The spinning logs were just like any other ones on the training courses. They spun around a center axis and didn’t slow with pressure. There was only one way to get past them, and that was speed. 
 
    So I did what I’d been taught and ran across them as fast as I could. They felt unstable under my feet, but I pushed through and crossed the three straight logs.  
 
    I hadn’t seen the last one from where I’d been sitting, but as I got closer I noticed that it was different from the other three.  
 
    The last one was made up of several different sections that all spun in various directions.  
 
    I didn’t even slow down, I just continued to race across the logs. I felt the logs shake beneath me, but I knew that if I slowed I’d slip and fall. So I didn’t. 
 
    I got to the end of the logs unscathed, and I heard Gerrin cheer in the otherwise silent arena.  
 
    I stopped between the rolling logs and the swinging obstacles to track their movement.  
 
    The obstacles all swung at different speeds, with the smaller ones moving a lot quicker than the larger ones. There was a narrow space between each one, and I recalled seeing some of the fourth-years pause between the third and fourth before they ran to the end.  
 
    I waited for the first three obstacles to line up, and when they did, I ran. 
 
    There was barely enough time to get through the first three before I felt the last one breeze against my back.  
 
    I stood up straight as the fourth obstacle passed me. It brushed against my leg, but I continued to stay completely still and straighten myself up.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tracked the way they swung. 
 
    The fourth and sixth were practically aligned, but the fifth was almost the complete opposite. I would have to run after they crossed in the middle if I wanted to get to the other side.  
 
    So that’s what I did. 
 
    I waited for the perfect moment when they all crossed the middle, and then I ran between them.  
 
    When I got to the end, I remembered the targets. Most people had hit them between the spinning logs and the swinging obstacles. But Efasia had hit them from the corner, and as I stood there, I realized why. 
 
    Being in the corner gave me the perfect view of both of the targets, the only thing was that I would have to time one of them with the fifth swinging obstacle.  
 
    I unsnapped two knives from my belt and threw one at the clear target. I then turned to the other and threw it when it was free.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I laughed. 
 
    Bullseye. 
 
    There was a low grumble from the crowd that sounded annoyed, but over it all, I could hear Gerrin’s excited cheers. I channeled his excitement and moved on to the third obstacle.  
 
    The spinning blocks lay ahead of me. Their branches stuck out at various heights and there was enough crossover of each that speed wouldn’t be the only thing I needed. I could jump over the first two, but the last one would have been a challenge.  
 
    Instead, I remembered what one of the Sergeants had taught me about rolling attacks. Most people used rolls to avoid tricky situations, but if you paired it with an attack move, it was easy to keep enough momentum to spring back to your feet.  
 
    I’d seen Efasia do something similar with the dragon. 
 
    I had practice with stationary dummies, but not against any sort of spinning pillar yet.  
 
    I took a deep breath and waited for an opening. 
 
    As soon as it was there, I sprinted through the first two and dove forward onto my hands. I used the momentum to go into a roll and duck beneath the lowest spine of the post. Then, I rolled back onto my feet and looked for the targets. 
 
    There was one target that swung above my head, and I pulled off another knife and threw it as hard as I could. It hit the target with a resounding thud, and I looked for the next one. 
 
    This one was a lot lower than the others and stuck out from one of the platform’s legs.  
 
    I lined up my shot with another knife and flung it toward the target.  
 
    Another bullseye. 
 
    I heard Gerrin’s deafening cheer, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    The rings were up next, and they were significantly higher than they had looked from the start.  
 
    I moved back as far as I could to give me a long enough run-up. I stood on the very edge before I took two deep, steady breaths and ran across the short platform. 
 
    I launched myself from the platform and reached for the rings. I grasped onto them tightly and swung my legs back and forth to try to make enough momentum to reach the next set.  
 
    Once I was confident I could reach, I let go of the rings and let the momentum carry me to the next pair.  
 
    The rings shook, and I heard the chains that held them up start to creak.  
 
    It wasn’t a sound I wanted to hear at all.  
 
    I tried to ignore it and instead focused on the sound of Gerrin cheering me on. There were a handful of other people who made a whisper of support, too, so it seemed that they found it impressive that I’d gotten so far. Even as a human. 
 
    But this didn’t make the dismissive scoffs and grumbles from the rest of the crowd any less noticeable. 
 
    Then, as I swung to the next set of rings, Gerrin’s cheers turned into a horrified gasp.  
 
    The left ring snapped off immediately.  
 
    “Shit!” I screamed. 
 
    My body jolted as I was left clinging onto just the right ring. I felt my stomach drop as I looked down toward the ground. It felt even further away from up here, and I gulped as I tried not to imagine falling. 
 
    I dropped the useless left ring and reached up to hold onto the right ring with both hands. As I did so, I heard the creak of the chains even louder than before.  
 
    There was only one set of rings left before the small platform between the rings and the vertical poles.  
 
    All I had to do was get to that last set, and then I’d be able to move on. 
 
    I kicked my legs out to try and start an even swing. I continued until I had enough to reach the last set of rings. Then I let go and reached out for the last set.  
 
    I caught one with each hand and hung on, and as I did, Gerrin’s lone cheer echoed through the otherwise silent arena. The rings didn’t creak as I held onto them, so I took the time to look for the targets.  
 
    There were only four left with two by the rings and vertical poles and two on the last obstacles. The red paint on the targets made them easy to see against the brown wood of the obstacle course. 
 
    One of the targets was to the right of the rings, and the other was on the front of the small platform between the rings and vertical poles. 
 
    I knew it would be easier to hit them both from where I was now, but it meant I had to hold on with just one hand. 
 
    It was a good thing I’d just been doing that. 
 
    I let go of the right ring so I could throw with my dominant hand. When I did, I heard some of the crowd exclaim in shock.  
 
    I grabbed a knife from my belt and threw one at the target on the front of the platform. I couldn’t see where it landed, but a few more people in the stands actually cheered. 
 
    I then turned to the next target and pulled off another knife. I had to lean around the other ring, but when I did, I had a clear shot at the target.  
 
    I threw my knife, and it landed right in the middle of someone else’s knife mark. There was an audible crack as my knife split the wood further. 
 
    I turned back to the rings with a smile on my face and grabbed the right ring again. 
 
    Then I swung off and landed on the platform. It shook beneath me, and I had to steady myself by crouching down.  
 
    There were only four vertical poles between me and the last set of obstacles. They didn’t seem overly hard, and I had only seen three people fall from them. 
 
    Some took it slow and would wait for the pole to steady before they moved on to the next. But others treated them like the rings, and they used their momentum to swing from one to the next. A lot of the fourth-years, and Efasia, had chosen to cut half of them out by skipping some. 
 
    The way the vertical poles were set up meant that it was easier to zigzag across them because there was less space between the diagonals than the ones straight on. But with enough height, it was possible to skip two of the poles entirely. 
 
    I didn’t want a repeat of the rings, so I chose the fast approach.  
 
    I leaped onto the first one, and before it even swung back, I jumped to the second. I missed the platform by just an inch, but I was able to hold onto the small outcrop at the base of the pole without any issue. 
 
    I used the same move to swing myself onto the next platform.  
 
    Three obstacles were left. 
 
    “Go on, Charlie!” I heard Gerrin scream from the stands. 
 
    The last three were a measure of balance more than anything else. The wobbling platforms, although easy to mess up on, could be completed with enough speed. The sloped net that followed it was no different from any other net on the smaller training courses, and the narrow platform that led to the end was a mixture of balance and speed.  
 
    I braced myself for the wobbling platforms and took a deep breath. 
 
    I sprinted across them, and I barely even had time to register that they were moving. I was across to the other side in seconds. 
 
    There was a small ladder that led up to where the sloping net began, and I climbed up it. At the top, I glanced around for the last two targets. From the platform, I was able to see one of them swinging back and forth on the left, and the other was set up on a track that moved it in a circle on the right. 
 
    I pulled two knives off and aimed at the left target.  
 
    I closed one eye to focus on its movement and was able to pinpoint its center. As it began to swing down toward the center, I threw the knife. It hit the target just beside the middle point, and I smiled to myself. 
 
    The target on the right moved in a wide circle that made it hard to see just how far it was. But I aimed at the furthest point and waited until it was a few feet away. When it was close enough to the middle, I threw my knife and watched as it struck the target. 
 
    All that was left was the net and the thin walkway. 
 
    The net was easy enough to climb down as I followed one of the thick, vertical pieces of rope and let my legs carry me down to the platform. Then it was just the last obstacle. 
 
    The narrow platform was barely half the width of my foot, but I knew that with enough speed and balance, I could make it across.  
 
    I stretched myself out before I lined my feet up with the narrow wooden plank. I took a deep breath, and I sprinted across the platform before I even had time to question my movements.  
 
    I was on the end platform in seconds.  
 
    “I did it,” I said to myself as I caught my breath. “I fucking did it.” 
 
    I looked around the stands at all the shocked expressions and stopped when I saw Gerrin’s wide grin. 
 
    He cheered and whooped, and a few others joined in. I recognized one of them to be my neighbor, Erlan, and another as the fourth-year, Tanila.  
 
    At least some people somewhat liked me. I’d take that win. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, and I felt the faint claws of my rovkin as I remembered that the exam wasn’t over yet.  
 
    I’d completed the course without falling, but I still knew that it meant I would most likely be Rank A. I would have been surprised if they even considered anything higher than that. I mean, I’d only had my rovkin for a week, and some first-years had had theirs for a few months but were still in Rank A.  
 
    Anything more than that would have been crazy. 
 
    I turned to face the panel of judges and was met with warm smiles. At the General’s nod, I took a deep breath in and focused on the clawing rovkin inside me.  
 
    There was a burning sensation in my muscles, and the small dragon appeared in the air next to me. It shot around my head, and I heard the crowd gasp in collective shock.  
 
    I thought it was just because of my rovkin, but then I felt a strange chill against my chest and shoulders. I looked down, not knowing what to expect, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    Over the top of my leather armor was an ethereal purple shimmer of a secondary armor set.  
 
    I’d seen it in all of the second, third, and fourth-years, but not this see-through. The only person who had armor like this was Efasia. I recalled that the pamphlet said that armor appears at Rank B, but it didn’t make any sense.  
 
    I looked up at the judges just in time to see my rovkin try to lunge at them. I caught him just in time and held his writhing body close to my chest so he couldn’t escape. 
 
    I gave the judges an apologetic smile, but they just stared at me with furrowed brows. 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence in the arena as the judges whispered to each other.  
 
    I glanced around the stands to try and find a friendly face to look at. But when I saw Gerrin’s smiling face, I also saw Efasia’s stern glare behind him. 
 
    Was she annoyed with me again? 
 
    It wasn’t my fault that she wasn’t the only one with armor. I didn’t even know how I’d gotten it. 
 
    After a few minutes, the Sergeant spoke up. 
 
    “Have you had any combat since getting your rovkin, Charlie?” she asked, and I couldn’t help but notice the concern in her voice. 
 
    “No,” I answered honestly. “I’ve only sparred with two people and some training dummies.” 
 
    “Not against any rovkins?” the white-haired General asked. 
 
    “None,” I confirmed. 
 
    The judges began to discuss something in hushed voices.  
 
    My rovkin did its best to escape, but I continued to hold onto him. As I did, I remembered the pamphlet had said that armor only appeared after combat, and I was certain that I hadn’t had any combat. I’d only summoned my rovkin twice before now, and that was for less than a few minutes each time. 
 
    After an uncomfortably long time, the General looked up at me. 
 
    “We have decided,” he said, and his voice echoed through the quiet arena,“that Charlie is Rank B.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    They couldn’t be serious. 
 
    Rank B? 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said in disbelief. 
 
    The General nodded for me to leave, and I absorbed my rovkin back into my body despite its growled protest. I then climbed down from the platform and walked back toward the entrance.  
 
    As I walked, I could feel the way everyone stared at me. Their scathing looks were paired with hushed and angry whispers, but through that noise, I could still hear Gerrin’s cheers. Somehow, despite everyone else’s hatred, Gerrin was more than happy to support me over the crowd.  
 
    I got to the gate, and Hamon opened it so I could leave. The other person was already waiting on the starting platform as a small crew fixed the broken ring.  
 
    “Well done, Charlie,” Hamon said with a strained smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied and took off the belt with the remaining two throwing knives. 
 
    He gave me a brief nod as I left and walked back to my seat. I tried to ignore the looks from the crowd of recruits as I did, but it was harder than I thought.  
 
    There was a sudden eruption of cheers as the next person began the course, but I could still feel dozens of eyes on me. I took a brief glance at the person starting the course but didn’t pay much attention to their movements because I was still in disbelief. 
 
    Rank B? How the hell did I do that? 
 
    I got back to my seat, and Gerrin dragged me into a fierce hug before I could even sit down. The fiery man had an ecstatic grin on his face when he pulled back. I returned his look with a tired smile. 
 
    “Dude!” Gerrin cheered. “That was insane!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said tiredly. 
 
    I looked at everyone around us. Most of them were focused on the training course, but I could see a few who were still watching me. 
 
    But there was one set of piercing, yellow eyes that I was concerned about. 
 
    Efasia was only sitting a few rows behind us, and unlike the other first-years around her, she was only looking at me. Her expression was unreadable as we made eye contact. 
 
    I gave her a smile that I knew bared more teeth than I meant it to. The white-haired woman didn’t smile back, but she also didn’t seem to react in any other way. She held my stare for a few seconds longer before she averted her eyes to focus on the training course instead. 
 
    Somehow it felt like a win, and I turned back to Gerrin.  
 
    He’d noticed who I was looking at, and his smile only grew wider.  
 
    “She must be pissed,” he laughed. 
 
    “As if I haven’t angered her enough last week,” I sighed and sat back down in my seat. 
 
    “Forget it,” the redhead scoffed. “Anyway, I told you you’d breeze it.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I would,” I admitted. “Those rings almost killed me.” 
 
    “But they didn’t!” the half-djinn added. “And you looked mace while doing it.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter to them.” I gestured at the rest of the crowd. 
 
    “Their loss,” he chuckled.  
 
    Gerrin was right, if they didn’t want to accept that I’d done the whole course without falling, even despite it breaking, just because I was human, then it was their problem. I had done all I could to try and be nice to them. 
 
    I’d smiled at everyone I passed in the hallway, I’d tried to help anyone who needed it, and I’d even offered advice to anyone who had struggled with something I had before. But none of it seemed to matter. There were only a few people who looked past the fact that I was human and weren’t Sergeants or other older adults who worked at the Academy.  
 
    But as long as it didn’t affect me past their stares or whispered comments, I could deal with it. 
 
    We watched the rest of the first-years complete the course and cheered no matter who it was. Admittedly we did cheer louder for the people that were actually nice to me, but I doubt anyone really noticed. 
 
    When Erlan went up, he showed off his crossbow skills and fired at the targets in mid-air. He missed one but made up for it by hitting a bullseye on the second go. In the end, he summoned his rovkin. 
 
    At first, I thought it was just a tiny, palm-sized bunny. It had floppy ears and a fluffy pink coat that made it look like a plush toy. Between its ears were two small antlers with flowers the size of pushpins on the tips. 
 
    Then the rovkin stood up on its hind legs to reveal goat-like hind legs and clawed front legs. Its bright red eyes felt like they were melting themselves into my brain, and I was more than happy when he put it away. 
 
    Where the hell did he even find something like that? 
 
    Once the last person had done their exam, the General stood up and dismissed everyone apart from the first-year recruits. We sat and watched the older recruits slowly filter out of the arena until the only people left inside were first-years and the remaining Sergeants who didn’t have classes to teach.  
 
    The General motioned for all the first-year recruits to move into the section I was sitting in before he started speaking. 
 
    “Well done everyone,” the white-haired man applauded. “You should all be proud of yourselves.” 
 
    There was a small ripple of cheers from everyone, and the General waited for it to die down before he continued. 
 
    “Now,” he continued, “I’m sure you all want to start your training. But before we can do that I need to go over a few things.” 
 
    General Carnelis began to explain how the classes would be structured. It wasn’t something that I’d thought about too much because it had seemed like it would be similar enough to college that I wouldn’t have to worry. But it turned out that it wasn’t as similar as I first thought. 
 
    Unlike college, where classes could easily have more than a hundred students, these classes were kept small with a maximum of ten recruits. Each of our classes had two different time slots, with one of them being classroom oriented, and the other being physical training.  
 
    If we weren’t in class, then they expected us to either be studying written work for the various classes or be training. We were given free periods each day that we could use for lunch and relaxation before we went back to classes.  
 
    It was far stricter than I had expected, and it began to make sense why all the older recruits spent so much time on the training courses. 
 
    Each recruit also had to demonstrate their understanding of the written work before they could take part in anything that happened off of the Academy grounds, such as training missions in the forest. 
 
    At least I wouldn’t be sent into the forest until the Sergeants thought I could handle myself. 
 
    “With that said,” the battle-worn man said louder, “there are still some rules.” 
 
    The rules he told us were self-explanatory, and as he spoke, one of the Sergeants handed out a small booklet that not only had the rules but also which class we would be in with our first timetables on the back. 
 
    The booklet was small enough to fit in even a shirt pocket, and I read over it as the General spoke.  
 
    Other than the basic rules that were in pretty much every college, like no vandalism, be respectful, and follow instructions, there were three that stuck out to me. 
 
    The first was that students shouldn’t summon their rovkin on the Academy grounds unless they had supervision. This “supervision” was explained by the General to be: during class with permission from the Sergeant, or during after-hours training with a Sergeant or fourth-year recruit. 
 
    I guessed this rule was in place because most of us had almost no control over our rovkins yet, so I was glad it was there to keep all of us safe. 
 
    The next was that once we did have control over our rovkins, we were expected to complete our first mission halfway through the year. After that, we would be able to go on other missions with the older recruits in order to “level up,” whatever that meant. These missions could be anything from helping out the nearby villages and settlements with any monster or rovkin-related problems to clearing out areas of the forest for later classes.  
 
    The General also added that there was a possibility that these missions would involve acting as a form of guard for merchants, traders, and anyone else looking to pass through the forest. But it was unlikely that they’d send the first-years alone without a chaperone. 
 
    The last rule the General said had to do with leaving the Academy grounds.  
 
    “I’m aware that a lot of you will want to spend some time in the villages nearby,” the old man said knowingly. “If you do, you must go in groups and get written permission from one of the Sergeants that you’ll show to the guards at the gate. This is just a safety precaution so we know who has left the grounds in case anything happens.” 
 
    It made perfect sense, but I couldn’t help but wonder how we were supposed to level up our rovkins if we couldn’t go anywhere without permission. 
 
    We could go on training missions with the fourth-years, but somehow I doubted that any of them would take me with them, considering they blatantly hated me. 
 
    After the General finished going over the rules, he dismissed us with the reminder that classes would begin in the morning, so celebrations should be kept to respectable levels.  
 
    We all began to filter out of the arena, and Gerrin and I left first. We watched as most of the first-year recruits began to slowly make their way back to the dorms.  
 
     We waited for people to leave before we went anywhere. But as we waited, I noticed a few of the first-year recruits on the other side of the path. 
 
    They were talking to each other in hushed voices and kept looking at us, but their expressions weren’t ones of disgust or jealousy, instead, they seemed surprised.  
 
    Once everyone had cleared out, one of the people waved Gerrin and me over with a soft smile. Now that there wasn’t a stream of people in the way, I recognized a few of their faces. 
 
    Two of them were Erlan and Jas, who greeted us with warm smiles and fierce eyes.  
 
    “Hey, Charlie,” Erlan greeted animatedly. 
 
    “Hey,” I returned with a smile. 
 
    A few of the others chimed in with their own greetings before they continued to talk about the exam.  
 
    “I didn’t think it was gonna be that hard!” Kerym, a blue-haired half-elf that Erlan introduced me to, complained loudly. 
 
    I vaguely remembered Kerym’s run. He had stumbled over the logs and barely made it across the other side before he slipped off one of the stationary platforms. What I did remember was that he had a strange rovkin that I couldn’t quite make out. 
 
    It looked like an odd mix between a tree and a ram. It was only the size of a kitten, but it had a wooden body with bark and small branches that poked out of it. It had two large, curled pieces that seemed like its horns. Instead of wool, it had a mixture of moss and leaves. Its red eyes looked like berries, and when it opened its mouth, there was a set of completely flat teeth that seemed really out of place, and I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    It wasn’t until I’d seen other rovkins that I realized it was because all of the other rovkins had sharp, pointed teeth, but Kerym’s was the first that had flat teeth. 
 
    “If you spent as much time training as you did chatting up the fourth-years, then you would’ve been fine,” Erlan pointed out. 
 
    Kerym made several poor excuses that all seemed to blend into one failed comeback about Erlan’s lack of a girlfriend. After they’d finished talking, Erlan turned to me with a wide smile. 
 
    “And how about Mr. Rank B over there?” Erlan asked as Gerrin laughed. 
 
    “Mr. Rank B?” I questioned him. 
 
    “Yeah!” the raven-haired elf said. “I mean first you have a dragon, and then you get armor?” 
 
    “Obviously he’s keeping secrets,” Gerrin said playfully. 
 
    I hit him in the arm, which seemed to do nothing more than make the fiery man laugh more. 
 
    “Seriously, dude,” Kerym piped up. “Where the fuck did you even get a dragon?” 
 
    “I didn’t even know that dragons were real until a week ago,” I admitted in hopes of avoiding the awkward story of how I had to rescue Efasia. 
 
    Also if Efasia found out I had told people that the stern warrior needed saving by a human that day, she probably would’ve fed me to the first monster she saw. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Erlan said, “I keep forgetting you came through the veil.” 
 
    I nodded with a tight-lipped smile and hoped that their realization would be enough to not press for any more details. Unfortunately, they were more than a little curious. 
 
    “What about the armor?” the blue-haired man asked. “I thought we had to fight before we got it.” 
 
    “I only found out today that ranks were even a thing.” I shrugged. “All I’ve done this week is read books and run courses.” 
 
    “And nailed every single one,” Gerrin chimed in. “I’m starting to doubt you’re even human.” 
 
    “He’s got awfully flat ears for anything else,” Erlan pointed out. 
 
    “As far as I’m aware,” I said to defend myself, “I’m human.” 
 
    “I’m just joking, man,” Gerrin laughed.  
 
    I rolled my eyes and looked back at the group. I wanted to try and get the conversation off of myself. I didn’t have the answers they wanted, and I didn’t want them to keep pushing. 
 
    Instead, I turned the conversation toward everyone else’s rovkins. I knew about Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox, and despite seeing Erlan and Jas throughout the week, we hadn’t really discussed our rovkins. 
 
    Erlan seemed more than happy to talk about his rovkin. Apparently, the small fluffy creature was called a Rose Dappled Stabunny.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I interrupted. “Stabunny?” 
 
    “Yeah, you know,” Erlan explained. “Stag bunny, stabunny.” 
 
    I certainly didn’t know that. 
 
    But I had to agree that it did make some sense.  
 
    As Erlan explained that they were pretty common in the flower forests near his home village, Efasia walked past us and shot me a piercing glare. 
 
    “The hell did you do to her?” Kerym asked in a hushed whisper after she was far enough away. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” I sighed as Gerrin bit back a laugh. 
 
    Once they were over Efasia’s glare, Erlan continued to describe Stabunnies. 
 
    They came in a variety of colors from blues and greens to yellows and reds. Each color would tend to suggest a different power that the Stabunny had. Blue was commonly associated with water, green with earth and nature, yellow with light, and red with fire.  
 
    But the pink and rose-colored Stabunnies were much rarer, and because they were usually hunted by other monsters, nobody had actually gotten a Rose Dappled Stabunny before.  
 
    “I hope it’s gonna be something mace,” Erlan said, “but knowing my luck, it’ll be like weather manipulation or night vision.” 
 
    “Those are cool,” I said to try and make him feel better. 
 
    “Yeah but they can’t do shit in battle,” the raven-haired elf huffed and then used his hands to act out his next words. “Oh, no, a monster! Let me just make it rain on myself. Wow! How helpful!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, and the others did the same. 
 
    We continued to talk about all the ways that weather manipulation could possibly be used in and out of battle until it was time to eat. 
 
    The food hall was still quite busy, but we managed to find a table to fit all of us, and we made sure to keep a spare seat for when Looly eventually joined us. As we ate, we spoke about our timetables and what the first few weeks looked like. 
 
    As it turned out, the first few weeks would revolve around a lot of learning and some minor physical training. Apparently, everyone else had gone to a Combat Training school before coming to the Academy to make sure they were fit enough to keep up with the training. 
 
    If the exam was anything to go by, then I definitely felt like I needed some more practice. 
 
    Looly came in just as we finished eating and sat down in her now usual seat next to Gerrin.  
 
    “So…” the pink-haired elf said. “How was the exam?” 
 
    We each took it in turns to talk about our exams and all the different sections. When it came to my turn, I tried to leave out the ring breaking and my Rank B result. But Gerrin wasn’t going to let it pass. 
 
    “He’s being way too humble,” Gerrin laughed. “The ring broke in his hand. But he pulled himself back up.” 
 
    “I thought you were a goner for sure,” Kerym said. 
 
    “How did you hang on?” Looly asked in amazement. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “Adrenaline I guess.” 
 
    “Were you hurt?” the silver-eyed woman asked. 
 
    “My muscles ache a bit, but I’ll be fine,” I assured her. 
 
    “As long as you’re fine.”She smiled sweetly and took a sip of her drink. 
 
    “Oh yeah, he also got Rank B,” the half-djinn said in a stage whisper. 
 
    “Rank B?” she asked loudly and looked at me in shock. “How?” 
 
    I shrugged and tried to ignore the rest of the recruits in the food hall when they looked over. 
 
    “That’s amazing, Charlie!” Looly said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and tried to steer the topic away from myself. “What about your exam?” 
 
    Looly explained that healers had slightly different exams. Instead of a training course, they had to mix up salves and patch up wounds.  
 
    It seemed to start as some basic first-aid training, and it was more of a test to make sure they were suited to being a healer for the Legion instead of just a general healer.  
 
    The rest of the first week was mostly classroom work with a lot of reading assignments. Most of the classes didn’t even last an hour long and were simply introductions to the topics. 
 
    We’d spend the first few weeks just getting the basics down and learning which weapons and armor would suit us best. A couple of the written classes were on the history of the Legion, and the Sergeants would drill in just how important it was to use whatever spare time we had to practice. 
 
    Physical classes were supposed to start the second week, which I found strange considering my first class of the week was in room E107 in the main building.  
 
    It was called “Understanding the Secrets of Your Rovkin,” and Gerrin had the same class, but he was in room E113, and I quickly realized I would be alone.  
 
    During breakfast, I checked with the others to see which classrooms they were in, and despite my hope that at least one person I knew would be in my class, no one else was in E107. 
 
    I tried to remain optimistic because I knew that it was only a maximum of two hours long. If I could survive a week of being stared at during practice, then I could survive two hours in a classroom. 
 
    Room E107 was a large classroom that looked more like a studio than anything else. Eight desks were evenly spaced with four on each side of the room. There were thin rugs laid out on the floor from the space beside each desk to the middle of the room. The desks alternated on each side which meant there was still space between each of the rugs.  
 
    The Sergeant stood at the front of the room and looked up when I walked in. I could guess that she was at least partially elven by her pointed ears, but her skin was more ashen than other elves I’d seen. The pendant around her neck looked very similar to the one Gerrin wore, though. If I was right, that meant she also had to be partially djinn, but if that was the case, then her blue eyes and platinum hair didn’t make sense. 
 
    I was gonna have to get good at tactfully asking people what race they were here… 
 
    “Good afternoon, Charlie,” she said with a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    The patch on her uniform said ‘Sergeant O. Faerora’. Her platinum hair was tied into a tight bun, and despite her otherwise strict nature, her azure eyes were kind and welcoming. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I responded. 
 
    “Sit at whichever desk you like,” Sergeant Faerora said and motioned toward the various desks in the room. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    There was no one else in the room yet, so I could sit at whichever desk I wanted.  
 
    I sat on the desk closest to where Sergeant Faerora’s desk was. That way, if no one in the class liked having me around, I could at least be near someone who was able to pretend that she did.  
 
    Sergeant Faerora asked me a few questions while we waited for everyone else to show up. It was the same thing that every other Sergeant would ask when they met me. How was I finding the Sundered Realm? What was it like to have a dragon rovkin? How was training going? 
 
    I answered all of the questions as best I could, but I wasn’t even sure of my own answers when I said them. 
 
    Despite all of the things that could easily kill me in the Sundered Realm, I found myself getting more excited about the fact that I had a rovkin with each day that passed. It wasn’t even to do with the fact that it was a dragon anymore.  
 
    After I had learned from the pamphlet about the ranking system, I couldn’t help but wonder just how far my rovkin could go. The pamphlet had mentioned powers, and Erlan had said earlier that he didn’t know what powers he was going to gain from his rovkin.  
 
    Would that mean that I’d get those cool shadow powers?  
 
    I really hoped so. 
 
    Everyone else began to slowly trickle into the classroom as it got closer to one o’clock. I didn’t recognize anyone in my class from anywhere other than the exam this morning. Any hope I had that I would know someone all but disappeared when the last person walked into the room.  
 
    I still held out hope that they’d be somewhat respectful to me despite being a human. It was only partially restored when someone chose to sit next to me instead of one of the other spare seats. 
 
    When the man with dark green hair sat down, I realized he was one of the students who had fallen during the exam this morning.  
 
    He had been lucky it wasn’t a bad fall. Instead, he’d just missed his footing on the top of the sloped netting and unceremoniously fell to the bottom. Admittedly it was a lot faster than a lot of the first-years, who took their time in stepping from one section of netting to the next, but it had looked both painful and embarrassing. 
 
    “Charlie, right?” he asked me when he sat down, and based on his slightly less pointed ears, I guessed he was half-elf. 
 
    I nodded in confirmation, and he held out his hand for me to shake. 
 
    “Theo,” he introduced himself. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Theo congratulated me on getting Rank B, and like everyone else, asked how I managed to do it. I answered honestly, and he nodded in understanding. We chatted for a few minutes about training, rovkins, and the different weapons we had before Sergeant Faerora stood up. 
 
    “I think that’s everyone,” the platinum-haired Sergeant said brightly. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    Despite the fact that the class was called “Understanding the Secrets of Your Rovkin,” we jumped straight into some physical tasks.  
 
    I had been expecting to have to do a lot of bookwork on the various rovkin types and the powers that came with them, but instead, we were told to summon our rovkins in order to train. 
 
    We each stood on the rugs that were laid out beside our desks and listened to Sergeant Faerora as she gave us instructions. 
 
    “Before you can train your rovkin to fight,” she said sternly, “you need to be able to command it for more meager things. For example…” 
 
    She summoned her rovkin in the center of the classroom.  
 
    It was a ferocious thing that was easily bigger than a horse, and I realized that it was definitely a good thing all the classrooms had such high ceilings. It had a deep blue, sleek, wolf-like body with spikes that ran down its spine. It had a bushy, striped tail and triangular ears that came straight out the top of its head. 
 
    I recognized it from one of the many books I’d read in the library to be a Crackling Woluki. The ‘crackling’ part seemed to come from the lightning powers it held, and I could see that in the armor the Sergeant wore. 
 
    There was a light crackling of lightning on the set of armor across the older woman’s body. It was the same deep blue as the rovkin that she’d just summoned. It was fully opaque with large stripes across the bodice. There was a slight sheen to it that was visible in the sun that streamed in through the windows, and she looked like some badass character straight out of a video game as she shifted her weight and eyed the classroom.  
 
    Then the rovkin turned to her and sat calmly as it waited for her to give it a command. Sergeant Faerora pointed to the back of the classroom, and her rovkin got up to retrieve whatever it was she had pointed at. It grabbed the book before it turned back around and returned to the azure-eyed Sergeant. It sat back at her feet and placed the book into her waiting hands.  
 
    She then absorbed the rovkin back inside and looked at the recruits.  
 
    “There will be three simple tests that you need to complete before you will be able to start training your rovkins in combat in order to go on your first mission.” She made sure that all of us were listening before she continued. “The first is getting your rovkin to retrieve items for you. Once they can do the small items in the classroom, we will move outside to one of the training courts to get them to retrieve weapons.” 
 
    The rugs began to make a lot of sense, as they were laid out to reach around ten feet in front of us. Getting a rovkin to retrieve something that wasn’t too far away would be a lot easier than something that was on the other side of a training court.  
 
    Being in a classroom also meant that the rovkins couldn’t run away too far if they decided to disobey. 
 
    “The second will be commanding your rovkin to hit a target,” the Sergeant said. “These will be a mix of practice dummies and regular rounded targets. How they hit it is up to you. If you think you can have them control their powers, you may attempt such a thing.” 
 
    So, just have the dragon fly at the target for now. I guess that sounded like a decent place to start. 
 
    As excited as I was to figure out just what my rovkin was truly capable of, I would have preferred to explore the potentially disastrous consequences somewhere that didn’t have multiple people.  
 
    I made a note to ask Sergeant Faerora what she thought would be best for me to do at the end of class. 
 
    “The third and final test will be guarding.” she explained. “I know that most of your rovkins are only small, but the sooner we can teach them to guard you, the safer you will be in combat. Do you all understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” we all said in unison. 
 
    “Good.” She walked back to the front of the classroom and looked at each of us before she spoke again.”Today we will just be focused on getting your rovkins to listen to you.” 
 
    Getting the rovkin to listen to me was something that I had been waiting for someone to teach me. As fun as having a dragon was, the only reason I was able to have any control over it was because it was smaller than my hands. If what I’d learned was right, then it was only going to continue to get bigger.  
 
    “Alright then,” Sergeant Faerora barked. “Summon your rovkins.” 
 
    I had gotten used to the feeling of the rovkin clawing away at my insides, but the way it felt when I summoned it still burned. 
 
    The small dragon appeared on the desk beside me, and before I even had a chance to look at it properly, it launched itself off the desk toward my hand. I caught it before it could attempt to bite me, and held it at arm’s length from myself. 
 
    Everyone else summoned their rovkins, and I managed to see all the different types that people had. 
 
    Theo had what looked like a small, orange doberman puppy with three too many sets of eyes. It panted as it sat by his feet, and I could see the sharp point of its tongue dripping something that definitely wasn’t just saliva onto the rug. 
 
    He told me that it was a Sunset Spihund and that they normally had several extra pairs of legs. But his rovkin only had four, which he seemed more than happy about. 
 
    The person next to him had a yellow, gloopy snail with a spiked shell that came up to her knee. It seemed to slowly change shape as I watched it, and the closer I looked, the more I realized that its shell was made of the exact same gloop as its body. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see one woman had what I could only describe as an extremely fluffy purple raccoon. It didn’t look intimidating in the slightest, in fact, I thought it was actually cute. 
 
    Until I saw it open its mouth. 
 
    Instead of opening horizontally, the beast’s whole face split in two to reveal a chasm of sharp teeth. 
 
    After that, I had to remind myself that these things were monsters, and they weren’t going to be anything like the animals that were back on Earth. Especially once they grew to their full sizes. 
 
    I followed the instructions Sergeant Faerora gave us and put my dragon on the ground in front of me. Unsurprisingly, it immediately turned around to bite at my shoelaces. Shoelaces weren’t fingers, so I let it chew them. 
 
    I didn’t know anything about training or raising dragons, so I could only guess why it was biting everything it could.  
 
    Between the fact that it suddenly got shoved into my body and that it was just a baby spirit, I settled on the idea that it was teething. 
 
    It made sense to me, I’d had puppies before that would chew on anything they could. Table legs, shoelaces, shoes, my belt, arms, anything they could chew, they would.  
 
    I just hoped it would pass. 
 
    Once all of the rovkins were on the floor, we had to toss a training knife– that we didn’t mind getting teeth marks in– onto the end of the rug. Once done, we would command them to pick it up for us.  
 
    The frustration of repeatedly telling my dragon to pick up the knife was soon calmed by the fact that the knife was bigger than the dragon. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at the once ferocious beast as it struggled to bite any part of the knife. But it managed to get ahold of the leather that wrapped around the handle and dragged it back to me with what could have only been a smug look on its otherwise terrifying face.  
 
    The rest of the lesson was similar. We would throw an object, and our rovkin would retrieve it. It only took me two attempts before my dragon listened to every word I said without fail. It didn’t matter how far the object was, or even how heavy it was, he would find a way to bring it back.  
 
    It wasn’t the same for everyone. 
 
    Most of the others would send me scornful looks whenever my dragon would bring me the object. I thought it had to be jealousy since most of them couldn’t even get their rovkins to look at them on command.  
 
    The only people who didn’t seem jealous were Theo and a woman called Farryn.  
 
    Her rovkin was what I could only describe as a puffball with legs. Its mouth took up most of its body, and I didn’t even know if it had eyes because of how much fur it had. 
 
    I overheard her talking to Sergeant Faerora about how she managed to get it. Apparently, it was called a Razor-Toothed Puffball, and I thought it was a very fitting name for the strange creature. 
 
    Despite her best attempts to get the sentient ball of fur to listen, it was more interested in trying to eat the rug with its hundreds of teeth.  
 
    Theo’s rovkin eventually listened to him, but only to pick the object up. As soon as it had the knife in its mouth, I watched as it bounded across the room in a blur of orange.  
 
    I tried my best not to laugh as Theo chased the creature around the room, and when he finally caught it, I gave him a sympathetic smile. 
 
    “Fucking rovkins,” the green-haired man grumbled. 
 
    “I feel that,” I agreed with him. 
 
    By the time the lesson was over, everyone was able to command their rovkin to retrieve items for them.  
 
    Sergeant Faerora dismissed the class, and I waited until everyone was gone to ask her about my rovkin’s powers. 
 
    “What do you think’s the best way to go about it?” I questioned her. 
 
    “Well,” she said thoughtfully. “Obviously we don’t know the full power a dragon rovkin can hold, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn. If I were you, I’d ask one of the Sergeants specializing in harnessing rovkins’ powers for some extra training after hours. I’m sure they’d be delighted to help with such an important discovery.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and turned to leave. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” the platinum-haired woman said kindly. But before I left she added, “Oh, and Charlie.” 
 
    I glanced back at her. 
 
    “You’re doing great. Keep it up.” 
 
    I nodded and left the class.  
 
    Gerrin was waiting for me outside so we could go for lunch.  
 
    The food hall was a lot busier than it had been for the last two weeks, but we managed to find a space near one of the walls.  
 
    I piled my plate with the various meats that I still didn’t know the names of, strange and colorful vegetables, and what were definitely potatoes. I’d tried enough of the drinks to know which ones I did and didn’t like, so I had picked up a cup of light blue, bubbly liquid that vaguely tasted of blueberries. It reminded me of flavored sparkling water, just with a nicer aftertaste. 
 
    As Gerrin and I ate, Looly came bounding into the food hall with a bright smile across her face. 
 
    “Hi, Gerrin!” the pink-haired elf said cheerfully and gave Gerrin a quick hug before she turned to me.”Hi Charlie!” 
 
    “Hey,” I said as she sat down opposite me. 
 
    “What brings you over here?” Gerrin asked her. 
 
    “Came to tell you that the West gate’s been put off limits,” Looly explained. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, haven’t you heard the news?” Looly asked as she furrowed her thin eyebrows.  
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “What news?” I pressed. 
 
    “They found the body of a third-year in the West.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “What do you mean, a body?” I hissed in disbelief. 
 
    “We overheard about it in class,” Looly explained, and I was taken aback by how calm she seemed about it. “Apparently he didn’t show up to the exam so they went to look for him. They think he’s been dead for almost thirty hours.” 
 
    “Know who he was?” Gerrin asked as he ate a mouthful of potatoes. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ve released his name yet,” the pink-haired elf admitted. 
 
    “I give until the end of the day before we know,” the half-djinn said with a shrug. 
 
    “How are you two so calm about this?” I asked as I looked at the almost serene looks on their faces. 
 
    Someone in training was dead, literally dead, and neither of them seemed so much as shocked. 
 
    “It happens.” Gerrin shrugged 
 
    “More and more lately,” the silver-eyed girl added. 
 
    Were they taught how to block out the fact that people were dying in Combat Training, or did it just happen so often that no one was phased by it anymore? 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked them. 
 
    “The only thing we can do,” Looly explained with a slight shrug of her shoulder. “We train.” 
 
    “It’s nothing new,” the half-djinn told me. 
 
    Gerrin then went on to explain more about the wild rovkins. 
 
    I remembered that last week he had told me about their origins, and how they had begun to come through the veil even after they’d all been banished. But they had soon overwhelmed the Sundered Realm once again.  
 
    Wild rovkins were significantly worse than just regular monsters because monsters were physical beings that could be killed by people and traps. But rovkins, or the spirits of those monsters, were different. 
 
    The ethereal nature of rovkins meant that they couldn’t be killed normally. Instead, they needed to be killed with special weapons that meant people could absorb the creatures’ souls. But that only worked once per person, because no one could absorb more than one rovkin at a time.  
 
    That would have been fine if rovkins were rare, but it was the complete opposite.  
 
    The only other way rovkins could be killed was by other rovkins, which was why everyone in the Legion had to have a trained rovkin. These spirits would have to be strengthened by fighting against wild monsters and rovkins, and the fighters themselves would be strengthened at the same time, since it was a deep bond that the two now shared. 
 
    “Rovkins get more powerful with each rovkin they kill,” Gerrin explained through his mouthful of food. “That goes for both tame and wild ones.” 
 
    “If a rovkin doesn’t have a master,” Looly added. “Then there’s no one to control what, or who, it kills.” 
 
    “So,” I said as I tried to process everything. “These wild rovkins are just killing whatever they can get.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” the elven girl confirmed.  
 
    Gerrin continued to go into more detail about just how bad the rovkins could get. 
 
    If a rovkin was left without a master, there was no limit to just how big or powerful it could get. Usually, there were people who kept tabs on the wild rovkins in order to make sure they didn’t become too powerful.  
 
    When they started to become a nuisance, the Legion would send a few troops to take care of it. However, for smaller rovkins that weren’t as powerful but could become an issue in the future, older recruits from the Rovkin Training Academy were sent. 
 
    “And that’s what happened with the third-year,” the pink-haired woman said. “Apparently he was going to a farm to clear up some type of rats, but he never made it.” 
 
    “That’s why they send us in groups,” the fiery man explained. “Job might not be big, but getting there is a different story.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I knew there were several safety precautions in place, but I thought they were a ‘just in case’ thing. I didn’t realize these things were actually happening regularly around here. 
 
    I didn’t think any amount of training could help fill the growing fear that was nibbling at my chest. This wasn’t like college at all. This wasn’t like training for fencing competitions or martial arts sessions, these were real training exercises with very real consequences. 
 
    If I didn’t learn to fight, then I’d end up dead. 
 
    It wasn’t even like I could leave, not with this dragon inside of me.  
 
    All I could do was push myself as hard as I could, and maybe then I’d be safe. 
 
    Gerrin and Looly quickly moved on from the dreary topic of death to talk about almost everything.  
 
    I continued to pick at my food as they spoke. I couldn’t shake the idea that any one of us could die at any moment, and it seemed like no one would even bat an eye about it.  
 
    I just had to remind myself that I was a Rank B. Somehow, I was considered a higher rank than all the other first-years apart from Efasia, and if that was the case, then I should be able to hold my own against the monsters just as easily as they could, and if they could do it, then so could I. 
 
    Besides, I was at the Academy for a reason, and the sooner I trained my rovkin, the easier everything would be. 
 
    Gerrin and Looly then complained about what was supposed to be on the dinner menu for the week, and how much worse it was than last week. They said various names of foods that I could only just understand were real and talked about the lack of a shop to buy decent snacks.  
 
    Looly began to describe how a lot of the healers would find ways to make their own snacks and drinks from stuff they collected in their foraging classes.  
 
    “Foraging classes?” I asked her.  
 
    I hadn’t been paying a lot of attention, but the idea of a foraging class intrigued me. 
 
    “Yeah.” Looly nodded. “We don’t do a lot of combat, because we have to focus more on the healing aspect of fighting. So one of our classes is about foraging and knowing which plants have healing properties and which ones are poisonous.” 
 
    “Don’t you have magic for that?” I questioned. 
 
    “Usually,” the pink-haired elf said happily. “But it’s always helpful to have a natural cure in case your magic’s drained. We don’t get our full powers until our rovkins are trained fully, but it’s hard to train when everything tries to kill you.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. I didn’t feel ready to take on a forest full of monsters, and I had a dragon to protect me. I could imagine how terrifying the forest would be if you were just a healer. 
 
    Wait… 
 
    “Healers have rovkins, too?” I asked her. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot you’re new to this realm,” she giggled. “Yeah, healers get rovkins, too. They’re not like your rough-and-tumble spirits that the fighters have, though. Most of them wouldn’t be able to fight even if they tried. Mine’s called a Shining Flotilium. She looks like a ball of light most of the time, but I promise she’s more than that.” 
 
    “How do you find a healing rovkin?” I questioned. “I thought all of them were deadly monsters.” 
 
    “They usually have to hide from regular monsters because they’re pretty weak and small,” the elven woman explained.  
 
    “Then how do you protect yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s not like we go out alone.” She smiled. “We always have fighters to protect us.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said and nodded. “But how do you get a rovkin if they have to hide from monsters?” 
 
    “It took a while for people to find them.” Looly shrugged. “But they’re a lot more common up in The Meadows.” 
 
    “Where is that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s an area in the North where there aren’t many big monsters,” she explained brightly and used her hands to act out her words. “It’s mostly a flower meadow, but there’s a tiny area of woodland that was made into a herb garden for the local healers. Most nature elves come from there.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said in confusion. “Nature elves?” 
 
    I knew there were elves and djinn here, but I didn’t know there were different types of elves. 
 
    This realm just kept getting more and more complicated. 
 
    Looly looked over at Gerrin and gave him what I could only guess was a disappointed look. 
 
    “You haven’t told him about nature elves?” she asked him. 
 
    He gave her an overly dramatic shrug as he downed the rest of his drink.  
 
    “It never came up!” Gerrin told her. 
 
    She shook her head playfully and looked back at me.  
 
    “You got a paper and pencil?” the pink-haired woman asked. “You’re gonna need to make some notes.” 
 
    I dug around in my bag for a notebook and pulled out the black leather journal that the General had packed for me with the regular books. 
 
    I hadn’t actually realized it was a journal until I opened it to do some reading, only to look at hundreds of blank pages. 
 
    “So, nature elves are one of the subraces of elves,” Looly explained, and I took notes as she spoke. “One of the key differences is that they have a close relationship with nature. So much so that certain traits are dictated by the season we were born in.” 
 
    “We? You’re a nature elf?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” She nodded. “There are more at the Academy than you think, and they’re pretty easy to spot once you know.” 
 
    I continued to make notes as Looly spoke about nature elves. She was incredibly animated as she did so, and it helped me to somewhat forget about the third-year student who’d been found dead. 
 
    “Our hair color is decided by whatever season we’re born in,” the nature elf continued. “If we’re born in summer it’s green, in fall it would be orange, in winter it would be blue, and if you’re born in spring it’s pink.” 
 
    “So you were born in spring?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Cool,” I laughed.  
 
    While we were on the topic of races, I decided that it would be best to use the time to ask Looly about all of the other races. It was both because I definitely needed to know about them, and also because having Looly tell me was a good distraction from the idea that we would be sent into the forest to possibly die. 
 
    “There are a couple of main races to know about,” Looly explained. “And each one has a couple of subraces. I’ll just focus on the main ones though.” 
 
    Looly focused on the elves first, as more than half of the Academy’s population was some form of an elf.  
 
    “Pureblood elves are easy to spot,” the pink-haired elf explained carefully and gave me time to write down every detail. “They have fair hair and pale skin, and their eyes are usually blue or green. Similarly, snow elves have white hair and pale skin, but their eyes are red. On the complete opposite side are dark elves. They have ashy skin and dark hair, and their eyes are either red or black. Got it so far?” 
 
    “Yes…” I said hesitantly, but I still had more questions. “When someone’s half-elf, does it matter what sort of elf?” 
 
    Although I was looking at Looly, it was Gerrin who answered. 
 
    “Usually being half-elf just means that they have elven blood,” he explained. “There are a lot more types of elves that don’t exactly have distinguishing features so they won’t mind being referred to as just an elf. It’s the result of decades of intermingling.” 
 
    “Yeah, realistically no one’s a hundred percent one thing,” the pink-haired woman added but then tilted her head to the side and hissed in a breath through her teeth. “Other than purebloods.” 
 
    “It’s where their superiority complex comes from,” the half-djinn laughed.  
 
    “Think you’ve got all of that so far?” Looly asked. 
 
    “I think so?” I guessed and looked down at my scribbled notes, but as I did I remembered Efasia’s distinct features. 
 
    Her white hair with a singular dark streak in the front. The piercing yellow eyes that were shared by her Grandfather, and her pale skin that was similar to that of a pure elf.  
 
    But there weren’t any pure elves with features like hers. 
 
    “What’s Efasia?” I asked. 
 
    Gerrin pulled his lips into a thin line at the same time Looly gave me a pained expression. 
 
    “Was that a bad question to ask?” I questioned. 
 
    Looly sighed and considered what she was going to say for a moment. She opened her mouth to speak three times, but not a single word came out. Eventually, she took a deep breath and looked at me. 
 
    “Efasia is a story for a different day,” the pink-haired woman said. “Okay?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” I nodded.  
 
    I wasn’t desperate to know, but Looly’s answer did make me a lot more curious about Efasia.  
 
    “Good,” she cheered, and all the tension from her shoulders melted away. “So, Djinns come from fire elementals, basically if you see someone who looks similar to Gerrin, chances are they’re a fire elemental.” 
 
    Gerrin nodded beside her, and I scribbled down that tip in my notebook. 
 
    “On a similar note,” she continued. “Nymphs are another form of elemental, but pure nymphs are always women, while half-nymphs can be men. There are a few types: celestial, which look like a night sky, water, who usually have blue skin and blue hair, plant, who look more plant than person, and land, who typically look like elves but with dappled skin. Understand?” 
 
    I looked at my notes and then back up at Looly with furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “Yes…?”  
 
    It was a lot of information at once, and I definitely needed to look further into it. 
 
    “It’s fine if you don’t,” she assured me. “You’ll get it with time.”  
 
    I really hoped she was right, otherwise, I would have to learn the best way to subtly ask what race someone was without it seeming offensive or like a super dumb human. 
 
    “So,” I said and thought about our small group of friends. “What sort of elves are the others?” 
 
    “Kerym’s half-nature elf and half-nymph,” Looly explained. “Winter and celestial to be exact.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said and realized that it made a lot of sense considering Kerym’s blue hair and eyes. 
 
    “Jas is a snow elf, obviously,” Gerrin said, and I hummed in agreement. 
 
    Now that I knew what a snow elf looked like, Jas fit the description perfectly, and it helped explain why he always looked so deathly pale. 
 
    “And Erlan’s a moon elf, but not a typical one,” Looly said with a shrug. 
 
    “What’s a typical moon elf?” I asked. 
 
    “Dark hair, green eyes, but their skin is usually varying shades of purple,” Gerrin said. 
 
    “Which Erlan doesn’t have,” I said and pictured Erlan’s pale skin. 
 
    “Yep!” Looly giggled. “I don’t know a whole lot about moon elves because they’re not very common in these parts, but I’ve heard that they’re affected by the moon in the same way nature elves are affected by the seasons. But you’re probably best asking Erlan about that.” 
 
    I nodded and made a note to ask him when I next saw him.  
 
    The classes on the following days continued in a similar fashion to our other written classes.  
 
    I spent most of them reading through all of the required texts to do with the histories of the realm and just what the Legion expected from us.  
 
    Despite how interesting it should have been, I was aching to get into the more physical aspects of training. After all, I needed more practice than everyone else because I hadn’t gone to any sort of combat training. Sure, I’d done martial arts and fencing, but I was fairly certain that wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    Breakfast had quickly become a group thing by now.  
 
    Erlan and Jas would usually be leaving at the same time as me and Gerrin, so it made sense to walk to the food hall together. Looly would join us shortly after with her infectious energy that I still had no idea how she was able to muster up that early in the morning. 
 
    Kerym was usually the last to join us, and we would sit together to talk about anything and everything.  
 
    Most of the time the topics revolved around classes and the upcoming changes. Since the exam was over, and we had all summoned our rovkins under supervision, it was time to ramp up the difficulty. 
 
    “When do you think we’ll be able to fight with our rovkins?” Gerrin asked while he picked at his eggs. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m ready to fight yet,” Jas said honestly. 
 
    “Me, neither,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah but at least your rovkin listens,” Erlan said and took a sip of his strange coffee. 
 
    It tasted the exact same as the coffee back on Earth, but instead of brown, it was purple. It had taken me a few days to realize that it was coffee, but Gerrin made sure to point out which drinks would give the most energy.  
 
    “He bites me,” I sighed. 
 
    “At least it doesn’t hurt,” Kerym pointed out. 
 
    “True,” I said and continued eating. 
 
    “You guys can’t use your rovkins yet?” Looly asked. 
 
    “We don’t have enough control,” the dark-haired elf said. “And I don’t really fancy being on the other end of a stray rovkin.” 
 
    “But don’t you only have a few months until your first mission?” the nature elf asked. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” the blue-haired half-elf sighed.  
 
    It was an unwelcome reminder of how little time we had before our first major mission, and I still felt nowhere near ready. 
 
    The only training I’d done was with Gerrin, and that didn’t feel like enough compared to what everyone else had done. Despite the fact that I could hold my own during a spar, I wasn’t sure how well I’d do in an actual fight.  
 
    Once breakfast was over, we split up to go to our respective classes. Jas and Erlan headed toward the East gate, Looly had a class in the main building, and Gerrin, Kerym, and I went to one of the outdoor arenas near the South gate. 
 
    It was far smaller than the arena we had the exam in, but easily four times the size of the classroom. The class was called “The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers,” and I quickly realized that this was going to be a very physical class. 
 
    There was one raised, circular platform in the center of the room, and there were about a dozen smaller circles sectioned off by paint on the floor around it.  
 
    The domed glass roof of the arena let in enough light since none of the torch sconces on the walls had been lit yet. Along one of the walls was a rack with various practice weapons from shortswords and scimitars, to staffs and lances, to war hammers and battle axes. Just about any weapon that someone could specialize in was there.  
 
    There were only two other people in the arena. One of them was the antlered Sergeant, and the other was a certain white-haired woman. 
 
    “Great,” I sighed as I looked at Efasia. 
 
    “Oh this is gonna be fun,” Gerrin laughed as he saw who I was looking at. 
 
    “If you say so.” I shrugged and walked toward where they were talking by the weapon rack. 
 
    The Sergeant looked up at my approach, and I noticed her almost uncanny appearance.  
 
    She wasn’t like the rest of the people I’d seen in the Sundered Realm. Although none of them were human, they still looked like they almost could’ve been. But this Sergeant was the first person I’d seen who crossed over the line into distinctly non-human. 
 
    Her ears stuck out from each side of her head in a large, rounded shape, and each one had a dusting of fur on the back. Her nose was slanted into one that was almost deer-like in nature, and her lips were two different colors, with the top one being almost black and the bottom a light pink.  
 
    Her dark skin lightened toward the bottom half of her face and onto her chest. White speckles dappled her face like freckles, and there were a few patches of white in her brown hair.  
 
    She gave me a slight nod at my approach and held out her hand for me to take.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Charlie,” the deer-woman greeted. “I’m Sergeant Dyani.” 
 
    “It’s good to meet you,” I said with a smile.  
 
    As I shook her hand, I couldn’t help but notice the way her skin felt. It was almost as if there was a short layer of fur across her body.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Efasia’s piercing yellow eyes as she glared at me. I didn’t even take the time to look at her, and instead, I watched as Gerrin began to speak to the Sergeant about the different weapons available.  
 
    Everyone else slowly began to appear, and by the time the clock chimed eight o’clock, the last person walked through the door. 
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone,” Sergeant Dyani said as she stood on the center platform. “I’m Sergeant Dyani, and welcome to The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers.” 
 
    Sergeant Dyani went over the basics of the class and what to expect.  
 
    This class was meant to train us in combat against other people. Once we learned the basics, we would be able to go out on small trips to the forest in order to strengthen our rovkins against some of the smaller wild ones.  
 
    She explained that despite the fact this was a Rovkin Training Academy, we needed to show that we were capable of fighting before we could take on actual monsters. When we had proven that we could fight at a high enough level, we would switch from fighting against each other to fighting alongside each other.  
 
    “Although you’ve all completed your Combat Training, you still need to learn how to fight with certain techniques in order to prepare for your first official mission,” the antlered Sergeant said. “Fighting against other recruits will be the best way to see your flaws. People can give you feedback on your tactics, but monsters won’t care if you slip up.” 
 
    There were a few basic rules of combat. The first was that we were only allowed to fight with the blunt training weapons that she provided us with. That way, no one had an advantage against anyone else in terms of weaponry. But once we had completed the basics, we would be allowed to use our own training weapons before eventually moving on to using the real ones.  
 
    In each class, we would be put with a different training partner of our choice. We would do whatever exercise we were told to in the small circles on the floor. The winner would be determined by who was able to get the other into a ‘killing move,’ or a position that their opponent wouldn’t be able to recover from. Another way to win was to force the opponent out of the arena. 
 
    The last rule she told us was the most important. 
 
    “You will not,” she warned us. “Under any circumstances, summon your rovkin.” 
 
    There was a general air of questioning at her rule, and one of the other recruits spoke up. 
 
    “Why not?” the ashen-skinned dark elf asked. “How are we supposed to learn if we can’t summon them?” 
 
    “Until you are Rank D,” the antlered woman explained. “You are not to fight another student with your rovkin. Today will have been the first time most of you even tried to give your rovkins a command. They will be defensive, and ruthless. For now, you are to only use your rovkins against wild rovkins, not other recruits.” 
 
    I recalled that Rank D meant that we were able to maintain strict control over the rovkin when it was summoned. But Rank G said that the rovkin was tame enough for us to be able to stop it from attacking other students and rovkins.  
 
    I tried to think why we only had to be Rank D. Surely if it was a safety thing, then Rank G would be the minimum. I raised my hand. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait until Rank G?” I asked her. 
 
    “For training outside the classroom, yes, you should be Rank G.” Sergeant Dyani explained. “But when you are under my supervision I will allow you to be Rank D. But only as long as you are on the center platform where everyone can see.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. At least we would still be able to practice with our rovkins without having to worry about anything happening. 
 
    “Once you have combat control over your rovkin, you will then switch to fighting in pairs,” she continued. “In the Legion, you will be fighting with other soldiers against monsters, and it will be no different here. I know that Combat Training focuses on the individual, but a legion is only as strong as their weakest soldier. Either you learn to work with that weakness, or you push that weakness to its limit until it’s gone.” 
 
    Fighting with others? That sounded like a lot of fun. 
 
    Sergeant Dyani dismissed us to find a partner to spar with.  
 
    I’d already had enough practice sparring with Gerrin. I knew all of his moves and the way he would react to certain attacks, so it would’ve been a waste of time to spar with him, especially when the chances were that I would practice with him after hours anyway.  
 
    Instead, I chose to spar with Kerym, he was the only other person I knew who wasn’t Efasia, and I also knew that he fought with two-handed weapons. I hadn’t practiced against any two-handed weapons yet, so it felt like as good a time as any to start. 
 
    Once everyone had their partners picked and we all had our circles sorted, we talked about the various fighting styles.  
 
    Sergeant Dyani instructed us that we should focus on fighting without a shield to begin with, and that we should master being able to attack offensively before we relied on one. I hadn’t even thought of using a shield yet, no one else had used them during training so I wasn’t even aware that it was an option. 
 
    No one seemed to have an issue with not using a shield, and Kerym told me that it was because they were thoroughly taught how to use weapons defensively in combat school.  
 
    Not having a shield meant you could either have another weapon in your nondominant hand that you could learn to wield, or you could use two-handed weapons. They’d put an emphasis on finding other ways to protect themselves that didn’t involve a shield. 
 
    This could have been by using the weapons themselves to block attacks, or by using anything around them, like trees, rocks, or even bodies.  
 
    “Then why do they have shields in the armory?” I asked Kerym quietly. 
 
    “Healers tend to use shields to protect themselves,” the blue-haired elf explained. “They don’t get taught the same level of combat techniques as we do.” 
 
    After Sergeant Dyani had finished giving us instructions for the lesson, she sent us off to collect our weapons pair by pair. Since Kerym and I were on the opposite side of the room, we had to pick ours last.  
 
    It wasn’t really an issue since there were plenty of weapons to choose from, and it also meant that we could watch some of the other pairs as they sparred.  
 
    As we walked over to the weapons rack, I caught a glimpse of Efasia as she fought. 
 
    Her opponent was a good half a foot taller than her and easily had more than a hundred pounds on her. He fought recklessly, and it seemed as though he wasn’t even thinking about what his next moves would be. In contrast, the white-haired woman calculated her every move and had the perfect counter for every attack he made. 
 
    I watched as Efasia used the two war axes she wielded to block her opponent’s war hammer and redirect it to the side. It gave her the perfect opportunity to hold one of her axes to his throat, and he conceded. 
 
    Kerym noticed me looking at Efasia and smiled. 
 
    “She’s still the best,” he said knowingly. 
 
    “Still?” I asked him, more out of curiosity than disbelief. 
 
    “She was top of the class in Combat Training,” Kerym explained. “Always was, no matter what.” 
 
    It made sense why she thought she could take on a dragon, then.  
 
    I turned back to the weapon’s rack and weighed up my options. I had gotten used to my mortuary sword and training knives, so I felt the most confident in using those against people who had years of experience with combat.  
 
    The mortuary sword on the rack was a little heavier than mine, but after a couple of test swings, I realized that the weight wasn’t going to be too much of an issue. It’d definitely work my muscles out a bit more, and it served as a reminder that I should also train with heavier weapons so I could put more power behind my swing. 
 
    But when I went to look at the knives, I noticed that all of them seemed to have a different shape and size. They weren’t anything like the throwing knives we used in the exam or even the set of training knives I had. 
 
    Instead of just regular blades, some of them had jagged edges cut into the blade, others looked more like kitchen knives with only one sharp edge, and two of them curved into a claw-like shape that hooked toward the end. 
 
    I picked up the curved knives and saw Kerym reach for a greatsword. 
 
    “You’re not picking a knife?” I asked him as he turned away from the weapon’s rack. 
 
    “Nah,” the blue-haired man said. “I prefer my weapons with a bit of range.” 
 
    He swung his greatsword in a wide circle to show how far it could reach.  
 
    I didn’t question him any further, but even without years of Combat Training, I knew it was best to have some close-range weapons just in case. 
 
    We went back to our circle and positioned ourselves ready to spar.  
 
    Fighting against someone with a greatsword was completely different from fighting against someone who used one-handed weapons.  
 
    Kerym had a greater range that made up for his slower attacks, and when I dodged out of the way, his greatsword hit the floor with a deafening clang. 
 
    He didn’t slow his attacks and came at me with a ferocity that I didn’t expect from him. Every time I moved out of the way of his attack, he seemed to anticipate where I was going to be and aimed just ahead of me each time. 
 
    If he’d had a faster weapon, I would’ve been swept to the floor in one blow. 
 
    But his greater range was also a weakness. 
 
    Not only could I outstep his attacks, but the training sword was clearly heavier than he was used to. The momentum of the sword carried him just a few inches too far, and he had to keep readjusting his footwork so he didn’t fall. 
 
    I carefully avoided his swings and watched the way he moved. 
 
    After every third swing, Kerym would switch the direction he swung. As he did, there was an opening in his defense that was just long enough for me to get a proper hit in.  
 
    I swung my sword and hit the chestpiece of Kerym’s armor. Although I’d intended to try and stop the force from hitting him, I was moving too fast and hit the leather at full speed. 
 
    The blue-haired man stumbled back but still managed to stay on his feet.  
 
    His sword slipped from his hand as he took a couple of deep breaths to regain his composure. 
 
    “You’ve got a good swing,” Kerym wheezed out. “You’re probably better than most of the people here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and handed his sword back to him. “I have some training in swordwork, actually.” 
 
    “It shows,” he assured me. 
 
    It felt good to hear someone compliment my fighting, especially since everyone else had gone to Combat Training for at least two years. Gerrin had told me that I was a good fighter, and I’d been given Rank B after the exam, but it was different when someone I didn’t live with actually said it to my face. 
 
    He took his sword back and straightened up. 
 
    “I’m excited to see what your powers will do to those swings,” the dark-eyed elf said. 
 
    “Powers?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yeah,” he explained. “Your rovkin powers. You have been told about them, right?” 
 
    The pamphlet had spoken about powers, and I was excited to find out what that meant. But I still didn’t actually know what my rovkin’s powers were, or even how I could use them. 
 
    “I only know what the ranking pamphlet said,” I said honestly. 
 
    “I’m surprised no one’s told you yet,” Kerym said. “You’ve got a dragon, who knows what it could do.” 
 
    “It seemed to have some sort of… influence over shadows?” I said with a little uncertainty. “Or he could become shadows maybe? It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Kerym hummed. “But there could be more…” 
 
    Between spars, Kerym told me more about rovkin powers. 
 
    All rovkins had some sort of power that stemmed from their original monster. Not all of them were visible until the rovkin was actually absorbed and trained, but it wasn’t difficult to notice when the powers would begin to show. 
 
    The blue-haired elf used his own rovkin as an example when I asked what these powers could be.  
 
    “So,” he wheezed after I helped him back onto his feet. “My rovkin’s a Moss Coated Naturem. It channels the power of the forest and the trees around it to camouflage. Since it had those powers before I absorbed it, I’ll get those powers when it’s strong enough. But as our connection deepens, other more advanced powers can present themselves, since the rovkin is growing as a fighter, too.” 
 
    “How do you know when it’s strong enough to start sharing powers?” I asked. 
 
    “For most, they’ll be able to feel it when wielding a weapon first.” He took a few wide swings of his greatsword to demonstrate. “My brother told me that you’d feel it in your hands first. Then your weapon begins sending out bursts of power.” 
 
    “How do we control it?” 
 
    “I guess it’s like controlling your rovkin.” Kerym shrugged. “It just takes some time and training.” 
 
    I nodded and turned the sword over in my hands. I could only guess what having a weird shadow dragon would mean. 
 
    It seemed like everyone already had an idea about what basic powers they would get. Most of them had chosen their rovkins carefully, and Kerym began to tell me that he chose his Moss Coated Naturem specifically because he knew that being able to control nature when most of the monsters were in the forests meant that he’d have a huge advantage.  
 
    It did mean that he would have a disadvantage near water, or on the more barren mountains, but he wasn’t exactly planning on having to fight in water any time soon. 
 
    I didn’t have a choice in the rovkin I chose, and I’d only seen a fraction of the powers it had. 
 
    If what Kerym had said was right, then I couldn’t wait until I got all my powers. 
 
    Being able to control and melt into the shadows seemed insane, not to mention the weird shadow fire it had. Since no one else had ever had a dragon rovkin before, I had no idea what else to expect, but I knew it was going to be awesome. 
 
    It was a fucking shadow dragon, after all. 
 
    After Kerym lost for the fourth time in a row, I stopped and gave him some advice based on what I’d noticed. 
 
    It felt a lot like fencing to me. We would spar until someone won, and then after the winner was chosen, we’d take five minutes to give each other tips. It made sense to do the same here, even if it seemed like everyone else was just continuously fighting. 
 
    “Your movements are predictable,” I told Kerym. “You should try and switch it up a bit more.” 
 
    “Is that how you keep beating me?” the blue-haired elf asked. 
 
    I laughed and shrugged slightly. 
 
    “It probably doesn’t help that I’m faster as well,” I admitted. 
 
    It only took a minute or so of talking to Kerym about his tactics to realize that he didn’t exactly have any go-to fighting tactics.  
 
    Much like Gerrin, the blue-haired elf seemed to just run on adrenaline and not fully think about what he was doing to attack. It didn’t seem like the best way to attack, especially considering it was literally life and death out there.  
 
    It made me wonder what Combat Training actually meant.  
 
    I’d heard basically everyone refer to it at one point or another, but it seemed like people still didn’t know what weapons they were best with.  
 
    “What was Combat Training like?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing like this, I’ll tell you that much,” Kerym said as he stretched out.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He nodded and slung his greatsword over his shoulders before he held the flat section of the blade to the back of his head. “We didn’t do a whole lotta actual one-on-one combat. Most of it was to make sure we didn’t get ourselves killed out in the wild or when we went to get our rovkins. We were taught primarily defensive maneuvers so we could stop ourselves from getting eaten, but there was no point teaching us too in-depth about specific offensive maneuvers if we didn’t know what our rovkin would be yet. They gave us starter swords, and we got to use other weapons in duels or in our own time for strength training and general practice. But no one would teach us how to actually fight with anything other than a sword.” 
 
    “Why did everyone have to do it?” I questioned. 
 
    “The RTA made it compulsory for recruits,” the blue-haired elf said with a shrug. “So there was a lot of stamina and strength training to make sure we could actually keep up with four years of Rovkin Training. That and to make sure we were fit enough to go on long treks and spend hours tracking and hunting monsters. All of our exams were pretty much like the entry exam here, apart from our very last one where they let loose a monster that you had to outrun.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I blinked. 
 
    And I thought the entry exam here was harsh. 
 
    “It was pretty fun actually,” Kerym laughed. “There were three exams: one on land, one that was in the trees, and one in the water. The monsters for mine were a Crested Deer, a Blood-Tail Raven, and a Gelatinous Green-Clawed Crab. The raven gave me a pretty nasty scar, but I managed to get away.” 
 
    I stared at him in a mix of confusion and awe.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered.  
 
    “Yeah, but look what good it did us,” he said with a loose smile. “We still don’t know what weapons we’re best with, and I really doubt any of us would survive an encounter with the most dangerous monsters today.” 
 
    “What about those ones in the exam?” I asked. 
 
    “They were still young and none of them were bigger than a dog,” the elven man explained. “They didn’t even show us just how big the ones we’d be fighting were.” 
 
    So a lot of them were just as clueless as I was in terms of actually taking on monsters. Well, other than defensive maneuvers.  
 
    It did make me feel better about not going to the Combat Training Academy, but I was still behind on all the different types of monsters and wild rovkins there were. I just hoped some of the classes would help teach me what I needed to know. 
 
    Kerym readied his sword again, and I took up my starting position.  
 
    Now that I knew that they didn’t learn a lot about offensive maneuvers in Combat Training, Kerym and Gerrin’s fighting style fueled solely by adrenaline began to make a lot of sense. 
 
    If they just had to defend themselves, then they wouldn’t put a lot of their focus into actually killing their opponent. Instead, they would just focus on keeping their opponent as far away as possible. That way, it gave them time to dodge if the monster chose to attack.  
 
    Unfortunately for Kerym, that also meant it made it easy to predict his attack.  
 
    After I tripped Kerym up and raised the tip of my sword to his neck, I stopped to give him some advice.  
 
    It still felt weird to give someone else fighting advice, but Kerym drank it all in. He stood up and paid close attention to every word I said, and even let me demonstrate where he was going wrong. 
 
    I pointed out the various flaws of his “just run on adrenaline” tactics, such as the predictable nature of his attacks, the fact that he wasn’t fully in control of the blade, and the idea that having a greatsword made him untouchable. 
 
    He took it in, and even considered a change in weapons, before realizing that he should probably get some after-hours practice in with a different weapon before trying it in a combat setting. 
 
    “If you like two-handed weapons,” I suggested. “You’ll probably prefer a battle axe.” 
 
    “See, that’s what Erlan said to me,” Kerym said as he rearranged his hands on the greatsword. “But he’s never even picked up a two-handed weapon before.” 
 
    “I’ve tested them, but they’re not my favorite,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “So why do you think I’ll prefer it?” he asked. 
 
    “Just by the way you attack,” I explained. “You rarely use the lower half of the blade, even though it would deal an equally powerful attack. You could have been using it for close-combat protection, but you continued to try and hit with the end of the blade.” 
 
    “Huh, I didn’t even notice that,” Kerym replied. 
 
    “If you only put focus on the end of the weapon,” I continued. “Then it makes no sense to use a greatsword. If you switched to a battle axe, then you could put all your energy into the end without having any of it wasted.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll be hard to switch?” the blue-haired elf asked as he gave the greatsword a few swings. “I chose the greatsword because it was basically like using a normal sword, but I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ll pick it up pretty quickly,” I told him with a smile. 
 
    I could see that he was considering my words carefully, but his thoughts seemed to be replaced by a sense of determination as a quick smile crossed his lips, and he readied his blade.  
 
    “Let’s try this again,” he said as he looked up at me with newfound vigor. 
 
    There were visible improvements in his attack patterns, and it became harder to predict his movements. At one point, he even managed to knock the sword out of my hand.  
 
    It skittered across the floor, and I knew retrieving it would have been a mistake.  
 
    Instead, I grabbed my knives and side-stepped his next swing. I took two steps toward Kerym until I was close enough that he wouldn’t be able to hit me with any sort of precision with the greatsword.  
 
    I drove one of my knives up into his armor, and the force of it knocked him to the ground. 
 
    “I’m gonna need more training,” the blue-haired elf laughed shallowly from where he lay on the floor. 
 
    I laughed, went to pick up my sword, and stretched out. 
 
    “Alright recruits,” Sergeant Dyani barked. “That’s it for today, return your weapons to the rack and enjoy the rest of your evening.” 
 
    I pulled Kerym to his feet and thanked him for everything he’d told me.  
 
    He thanked me for the tips and said that he’d be happy to spar after hours at some point.  
 
    I felt a sense of relief that I no longer only had to rely on Gerrin to spar with, and it would help to get in some extra practice now and then. 
 
    We walked over to the weapons rack, and I had to wait for some of the other recruits to move out of the way until I could put the knives away. Kerym had managed to avoid waiting because only two other recruits took two-handed weapons.  
 
    “See you later, Charlie,” the blue-haired man said and waved goodbye as he grabbed his bag from the side of the room and left. 
 
    I turned the knives over in my hand. I hadn’t used them as much as I could’ve during class, and I couldn’t help but think of the possibilities they held.  
 
    Their hooked ends could’ve been useful in a variety of ways out in the field. They were at just the right curve that they could easily be lodged into a tree like a climbing pick, or they could even be used as a tool for clearing foliage. If I really wanted to, I could probably try to fashion some sort of grappling hook. And that didn’t even touch on the fact that it could be used to skin a monster if it came to it. 
 
    They were lighter than my other knives, and I knew that if I had a proper set made, they would easily be even better than the ones the General had given me.  
 
    When everyone else had moved out of the way of the weapons rack, I put the knives back and reminded myself to take a trip to the armory when I had a free period tomorrow.  
 
    I looked at some of the other knives that were there. Now that people had returned them, I could see that there seemed to be a set of knives that corresponded to different types of rovkins and powers. 
 
    There was a set with a jagged blade that looked like a bolt of lightning. The metal of the blade was tinted a light blue, and small crackles of white ran from the hilt to the tip.  
 
    Another knife was almost clear and looked like it was made from ice. The blade was cold when I touched it and left my fingers numb. The leather around the handle was a murky white and frayed at the edges from use. 
 
    One pair of knives was only sharp on one side, but the blade was slightly curved at the end which made the tip look more like a fishing hook.  
 
    As I was looking at the weapons, I felt someone behind me. I turned around and expected to see Sergeant Dyani, or maybe even Efasia.  
 
    But the man in front of me wasn’t anyone I’d spoken to before. His pale skin and fair hair were typical of a pureblood elf, according to what Looly had told me, and that was made certain by his sharp, pointed ears.  
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked when it was clear he wasn’t going to say anything. 
 
    “It wasn’t very impressive of you to fight against a weakling like that,” he spat. 
 
    Weakling? Was he talking about Kerym? 
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned. 
 
    “It was obvious you were going to win against him,” he sneered. “It’s not very impressive if you ask me.” 
 
    Kerym might not have been the best fighter, but he certainly wasn’t weak. It was just that I had been able to find the flaws in his attacks. I’d managed to do the same with Gerrin last week. 
 
    Besides, it was just a sparring match. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to impress anyone,” I told him. “Just trying to get some practice so I can stay alive.” 
 
    “You’ll need all the practice you can get,” the fair-haired man said.  
 
    “Don’t we all,” I laughed.  
 
    “Yeah, but you’re just a human,” he said with a dark glare. “Those monsters will eat you alive.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m training.” I shrugged. 
 
    Whatever this guy was trying to do, I wasn’t going to let him get under my skin. I’d dealt with all the stares and whispered comments from the other recruits for the last week.  
 
    The fact that someone finally had the guts to say it to my face was kind of refreshing. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than training to save yourself,” he said with a smug smile stretched across his face. “Humans are a monster’s favorite prey. Puny… pathetic… easily digestible.” 
 
    I furrowed my eyebrows as he spoke.  
 
    What the hell was this guy on? 
 
    “Okay?” I questioned him. 
 
    His weird comments didn’t make me any more worried about the monsters. I was training in order to keep myself safe. It didn’t matter what some random guy said. 
 
    I looked around to see that there were still a few people left, and they were clearly interested in whatever this asshole was saying.  
 
    Gerrin was standing by the door with his bag over his shoulder, and his face was scrunched into a frown. 
 
    I turn back to the guy to see the sneer on his face. 
 
    “Scared?” he asked in a mocking voice. “The statistics don’t lie.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Maybe you should worry about yourself,” I suggested. “I’ll worry about me.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” He crossed his arms and leaned in closer. “You wouldn’t survive a minute outside those walls.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I was seriously fed up with this guy. 
 
    “I can handle myself,” I told him. “The judges thought so too. I mean, I’m a Rank B. And what are you?” 
 
    I gave him a second to reply, but all he did was send me a fierce glare as he leaned back.  
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” I laughed. “You’re just Rank A.” 
 
    His face dropped as all of his smugness was replaced by fury. He stepped back and clenched his fist.  
 
    In one quick move, he swung. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    The asshole’s fist was fast, but I was faster.  
 
    As he swung at me, I whipped around and grabbed his arm. I twisted it hard enough to bring him to his knees. But before I could pin him, something threw me back against the table. 
 
    The ghostly shape of what looked like a chihuahua with wings hit my chest with a force that I didn’t even know something so small was capable of.  
 
    It lunged at my armor with its teeth bared, and I didn’t even have a chance to push it off because my own rovkin lurched from my chest and tackled the small beast to the floor.  
 
    I tried to summon my rovkin back, but the elven asshole grabbed me by the neck and threw me down. My back hit the ground, and the elf wasted no time in kneeling to try and hit me again.  
 
    He took a swing at my head, but I jerked out of the way just in time to dodge it. His fist hit the stone floor, and he hissed in pain. 
 
    I used it as an opportunity to throw him off of me. I had all intentions of just getting up and walking away, but he kicked his legs out and hit my chest on the way down. I stumbled to my knees, and before he could throw another punch, I grabbed his arm and connected one clean swing to his face. 
 
    The physical hit didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest, and it also didn’t stop him from retaliating. 
 
    As we fought, I could hear the ruckus of the rovkins fighting beside us. Low growls and thunderous roars rattled through the room. The sounds of teeth gnashing were enough to make me wince, but I couldn’t take my eyes off of my opponent for even a second.  
 
    There was a crash as the rovkins flew into the weapons rack and sent all sorts of training weapons tumbling to the ground. The table next to us shook as the spirits took that up as their fighting ground.  
 
    Knives were sent soaring across the room as tails and wings batted the weapons aside to make more room.  
 
    One of them narrowly missed my head, but I felt another hit my leg.  
 
    Just as I drew my fist back to take a swing, someone grabbed it. 
 
    I spun around and was ready to hit whoever grabbed me, but I stopped when I saw the scowl on Sergeant Dyani’s deer-like face glaring at me. 
 
    I dropped my fist and took a step back.  
 
    Someone hauled the other recruit to his feet, and I could see the deep red marks across his face and arms where I’d hit him. I knew they were going to become bruises, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. After all, he was the one who attacked me first.  
 
    The person who grabbed the elven asshole kept a tight grip on the back of his armor. They weren’t a Sergeant, but they also weren’t one of the other first-years.  
 
    I looked around and saw that there were still five other first-years left in the room, but most of them had moved away from where the rovkins had been fighting to try and protect themselves.  
 
    Gerrin had grabbed one of the few shields from the opposite wall and had been hiding behind it, and two of the other recruits who I didn’t recognize were with him.  
 
    I didn’t blame them for hiding, and I had half a mind to grab a shield myself when I saw the rovkins for myself. 
 
    They were still going at each other’s throats with everything they could.  
 
    I could barely see where my dragon was as it dove in and out of the shadows with claws and teeth bared.  
 
    Small flashes of purple and black smoke burst out in small balls that shot out of its mouth toward the asshole’s chihuahua-like rovkin. Most of the attacks missed and collided with the wall instead, which left large marks that sizzled against the stone.  
 
    Then one of them hit its target, and the small, winged dog was sent sprawling across the table. It was only down for a second before it rolled back onto its feet and spat fire toward my dragon as it charged back down the table. 
 
    Their ghostly forms glowed as they both sent out erratic breath attacks to whichever way they faced.  
 
    When they were close enough, the chihuahua latched its teeth onto my dragon’s wing, only to have its face smashed against the table as my rovkin melted into the shadow.  
 
    It was all happening so fast that I was barely able to keep up with where either of them were. 
 
    Then my dragon appeared out of the wall to pin the other rovkin down. His purple eyes swirled, and I could feel a seething anger seeping from him.  
 
    “Get them under control, now!” Sergeant Dyani barked. 
 
    I only knew of one thing I could do to stop them. 
 
    I took a deep breath and focused on drawing my rovkin back in. I could feel its anger clawing at my chest to escape again, but I didn’t give in.  
 
    The other recruit didn’t seem as prepared. 
 
    As soon as I had fully absorbed my dragon, his rovkin began to look for other things to attack.  
 
    Its bright blue eyes locked on to me, and I could tell it was about to lunge. But before it could even leave the table, Sergeant Dyani grabbed the beast by the scruff of its neck and restrained it. 
 
    “What did you two think you were doing?” the antlered Sergeant asked us harshly. 
 
    Giving her the excuse of “he hit me first” didn’t seem like the right thing to say. We weren’t in high school, so I knew that wasn’t going to end well.  
 
    Not that it ever ended well in high school, either. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that we had both clearly broken the most important rule of her class: no rovkins until we were Rank D. We had also just broken one of the most important Academy rules: no summoning our rovkins without supervision.  
 
    I could only imagine how much trouble we were about to get in. 
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to say anything. 
 
    “Charlie was just protecting himself,” one of the other recruits said. “It was Ryul’s rovkin who came out first.” 
 
    The asshole, who I now knew was Ryul, didn’t seem happy that the other recruits had sided with me. He scowled at the woman who spoke, but she still had an almost smug smile on her face. 
 
    The woman, who I recognized to be a celestial nymph called Astris, didn’t seem to care in the slightest about what Ryul thought of her.  
 
    I hadn’t seen Ryul fight, but I’d caught glimpses of Astris. She’d used large circular blades that acted as both close-range weapons and as a throwing weapon. I couldn’t quite see how she’d used them, but her opponent hadn’t stood a chance when she blocked every single one of their attacks.  
 
    I also recalled her talking about her rovkin– a Midnight Saber Cat. I remembered seeing the small creature during the exam, but it was barely the size of a kitten then. 
 
    “And why was Charlie having to protect himself?” Sergeant Dyani asked Ryul. 
 
    “He needed to learn how to protect himself,” Ryul mumbled. 
 
    “You’re just jealous that he’s a better fighter than you,” Astris scoffed with a smile. 
 
    “He is not,” Ryul hissed and shot Astris a deadly look. 
 
    His rovkin squirmed in Sergeant Dyani’s hands, but she continued to keep it in a firm grip. 
 
    “I do not care who thinks who is better,” the Sergeant barked. “Fighting outside of training is reckless and could’ve ended disastrously. Neither of your rovkins are trained, and you are barely in control of them. Do you understand how lucky you are?” 
 
    I nodded to what Sergeant Dyani said. I knew that it was dangerous.  
 
    We’d been told how deadly wild rovkins were, and despite the fact that they were tied to us, our rovkins had zero training. The only difference between ours and their wild counterparts was their size, but even with how small they were, they were only one wrong move away from killing us. 
 
    But I hadn’t expected my rovkin to defend me, especially when I knew that I could handle myself against this asshole. Was it purely because his rovkin had appeared?  
 
    Ryul didn’t seem so willing to accept blame. He had a dark look in his eyes that gave me the impression he wasn’t sorry in the slightest. 
 
    “Get this thing back inside of you and don’t let it out again,” the deer-woman snarled at Ryul.  
 
    The elven man took his time absorbing his rovkin, but once it was finally back inside, the Sergeant looked at the two of us again. 
 
    “Both of you grab your things and go to the General,” she ordered before she began to clear up some of the fallen weapons. 
 
    A few of the other recruits began to help her, so I headed straight for my things.  
 
    I walked past Gerrin, who was busy putting the swords back on the rack.  
 
    He gave me a sympathetic look, but I could see a sense of pride in his eyes. He looked like he wanted to tell me something else, but one look at the Sergeant’s scowl was enough to tell both of us that it could wait until later. 
 
    As I walked toward my bag, I saw Efasia leaning against the wall. There was an even more apparent frown on her usually stern face, but her cheeks were tinged red, and I noticed that she was slightly out of breath. 
 
    She shook her head at me as I approached, and it only took me a moment to realize that she was standing directly in front of my bag. 
 
    “Could you please move?” I asked her. 
 
    “That was a stupid move,” the white-haired woman whispered. “Even for you.”  
 
    Before I could ask her what she meant by that, she walked away.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her antics and grabbed my bag from the floor. It seemed like she was never going to change, no matter how much time I gave her. 
 
    Was she jealous that I was also Rank B? Or was there something else going on? 
 
    I thought about it as I walked to the General’s office. I had only briefly passed his office once since I’d been at the Rovkin Training Academy, so it took me a few minutes to remember which tower it was in.  
 
    When I found it, Ryul was already there. Sergeant Dyani must have sent a note ahead of time, too, because the General opened the door and looked between the two of us. 
 
    He brought Ryul in first, so I sat on the benches outside his office and waited. 
 
    As I sat, I wondered just how bad the punishments were going to be. This place was strict on rules and regulations, and I’d managed to break one of the most important rules on the first day. I hadn’t even meant to, but I didn’t know how much that mattered in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    Would I be kicked out of the Academy? 
 
    I wouldn’t put it past the General to kick me out, he did say that I had to follow the rules and be careful. What I’d just done was the complete opposite.  
 
    What would I do if that was the case? 
 
    I was stranded in the Sundered Realm with a dragon rovkin, and I didn’t know anyone outside of the Academy. Maybe if I was lucky, then there’d be someone in a nearby settlement who could help me out, even if it was just farmwork. 
 
    It wasn’t the most thrilling adventure, and it certainly didn’t help with the whole rovkin thing, but it would be better than just wandering in the monster-infested forest.  
 
    I tried to distract myself from all the possible outcomes, and instead, I watched as the sun set over the horizon.  
 
    I doubted that I’d ever get over how nice the sunset was. Even back on Earth it was still as beautiful no matter how many times I watched it. But in the Sundered Realm, it was a whole new level of beauty. 
 
    The pale green sky was awash with the golden light of the setting sun that coated the tall trees of the forest around the Academy. As the shining rays of blues and purples bled into the sky, it began to look like a sky out of a fantasy RPG.  
 
    If I hadn’t been able to feel the bruises blooming on my ribcage, I would have thought that none of this was real. But the pain was real, and so was the incessant clawing of my rovkin against my chest.  
 
    It seemed a lot angrier than it had been before the fight, and I couldn’t blame it. I could still feel the anger simmering beneath my skin. I needed a drink, and maybe the chance to take some of my anger out on some of those practice dummies.  
 
    The door to the office opened, and Ryul stormed out.  
 
    I didn’t say anything as he left, but I could guess that it wouldn’t bode well for me. 
 
    The General stepped out next, and he gave me a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    “Come on in, Charlie,” he said. 
 
    I stood up and entered the office.  
 
    The office was just as over the top as the rest of the Academy. It had black, carved stone walls and various panels with all sorts of monsters and strange creatures.  
 
    One of them stood out from the rest. Instead of the dark stone brick, it was blue and had veins of pink running through the polished stone. The monster on it was what could only be described as a dragon. But it wasn’t like the one I had. 
 
    It was made entirely of bone, and the stone had been intricately carved to depict each and every one. Its skeletal head had four large horns that curled out of it. 
 
    But the dragon itself wasn’t as interesting as the rest of the panel.  
 
    All of the depictions of dragons I’d seen before showed raging fires or some sort of breath attack that rained down on the tiny fighters below. But this panel didn’t have any fire or any similar attack. Instead, it just had curved lines that came out from around its mouth. 
 
    Was that depicting a roar? 
 
    If it was, then did it mean that it didn’t have a breath attack at all? 
 
    Regardless, the strange, bony creature looked scary as hell, and I couldn’t help wishing I could see the real deal one day. Even if it was just to see how it matched up with my shadowy version.  
 
    The rest of the office was made up of towering bookcases with small pedestals between them. There were what seemed to be some kind of artifacts on top of them. 
 
    There were a few small knives on one, and their blades were all a different color, from blue and green, to red and yellow. One of the blades was curved and looked like a fang, but the handle didn’t seem special in any way. 
 
    On another pedestal was some sort of crown. It had jewels embedded in the golden frame and a small golden spine that came out of the top. 
 
    General Carnelis sat down in his chair and motioned for me to take a seat. 
 
    I sat opposite him, and before he could say anything, I started to apologize. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for causing trouble, sir,” I pleaded. “I didn’t mean to summon my rovkin, it just came out to defend me. I don’t want it to seem like I’m taking advantage of your hospitality, because I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I don’t want–” 
 
    “Charlie,” the General interrupted with a calming voice. “Just take a deep breath.” 
 
    I didn’t even realize how fast I had been talking. I was so nervous about what might come next. 
 
    The General looked at me, and I couldn’t see even a hint of anger in his eyes. He seemed calm but had an air of unyielding confidence around him.  
 
    “You’re not in any trouble,” he explained to me.  
 
    “I’m not?” I asked. 
 
    “Ryul had a reputation for starting fights in Combat Training,” the white-haired man told me. “It’s no surprise that he started one here. It’s just unfortunate that it was with you.” 
 
    “So, I’m not in any trouble?” I asked him to make sure. 
 
    “No, you’re not in trouble,” the General said. “Some of the Sergeants have told me that he’s been rather vocal about his dislike of you since the exam. If I had known the true extent of it, I would’ve switched your classes around.” 
 
    “It seems like a lot of people dislike me, sir,” I said with a shrug. “He was just the first person to actually say it to my face.” 
 
    “We can do our best to try and stop anything from happening,” the General sighed. “But most of the recruits are stuck in their views of humans being a lesser race.” 
 
    “Gerrin told me that, sir,” I told him.  
 
    “It’s not an ideal situation for you to be in,” the old warrior admitted. “But I’m glad to see that you and Gerrin have become close.” 
 
    “He’s been a lot of help, sir.” I smiled. 
 
    If Gerrin had been like the other recruits, then it would have been far worse. Without him, I’d be a lot more lost than I was now.  
 
    It also helped that the people he knew from Combat Training seemed to be nicer than the other recruits, too. 
 
    But as I thought about Gerrin, I remembered what Ryul had said about the statistics of humans. If anyone was going to tell me the truth, then it was going to be the General. 
 
    “Ryul said something about statistics,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely sure what to say.  
 
    “In what context?” the battle-worn man asked. 
 
    “He was talking about humans, sir,” I recalled. “He said they were a monster’s favorite snack, and that the statistics don’t lie. What did he mean?” 
 
    “There is some truth in that,” the General explained. “But it’s mostly circumstantial. Since humans are so shunned in the Sundered Realm, many of them don’t get a chance to live in the protected towns or villages. Many of them have to survive in small settlements closer to the forest because it’s the only place they are really allowed to settle.” 
 
    “I see,” I muttered.  
 
    “Any of the human-owned farms are generally left to fend for themselves, even if they are the main suppliers for the other villages,” he admitted with a frown. “A lot of them only have basic forms of defense like wooden fences and old weaponry. But wooden fences can’t stop monsters, so humans become the easiest prey. Most people in the Sundered Realm will choose to look the other way, and honestly, a lot of them are just glad it’s not them.” 
 
    “They just use them as a buffer,” I said sourly. “How could they just let it happen?” 
 
    “Some think it’s easier to let them die than to try and change the whole structure of the Sundered Realm,” the General said. 
 
    So the recruits looked down on me because I was human, but the only reason they looked down on humans was because they had set them up in the first place. 
 
    “Then why did you bring me here, sir?” I asked. “Why not just leave me with the other humans?” 
 
    “Because I have faith in you.” The General gave me a reassuring smile and took a deep breath. “As long as you continue to train, one day you will be far more powerful than any of the other recruits.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve already been making significant progress with your training,” the white-haired General said. “Far more than most of the recruits. Sergeant Faerora told me that you were able to command your dragon with ease, and that’s no easy feat, Charlie.”  
 
    I guess I couldn’t argue with that, especially since I knew how difficult the others found it.  
 
    “Training at the Academy is difficult for everyone, but you’ve shown great promise even despite your prior lack of knowledge,” the yellow-eyed warrior continued. “All you can do is continue how you are now. The more you train, then the more we can learn about having dragons as rovkins and what that might mean for the realms.” 
 
    It felt good to know that the General thought I was showing promise, and it was a good reminder that no one was expecting me to be on par with the other recruits. 
 
    But that didn’t stop me from wanting to showcase just what a human could do. 
 
    “You’ll be invaluable to the Legion once your training is complete,” he continued. “With your help, we might just be able to change the course of history.” 
 
    What? 
 
    I stared at him as I tried to figure out what he meant.  
 
    Change the course of history? Was I really that important?  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. I mean, I knew that having a dragon would make me pretty damn powerful as a warrior of the Legion, but could I really change everything? 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said since I couldn’t think of anything else to say. 
 
    He gave a slow nod and motioned toward the door.  
 
    I grabbed my bag and left, still not entirely sure what to make of the news that I was capable of making history in the Sundered Realm.  
 
    Was this just about being a human in the Legion, or something bigger? 
 
    Did the General think that I was going to be the one to stop the eventual rise of the dragons?  
 
    I had a dragon of my own, but being the savior of the whole realm was insane.  
 
    I left the General’s office and was met with an all too familiar white-haired woman sitting on the windowsill. 
 
    Efasia was focused on the war axe in her hands as she polished the already gleaming metal. It had a similar shape to the one she had been using during class in the afternoon.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what made her switch from swords to axes, but I thought they suited her better. I took a closer look at the axe as I walked down the steps outside the General’s office.  
 
    The head of it was a glistening silver that reflected the deep orange light of the setting sun. There was a swirling design carved into the metal that curved its way onto the handle.  
 
    The handle looked like it was made of bone, and its yellowish color had been buffed and polished to the point that there wasn’t a single scratch on it. The throat of the handle was wrapped in leather that had been worn down to fit in Efasia’s hand perfectly. 
 
    “I didn’t know you used an axe,” I said to her when I got closer. 
 
    She looked up at me with her piercing yellow eyes, but the frown that was on her face earlier was entirely gone. 
 
    “I thought it would be best to try something new out,” the white-haired woman said.  
 
    After what Kerym said earlier about how broad their combat training was, I wasn’t surprised that even Efasia was trying out new weapons. 
 
    “How’s it coming along?” I asked out of genuine curiosity.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I waited for her to expand on that answer, but she didn’t say another word. I gave her a tight-lipped smile and turned around to walk toward the stairs that led down the tower. 
 
    “You could at least thank me,” Efasia said when I was near the door. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her in confusion. 
 
    “What?” I asked her. “Why would I thank you?” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten yourself killed with that little stunt with your rovkin earlier.” The white-haired warrior crossed her arms and looked right at me.  
 
    “I’m capable of looking after myself,” I told her and turned to look at her. 
 
    “I can tell,” Efasia said without any sarcasm. 
 
    It was probably the first time she’d actually admitted that I was a good fighter, and I felt an odd sense of pride. 
 
    “But newly bonded rovkins are very protective of their masters,” the yellow-eyed woman told me. “Ryul wouldn’t have been able to stop his rovkin from killing you no matter how hard he tried. He doesn’t have the same control over absorbing it as you did back there.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hard.” I shrugged. “All I had to do was calm down and focus.” 
 
    “Someone like Ryul can’t just calm down, he doesn’t have the self-control.” She considered her axe for a moment before she slipped it into the holster on her side. “Lack of self-control is directly reflected in control over rovkins. This Academy is just as much about training ourselves as it is about training these spirits.” 
 
    I considered her a few moments before I realized that the reason she wanted me to thank her was because she was the one responsible for getting Sergeant Dyani and “saving me.” 
 
    For someone who didn’t seem to like me, she did a lot to go out of her way to protect me. 
 
    “I don’t think you actually hate me,” I guessed, and by the fleeting look of betrayal on her face, I guessed I was right. “You like me.” 
 
    “I do not,” she growled.  
 
    “Really?” I teased her. It was probably a bad idea since she did have multiple weapons on her, and I strongly doubted that I’d be able to win against her just yet. “Because someone who hated me wouldn’t go out of their way to protect me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t protecting you,” the warrior woman said sternly. “I was just following protocol. There’s a difference.” 
 
    Before I could say anything else, Efasia turned on her heel and walked into the General’s office.  
 
    I silently took it as a win, and I headed down the stairs. 
 
    The next few weeks of classes went by surprisingly fast.  
 
    Time went so quickly when I had a minimum of six hours of classes a day and another four dedicated to training and free time. The sparse classes that we had in the first week were all but gone. 
 
    Most days started with waking up at six in the morning, doing an hour of light training such as running laps or lifting weights, and then having breakfast. The first class would start at eight o’clock and would either finish at nine if it was a written class, or eleven if it was physical.  
 
    The majority of written classes had become more physical, and we had moved outside to either training courts or arenas. The only ones that remained inside were classes on the history of the Legion.  
 
    They were interesting and served as a welcome break from some of the more active classes. 
 
    Most of us had a two-hour gap for lunch that started at eleven, though we were expected to use at least an hour of it for further training or studies.  
 
    I usually spent the time in the library doing research on the Sundered Realm so I knew as much as everyone else and would then meet the others for lunch.  
 
    After lunch, we had another six-hour block of classes. Normally that meant one three-hour-long class, an hour of free time, and a two-hour-long class. 
 
    Once our last class was over, we were allowed to have evenings free. The food hall was open twenty-four hours, but the food would change throughout the day.  
 
    I’d typically eat dinner with whoever I shared a last class with before fitting in a couple of sparring sessions and heading back to my dorm room.  
 
    But there were some days when I would spend an evening discussing my progress with either the General or Sergeant Faerora. I still didn’t feel like I was on par with the rest of the recruits in terms of knowledge, but my fighting skills had quickly progressed. 
 
    After the whole incident with Ryul, Sergeant Faerora had seemed hesitant to allow me to summon my dragon in her classes, but we were able to come to a compromise.  
 
    We’d moved from the small classroom to one of the outdoor courts, which meant that we had far more space to spread out during tasks. The platinum-haired Sergeant also kept her rovkin summoned at all times, even going so far as to create a barrier around me whenever I gave my rovkin a command. 
 
    It had felt strange at first, but I couldn’t argue with the fact that it made everyone, including myself, feel a little bit safer around my dragon.  
 
    I yawned with exhaustion at the thought of how busy I’d been since ending up in the Sundered Realm. Then I closed the book I’d been flipping through and put it back where I’d found it. The sky was already dark when I left the library, and I was surprised at how quiet the Academy grounds were as I walked toward the dormitories. There were only a few of the training courts being used, and I guessed that I had lost track of time while I was reading. 
 
    The dorms were practically silent when I entered, which wasn’t unusual, and I’d quickly understood why. 
 
    This wasn’t a dorm filled with young students. It was packed with future warriors fresh out of Combat Training. They would be risking life or death sooner rather than later, and that meant they probably preferred to stay focused instead of goofing off in their spare time.  
 
    Not to mention just how exhausted people were after a full day of training. The last thing I wanted to do was go to a party. I was more than happy to just return to my dorm and spend the evening having a few drinks with Gerrin. 
 
    Besides, I’d been fully prepared to leave my hard-partying days behind me after college anyway, so this felt more appropriate now. 
 
    Sometimes the others would join us if they didn’t have any outstanding work, but it was already late enough in the day that I wouldn’t have been surprised if everyone had gone their separate ways. 
 
    I greeted the elven lady at the front desk with a smile and answered her questions about my day.  
 
    She was one of the few staff members at the Academy who wasn’t serious all the time, and it was definitely a welcome sight first thing in the morning and after a long day. After our quick conversation, I bid her a good night before I climbed the stairs to my floor.  
 
    Erlan was leaning against his dorm room door and smiled at me as I walked past.  
 
    “Hey, Charlie,” he greeted. 
 
    “Hey,” I responded, but I was slightly confused as to what he was doing outside his door. “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” He gave me a wide smile as the door rattled behind him. 
 
    It wasn’t unusual for the half-elf to be acting strange late at night, and it was something that I’d noticed about him pretty quickly. Despite how serious Erlan was about training and classwork, there was another side of him that was reserved for after-hours. 
 
    But I was too tired to be involved in any drama, so instead I just brushed it off and went into my room. 
 
    The door was unlocked, and I saw Gerrin sitting on the floor with two drinks poured out in front of him. I shut the door behind me and ditched my bag on my side of the room. 
 
    “How’s your research going?” Gerrin asked as I sat down opposite him. 
 
    He handed me one of the glasses, and I took a sip.  
 
    Before it was even on my tongue, there was a strong smell of blackberries. 
 
    I’d slowly gotten used to the strange drinks in the Sundered Realm, and because of the others, I’d probably tried at least twenty different bottles of liquor since being at the Academy. Each of our group had a different taste in alcohol, and I’d practically sworn off trying whatever Jas would drink because all of it tasted like gasoline and had the consistency of oil. But the others had a far nicer taste in drinks. 
 
    The one Gerrin gave me now was roughly similar to a cream liqueur in consistency, but its translucent, dark scarlet color was enough to tell me that it wasn’t cream-based.  
 
    It tasted like I was eating a handful of blackberries because there was only a slight tang that made it taste alcoholic, but after I swallowed, I felt it burn my throat.  
 
    It was easily one of the nicest drinks I’d had in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    “Eh, it’s okay,” I said and told him about the various books I’d been reading.  
 
    Today I’d been looking at the various ways that mages had tried to combat the growing rovkin problem. It was interesting to learn because the book went into far more detail than any of our history lessons, and I was especially interested in the strange experiments that were conducted on humans. 
 
    “People tried all sorts of fucked-up shit to get rid of rovkins,” the half-djinn said. “It’s a good thing people know what to do now, though.” 
 
    “Apart from me,” I sighed. 
 
    “Is there still nothing on dragon rovkins?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said with a shrug. “Sergeant Faerora suggested that I try and treat it like a large reptile for now, but I don’t think that’s gonna work.” 
 
    “True.” The fiery man nodded and took a sip of his drink. “Oh yeah, Kerym said that Ryul was trying to get people to believe that you swung first.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit, and he knows it,” I said with a forced laugh. 
 
    “Yep.” Gerrin shrugged. “Unfortunately for him, Astris was right behind him. Apparently, it was quite the scene.” 
 
    It felt good to know that there were people outside of our small circle who somewhat cared about me, even if I was fairly sure that Astris had a more personal vendetta against Ryul. 
 
    But I didn’t want to think about Ryul anymore, so instead I switched the topic over to training.  
 
    “I noticed that a lot of people are still changing their weapons,” I told Gerrin. “I didn’t realize how little practice you guys got in Combat Training.” 
 
    “It is what it is.” Gerrin shrugged. “Kind of hard to hone in on the best options when you don’t know what sort of monster spirit you’re going to be fighting beside for the rest of your life, you know? At least we’re getting to practice now. It should mean people have their signature weapons ready for duels.” 
 
    “Duels?” I asked him and took a sip of my blackberry drink. 
 
    “Yeah, we had ‘em back in Combat Training,” the half-djinn explained. “They weren’t very serious, though. It was usually just two people fighting in a flat ring, and whoever got knocked out first lost.” 
 
    “Like what we do in Combative Practice,” I guessed. 
 
    “Exactly.” Gerrin topped up his drink, and I held mine out for him to top us as well. “But things are different here, they seem to make it a lot more elaborate.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “They have these massive arenas like the ones we did our exam in,” the fiery man explained. “The first-years get to set it all up, so it’s up to us how difficult the terrain will be. Not to mention the fact that we get to be in control of whether or not there are traps.” 
 
    “Traps?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, sometimes people like to make it a bit more challenging and add in traps,” Gerrin explained. “Nothing deadly though, just stuff like small pits or trip ropes. It gives the opponent an advantage but doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll lose.” 
 
    Putting traps in a practice arena felt all kinds of wrong to me. But then again, I’d seen how challenging even the entry-level exam was, so I shouldn’t have been surprised by the fact that there were duels with traps involved. 
 
    “Is there any reason for the traps other than to make it more difficult?” I asked and swirled the remainder of the drink inside my glass. 
 
    “It’s supposed to be a way to prepare us for actual fights in the forest.” Gerrin shrugged and downed his drink. “One of the ways they tried to combat the monsters in the past was with traps.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “They forgot where all the traps were.” 
 
    “Bullseye,” the half-djinn said with a toothy smile. “There were so many different people putting traps down that they kind of lost track.” 
 
    “Are they gonna teach us how to escape these traps?” I asked before I tipped the rest of the liquor into my mouth. 
 
    “I think there’s supposed to be a class for it tomorrow,” Gerrin guessed.  
 
    I tried to remember what the classes on my timetable were for tomorrow, but all of the classes had such long names that they’d managed to blend into one.  
 
    Instead, I decided that the rest of this week’s classes would be a problem for tomorrow.  
 
    Besides, I was more interested in the concept of these duels than my classes for the week. 
 
    “Going back to the duels,” I began and placed my glass on the floor. “If first-years are the ones setting up, then surely that would mean some people have an advantage?” 
 
    “That’s why they normally have two arenas,” the half-djinn said and used his hands to reference the two arenas. “Arena A and Arena B. Anyone who worked on Arena A can’t fight in it, and it’s the same for Arena B. Apparently they even extend it as far as stopping roommates from fighting in the same arena if even one of them built it.” 
 
    “Seems like they know what they’re doing.” I shrugged. “When do we get told if we’re setting it up?” 
 
    Gerrin shrugged and refilled his drink. He topped mine up before he leaned over to grab his bag and rifle through it. 
 
    After a solid minute of looking, Gerrin gave up and upended the bag on the floor. As soon as he did, he picked up one of the many pieces of paper and unfolded it. 
 
    “Says here that we find out by Wednesday,” the fiery man said as he read over the crumpled paper. “Then we set it up Thursday evening.” 
 
    “When’s the first duel?” I asked. 
 
    He looked up at me with a hint of confusion in his orange eyes.  
 
    “You don’t know?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    I shook my head. This was the first time I’d even heard of the duels, let alone anything else about them.  
 
    “It starts on Friday.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Friday?” I asked in shock. 
 
    At least half of the first-year recruits were still sorting out their weapons, not to mention how dangerous it was since I wasn’t aware of any first-years who actually had control over their rovkins yet. 
 
    Sure, I’d had some practice in class, but that wasn’t in front of an audience, and it certainly wasn’t in an arena full of traps. 
 
    “Yeah, they open it up so if people want to duel on Fridays they can,” the half-djinn said with an easy smile. “That way you don’t have to duel every week, but it’s advised to duel at least twice a month.” 
 
    “That’s still so soon,” I said. 
 
    “Relax, man,” Gerrin said with a soft chuckle. “The first month is just practice duels for first-years. No traps, no fancy arenas, just one-on-one combat. Then once we’ve proven that we can fight without summoning our rovkins, we’re allowed to actually fight all out.” 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and thought more about the duels. If we had to prove ourselves in practice first, then surely there was nothing to be concerned about. 
 
    “When are rovkins allowed?” I asked. 
 
    “Rank D,” he confirmed. 
 
    So it was almost the exact same as in our class on The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers. It wasn’t strict enough control that we could stop our rovkin from attacking other students or rovkins, but it would be enough to maintain control over them. 
 
    I guess it would have to be good enough. 
 
    But I couldn’t shake the thought of what had happened earlier. 
 
    “What happens if someone accidentally summons one?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Gerrin answered honestly. “I guess the match would have to be forfeited because it’s a breach of rules. There are always Sergeants there to watch the matches, so I guess one of them would step in if it gets too serious.” 
 
    “Like Sergeant Dyani with me and Ryul,” I mumbled more as confirmation for myself than for Gerrin. 
 
    The duels seemed to be well thought out, and I reminded myself that the Rovkin Training Academy had been around long enough that they would likely have an answer for everything. I should have had more faith in them in the case of things going wrong. 
 
    But no one had ever had a dragon rovkin before. 
 
    Somehow I also doubted they’d ever had first-year recruits coming in at Rank B when the majority of second-years were barely reaching Rank G. 
 
    “Do you know how it would work with both me and Efasia being a Rank B?” I asked. 
 
    Gerrin seemed to consider my question for a moment as he took a sip of his drink. 
 
    “Honestly?” he said. “I’m not sure. But it’ll be fine. I mean, you could always ask someone to duel, too. Technically, you can duel anyone as long as they agree to it and are within a few ranks of you, but the teachers will help assign some duels here and there based on experience, ranks, and that sort of thing. Just to keep the challenge level high.” 
 
    “Do these duels affect my rank?” I asked. “Like, could I go from a B to a C that easily?” 
 
    “Oh, no. There’s a different point system for duels,” he explained as we continued to sip our drinks. “It’s actually super important because you have to meet the minimum dueling point requirement by the end of this year, or you’ll be kicked out.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “Uhh… okay. How do the dueling points work, then?” 
 
    “Well, the simplest way to put it is that you earn points by winning matches,” Gerrin said as he refilled my glass another time. “If you’ve won five duels, your duel ranking is gonna be five. Now, obviously, it’s in your best interest to win as many as possible and to not avoid dueling if the opportunity arises. Like I said, you’ve gotta meet the minimum point requirement to move on next year. That’s why you have to challenge people close to your own rank. Otherwise, higher ranking recruits would challenge lower ranking members just to get easy duel points.” 
 
    “I could see that,” I sighed. “Even though it’s a little pathetic.” 
 
    “Agreed.” He raised his freshly filled glass to clink against my own. 
 
    “So what would someone do if they didn’t meet the dueling requirement by the end of the year?” I asked before taking a sip. 
 
    “Say goodbye to the Rovkin Training Academy,” he snorted, and I gulped down my swig as I stared at him. “You can obviously transfer at that point to a less prestigious school, but it looks like shit to have to do that.” 
 
    As we continued to sip our drinks, Gerrin explained more about these other schools.  
 
    He referred to them as the “public ‘mage’ schools.” The training in the mage schools was less focused on rovkins and more focused on magic in general, like the magic required to make specialized weapons. As a result, it was harder for people to focus on their rovkin training since they would have to learn a load of other shit, and they were less likely to make it into the Legion’s combat ranks that way. 
 
    Learning the work of the mages admittedly sounded fucking awesome, but now that I knew how powerful I could get by focusing on my rovkin, I definitely preferred that option. 
 
    It was then that Gerrin told me that only thirty percent of the first-year recruits would actually make it to graduation.  
 
    Thirty percent didn’t seem like a lot, and it suddenly made a lot of sense as to why I hadn’t seen as many fourth-year recruits. 
 
    But surely they couldn’t expel that many recruits, especially when the General had made it sound so crucial that they had recruits to join the Legion. 
 
    Were they really all expelled? Or was something worse happening? 
 
    I remembered the news that Looly had told us that morning. A third-year student had died, and no one even thought twice about it.  
 
    How many of the seventy percent that didn’t make it died?  
 
    I really hoped this wasn’t the case, and that everyone just decided to drop out instead.  
 
    But I didn’t have that choice. I couldn’t lose these duels, and I definitely couldn’t drop out. The only choice I had was to stay and learn to control this dragon. 
 
    After a few more drinks and talks about what we’d gotten up to throughout the day, Gerrin and I went to sleep. 
 
    The next day started with a strange breakfast of some sort of fruit bowl with toasted oats, and a juice that tasted like a scented candle.  
 
    Gerrin didn’t have a class until later on so I was sitting in the dining hall alone. But it didn’t take long until Erlan managed to find me. It turned out that we both had the same class that morning, so we could eat together and then leave. 
 
    I asked him about what he was doing last night when I came back to the dorms, and he went into a significant amount of detail about his roommate’s fear of spiders.  
 
    Apparently, this man not only had a fear of spiders but also a spider-like rovkin. He hadn’t even meant to kill it, but he had been using a bow to hunt for a rovkin and missed the one he was trying to get. 
 
    So, to avoid the fear of his own rovkin, Erlan decided to help by finding the smallest spider he could and leaving it in their room for his roommate. 
 
    The reason he was outside the door was because it was the only way he could keep his roommate inside.  
 
    “Did it work?” I asked as we put our empty bowls and glasses on the trolley. 
 
    “Debatable,” Erlan said with a shrug. “He didn’t want to touch it to move it, but he’s put it in a glass for now.” 
 
    We walked to our first class of the day called “Rovkin History and Facts of Existence,” and I was surprised to see that it was Sergeant Rofir teaching the class. 
 
    The majority of the class was spent with Sergeant Rofir explaining how rovkins came about and the first few attempts at dispelling them.  
 
    Gerrin had already told me most of it, and I could tell that no one else was really paying attention. It definitely wasn’t the most interesting class on my timetable, but it was interesting to learn about the powers, which was something that I had only heard briefly from Kerym. 
 
    Most of the powers were elemental, like earth, ice, fire, wind, and water. But others seemed to be a lot broader, like with nature, or light.  
 
    It wouldn’t be clear just what the broader types’ powers would end up presenting as, and it was up to the master of those rovkins to figure it out.  
 
    Apparently, the Dusted Honey Badger was one of the first wild rovkins that people noticed appearing in the forests because they would be hunted for food. However, over time they became more monstrous.  
 
    They grew sharp teeth, and their coats took on a darker color. Instead of running away from people, they began to actively hunt them down in order to get what they wanted.  
 
    As he spoke, the Sergeant began to show different drawings of the Dusted Honey Badger’s evolution, and it ended with something that looked nothing like the animal I was used to seeing back on Earth. 
 
    Its body was sharp around the edges, and its neck was hunched down low. It looked more like a wolf than a badger, and I really hoped I would never have to see one. 
 
    “These are some of the most common monsters in the surrounding forest,” Sergeant Rofir explained, and I felt all my hope being torn out of my chest. “And I’ve got one right here.” 
 
    He summoned his rovkin, and the Dusted Honey Badger filled up the entire front half of the room with its tooth-encrusted body. 
 
    At the end of the class, Sergeant Rofir told us that our assignment was to research our rovkins. This included its species, power type, evolutionary history, and anything else that was worth noting.  
 
    It seemed like it was going to be easy for everyone else. Most of them knew the full name of their rovkin, the sorts of powers they possessed, and a brief history of how they came about.  
 
    But I was stuck. 
 
    I’d checked the library every week to see if there were any new books on dragons.  
 
    The library changed constantly because new books would be brought in from various other libraries around the Sundered Realm, but every week there was nothing else on dragons other than titles about the Age of the Dragons that was in a language I didn’t understand. 
 
    I hadn’t even found anything in the library to do with my shadow powers. I’d tried to read the book that Sergeant Rofir had given me on my first day, but the more I read it, the more I began to doubt that the words on the page were even real. 
 
    There wasn’t a single mention of shadow powers during our lesson, either, so once we were dismissed, I waited for everyone to leave before I got up to ask him about it. 
 
    “Well, Charlie,” Sergeant Rofir explained in a gruff voice. “Shadow powers aren’t at all common, so there is very little written about what they can lead to.” 
 
    “There’s not much on dragons, either,” I told him. “Do you know if there are any books about them that aren’t in the library?”  
 
    “If you’re lucky,” he said. “General Carnelis might have some hidden away in his office. But if he doesn’t, then just find out as much as you can about your rovkin. It may just mean that the General will have to put out a request for any available information to some of the greater libraries across the realm. It’s more likely that there’ll be a book or two hidden away somewhere. Have you not made any progress with that strange book yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I sighed. “It’s spewing out strange symbols, but I can’t decipher anything.” 
 
    “How odd,” he said and crossed his arms. “There might be some books that could help with that. Try checking the ancient languages section, it’s hidden down in the basement of the library. It might be a good place to start.” 
 
    I wasn’t even aware that the library had a basement, but I thanked him and left the class.  
 
    Erlan was waiting outside for me when I left, and we headed to the library together.  
 
    “I didn’t know there was a basement, either,” the dark-haired half-elf said as he pushed the library door open. 
 
    “I guess if everywhere else has a basement, it makes sense,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “The armory has a basement?” Erlan asked. 
 
    “Yep, found that out by walking through the wrong door.” 
 
    “What was in there?” he asked. 
 
    “Coal,” I replied. 
 
    “Huh,” the green-eyed man said, and we walked into the main library building.  
 
    The library was as dizzying as ever to be in.  
 
    The stairs twisted up from the floor to the various balconies up above, and I still couldn’t wrap my head around where each staircase actually went.  
 
    I certainly wasn’t alone in that because I’d seen multiple other people have to take at least three staircases before they actually reached the balcony they wanted to be on. It was a good way to get some cardio in, even if it did make me question who the hell came up with the idea of disconnected levels. 
 
    The basement was surprisingly easier to find than I had expected. The other part that was surprising was the guard posted outside the door to the stairs. 
 
    “What do you need?” the uniformed woman asked at our approach. 
 
    “I’m looking for the ancient languages section,” I told her. “Sergeant Rofir suggested that I check for a book to help me with deciphering a strange text.” 
 
    She looked me over before she gave a quick nod and opened the door to let us through.  
 
    The library basement was incredibly dusty, and it was clear that barely anyone else came down here.  
 
    Dark wooden bookshelves stretched from the floor to the ceiling and were filled with row after row of weathered old books. But the bookshelves weren’t in neat lines that made it easy to search. Instead, it felt like they made up a maze around the dark room.  
 
    There was so little light that I had to squint to see, but eventually, we made it to the center of the room, where one large table sat with six chairs around it. The chairs looked about as old as the Academy itself, and judging by the state of the basement, I was inclined to believe that was the case. 
 
    I placed my bag down on one of the chairs and went in search of the ancient languages section. I lost Erlan fairly quickly, but luckily the silence of the room made it easy to hear each other. 
 
    Erlan seemed more than happy to just explore the basement of the library for whatever books caught his interest. It was interesting to see because I thought Erlan would want to spend his free time training like everyone else, not in the depths of the library basement looking for nothing in particular. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to question it, and he seemed to know what he was doing judging by his ability to beat Kerym in less than a minute over and over again. 
 
    I finally managed to find the ancient languages section in the far corner of the basement. There was only one shelf worth of books, and most of them looked to be more than a hundred years old, with frayed spines and covers that were practically falling off.  
 
    I wasn’t sure where to start looking, but then I saw a completely black book hidden on the corner of the shelf. I carefully pulled it out and saw a strange symbol on the front cover.  
 
    It looked familiar, and I realized I’d seen it in the glowing book before. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    But the cover was where my luck ended. 
 
    The pages inside were so faded that it was hard to decipher any of the words on the page, and other pages were drenched in black ink. 
 
    I sighed but took the book back to the table.  
 
    My other lessons for the day had been changed around once again to allow a free afternoon for extra training while they sorted something out called a “Mentoring Session.” I wasn’t sure what that entailed, but I was glad I had a free afternoon. 
 
    As I was skimming through the book, I remembered that I’d never actually asked Erlan about moon elves. Considering it was just the two of us, I thought it would be as good a time as any. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I asked when Erlan came back to the center of the room with a pile of books. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” the raven-haired man said with a shrug and sat down. 
 
    “You’re a moon elf, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah…” he said and gave me a questioning look. “Why?” 
 
    “Looly and Gerrin explained most of the different elf types to me a couple of weeks ago,” I told him. “But she didn’t know a whole lot about moon elves.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Erlan said with a slight smile. “They said moon elves had purple skin.” 
 
    I nodded, and he let out a hollow laugh. 
 
    “Moon elves used to have purple skin,” the green-eyed elf explained. “But things changed over time. The other races didn’t really notice it because moon elves keep to themselves. We’re a lot like snow elves that way, and it was easy for people to place the blame of dragons and monsters on those that were seen as outsiders.” 
 
    “I haven’t read anything about that,” I said and tried to recall anything about moon elves. 
 
    “That’s because most moon elves become mages, and the majority of books are written by said mages.” The dark-haired man smiled and leaned back in his chair. “It’s only in the past three or so decades that people began to realize that without moon elves, we wouldn’t know how to get rovkins. And even then, it’s not very common for moon elves to be at a Rovkin Training Academy because most of them would rather keep to themselves than fight for a legion who only just started caring about them.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I want there to be soldiers that care about moon elves,” he explained and fiddled with pages of the book in front of him. “A lot of the people are here for glory, others are here for the thrill of it all, for others, it’s because the thought of farming or learning basic magic without a rovkin was boring, and for a few, it’s because they genuinely care about helping civilians. And most of those people are healers.“ 
 
    He took a deep breath and looked over at me.  
 
    “If you had the choice to come here, do you think you would’ve?” Erlan asked. 
 
    It wasn’t really something I’d ever considered. Right from the beginning I wasn’t given a choice about where I was, what my rovkin would be, or even which training school I went to. 
 
    Despite the fact that I was here to train my rovkin, I hadn’t really considered how I felt about joining the Legion as a whole. It was definitely exciting, if not a bit daunting to be in charge of protecting so many people, but I remembered what the General had told me about the humans in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    Most of the human settlements were used as buffers to stop the monsters coming out of the forest, and it didn’t seem like anyone else really cared about it. 
 
    It wasn’t fair in the slightest, especially since it wasn’t their fault, and they deserved to live as much as the rest of the races.  
 
    Maybe if there was a human in the Legion, people would feel differently. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I could see the surprise on Erlan’s face. “Almost everyone here sees me as worthless because I’m human. And they see all the other humans as nothing more than a buffer. If no one else is going to save them willingly, then I will.” 
 
    “Then you’re a better man than most people here combined,” he said with a smile. “No wonder the General likes you.” 
 
    We went back to our respective books and bounced some ideas back and forth about shadow powers and dragons. Erlan didn’t know much about them either, but he seemed to know a little more than most. The most interesting idea he said was about the Shadow Realm.  
 
    “Have you been back since getting your rovkin?” he asked. “Maybe your powers work differently in there than in the Sundered Realm.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But I have a feeling the General won’t be willing to get someone to take me there.” 
 
    “You never know.” The dark-haired elf shrugged. “Maybe you’ll get a mentor this week that will take you.” 
 
    “Somehow I doubt that,” I sighed and went back to my book. 
 
    Erlan left while I was still skimming over the book in order to “help” Jas with his little spider problem.  
 
    But I wasn’t alone for long.  
 
    No more than thirty minutes after Erlan left, the door opened, and the familiar sound of Looly humming echoed through the basement.  
 
    I looked up from the book at her approach, and she bounded out of the shadows with a bright smile on her face. 
 
    I was surprised to see that she wasn’t in her usual uniform, but instead, she wore a dark leather chestplate and had a sword sheathed at her hip. 
 
    “Hi, Charlie,” the pink-haired woman greeted cheerfully. 
 
    “Hey,” I responded. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I bumped into Erlan while I was walking to the armory,” she explained and leaned on the back of one of the chairs. 
 
    “What were you doing in the armory?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I was looking for a better sword to use,” the bubbly nature elf said. “The one I had was too heavy to practice with.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said and leaned back in my chair to stretch out my legs. 
 
    “Speaking of practice,” Looly said hesitantly and gave me a sweet smile. “I was wondering if you could help me.” 
 
    “Help you practice?” I asked in confusion, and she nodded. “How come?” 
 
    “I’m not a very good fighter, and the others don’t seem to have as much control over their weapons as you do,” she explained. “Will you be able to teach me a few things?” 
 
    I looked down at the book on the table and decided that it could definitely wait for another day. My brain was fried enough for the day, and I was certain that no amount of staring at the pages was going to make the words make any more sense than they currently did. 
 
    “You got any more classes today?” I asked and closed the book. 
 
    “Nope,” Looly said with a smile. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We left the library after I put the book back on the shelf and made our way over to one of the training courts near the dorms. 
 
    I’d never seen Looly fight before, and I quickly understood why she asked for help.  
 
    She was incredibly hesitant with her swings and looked scared every time she came even the slightest bit close to hitting me. 
 
    “It’s fine if you hit me,” I assured her. “You’re using a training sword, the most you’re gonna do is bruise me.” 
 
    “I know, but I still don’t want to hurt you,” Looly said quietly. 
 
    “I can take it,” I said and loosely swung my sword. “Besides, you can heal me if I get hurt.” 
 
    “True,” the pink-haired woman said and considered it for a second. Then she gave a bright smile and readied her sword. “Okay, let’s do this.” 
 
    We continued to spar, and I noticed that Looly began to loosen up with her swings. They were still somewhat hesitant, but I just continued at the same pace as before so she was able to get used to fighting. 
 
    As we slowly sparred, Looly began to ask me questions about what life was like on Earth. It felt strange to talk about somewhere I’d spent my whole life but would probably never return to, but it was a refreshing change from all the conversations about our eventual first mission and classes that I had with everyone else.  
 
    We took a quick break from sparring so Looly could catch her breath, and as we did, I spotted Efasia on one of the other training courts.  
 
    I didn’t recognize the other person she was with, but judging by their fighting skills, they weren’t a first-year. 
 
    The white-haired woman looked over at us and gave me a bored look, but when she saw Looly, the look softened. What was even more surprising was the fact that when Looly gave her an animated wave, Efasia returned it, albeit in a much calmer way. 
 
    “How come she likes you but not anyone else?” I asked when Efasia looked away. 
 
    “It’s not that she doesn’t like anyone else,” the silver-eyed woman explained. “It’s just that Efasia takes things very seriously, so she favors those who she deems as worthy. Usually that goes so far as those with relations to strong members in the Legion.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked.  
 
    “Yep,” Looly said and began to explain herself very animatedly. “Efasia likes me because of my mother. She’s a healer in the Legion and a very good one at that. About ten years ago, there was a pretty serious fight with a horde of mutated monsters. Long story short, Efasia’s father was the one able to bring up a barrier to ward them off. But it was too late, and the damage was already done.” 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “The mutants had these strange attacks that went through the rovkin armor, “she explained. “Dozens of soldiers were injured, but there were no fatalities. My mother was able to heal every single one of them.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s an amazing healer.” Looly smiled proudly. “A lot of people believe that I’ll live up to her.” 
 
    “You say that like you don’t think you can.” 
 
    “It’s a lot of pressure,” she sighed. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be that good.” 
 
    “We all have to start somewhere,” I told her. “We’re not even three months into our training.” 
 
    “I know, but I see Efasia being compared to her family, and it’s always about how she’s living up to them,” the pink-haired elf said quietly. “I haven’t heard anyone say that about me.” 
 
    “For one, “ I said, and Looly looked up at me with a surprised look on her face. “Even if people say that about Efasia, I doubt anyone is saying that to her face. And two, you’re not Efasia. She has a confidence that’s incomparable to anyone else.” 
 
    “Good point,” Looly said, and I could tell that there was an unsaid counter to it. 
 
    “But?” I asked. 
 
    “But she does have good reason to,” she continued. “Do you remember when I said that Efasia was a story for a different day?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “Well, I think now’s as good a time as any,” the nature elf said with a giggle. “Efasia is what you would call Atlantean. They were the first race of people to come to the Sundered Realm, and all of them are fearsome warriors. She has the right to be confident, she’s practically untouchable.” 
 
    “Atlantean,” I said slowly. “As in the City of Atlantis?” 
 
    “You know what…” Looly said with a scrunch of her nose. “I don’t really know. Maybe you could ask Efasia one day, I’m sure she’d love to tell you about it.” 
 
    “My experience with Efasia and questions isn’t a great one…” 
 
    Looly giggled at that and fiddled with the straps of her chestplate. 
 
    The clock chimed seven, and I realized that we’d spent four hours practicing. But as I really thought about it, I then realized that we’d spent most of it just talking.  
 
    Looly hadn’t really been trying to focus a lot on training at all, and I smiled at the thought. 
 
    “You know,” I said, and Looly looked at me with her large silver eyes. “Next time you want to hang out, you don’t have to do it under the guise of training.” 
 
    There was a fleeting look of shock on her face, and a deep blush spread across her cheeks. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d figure it out,” she mumbled. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I laughed and stood up to stretch my legs. “We can hang out whenever, if you want. But I do think you should practice combat maneuvers as well. You’re not bad, and it’s always good to know things like this.” 
 
    “True,” she said a little sheepishly.  
 
    “You hungry?” I asked. 
 
    “Very,” she said with a sigh, and we left the training courts to meet the others for dinner. 
 
    The following week, we were finally introduced to what a “Mentoring Session” was, and it meant yet another change to our timetables. 
 
    The “Mentoring Session” wasn’t like the other classes, though. We didn’t have to sit in a classroom or even practice with other recruits. Instead, we would have our own mentor that would help us to master our rovkins. 
 
    Most of the mentors were just people that had already mastered their rovkins, or had gotten close enough to mastering them that they knew enough to teach someone else about it. We would keep these mentors for the time that we were at the Rovkin Training Academy, just as long as they didn’t have to leave to join the Legion, or decided that they no longer wanted to work for the Academy.  
 
    As it turned out, Gerrin also didn’t know a lot about the mentors. As we walked to the arena that our mentoring session was held in, he briefly told me that it was probably going to be similar to their one-on-one sessions at Combat Training.  
 
    The main difference being that in Combat Training it was focused on your fighting tactics and included things like which weapons would work best for certain combat techniques.  
 
    “Sounds a lot like my fencing coach,” I told Gerrin. 
 
    “You need a coach for that?” Gerrin asked with his eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “Yes?” I guessed because everyone I knew who had done some sort of sport had a coach. 
 
    Did they not have coaches for anything here? 
 
    Wait… 
 
    “Do you know what fencing is?” I asked. 
 
    I realized that there was a high chance that Gerrin had no idea what fencing was, let alone the concept of fighting for fun. 
 
    “Yeah.” He shrugged. “It’s like building fences and drack.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” I said and tried not to laugh. 
 
    As we walked through the door to the arena, I told Gerrin what fencing actually was as briefly as I could.  
 
    He seemed somewhat glad that fencing was a form of sport, rather than the fact that I’d just been building fences for fun during my high school and college years.  
 
    The arena that our mentoring session was in looked very similar to where we’d had our class on The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers. There was a series of smaller arenas dotted around the room that were marked off by tape on the floor. The only difference was the fact that this arena didn’t have a raised stage in the center of the room. 
 
    It was still relatively quiet, and there were only a handful of people around.  
 
    I recognized quite a few fourth-years from the exam, and also a couple of the Sergeants. Most of them were standing behind a table that had a couple stacks of paper piled up on either side of them.  
 
    Someone looked up at our arrival, and she waved us over to the table. 
 
    “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” the pastel blue-haired woman said. 
 
    She wasn’t in uniform, so I knew she wasn’t a Sergeant, but I didn’t recognize her from the exam. Her light-blue hair and pale skin gave me the impression that she was some form of nature elf. If I remembered correctly, her blue hair meant she was born in winter.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” I greeted the nature elf. 
 
    “Could I have your names and rovkins?” she asked us. 
 
    “Gerrin, and an Ember Paw Fox,” Gerrin said. 
 
    She flipped through one of the piles of paper until she reached the page she wanted. When she pulled it out, there was Gerrin’s name written across the top with the name of a mentor underneath.  
 
    It looked like there was a schedule attached to it, along with a list of things he might need. 
 
    After she handed it to Gerrin, she looked over at me. 
 
    “Charlie, and a Shadow Dragon,” I told her. 
 
    The blue-haired woman looked up at me with wide eyes. After she stared at me for a few seconds, she shook her head and looked through a different pile.  
 
    It didn’t take her long to find my sheet, and she handed it to me with a forced smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and walked off to the side with Gerrin. 
 
    When we were far enough away from her, I looked over at Gerrin. 
 
    “What was that about?” I asked. 
 
    “No clue,” the half-djinn answered with a shrug. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to shake off the uncomfortable feeling. Instead of focusing on her reaction, I decided to look down at the sheet she’d given me. 
 
    Much like Gerrin’s, it had my name written across the top. On the rest of the sheet was my rank, an updated schedule with some of my personal practice time changed to various forms of mentoring sessions, and a list of things that didn’t really make a lot of sense. 
 
    One of them was just “wings,” and at first I thought this list was a series of things to master, but that changed when the one directly below it was just “meat?”  
 
    What the fuck did any of it mean? 
 
    Gerrin looked equally as confused by his list, and I could understand why when one of his had things like “wood?” with no other information. He looked up from his sheet at me. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “No fucking clue,” I answered honestly.  
 
    Instead of trying to understand it any more, we waited for the rest of the recruits to get their sheets.  
 
    We saw Erlan and Kerym through the crowd of people, and they joined us once they’d gotten their sheets. Neither of them had any idea what the lists were for either, so instead we talked about our morning lessons, and Kerym told me about the progress he’d already made by switching to a battle axe instead of a greatsword. 
 
    “Turns out the targets are actually pretty easy to hit,” the blue-haired man told us. 
 
    “You don’t say,” Erlan joked.  
 
    We continued to talk until it seemed like all of the other recruits were in the arena and had collected their sheet of paper. Judging by the look on their faces, no one knew what the sheets actually meant. 
 
    Other than Efasia. 
 
    She was looking like she always did: her stony expression gave away nothing about her actual feelings, and it didn’t seem like she was concerned about what this mentor session actually meant.  
 
    It was actually annoying. 
 
    “Alright recruits,” one of the Sergeants barked.  
 
    I couldn’t see who it was, but I looked over to where everyone else was looking.  
 
    “On your paper you should have the name of your mentor,” the man said. “Some of you will have the same mentor if your rovkins are similar.” 
 
    Great.  
 
    It was just another one of those things where I would definitely be alone.  
 
    “We will call out the name of each mentor,” the Sergeant explained. “And when your mentor is called, you will go over to where they are. They’ll be holding up a colored flag. I will call their name three times, if you missed yours, well… better luck next time. Use your ears better. If we didn’t call them, just come up to us later.” 
 
    Everyone else looked down at their sheet, and when I looked at mine I realized that there was something else that didn’t look right. 
 
    Next to the section that said “Mentor” was nothing. 
 
    There wasn’t a name, or any initials, or even a “TBD.” It was just blank. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Could this get any worse? 
 
    I watched as all of the mentors were called out, and the recruits followed them to the different sections of the room. 
 
    There were only about twenty recruits, and there were at least ten mentors that I could see. Most of them seemed to be fourth-year recruits who would smile and greet the first-years with a happiness only a significant amount of caffeine could create this late in the afternoon. 
 
    After all the mentors were called, and the people in my small group had all been split up, I was the only one left without a mentor.  
 
    The Sergeant looked over at me with an unconcerned expression and gestured for me to come over to him. 
 
    “Charlie?” he asked when I was in front of him. 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed and nodded.  
 
    “We weren’t actually sure who your mentor would be,” the Sergeant explained. “Which is why your sheet was blank. But, we’re working on one.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and tried not to sound disappointed. 
 
    “I would advise that you stay and spectate,” the man continued. “There’s a lot that can be learned from just watching.” 
 
    I nodded and did as he suggested. 
 
    The first week seemed to mostly be introductions for everyone. People were paired up with their mentors, and then they’d show each other their rovkins.  
 
    It was surprising just how many different ethereal creatures there were, and very few people in the room had ones that were even similar.  
 
    What was even better was the fact that a lot of the mentors seemed to be more than happy for me to watch them work. I didn’t blame them either, if I was given the chance to show off how cool my rovkin was and answer questions about it, I’d be happy too. 
 
    Most people still didn’t have any spirit armor, which made sense because we were still working on our rovkin recall in class. Out of the ones that did have armor, I noticed that the majority still didn’t have a whole lot of control over their rovkins.  
 
    I returned the following week and was told that they were still sorting my mentor out, which I understood. I had a dragon after all, and I knew that it worried people as much as it interested them. 
 
    So, I spent another week just observing.  
 
    The commands that the mentors taught were far more advanced than the ones I was learning in Sergeant Faerora’s class, and I found myself getting worried about how quickly people seemed to be making progress. 
 
    By the third week, people had started to try and control their rovkins’ attacks.  
 
    It was a mess of various powers that got sent flying across the room, and it wasn’t long before a few of the Sergeants began to create a small bubble around the different recruits.  
 
    More people began to get armor, and from what I’d heard, some of them were using their free time to train with their mentor, which included going into the forest to hunt.  
 
    Even though I was already Rank B, I felt as though everyone else was starting to pull ahead with their training. 
 
    I hadn’t even been allowed to summon my rovkin during the mentoring sessions, and I could tell that it was having clear repercussions.  
 
    Although he still listened to me in class, my rovkin was starting to get agitated over the repetitive courses and retrieval tasks.  
 
    I could tell he wanted to try out his powers, but Sergeant Faerora made it clear that as soon as his powers came out, he was to be reabsorbed, and I’d have to do other forms of training instead. 
 
    I’d spoken to the General about it on the fourth week of not having a mentor, but he assured me that I’d be able to catch up.  
 
    It was on the sixth week that I was finally told the good news. 
 
    When I walked into the main arena for the mentoring session, I was met by Sergeant Sylrie.  
 
    It was unusual to see her outside of the armory, but it wasn’t unusual for the Sergeant in charge of the mentor sessions to change each week. 
 
    “Charlie,” she said in lieu of a greeting.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Sergeant,” I replied. “Is there any good news?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, there is,” Sergeant Sylrie said and gestured toward an elderly woman. 
 
    I smiled at her because I was glad to finally have a mentor, but I couldn’t help but wonder how they had settled on her. 
 
    Not only did she look even older than the General, she walked toward us with a limp in her left leg. Her blue eyes looked almost gray, and her right eye was slightly clouded.  
 
    She wasn’t as scarred as some of the Sergeants, but she did have one scar that ran across her forehead in one smooth curve. The tip of one of her pointed ears was far more rounded, and I realized that it must have been cut off. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Charlie,” the elderly woman greeted with a smile. “My name is Mirabella, and I’ll be your mentor.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, Mirabella,” I responded. 
 
    Sergeant Sylrie left us alone, and I followed Mirabella to one of the vacant sections of the arena.  
 
    Once there, Mirabella turned around so she was facing me. 
 
    “I understand that I’m not exactly who you were expecting,” Mirabella said. “But I can assure you that I am perfectly capable of being your mentor.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding.  
 
    I was definitely surprised that she was the person chosen to mentor me, but I didn’t want to make her feel bad about it.  
 
    “I’ve been training recruits at this school for seventy years,” she explained. 
 
    I tried to hide my shock with a warm smile, but I couldn’t help but wonder how she’d been training for that long. I mean, she looked seventy, so to think that she’d been alive even longer and had a significant amount of training beforehand was nothing short of insane.  
 
    “I may not be on the front lines of the Legion anymore, “ the elderly lady continued. “But I’ve still got all the knowledge. The General tries to pair everyone up based on their rovkins and the abilities that come with it.” 
 
    “But no one’s had a dragon before,” I said because I was slightly confused. “And I’ve found out that shadow powers are rare too.” 
 
    “That would be correct,” she confirmed. “But the General thought that my rovkin would be the most similar as they’re both reptiles. No one has trained a dragon before, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her, and she stepped back to the edge of our section. 
 
    I did the same, and once we were far enough away, she summoned her rovkin. 
 
    It was a monstrous thing that towered into the sky. Its serpentine body continued to twist higher and higher until it was easily four times my height. A third of its body remained curled on the ground, and I couldn’t help but stare in awe at the size of the beast. 
 
    It was covered in dark blue scales that seemed to crackle with some kind of energy as it twisted and moved. Its eyes were a similar story, with an iridescent blue that seemed to change every time I looked at it. 
 
    Fangs protruded from its mouth and dripped with something I seriously hoped wasn’t venom. When it hissed, its long forked tongue slipped from its mouth, and even from where I stood, I could tell that it was easily bigger than my legs and torso combined. 
 
    It was frankly terrifying. 
 
    But I couldn’t get over how cool it was. 
 
    Mirabella stepped around her rovkin, and I caught a look at her spirit armor.  
 
    It was very snake-like, with the blue scales that coated the armor being a perfect match to her rovkin’s scales. It shone in the low light of the arena, and it made her look a lot more intimidating than she had been just five minutes ago.  
 
    “Charlie,” Mirabella said. “Meet my rovkin, Eizah.” 
 
    “What is he?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s a Midnight Basilisk,” the elderly woman told me. 
 
    I felt my skin go cold. 
 
    Couldn’t they kill people by just looking at them? 
 
    I looked away from the beast and focused on Mirabella instead.  
 
    “Now, summon your rovkin,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I was still wary of summoning my rovkin. Even though he had behaved in Sergeant Faerora’s class, his gnawing at my chest had only continued to get worse as the weeks passed. 
 
    I took a deep breath and focused on my rovkin.  
 
    As I did, the set of armor that I still wasn’t sure how I got began to appear on my chest. I wasn’t used to the feeling of either the armor or the summoning process, but it had started to get easier.  
 
    As soon as my rovkin was out, he took his place in front of me. But something felt wrong. 
 
    Unlike whenever I summoned him in class, he didn’t immediately start to try and bite me. Instead, he positioned himself directly in front of me and glared at the basilisk. 
 
    That’s when I noticed that he was no longer like a palm-sized kitten. He still didn’t look very menacing and was still smaller than my foot, but he was a bit bulkier and longer than before.  
 
    I doubted anyone else would notice, but it was enough of a change to leave me confused because I thought they only grew after fights. 
 
    The only thing close to a fight was the tussle with Ryul’s shitty little chihuahua thing. But I was certain that I would’ve noticed that before now. 
 
    I was going to ask Mirabella, but before I could, my rovkin stalked closer toward the basilisk. 
 
    But then his wings flared out, and his tail swept the floor behind him. His back was arched, and as he bared his teeth, I realized he was trying to make himself look bigger.  
 
    I laughed at his attempt, but I soon stopped when I realized the basilisk had started to shy away from the cat-sized dragon.  
 
    My rovkin began to slowly approach the basilisk, and there was a low growl coming from his tiny body. The closer he got, the further back the basilisk tried to move, but there wasn’t much further to go.  
 
    Mirabella looked at the dragon with wide and wary eyes. 
 
    “Why don’t you try a command, Charlie?” the elderly woman asked, and there was the unmistakable sound of fear in her voice. 
 
    “Alright,” I answered and tried to sound confident. 
 
    He had listened to me yesterday without fail, but after Ryul, I wasn’t sure how much control I still had. 
 
    “Back off,” I commanded, but my rovkin didn’t listen. 
 
    He looked back at me with fierce purple eyes before he turned back to Mirabella. 
 
    He unhinged his jaw, and I heard a faint, crackling whine as his ghostly body began to glow purple.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    He lunged toward her as another purple glow erupted from him. 
 
    I barely even had time to react, but I managed to take a deep breath and reabsorb my rovkin before he touched her.  
 
    There was a searing pain as I reabsorbed him, and I could feel the dragon thrashing around inside my chest. My vision went blurry for a second, but I shook it off and looked at Mirabella instead. 
 
    But I had been too late. 
 
    Mirabella’s basilisk disappeared, and she collapsed to the ground. 
 
    I ran over to her as fast as I could.  
 
    She didn’t seem to have any injuries, but I couldn’t be certain because I still didn’t know the full extent of my dragon’s powers. 
 
    I had never seen him do that before. There was no breath attack, and nothing but light actually came out of him, but that meant nothing when I didn’t know what shadow powers could do.  
 
    Mirabella woke up just moments after I got to her. She looked up at me with wide eyes and a pale face. As she did, she pushed herself away from me. 
 
    I tried to stop her and ask if she was okay, but as soon as I opened my mouth, she screamed at me. 
 
    “Get away!” the elderly woman wailed as she got up. 
 
    Mirabella ran toward the door as fast as she could, and I sat and stared after her.  
 
    As the doors banged shut, I realized how quiet the arena was.  
 
    Everyone looked at me in a mix of shock, horror, and disbelief. Sergeant Sylrie shook her head at me when I made eye contact, and the scowl on her face only meant one thing. 
 
    I was in a lot of trouble.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Sergeant Sylrie sent me up to see the General, and all I could do was hope that he’d be understanding. 
 
    I knocked on the door to his office and waited for General Carnelis’ response.  
 
    It didn’t take long for him to open the door, and the white-haired man gave me a tight-lipped smile. He stepped aside and motioned for me to enter. 
 
    When he closed the door behind me, he didn’t immediately sit down. Instead, the battle-worn General walked over to one of the bookshelves and began to look at the various leather-bound spines.  
 
    I took that as my cue to follow after, and stood beside him as he began to take out one of the blue books with silver lettering running down the spine.  
 
    It wasn’t in English, and I didn’t even recognize the letters at all. It also wasn’t like any of the books in the library because the front cover was coated in a variety of small gemstones in even more colors.  
 
    They glistened in the light of the sconce on the wall beside us, and they created small patches of misshapen light on the blue leather cover.  
 
    The General opened the book and flipped to a random page, or at least what I thought was a random page. When he laid the page out flat, I saw that it had a drawing on one of the pages, and on the other was a block of text in that same script as the title on the spine. 
 
    I might not have known what any of the words meant, or if they even were words, but I could recognize the beast depicted in the illustration. 
 
    “A basilisk,” I whispered and looked between the page and the General. 
 
    The old man nodded and laid the book out on the bookshelf between us. 
 
    “A fierce beast capable of killing a man in a single look,” he explained and ran a finger across the bottom of the page. 
 
    As he did, the drawing began to move.  
 
    The basilisk came to life on the page, and its body squirmed as it bared its fangs and moved to look directly at me.  
 
    How the hell did it move? 
 
    “Not many people have met a basilisk and lived to tell the tale,” the white-haired man told me. “Mirabella was one of the first.” 
 
    It made sense to me that not a lot of people had such a creature. I mean, if its looks could kill, then fighting it would have been more than just challenging.  
 
    I guessed that her being one of the first was one of the reasons the General thought she was a good match. A deadly reptile and a deadly winged reptile, it should have been a perfect match for mentoring. I told the General as much, and he gave me a tired nod. 
 
    “We asked many of our most knowledgeable to be your mentor,” General Carnelis explained. “Mirabella was the only one to accept. I believed she would have been able to handle it, but I was wrong.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” I apologized.  
 
    I hadn’t meant to set my rovkin on her, and I wasn’t even sure why he had done such a thing. My dragon had behaved itself during class, but apparently when it came to actual mentoring it wasn’t the same. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Charlie,” the General told me. 
 
    I opened my mouth to argue that it was, I was the one who couldn’t control my rovkin. If I’d had control, then none of this would’ve happened. But before I could get a single word out, the General continued to speak. 
 
    “Young rovkins are uncontrollable for practically everyone,” he explained. “It’s why we always do some form of training exercise before the first mentoring session.” 
 
    “But he wouldn’t listen to the only command I gave him, sir,” I sighed and looked down at the book. “But he listens during class.” 
 
    “He was protecting you, Charlie.” The General placed a comforting hand on my shoulder, and I looked up at him. “The basilisk is no easy opponent. He was just making sure it wouldn’t hurt you. You’d be surprised how many first-year rovkins attack a Sergeant the first time they’re summoned.” 
 
    It didn’t really make me feel better about Mirabella, but I nodded anyway. 
 
    “That’s why mentors have to be at least Rank L before they can work with first-years,” the white-haired man explained.  
 
    Rank L… 
 
    I remembered back to the ranking pamphlet and tried to recall what Rank L meant. There had been so much focus on the earlier ranks that it took me a moment to think about the later ranks. 
 
    Rank L was to do with the armor. When the rovkin was summoned, the armor would be impenetrable to any physical attacks. 
 
    So that was why Mirabella summoned her rovkin first. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” the General said and closed the book. “No one has ever had a dragon before, so no one is exactly sure how we should handle it. Just remain patient, and we’ll figure something out for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said and gave him a weak smile.  
 
    “Is there anything else you’re concerned about?” he asked. 
 
    “I guess I’m just worried about falling behind, sir,” I told him honestly. 
 
    It had taken six weeks to get a mentor, and the only person that said yes had run off screaming. 
 
    “I understand your worry, Charlie,” the General said. “Perhaps we can create an arrangement.” 
 
    “What sort of arrangement, sir?” I asked 
 
    “I know you’re aware that the rule is that rovkins are not to be summoned without supervision,” he said pointedly. “However, there may be ways that allow you to still follow the rule without the fear of harming any one.” 
 
    “And what might that be?”  
 
    “Some of the arenas used for dueling have special shields that protect the audience from any stray powers,” the white-haired man explained. “Perhaps one of the Sergeants will be willing to supervise you from behind a shield. It won’t be on par with mentoring, but it will allow you to have some more time with your rovkin.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said and smiled. 
 
    It did make me feel a bit better that I had a chance to actually get my rovkin out, but I knew it wouldn’t lessen the gap between me and the other recruits when it came to training. 
 
    “However,” he said, and I looked over at him. “You are not as behind as you think you are. Sergeant Faerora has informed me of the control you hold over your dragon, and Sergeant Dyani has told me of your fighting skills. Neither of those are anything to think lowly of, especially considering your unique predicament.” 
 
    “Thank you,”I said and realized that he was right. 
 
    I hadn’t lost any fights during practice, and I won both of my practice duels. 
 
    We stood in silence as the General put the book back onto the shelf, and as he did, I remembered that I still didn’t know what had actually happened to Mirabella. 
 
    “Is Mirabella okay?” I asked out of concern. 
 
    I felt bad enough as it was, if I’d actually hurt her I didn’t even know what I would do to make it up to her. 
 
    “Well,” the white-haired man said. “We’re not entirely sure of the full effects of your rovkin’s attack, but it appears to be wearing off quickly enough. It’s not the best outcome, but it’s certainly not the worst, either.” 
 
    I let myself sigh in relief because I knew that he was right, it could have been a lot worse. 
 
    “We will need to keep a close eye on your rovkin, though,” the General said and looked toward me. “Perhaps an even closer eye than we first thought. That way we might be able to gain even a brief idea as to what it’s truly capable of.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied with a nod. 
 
    Why did dragons have to be so complicated? 
 
    “Hopefully with our arrangement, you’ll be able to learn a bit more,” the yellow-eyed man said.  
 
    I looked up at the bookshelves and remembered about my assignment from my first class. 
 
    There weren’t any books in the library on dragons or shadow powers, but that didn’t mean that there weren’t any in the school at all. 
 
    “Could I ask you something, sir?” I questioned as I looked over the spines of the books. 
 
    “Of course,” General Carnelis said. 
 
    “Do you have any books on either dragons or shadow powers?” I asked and looked over at him. “There aren’t any in the school library, and one of my assignments is to research our rovkins and their powers.” 
 
    He considered my question for a moment before he turned away from the bookshelf we were at. The white-haired General walked over the bookshelf behind his desk and ran a finger across each of the spines. He pulled a few of them out an inch so they stuck out from the rest, then he turned and waved me over.  
 
    I joined him and glanced at the three books he’d pulled out.  
 
    They either had a black or purple cover, and none of them had anything written on the spines. There weren’t any symbols or anything else that could make them different from one another. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to question it. Hell, I had a book that glowed purple just sitting in my room, and I knew that was significantly weirder than books without anything on the spines.  
 
    I took one of the books out and looked at the rest of the cover. There wasn’t anything on the front or back either, not even a gem or embossed image.  
 
    I opened the book to a random page, and my jaw dropped. 
 
    On the page was a spread of sketches of an all too familiar beast. Its dark body looked incomplete with large chunks missing, but its wings stretched across half a page with sharp tips on the end of each joint.  
 
    On the next page were more detailed sketches of its face, with the only bit of color on the page being a bright purple eye.  
 
    “Are all of these about dragons, sir?” I asked and nodded at the books he’d pulled out. 
 
    “They have some mention of shadow dragons,” he answered with a smile. “Granted, most of them are just a passing line or two from back when they were being banished, but it’s a start.” 
 
    The three books he’d pulled out were definitely a better start than the one in the library’s basement that I still couldn’t figure out, and maybe I could find something in at least one of them that helped me. 
 
    “Could I borrow them?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course you can,” the General said. “I’ve already put out a request for any other information on shadow dragons and shadow powers. But those should be enough to get you started.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said and pulled the other books out to create a small pile.  
 
    “If there’s anything else you need,” the battle-worn man said. “Then don’t be afraid to ask.” 
 
    I nodded, but I couldn’t think of anything else the General could’ve helped me with at that moment.  
 
    He accepted my silent answer with a smile.  
 
    “Good,” the General said. “If that’s all, then I suggest you go and get some rest. I couldn’t imagine that today was easy.” 
 
    I thanked him again, took the stack of books, and headed back to my dorm for the night. 
 
    It was already dark outside when I left the General’s office, and there was a chill in the air that hadn’t been there earlier in the day.  
 
    I still had no idea how this realm worked, or even if the seasons aligned with the one back on Earth. In all honesty, I hadn’t thought about seasons, or even where the Sundered Realm was when compared to Earth, all I knew was that it was linked by portals.  
 
    I could guess from Looly’s explanation about nature elves that they at least had the same seasons as on Earth, and they seemed to follow the same pattern at least. But that still didn’t answer the question of what season it currently was. 
 
    Maybe I’d have to ask Looly or Gerrin and hope they understood.  
 
    I desperately wanted to have some sort of cheat sheet that told me anything I wanted to know, almost like the internet. 
 
    But I really doubted anyone here even knew what the internet was.  
 
    When I got to my dorm room, I had expected it to be a similar situation to usual. Maybe there were a few people around just chilling after a long day, and Gerrin would be sitting on the floor with a drink. 
 
    Instead, the hallway was completely silent, and I didn’t see anyone on the way up to my room. Everyone’s doors were shut, and there wasn’t a sound coming from any of them.  
 
    It couldn’t have been that late could it? 
 
    I didn’t know what time I left class, and I hadn’t even thought to look at the clock in the General’s room. As far as I could tell, it could have been any time between eight o’clock and three in the morning. 
 
    But the silence didn’t last. 
 
    As I got to my dorm, there was a loud crash on the other side, and I opened the door as fast as I could. 
 
    When I did, any thought of peace disappeared.  
 
    As it turned out, the crash I’d heard was a pile of Gerrin’s books being toppled. But that was by far the least worrying thing.  
 
    Scorch trails had been burned into the floor, and there were small fires that ignited all over the stones. The curtains had been singed at the ends, and one of them was still very much on fire.  
 
    The canopy of Gerrin’s bed had been blackened by ash, and the corner of his blanket had clearly been on fire not even ten minutes ago because there was still a small amount of smoke coming from it. 
 
    My bed was largely untouched, other than the tiny ball of fire actively dragging one of my pillows across the floor.  
 
    I looked at where Gerrin was actively chasing the fire ball across the room.  
 
    Suddenly it made sense why our dorms didn’t have carpet or even a rug. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I asked desperately as I put the books I was carrying on the shelf by the door as fast as I could. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Gerrin screamed. “Help!” 
 
    I slammed the door behind me to make sure the moving ball of fire couldn’t escape.  
 
    It was only when it ran directly toward me that I realized the sentient ball of fire was actually Gerrin’s rovkin, the Ember Paw Fox. 
 
    “Why is your rovkin out?” I questioned as I dodged the Ember Paw Fox running directly at me. 
 
    “I don’t know!” the half-djinn yelled again. “It just appeared, and I can’t control it!” 
 
    I knew exactly how Gerrin felt, but at least my rovkin didn’t set everything on fire. 
 
    “Just relax,” I instructed him and tried to sound as calm as I could considering the entire room was slowly being set ablaze. “Take a deep breath and focus on the emptiness in your chest.” 
 
    “The hell does that mean?” the fiery man asked desperately. 
 
    “Just do it!”  
 
    “Fine,” he said and stopped chasing the beast. 
 
    Gerrin took a deep breath, but I could see that he definitely wasn’t calm.  
 
    “You need to relax,” I said as I herded the rovkin away from the various piles of Gerrin’s very flammable books that were scattered on his side of the room.  
 
    This definitely wasn’t the sort of rest the General had told me to get. 
 
    It took Gerrin a couple attempts, but eventually the rovkin disappeared back inside him again.  
 
    I grabbed the pillow the beast had been carrying and patted the fire out. It wasn’t as hot as regular fire, but I was sure it would only continue to get worse the bigger the rovkin got.  
 
    “Thanks,” Gerrin said as we put out the rest of the fires. “And sorry about the fire.” 
 
    “It’s cool, dude,” I assured him. “And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    I saw Gerrin visibly relax, and I made myself a mental note to ask the lady at the front desk if it was possible to get a few replacements for the room. I was sure they would, I just had to try and avoid any mention of fire if possible. 
 
    “This rovkin shit is hard,” Gerrin groaned as he collapsed onto his bed. 
 
    “I have to agree with you there,” I sighed as the image of Mirabella collapsing on the spot flashed before my eyes. 
 
    It was definitely time to call it a day.  
 
    I only had one class the next day, but I wasn’t looking forward to it.  
 
    Gerrin was still fast asleep when I left for my morning class. When I got down to the main lobby, I walked over to the woman at the main desk. 
 
    Unlike the other days when her light-blue hair had been pulled into a tight ponytail, today it was in loose waves. As I looked at her hair, I also noticed that just below the ends was a new name tag sewn onto her light-pink uniform that read ‘Gylephene.’ 
 
    The woman, who I now knew was called Gylephene, had blue eyes that were as welcoming as ever, and the more I looked at her, the more I realized why she had been chosen to work at the dormitory desk. 
 
    It felt like I could tell her anything without judgment, and I really hoped I was right. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said when I approached the desk. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” she asked.  
 
    “I was wondering if we could get some replacement items for room 4C,” I told her.  
 
    “Of course you can,” Gylephene assured me. “What do you need, honey?” 
 
    “Blanket, pillows, and curtains,” I listed. 
 
    “We’ll get those sorted as soon as possible.” The blue-eyed woman smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I had a feeling we weren’t the first people to need replacements this year. 
 
    I left the dorms and headed to my class. It was in one of the larger outside arenas, but I decided to cut through the North Wing to avoid the cold chill.  
 
    As soon as I walked through the door it felt like I’d made a mistake. 
 
    The corridors were bustling with people, but as I walked through the crowd, I could feel the stares of everyone around me. Any conversation died as soon as they saw me, and there were hushed whispers shared in small groups.  
 
    There were even some people who began to walk the other way when they saw me.  
 
    I tried not to let it get to me, but it was hard because it felt so much worse than it had been before yesterday. At least then it was all just whispers and judging looks, but this time people were going out of their way to avoid me.  
 
    I wished I’d just walked outside. 
 
    I tried to walk through the crowd as fast as I could, and I was almost by the door before I got stopped by someone yelling my name. 
 
    “Charlie!” Looly yelled.  
 
    I could recognize her always cheery voice anywhere, and I turned around to see her jogging down the corridor toward me. 
 
    “Hey, Looly,” I greeted her. 
 
    “How are you?” she asked as we walked to the side of the corridor so we were out the way. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” I shrugged and gave her an unconvincing smile. 
 
    “I heard about what happened,” the pink-haired woman admitted and gave me a sad look. “It wasn’t your fault. That’s just what young rovkins are like.” 
 
    “The General said the same thing yesterday,” I told her.  
 
    “I think people just don’t understand what happened,” Looly said and furrowed her eyebrows a little. “It’s not like she could’ve gotten seriously hurt with her own rovkin around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I sighed. “But it doesn’t help when people don’t like me anyway.” 
 
    “People are mean,” the nature elf stated. “You just have to combat it by being extra nice!” 
 
    “Is that what you do?” I asked. 
 
    “Yesserino!” she answered with a bright smile.  
 
    I laughed at her antics and realized that she was right. I shouldn’t let them get to me, especially when most of them were just judging based off of racism and cultural issues that were out of my control.  
 
    “Anyway,” Looly said and readjusted the strap of her bag. “I’ve got to get to class, I’ll see you at lunch, kay?” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. 
 
    She gave me another bright smile before she gave me a quick, tight hug and skipped off down the corridor.  
 
    I felt a little better after I’d talked to Looly, but it didn’t help shake off the rest of the looks I got on the way to the arena. 
 
    My morning class was called “An Indepth Look at Rovkin Characteristics and Fighting Tactics,” and I was confused about why it was in the large arena. I had imagined it was going to be similar to my morning class yesterday, but if that was the case, then why weren’t we in one of the classrooms? 
 
    But that thought was changed when I saw what the arena actually looked like. 
 
    Unlike the rest of the training arenas, the center platform in this one was far more elaborate than the rest. I could see that it was a glass terrarium with a large domed roof over the top of it.  
 
    There was a large wrought-iron fence directly outside of the terrarium, and another that was a few feet outside that. Gates made of the same metal were over the top of each of the four doorways into the arena.  
 
    The walls were lined with weapons of all sorts from crossbows to war hammers. There was a lever beside each of the doors, and one large one on the center of the east wall.  
 
    In large letters above the sign were the words “In Case of Emergency, Pull Lever.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the lever actually did, but I was sure I didn’t want to find out what they meant by emergency. 
 
    There were multiple armored guards posted by the doors, and four of them around the terrarium. It looked as though there were even more on the balcony that wrapped around the room. 
 
    Whatever this class was, it wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before.  
 
    As I got closer to the terrarium, I realized that there was something inside.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed out. 
 
    There was an ethereal form of what must have been a griffin inside. It had the body of a lion, and the wings and head of an eagle. Its beak looked sharp enough to tear a person in two with absolutely no difficulty.  
 
    Each of its claws was easily the size of my hand, and its paws must have been bigger than my torso.  
 
    The beast was huge. Far bigger than any rovkin I’d seen before.  
 
    “It’s quite the beast,” a man said behind me. 
 
    I turned around to see a man in a Sergeant’s uniform looking up at the griffin. I recognized him from somewhere before. At first, I thought I might’ve just seen him around the Academy’s grounds, but then I remembered that he was the Sergeant who had asked to see my rovkin in the first week. 
 
    He hadn’t been scared to see the dragon despite how dangerous it was. No wonder he was the Sergeant teaching this class. 
 
    I looked down at the badge on his front and read the name “Sergeant M. Edruh.” His gray, ashen skin, red eyes, and short dark hair made me guess that he was a dark elf. 
 
    There weren’t many dark elves in the Rovkin Training Academy, and those that were, seemed to be Sergeants. Looly hadn’t told me where dark elves came from, so I could only guess why there weren’t many around here. 
 
    “It definitely is, Sergeant,” I said and turned back to the rovkin. 
 
    “My guess is that this is your first time seeing a griffin,” Sergeant Edruh said. 
 
    “The only time I’ve seen one before is in fairytales and video games,” I answered. “I wasn’t even aware they were real.” 
 
    “They are very much real, Charlie,” the dark elf laughed. “And we are going to introduce you to things you wouldn’t even be able to dream of.” 
 
    “Even more of them?” I joked with a smile.  
 
    Before I’d come to the Sundered Realm, I couldn’t even imagine half the weird creatures and beasts I’d seen in just over a week of being here. There was something truly incredible about it. 
 
    While we continued to wait, Sergeant Edruh offered to show me his rovkin. 
 
    It towered over him with long, gangly, spider-like legs. Its hands seemed almost humanoid with talon-like fingers that looked as though they dug into the stone floor. Its body was a strange amalgamation of a deer and a lizard in a flattened torso with ribs that seemed to splay out of its chest. 
 
    As I looked at the beast in horror, Sergeant Edruh explained that it was called a Crested Forest Crawler, and I couldn’t have thought of a more fitting name. 
 
    Everyone else in my class slowly began to turn up shortly after, and I saw Efasia’s white bun out the corner of my eye.  
 
    Of course she was in yet another of my classes.  
 
    As people showed up, they did their best to stand as far away from me as possible, other than Efasia. I couldn’t see anyone else who had been even remotely kind to me in the class other than Astris, and she was only nice because she hated Ryul, so I guessed I was alone.  
 
    Sergeant Edruh walked up to the balcony so he could see everyone and began to explain the purpose of the class. 
 
    “This class will teach you all the skills you need to win fights against rovkins of all kinds,” the Sergeant explained. “Each week there will be a different rovkin for you to study, and at the end of the week you will have a quiz on it.” 
 
    I immediately decided this was easily one of the more interesting classes available.  
 
    “These quizzes will determine whether or not you will be able to go on the training missions at the end of each month,” the dark elf Sergeant continued. “These training missions will be where you learn to put your skills into practice, and this includes being able to trap rovkins instead of just killing them.” 
 
    “Why would we need to trap them?” one of the recruits asked. 
 
    “It’s simple,” the Sergeant responded. “Sometimes you’ll find yourself unable to kill a rovkin for a variety of reasons. It might be that it’s too powerful for you, or there are too many to handle. So, trapping them is easier, and that way you can wait for backup to arrive to help.” 
 
    It sounded like Sergeant Edruh was all too familiar with trapping rovkins and monsters, and I did find the concept of trapping a spirit beast interesting. 
 
    Was it like regular trapping, or did they need to use some sort of magic trap? 
 
    The majority of the lesson was spent learning about the griffin rovkin.  
 
    The one in the terrarium was fully grown in terms of typical age, but it would continue to grow if it was left to run rampant in the wild. It was captured from a village near the mountains in the East. They’d managed to kill the griffin, but couldn’t find a way to kill its rovkin. 
 
    But this rovkin wasn’t typical of others.  
 
    It wasn’t trying to attack the villagers, or even kill the livestock. Instead, it was trying to hide in the barns. 
 
    “Now why would a creature like this try to hide?” Sergeant Edruh asked. 
 
    The other recruits all gave their answers to a general consensus that it was trying to trick the villagers. If it could lure them into a false sense of security, it made killing them easier. 
 
    Efasia, Astris, and another recruit raised a point that it could have been injured, and it was hiding so it could recover.  
 
    It wasn’t a bad point, and I could see their logic. But something about it didn’t seem right. 
 
    If the physical body of the griffin had already been slain, then there was no reason for its spirit to try and hide in the village it was killed in. If it was trying to hide, then surely it would escape into the mountains or forest.  
 
    On top of that, it seemed perfectly healthy. Its wings were undamaged, so it could’ve flown away at any point. There also weren’t any scratches or other wounds on the rest of its ethereal body, so injury could be ruled out. 
 
    I didn’t know everything about the way that wild rovkins worked, but I was somewhat certain that the injuries its physical body sustained didn’t carry over into its ethereal spirit form.  
 
    If that was the case, then my dragon rovkin wouldn’t even have a head. 
 
    But if it wasn’t trying to lure the villagers in, and it wasn’t injured, then why was it hiding? 
 
    I thought about it for a few moments and ran through the possibilities in my head.  
 
    There wasn’t any food in the barn, and rovkins wouldn’t be able to survive on whatever rodents dwelled in the barns anyway. So unless it was actually waiting to ambush the villagers, then surely it would’ve just starved if it had stayed there. 
 
    But then I remembered the way the monsters shied away from me in the Shadow Realm. It seemed like they were trying to hide, despite the fact that they could’ve easily hunted me and Efasia. Instead, they were scared. 
 
    Could they sense my rovkin? 
 
    If they could sense the dragon’s spirit, then did that mean they were trying to hide from it? 
 
    “It was hiding from another monster,” I said. 
 
    There were a few poorly masked laughs from the other recruits, and others didn’t even try to hide the fact that they were laughing.  
 
    Sergeant Edruh looked down at me with a proud look on his face. 
 
    “Exactly right, Charlie,” the Sergeant praised.  
 
    It took a few seconds for his words to register, but when they did, the laughter from the other recruits quickly stopped and was instead replaced by a shocked silence. 
 
    “This rovkin was hiding because it knew the villagers couldn’t kill its spirit,” the dark-elven Sergeant explained. “However, there was a beast in the mountains that was perfectly capable of doing that job. In fact, the rovkin it was hiding from was a Snow-Skinned Cloud Serpent. A ferocious predator that is related to basilisks. It can freeze a creature just by looking at it, and is capable of devouring beasts up to four times its size.” 
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    No wonder the griffin seemed so relaxed to be here, it must have known that it was safe from the Cloud Serpent.  
 
    Sergeant Edruh wrapped up the last portion of the class by reminding us that if there is what should be a deadly rovkin hiding or running away, then the chances were that there was something even worse waiting for us. 
 
    He dismissed us for the day and reminded us that the griffin would be here all week if we wanted to study it further.  
 
    Everyone else left almost immediately, but I stayed behind to get another look at the rovkin.  
 
    As I approached the glass, the griffin looked down at me with piercing orange eyes.  
 
    I could feel my dragon rovkin clawing at my chest, and it practically begged me to get out, but I refused to give in. I wasn’t ready for another repeat of Sergeant Dyani’s class. 
 
    The dark elven Sergeant appeared beside me. 
 
    “How did you know it was scared?” he asked me. “You’re the only student who’s answered that correctly all week.” 
 
    The fact that I was the only one shocked me. Everyone else had lived in this world for probably their whole lives, not to mention the fact that they would have also been taught about rovkins growing up. 
 
    “After I got my rovkin, I saw some monsters in the foliage,” I told him. “It seemed like they were scared of me. But, I was defenseless and exhausted, I was probably the easiest prey they could get.” 
 
    “Apart from your rovkin,” the Sergeant said. “There is nothing more fierce or more powerful than a dragon. You won’t come across another rovkin who wouldn’t be afraid of it.” 
 
    “Mirabella’s basilisk was afraid of it even though it’s like the size of my shoe,” I explained, and as I did I began to realize that the Griffin hadn’t taken its eyes off me. “And I think that griffin can sense it, too.” 
 
    “That it can,” the dark-haired man said. “Both the basilisk and the griffin are incredibly dangerous. They can kill a person in a second and not even have to think twice. But your rovkin is even more powerful. Even at its size it could kill anything it wanted as long as you let it.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in disbelief because of just how small it was. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he assured me. “A dragon’s power isn’t limited by its size. Its breath attacks still do the same amount of damage regardless of if it’s the size of a building or a mouse. The only difference is that the bigger it is, the more reach it has.” 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed out. “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Not a lot of people do, Charlie. Barely anyone knows anything about dragons anyway, so be sure to keep track of any changes you notice.” 
 
    “I will,” I told him and made a mental note to find another notebook to track my rovkin. 
 
    “Excellent work today.” He nodded shortly. “I hope I’ll see you later in the week.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” I said with a smile and bid him farewell.  
 
    When I turned around to leave, I saw Efasia standing by the doorway. 
 
    I walked toward her, and she briefly glanced up at my approach. I smiled at her, and unsurprisingly, she didn’t return the gesture.  
 
    But she didn’t seem angry like she normally would. Instead, her face was blank and completely unreadable. 
 
    I shrugged it off and left to go get some lunch. 
 
    I ate my food in silence because no one else was there, and then I headed to one of the Eastern courtyards where I found Kerym and Erlan sparring.  
 
    They seemed more than happy to have me there, and it felt good to be able to just focus on something that wasn’t class or what had happened in our mentoring session.  
 
    Kerym had visibly improved over the past few weeks and it was clear that not only had he been practicing, but that he’d taken all of my advice.  
 
    I hadn’t watched Erlan fight before, but he was clearly good at it.  
 
    Unlike Gerrin and Kerym who ran on pure adrenaline, Erlan fought with carefully calculated moves that perfectly countered Kerym’s vicious attacks. He used a combination of close combat one-handed weapons including a set of long daggers that he told me were carved from the antlers of the Stabunny he killed to get his rovkin.  
 
    “Did you get anything from the dragon?” the raven-haired elf asked after he knocked Kerym to the ground. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I got part of its claw that broke off in my back.” 
 
    “Dude that’s so mace,” Kerym said from where he was lying on the ground. 
 
    I still kept the claw fragment in my bag. It probably wasn’t the best place to keep it, but until I found a better way of carrying it with me, my bag would have to do.  
 
    Maybe I’d ask Looly to somehow make it into a belt buckle, or even some sort of pin that I could attach to my armor. She seemed like the person to ask for things like that.  
 
    After Kerym got his breath back, he and Erlan continued to spar. As they did, Gerrin and Looly joined us along with Erlan’s roommate, Jas. 
 
    Jas and Kerym took it in turns getting their asses beaten by Erlan, and Gerrin and I gave whatever advice we could. It proved a lot more difficult than giving advice in our lesson that morning because I couldn’t predict how Erlan would react to each of their attacks.  
 
    The raven-haired elf seemed to be able to not only predict what Kerym or Jas would do but also use their attacks against them. Despite the fact that he was using extremely close-combat weapons, he was able to keep Kerym at a far enough distance that the blue-haired man was unable to reach him with the battle axe.  
 
    It also didn’t help that Erlan seemed to just keep pulling out various different knives throughout the fight. At one point I managed to count at least ten different knives and daggers, and all of them were a different widths and lengths. 
 
    One of them was what I recognized to be a stiletto, and more than once Erlan used it to signify the finishing blow by holding it right over Jas’ throat.  
 
    It was equally as impressive as it was terrifying. 
 
    Jas practically dragged himself to the steps on the outside of the court but didn’t quite have the energy to pull himself up onto the steps. Instead, he laid face down on the ground, and I watched his chest heave as he gulped air into his lungs. 
 
    I considered stepping in, but I wasn’t sure how much I trusted my rovkin to not escape after what had happened over the past few days. Once I was certain that it would actually listen to me, then I’d think about sparring with the others. 
 
    But I was happy to watch the others fight, and it continued in the same pattern for a few more rounds.  
 
    Once Kerym was knocked to the ground, Jas would pull himself up and go against Erlan once again. Then, once Jas was put into a killing blow, Kerym would take his place. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how Erlan was still standing. The raven-haired elf didn’t even look out of breath despite only getting a minute to rest in between rounds. 
 
    But after a particularly bad fall, Looly had to step in to heal the graze that spanned Kerym’s entire arm. 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Erlan said sincerely and handed over Kerym’s battle axe to him. 
 
    “Nah, you’re good,” the blue-haired elf laughed as Looly used a bottle of clear tonic to clear up the wound. “You’re scary up close. I prefer it when you use your crossbow.” 
 
    “Same,” Jas agreed from where he was sprawled out on the stone steps.  
 
    His deathly pale skin was dripping with sweat from where he had tried, and failed, to outstep Erlan. He glared at Erlan with blinding red eyes, but Erlan just gave him a sickly-sweet smile in return. 
 
    I hadn’t spoken to Jas a lot, and all I really knew about him was that he was afraid of spiders despite having one as a rovkin. Much like me, he hadn’t intended to get a rovkin. It did feel good to know that not everyone here planned out which rovkin to get based on its abilities or fighting style. 
 
    Just as Jas peeled himself off the floor to get ready to spar again, I heard the heavy footsteps of someone approaching us. 
 
    I turned around and rolled my eyes when I saw Ryul walking toward us.  
 
    “The fuck do you want, Ryul?” Erlan said in a tone that was laced with venom. 
 
    Ryul ignored the raven-haired elf’s question, and instead, he looked right at me. 
 
    “Word is that you attacked poor old Mirabella,” he sneered. “Why don’t you stick to fighting someone your own size and age?” 
 
    “I’ve kicked your ass once already,” I told him because I was already done with this elven asshole. “And I’ll gladly do it again.” 
 
    “You know what?” Ryul asked with a smirk. “We should settle this with a duel.” 
 
    “Just tell me when and where,” I said. 
 
    “How about this Friday?” the asshole asked. “That way we can settle it in front of everyone.” 
 
    First-years had only just started dueling properly last week, and I still hadn’t fought anyone yet. But fighting Ryul would only get me a duel point, it wouldn’t help to train my rovkin at all since he was a lower rank than I was.  
 
    “What would I get out of it?” I questioned him. “You’re a lower rank than I am.” 
 
    “Oh, haven’t you heard?” Ryul asked mockingly. “I’m Rank C now.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    He’s what? 
 
    How the hell did he manage to rank up so fast?  
 
    I kept my face blank and tried to make sure I didn’t let him think his words had gotten to me. So what if he was a higher rank? We couldn’t use our rovkins in the duel anyway, and I was still a better fighter than he was. 
 
    “Fine,” I said blankly. “I’ll duel you. What do you want in return?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want anything,” Ryul laughed. “Seeing you lose will be more than enough for me.” 
 
    He held out his hand to shake, and I reluctantly did so. After our duel was sealed, he turned around and left. 
 
    I took a deep breath before I looked at the others.  
 
    All of them had looks of poorly-masked disgust, other than Looly, whose silver eyes were flooded with concern. 
 
    “How the fuck is he Rank C?” I asked the others. 
 
    “Some people will go into the forest to fight the wild rovkins,” Gerrin explained. “Once you’re Rank B it’s only a few kills to Rank C.” 
 
    “It’s reckless,” Erlan spat and crossed his arms. “I heard he couldn’t even recall his rovkin when you two fought.” 
 
    “He couldn’t,” I confirmed. “Sergeant Dyani had to restrain it.” 
 
    “Then whoever’s taking him out is stupid,” Jas said in disbelief. 
 
    “He probably paid them,” the raven-haired elf added and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “He’ll get what he deserves, “ Kerym said as he sat up. “I’m sure Charlie can beat his ass again.” 
 
    The others laughed, and I found it refreshing to know that I wasn’t the only one who hated his guts. Even if he had the help of the fourth-years and whoever else decided to listen to his lies, I still had this small group of people.  
 
    They might not have been the best fighters or the strongest recruits, but they showed visible improvement after just a few days. That was enough to tell me that we were all going to win our duels and make it through the year, statistics be damned. 
 
    I thought about Ryul and how smug he looked when he said that he was Rank C. Somehow, he thought this would rile me up. Admittedly it had annoyed me, but as I thought about it, I realized that him being Rank C meant nothing.  
 
    So what if the bond between him and his rovkin was stronger, it didn’t mean that he was any more in control of it. Besides, he wouldn’t even be allowed to use it in the duel. 
 
    But I couldn’t help but want to even the playing field. 
 
    “How many kills do you think I need to rank up?” I asked. 
 
    “If you still haven’t fought and defeated anything, then it’ll be three,” Gerrin responded.  
 
    “Then that’s what I need to do,” I sighed. 
 
    “How?” Looly asked, and her voice was full of concern. “It’s forbidden for first-years to go out alone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erlan agreed. “And no offense, Charlie, but you don’t have a mentor, and I doubt any of the fourth-years will be willing to take you out.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong about that.  
 
    It was extremely rare for Sergeants to take students off-grounds after hours, and the only time they’d be able to otherwise would be during class time. 
 
    It was why most people used their mentoring session as a chance to do it because the mentors would know how the rovkins would react.  
 
    Considering I was only allowed to summon my rovkin if I was in a protective bubble, I sincerely doubted anyone would actually take me out. 
 
    “What other choice do I have?” I asked. “I’m gonna have to rank up eventually. I know the dangers, but I’ve got a dragon. It makes sense to take it out to the forest to fight instead of putting everyone else in danger.” 
 
    Everyone stared at me for a moment, and I could tell they were having trouble arguing with my logic. The truth was, I needed an opportunity exactly like this to be able to get to know my rovkin. But I also needed to avoid getting an even worse reputation among the mentors and other members of the Academy. 
 
    “How are you planning on getting past the guards?” Kerym questioned.  
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” I shrugged. “It can’t be too hard.” 
 
    The shocked look on Kerym’s face said I was probably wrong, but I couldn’t just let Ryul one-up me without even trying to put up a fight. If I got caught, then I’d just have to be honest with the General.  
 
    After all, it wasn’t my fault that none of the fourth-years wanted to stick their necks out for a human. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Gerrin said firmly. “It’s about time I put this rovkin to use. Besides, sneaking out sounds fun.” 
 
    “Then I’m going, too,” Looly stated. “There’s no way I’m letting you guys go without a healer.” 
 
    “How about tonight?” I suggested with a smile. “That way we’ve got a few days in case we fuck it up.” 
 
    “I’ll get my armor and weapons,” Gerrin replied with a nod.  
 
    “And I’m gonna get my shield and heavier armor,” the pink-haired woman said as she looked through her bag. “And probably a few more supplies.” 
 
    I looked at the other three and could see the shared look of disbelief on their faces. 
 
    “You coming?” I asked them. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” Erlan said.  
 
    Jas and Kerym agreed with Erlan but didn’t even try to make excuses.  
 
    I wasn’t going to push them either, if they didn’t think they were ready, then it was fine. Besides, I was certain that they’d be able to find either a fourth-year or a Sergeant to take them out to the forest when they were ready.  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded and turned to Gerrin. “I’m gonna head to the armory to grab a sword and some knives. I’ll meet you outside the library.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Gerrin agreed and stood up. 
 
    The others wished us luck as we parted ways, and I headed toward the armory.  
 
    There were still a few students around when I got there, but most of them were too focused on testing out weapons to actually pay me any attention as I walked through. 
 
    I remembered that I was going to ask the blacksmith about a new set of knives, so I headed to where the smithy was on the roof.  
 
    No one other than the blacksmith was up there, and he greeted me with a warm smile.  
 
    “Evenin’, Charlie,” the blacksmith said. 
 
    “Evening,” I replied. 
 
    “What can I do for ya?” he asked. 
 
    “I was wondering if you could make me a set of knives,” I explained. “They had a sort of hooked blade that looked like claws.” 
 
    The blacksmith pulled out a large board from underneath a coal-dusted tarp. Various display knives were fastened to the wood, and he propped it up against the wall for me to look at. 
 
    There were at least a dozen different types of knives, and empty spaces for even more. All of them were different sizes, from blades that spanned just two inches, to ones that were probably just a few centimeters away from being classed as a shortsword.  
 
    I recognized a few of them from class, and a couple of others from watching Erlan fight.  
 
    Erlan must’ve had at least half of the knives on display, and something told me he probably had the rest in his room.  
 
    I looked over the display and saw the knife I wanted.  
 
    The blade was curved like a claw, and the beveled edge was sharpened on the bottom half. The hooked end came to a razor-like point, and it made it look far more deadly than the one in class. 
 
    It had a handle just large enough to hold, and a loop of metal on the end so it could be attached to a belt. But there was a second handle beside the knife that had a different shape.  
 
    It was significantly shorter than the other with less than an inch of handle. On the end was a rounded cylinder that looked just the right size to close my fist around.  
 
    “This one,” I said and pointed at the claw-like knife. 
 
    “The karambit?” he asked, and I nodded in response. “A fitting weapon for a man with a dragon.” 
 
    “I tried them during class,” I explained. “They were a lot more fun than my other ones.” 
 
    “I expect they were.” The blacksmith nodded. “Now, which handle would you like?” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” I asked. 
 
    “These ones,” he said and gestured to the one beside the knife. “Put the blades between your fingers so they act like claws. And the other ones are your typical handles.” 
 
    Act like claws? 
 
    That sounded awesome. 
 
    But I wasn’t sure if I was ready to practice fighting like that yet. Though it couldn’t hurt to get some practice in… 
 
    “Is there any way to make the handles interchangeable?” I questioned. 
 
    The blacksmith gave me a wide smile that showed off his iron teeth.  
 
    “There absolutely is,” he chuckled. “I can get ‘em for you by Friday.” 
 
    Just in time for the duel. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and bid him farewell. 
 
    I still had my mortuary sword on me, but it needed to be sharpened before I even attempted to fight any more monsters. I didn’t quite know how to sharpen a sword, but luckily there was always someone at the grindstone on each floor. 
 
    I walked down to the floor of one-handed weapons and then headed toward the lady at the grindstone. 
 
    I guessed that she was a fourth-year recruit because she seemed too young to be a Sergeant, but when I got closer, I realized that she was wearing a uniform different from the fourth-year recruits.  
 
    What I also noticed was that she greeted me with a sickly-sweet smile and bright eyes.  
 
    There was no way she was a recruit.  
 
    “Hi there,” the lady greeted cheerfully.  
 
    Her pale orange hair, dazzling amber eyes, and pale skin gave me the impression that she was a nature elf. That was only further confirmed when I saw the tips of her ears peeking out through her hair. 
 
    “Hey,” I responded. “Would it be possible to get my sword sharpened?”  
 
    “Of course!” the nature elf said. 
 
    I handed her the sword, and she got to work immediately.  
 
    As she sharpened my sword, I noticed that there was a small creature buzzing around the grindstone. It was no bigger than a tennis ball, and it took me a few moments to realize it actually had features. 
 
    The fluffy orange creature closely resembled a bunny, but it had butterfly-like wings that sprouted from its back. Its nose twitched as small sparks came from the grindstone, and it floated to either side of the blade as if it were inspecting it. 
 
    I knew that fighters had rovkins, and I’d learned from Looly that healers did as well. So, I guess it made sense that other professions also had their own form of rovkin. 
 
    I left her to finish the job, and I went to grab two karambits to use that night. I’d have to bring them back in the morning, but I preferred to use them over the other knives I had.  
 
    As I looked, I caught the familiar sight of white hair out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” I said to Efasia without even looking. 
 
    She picked up one of the knives and turned it over in her hands. 
 
    “I overheard your talk with Ryul on the practice courts,” the yellow-eyed woman said emotionlessly. 
 
    “Oh?” I questioned and turned to look at her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she stated. “You should stop picking fights with people before you hurt someone.” 
 
    Before I hurt someone? 
 
    She wasn’t worried about me then, she was worried about other people. 
 
    It was actually kind of funny. 
 
    “You must think I’m pretty skilled if you’re not worried about me getting hurt,” I pointed out.  
 
    “I think you’re being reckless,” Efasia corrected and picked up two knives with lightning-shaped blades. “And I can already guess what you’re going to do next.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in amusement. “Let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    She leveled me with a know-it-all glare. “You’re going to try and rank up to a C before this ill-advised duel.” 
 
    I didn’t show it, but I felt like she’d taken a bit of wind out of my sails on that one. Not that it was any of her business what I planned to do or when. 
 
    “Your point being?” I asked. 
 
    “Recklessness like that is the last thing the Legion needs.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” I told her with a smile. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” the white-haired woman said. “You see, your issue is that you have a rovkin no one knows how to train, and you’re from an entirely different world. In actual fact, you know absolutely nothing about what you are doing.” 
 
    “You know, it’s ironic that both of these ‘issues’ were caused by you,” I said as I casually crossed my arms. “But here I am, working with the cards I’ve been dealt. And managing pretty well, thank you. So regardless of how reckless I seem to you, maybe you should consider that your input is hardly credible in this case. I have very good reasons for doing the things I’m doing.” 
 
    “Very good reasons?” she scoffed and took a stubborn step toward me. “I doubt that. There is never a good reason to recklessly venture into the forest with no thought about your rank, your abilities–” 
 
    “Ooooor the fact that you might accidentally drag an innocent man into a new world and also possibly get killed by a dragon?” I asked with a sarcastic grin. “Oh, wait, sorry. That was your reckless venture. Not mine. Please, continue…” 
 
    That did it. 
 
    Efasia’s utterly pale skin finally flushed the slightest shade of pink, and her yellow eyes blazed with fury. She didn’t respond, though. She just let out a huff that reminded me a lot of a pissed-off bull, and then she left without another word. 
 
    She was a strange woman indeed. 
 
    I took the two karambits from the rack and went over to the counter to check them out.  
 
    The man behind the counter noted down the numbers carved into the bottom of each handle, and he wrote my name down beside them.  
 
    Once that was done, I grabbed my sword from the woman by the grindstone and left the armory. 
 
    Gerrin and Looly were already waiting for me outside the library, and the three of us headed off toward the outer wall.  
 
    There were guards posted on each of the four gates, and if we even attempted to leave through them, we’d get questioned as to where our chaperone was.  
 
    I was already in enough trouble with the General that week, I didn’t want to have to explain to him why I was in trouble for a third time.  
 
    Luckily, we hadn’t seen any guards on our way over to the wall, so no one knew where we were going. 
 
    The wall was easily ten feet tall, and it would’ve been difficult for monsters to breach it. It was too tall to easily climb, and I wasn’t sure if Looly would be able to even get to the top, let alone drop down over the other side. 
 
    That’s when I saw it. 
 
    In the low evening light, I just about saw the jagged outline of a small hole in the wall. It had been loosely covered with a bush, but the crack in the wall above the bush was a dead giveaway. 
 
    The hole wasn’t big enough for any troublesome monsters to get it, and it would definitely be a tight squeeze. But it would have to do. 
 
    “Down there,” I told the others and pointed at the bush. 
 
    “The bush?” Looly asked. 
 
    “There’s a small gap in the wall behind,” I explained as we walked closer. “That’s our way out.” 
 
    I moved the branches of the bush out of the way and got a better look at the hole.  
 
    It was no bigger than two feet in width and height, but it would have to do.  
 
    “After you,” Gerrin said and gestured for me to lead the way. 
 
    As it turned out, the hole looked bigger than it actually was. It got narrower the further through the thick stone wall it got. The sharp edges of the stone scraped against the bare skin of my arms, and it felt like the end was just getting further and further away.  
 
    But I continued to crawl and drag my way through the confined space.  
 
    I never thought myself to be claustrophobic, but something about the crawl space in the wall left every bone in my body on edge. There was a growing sense of fear gnawing away at my insides that didn’t feel natural, but it also didn’t feel like my rovkin. 
 
    This was something else entirely. 
 
    I pulled myself the last few inches out of the wall, and I gulped back a breath of fresh air as soon as I was on the other side.  
 
    Once all the way out, I moved out of the way and looked through the gap back to where Looly and Gerrin were. 
 
    As I did, I noticed that the wall could have only been about four feet wide. 
 
    Then why did it feel more like twenty? 
 
    Weird. 
 
    “I’m through,” I announced. 
 
    “Alrighty!” Looly said back, and I saw a flash of pink hair as she entered the gap in the wall. 
 
    It didn’t take Looly a lot of time to get through because she was a lot smaller than I was. The only difficulty she had was that her shield didn’t fit through the gap, but it was nothing we couldn’t fix. 
 
    The shield was only made of leather, and while it made it less effective for protection against heat, breath attacks, and sharp objects, it meant that it was lighter, quieter, and also wouldn’t really dent. Because of that, Gerrin and I came up with a flawless plan to get it ‘through’ the gap. 
 
    “So I think you should just launch it,” I said to him once Looly was through to the other side of the wall.  
 
    “Like, just an overarm throw?” the half-djinn asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “As long as you can get it over the top it should be fine.” 
 
    “I feel like they should include this in training,” Looly giggled. 
 
    “Honestly, it’s a useful skill to have,” I laughed and stood up.  
 
    I couldn’t see what Gerrin was doing, but I could hear the sound of him walking away from the wall. 
 
    Looly’s shield wasn’t big by any means. It was roughly the same length as my sword and only just wide enough to protect the pink-haired elf. It was a teardrop shape, which meant it had less air resistance than the square shields. 
 
    It should have been easy for Gerrin to throw it. 
 
    I’d seen him throw swords like they were javelins before, so I had faith in him. 
 
    I heard Gerrin take a run-up, and it was followed by the whistle of the shield through the air. 
 
    I looked up and saw the shield soar over the top of the wall and hit one of the branches of the tree above. I moved out of the way of the falling shield and waited for it to hit the ground. 
 
    When it did, Looly picked it up and checked for any damage. 
 
    The leather was surprisingly unscathed, and the only difference was that it now had a couple of leaves and twigs stuck to it. They were easy enough to get rid of, and Looly slipped her arm through the strap on the back and looked at me with bright eyes. 
 
    “All good?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I assured him and waited for him to crawl through the hole in the wall. 
 
    Once the half-djinn was through, we looked around the forest.  
 
    It was still light enough that we could see through the foliage, but I was uncertain of just how long that would last.  
 
    “We should probably head toward the path,” Gerrin suggested. “That way we have a clear way back just in case anything happens.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed, and the three of us walked toward the northern path.  
 
    The forest that surrounded the Rovkin Training Academy was a lot different from both the forest in the Shadow Realm and the one by the portal that I’d come into the Sundered Realm through.  
 
    It wasn’t full of dead ferns or rotting trees, but it also wasn’t a kaleidoscope of colors that hurt my eyes. Instead, it was dreary but had splashes of color throughout the dark foliage. 
 
    Pink flowers sprouted from the fanned leaves, and flower-coated vines hung from the tall trees. The bark of the trees were various dull shades of blue, green, and red.  
 
    But the weirdest part of it all was the light dusting of glitter that seemed to coat everything.  
 
    We were still walking close to the wall, so we didn’t have to walk through the thick foliage, but the glitter intrigued me.  
 
    I somehow doubted that either Looly or Gerrin knew what glitter was, so I had to think of a different way to ask. 
 
    “What’s with the sparkles?” I asked and hoped they knew what I meant. 
 
    “Please don’t touch it,” Looly chimed.  
 
    “Okay?” I said in confusion. “Why not?” 
 
    “It hurts a lot,” Gerrin answered.  
 
    “Like, a lot a lot,” the silver-eyed elf added. 
 
    “Alright then.” I nodded. 
 
    This realm was really damn weird. 
 
    When we were within sight of the path, we began to walk further into the forest.  
 
    I used my sword to push the foliage out of the way and was careful to avoid the apparently painful glitter as I did so. I kept an eye out for any movement in the forest, and I kept checking to make sure that the other two were still with me. Every time I did, Looly gave me a sweet smile and a nod. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel somewhat underprepared for what lay within the forest.  
 
    None of us really had any practice with actually fighting against wild rovkins, let alone fighting with our rovkins. We’d trained against practice dummies and against other people, but not against any rovkins. 
 
    But I reminded myself that I’d done this before. I’d killed a dragon of all things.  
 
    Sergeant Edruh had even said that my rovkin was still more powerful than practically every other rovkin despite its small size. None of these monsters or wild rovkins even stood a chance against me. 
 
    Besides, having Looly here helped to calm some of that worry. She might not have been a fully trained healer, but she was better than nothing.  
 
    As I looked around, I just about saw a small clearing through the trees. It was slightly further away from the path, but it was a risk I was willing to take considering we’d seen no obvious signs of monsters in the area we were in.  
 
    “Let’s check out that clearing,” I told the others and turned to look at them. 
 
    Gerrin seemed happy to follow me wherever I was going, but I couldn’t help but notice the tenseness in Looly’s shoulders.  
 
    Was she scared? 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll protect you,” I assured her. 
 
    The pink-haired elf nodded and gripped her shield tighter. She gave me a tight-lipped smile and took a few deep, steady breaths. 
 
    “Promise?” she asked. 
 
    “Promise,” Gerrin and I said in unison. 
 
    “Alright, lead the way,” the nature elf said. 
 
    I cut a path through the thicket of ferns and bushes toward the clearing.  
 
    It wasn’t very far, but the trees made it difficult to make an easy path through the forest. What should’ve been a two-minute walk felt closer to ten, and I felt the glitter slice my skin open more than once. 
 
    The others weren’t lying when they said it hurt.  
 
    There wasn’t any blood, so I just had to guess that they were similar to stinging nettles and that it would fade eventually. It helped that I was so focused on making a path through the forest that I forgot about any pain the glitter caused until I inevitably caught a bit of bare skin on the specks of what felt like tiny razors once again.  
 
    Luckily my mortuary sword protected my hand, so I didn’t have to worry too much about splitting the skin open when I fought.  
 
    When we finally reached the clearing, I put my sword back into its sheath and looked around the clearing.  
 
    We split up to try and find any kind of monster.  
 
    I was surprised that we hadn’t seen any yet, considering the amount that had lined the edge of the forest when I was in the carriage.  
 
    Did we choose the wrong section of forest? 
 
    I shook that thought off as soon as it came into my head. I was glad that we weren’t being swarmed by monsters, that way we actually had a chance at winning a few fights.  
 
    I looked out into the forest to try and see the glowing eyes of monsters somewhere in the darkening forest. They should’ve been easy to see, I mean what else just glows various bright colors in an otherwise dark forest. Not to mention the fact that it was still light enough to make out different shapes in the foliage. 
 
    But the fact that I couldn’t see anything at all felt somewhat worrying.  
 
    I should’ve been able to see something. 
 
    I’d seen the size potential of the monsters in the Shadow Realm and the size of them here in the Sundered Realm. They were easily able to grow bigger than the ferns and flowers that made up foliage.  
 
    I looked up at the trees to see if there were any hiding above us, I wouldn’t have put it past them at this point.  
 
    But once again, there was nothing. 
 
    As I turned around to where Looly was, I felt a wave of unease wash through me. 
 
    It started in my chest and flooded out to my limbs and down to my fingers and toes. It chilled my bones and froze my muscles.  
 
    I barely managed to suppress a shiver, but the chill continued to claw at my insides.  
 
    I felt my rovkin thrashing around inside my chest, and it lurched toward my right shoulder. It continued to bash against my back until I finally gave in. 
 
    I turned around in the direction my rovkin was lunging, and when I did, I saw it. 
 
    A monstrous bear silently stalked through the foliage. If I hadn’t been looking right at it, I wouldn’t have even known it was there. The leaves didn’t so much as rustle around it, and it effortlessly crushed the plants beneath its paws that were easily the size of my chest.  
 
    It had a giant, hulking body that shook with each step it took toward the clearing. There was a singular patch of deep crimson on the top of its murky black head. Its ears were torn at the edges, and I could see deep scars running across its face. 
 
    Its teeth were bared in a vicious snarl, and the yellowed bones jutted out in every direction. They weren’t the teeth of any bear I had seen before, and I didn’t want to imagine how much damage they could do. 
 
    Its inky-black eyes with a pinpoint of red in the middle were barely visible against its dark fur.  
 
    I waited for the feeling of dread to sink in as I looked into its eyes. But that’s when I realized… 
 
    The monster wasn’t looking at me.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Gerrin. 
 
    The monstrous creature was glaring directly at the half-djinn, and its teeth were bared as it prepared its attack.  
 
    “Gerrin,” I said just loud enough for him and Looly to hear. 
 
    I wasn’t looking at Looly, but she must’ve seen the beastly bear creature when she looked to where Gerrin was standing because she let out a startled gasp. 
 
    Gerrin turned around to look at me in confusion. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Move toward me slowly,” I instructed as I began to walk to the center of the clearing. 
 
    “Why?” the fiery man questioned, but he still did as he was told. 
 
    I nodded toward where the bear was stalking through the thicket of ferns and brambles. 
 
    Gerrin looked at the beast, and all sense of calm was drained from his body. 
 
    “Don’t panic,” I told him as he reached for his sword. “Just move toward us.” 
 
    The monstrous creature didn’t seem fazed by Gerrin’s attempt to reach for his sword, and it continued to move closer. 
 
    Gerrin’s movements were fueled by panic, and instead of backing up slowly, he began to move faster. His steps were clumsy, and he couldn’t see where he was going.  
 
    All of his focus was on the bear that was only getting closer. 
 
    It had breached the clearing now, but Gerrin wasn’t moving fast enough to put any distance between them. 
 
    “Summon your rovkin,” I instructed. 
 
    “What if it just sets everything on fire like before?” Gerrin asked in a panicked whisper. 
 
    “Then we’ll worry about that later,” I told him. “I’d rather put out a few fires than get eaten by whatever the hell that is.” 
 
    “Come on, Gerrin,” Looly practically begged. “Charlie’s right, we’ll figure it out after we survive.” 
 
    I watched as Gerrin took a deep breath and focused on his rovkin, but it was already too late. 
 
    Just as his Ember Paw Fox appeared in front of him, Gerrin stepped back onto a fallen branch. His foot slipped out from underneath him, and he collapsed to the ground.  
 
    His rovkin set the fallen leaves on fire as it circled around Gerrin in an erratic attempt to ward off the monstrous bear.  
 
    Gerrin scrambled back away from the enormous creature that growled and lunged forward. 
 
    Without even thinking, I drew my sword and ran over toward the half-djinn. 
 
    I ran through the fox’s trail of fire and intercepted the monster. I stopped it as far away from Gerrin as possible and swung my sword in the direction of the beast to try and keep it back a bit. 
 
    “Looly, move Gerrin away!” I yelled at the nature elf. 
 
    I didn’t hear her response, but I trusted her enough to listen. 
 
    But the bear didn’t seem to care about Gerrin anymore. No, the beast only had eyes for me. 
 
    Its swirling black eyes felt like they were burning my skin as it glared at me. The pinpoint of red in the center moved as it tracked my every step. 
 
    I had expected it to attack immediately, but it hesitated.  
 
    “Come on!” I screamed at the beast as I moved away from where Gerrin had been. 
 
    I could still feel the Ember Paw Fox’s fire flickering behind me, but I had bigger things to worry about.  
 
    Apparently, my yell was the confirmation the giant beast needed.  
 
    It charged toward me, and I felt the weight of its footsteps thundering across the ground. Its jaw unhinged to an unnatural length as it readied itself for attack.  
 
    It lunged, and I barely managed to avoid its jagged teeth. 
 
    I ran out of the way at the last second and swung my sword at the beast’s side.  
 
    The blade sliced into the beast’s dark fur, and its crimson blood clung to the metal as the monster roared in pain. It wasn’t deep enough to do any real damage, but it was enough to throw the monster off. 
 
    It skidded to a stop and turned itself around so fast I could barely believe it.  
 
    I only had a few seconds to react before it lurched forward and swiped at me with its giant claws.  
 
    It caught the front of my leather armor, and I stumbled backward to dodge the second swipe.  
 
    When it lunged forward to attack a third time, I slashed at its ginormous paws and sliced into the flesh of its leg. It howled out in pain, but it wasn’t enough to deter it. 
 
    It reared up on its hind legs and came down at me with full force.  
 
    It was faster than I could have ever imagined, and I couldn’t move out of the way of its full attack. Its claw sliced my left arm, and I stumbled backward. 
 
    As I did, I saw Gerrin’s tiny ball of fire dart between me and the bear. The scorch trail that followed behind was taller than any of the other trails, and thick black smoke billowed out the top. 
 
    It gave me just enough cover to escape from the beast.  
 
    But I was far from done with it. 
 
    I ran down the blazing trail of fire until I knew the bear wouldn’t have time to attack first. I only ran fifteen feet or so before I looked behind and saw the monstrous bear rear up on its hind legs to look over the wall of fire. 
 
    It was looking at where I was, so I knew I was safe for a couple more seconds at least. But a few extra seconds were the difference between life and death, and I was sure that the beast knew that, too. 
 
    I took a deep breath to prepare myself, and then I leaped through the wall of fire. 
 
    The wave of heat rushed over me, but I landed on the other side completely unscathed.  
 
    I turned to where the beast still stood looking for me, and I pulled one of the knives from my belt. I switched my sword to my left hand and lined up to throw the knife at the beast.  
 
    “Hey!” I yelled, and the beast whipped its head around to look at me. 
 
    Its body practically snapped into position, and it stormed my way. 
 
    But I was prepared. 
 
    I threw my knife at the beast just like I’d done in the exam, and it collided with the beast’s right eye with a sickening squelch.  
 
    Bullseye. 
 
    The bear roared and reared up again, but this time its body began to morph into something almost indescribable. 
 
    Its torso began to lengthen as it stretched up higher and higher. All of its bulk began to shrink inward, and it only continued to grow taller. It was as though something was squeezing the beast and pulling it like taffy. 
 
    Its once stumpy legs began to do the same, and its paws became long, hooked claws that dug into the ground. Its front legs snapped up higher onto its body and stretched out like the branches of a tree. Then the round face it had before was suddenly replaced by a skeletal head with teeth the size of my forearms that jutted out in all sorts of directions. 
 
    “What the hell?” I heard Gerrin shriek somewhere beyond the fire.  
 
    I stood there in shock at what I’d just witnessed. It was nothing like I’d ever seen before, and it was almost nauseatingly horrific as its body began to snap down into sharp spikes as it lowered itself back on all four legs. 
 
    My knife was still lodged in its eye, and blood oozed from the eye socket. But its glare only felt more petrifying as it stalked toward me.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed out. 
 
    What the fuck was I supposed to do now? 
 
    I readied my sword and waited for the beast to lunge at me.  
 
    The wall of fire was still blazing beside us, and I could only hope that Gerrin and Looly were still okay on the other side. 
 
    The monster’s body cracked and squelched as it moved closer, and its clawed feet tore up the ground as it walked. 
 
    “You can do this, Charlie,” I reassured myself. “You killed a dragon. You can kill whatever the hell this thing is.” 
 
    The beast’s head tilted as it continued toward me, but it didn’t stop. Instead, its head rotated until it was dangling upside down, and its jaw stretched open. 
 
    “Whaaaat the fuck is this?” I groaned in horror. 
 
    But I didn’t move. 
 
    It was barely even ten feet away when its head suddenly snapped back into place, and the beast lunged forward. 
 
    I braced myself for the attack and held my sword defensively in front of me.  
 
    The blade collided with the monster’s giant teeth as its bite fell short.  
 
    The force of it shoved me back, and I dug my feet into the ground to stay upright. I kept myself tense as the beast continued to shove against my sword, and I could feel it try to throw me off balance. 
 
    But I wouldn’t give in. 
 
    I looked around as fast as I could and tried to think of a plan. 
 
    “Charlie!” Looly yelled, and I could hear the fear in her voice. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I yelled back as best I could. 
 
    The beast didn’t flinch at the sound of my voice and continued to shove me. 
 
    I couldn’t just keep letting it push me. The clearing wasn’t big enough, and I was going to hit the foliage soon. Once I was in the ferns, it would only take one fallen branch or tree root to trip me up. 
 
    But I also couldn’t fight back, not in this position. I was using all my strength to keep my sword in place, I didn’t have the extra strength to push the beast back. 
 
    That also meant I couldn’t grab my other knife for a different attack. 
 
    Which meant my options were only going to get slimmer and slimmer. 
 
    I looked at the wall of fire that was still roaring beside us.  
 
    Through the small gaps, I could just about make out the small fox as it spat out more fire, and just beyond that was Gerrin and Looly on the complete opposite side of the clearing to me. 
 
    Good. 
 
    The wall of fire was a good escape, and it would give me time to think of an attack. It would have to do. 
 
    The only problem was actually getting through. 
 
    My plan to get rid of the beast was risky, but it was my best shot. 
 
    If I was fast enough, then I could drop my sword arm and throw the beast off balance. It wouldn’t expect it, and I would have a second or so to run.  
 
    So that’s exactly what I did. 
 
    I dropped my sword arm suddenly and lurched to the side.  
 
    Without even looking behind me, I dashed through the wall of fire and away from the beast.  
 
    As I did, I heard the sound of the monster’s teeth snapping as it tried to bite where I’d been just seconds before. 
 
    “Is it gone?” Gerrin asked in a loud, pained voice as I ran down the wall. 
 
    “Not yet,” I yelled back. 
 
    Once I was far enough away from the fire, I turned around to look at where the beast was.  
 
    It had reared up on its hind legs to look over the wall, and as it did, its eyes locked onto me.  
 
    I got an idea. 
 
    I moved closer to the beast but still stood far enough away that it would have to move to reach me.  
 
    That way, it wouldn’t have a choice but to either go through the wall, or over the top of it. 
 
    It seemed wary of the fire, and I remembered earlier that it didn’t even try to follow me through the wall even though I came out unscathed. Instead, it had waited for me to reappear on the other side.  
 
    But it could see me, and it was long enough now that it could just arch itself over. That would take it too long, though, so it would give me the perfect opportunity to attack. 
 
    Instead, I saw the monster step away from the fire to give itself a running start. 
 
    It was going to jump. 
 
    Which was exactly what I was waiting for. 
 
    It still continued to look at me as it moved, and its eyes were fixed on where I was. But it couldn’t keep looking at me forever. 
 
    Just by its movements, I could tell that it was unsteady on its feet. Its stretched height made it gangly and unbalanced, there was no way it could possibly have the strength in its back legs alone to leap over the wall. At least not from a standing position anyway. 
 
    It ducked below the wall for just a second. It didn’t need long to jump, but I also didn’t need long to move. 
 
    In the second it was gone, I moved just a few steps forward. 
 
    The beast leaped over the wall, and I thrust my sword up as high as I could.  
 
    The arch the beast took was meant to land where I stood, which meant where my sword was creating the perfect point to spear the beast’s body. 
 
    I tore the monster open as it continued to land, and it roared in pain as its belly split in two.  
 
    Blood and guts spurted from its body as it crumpled to a heap on the ground behind me, and as its insides spilled out, I realized just how much blood the beast contained as it all came cascading down onto the dirt beside me. 
 
    It splashed up my legs and coated almost every inch of my body in its thick, crimson blood. 
 
    But I didn’t give a shit. 
 
    I’d won. 
 
    I’d defeated yet another wild, monstrous beast of the Sundered Realm, and a buzz of adrenaline coursed through every inch of me as I looked at the beast’s body and wiped the blood from my face.  
 
    I was fairly certain that all I’d actually done was smear it around more, but I wiped my sword off on the cleaner leg of my pants, and then slipped it back into its sheath.  
 
    I really hoped the Academy had some sort of weapon-cleaning service. 
 
    I stepped over the still-seeping, gangly body of the monster and looked over at where Looly and Gerrin were at the edge of the clearing. 
 
    Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox was still doing laps of the clearing, but the fires were much smaller than before. It looked the same as it did in our dorm room, so it seemed like it was just being its unpredictable and energetic self instead of attempting to protect Gerrin from a creature that it wasn’t even a fraction of the size of. 
 
    It was honestly kind of hilarious, and I appreciated the hell out of the little guy right now. Panicked though he’d been, his efforts definitely paid off when it came to the bear. 
 
    “Not a bad fox,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I guess,” Gerrin groaned as he watched the little spirit flit around like a damn maniac. “Useful, but…” 
 
    “Chaotic,” I laughed. “Kind of like you.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the half-djinn chuckled. “That was incredible, by the way.”  
 
    I smiled at the others and took a deep breath, but before I could take another step toward them, Looly shouted at me. 
 
    “Summon your dragon!” the pink-haired woman yelled, and her voice was laced with panic. 
 
    “What? Why?” I asked. 
 
    But I didn’t have to wait for her to answer. 
 
    There was a squelching behind me, and I turned around to see the rovkin of the monster clawing its way out of its dead body.  
 
    The ethereal beast hooked its sharp claws onto the flesh of its corpse and slowly dragged itself out of its confines.  
 
    The blood slipped straight off the transparent form of the creature, and it dripped onto the blood-soaked ground below it.  
 
    The gangly limbs were putting in as much effort as they could to pull the impossibly long beast from out of the cavern I’d created down the monster’s torso.  
 
    I couldn’t see exactly where it was coming from because of all the blood, but it was already sickening enough to watch that I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to know. 
 
    “Charlie!” Looly yelled again. 
 
    I shook my head and forcibly dragged my eyes away from the wild rovkin.  
 
    “Yeah, on it,” I replied and summoned my rovkin. 
 
    The small dragon appeared in the air beside me and only took a second to look around before his eyes locked onto the wild rovkin.  
 
    He flew faster than I’d ever seen him fly before and tackled the wild rovkin. He dragged it out of the creature’s corpse with his razor-sharp teeth and pinned its ethereal body to the bloodied body of the monster it once belonged to.  
 
    Then my rovkin tore into the wild rovkin’s ghostly flesh with a hunger I never even thought was possible.  
 
    I watched with my mouth agape as my dragon tore it to shreds and systematically worked on swallowing down mouthfuls of blood-drenched spirit monster. 
 
    When his teeth weren’t enough, he began to use his small claws to hook into the flesh and tear it apart piece by piece. Small pieces of the ethereal beast were flung this way and that, and more than one piece hit the blood-soaked fabric of my pants.  
 
    I leaned down to peel it off, and the cold, mist-like flesh felt like a piece of ice on my fingers.  
 
    But before I could get a proper look, my dragon appeared seemingly out of nowhere and snatched the piece from my hand. He narrowly avoided ripping my flesh as he did so, and that’s when I realized he was just about big enough to actually bite me. 
 
    “Oi,” I warned him as he opened his maw and inched closer to my fingers. “Not me. Finish the rest of the rovkin.” 
 
    He huffed in annoyance but did as he was told.  
 
    It only took a few seconds for my dragon to finish devouring the other rovkin. Once he did, he stretched himself out and perched on top of the monster’s corpse.  
 
    His eyes began to grow brighter, and a light began to shine in his chest. It beat with what must have been the rhythm of his heart, and flashes of purple spread across his transparent body. 
 
    As the beating grew quicker, my dragon began to bubble and expand. His wings stretched out and grew ever so slightly on each end. His limbs began to stretch out, too, and his teeth and claws became longer and sharper.  
 
    The beating stopped, and my dragon shook himself before sitting down. He had grown just a fraction bigger, but it was enough for it to be a noticeable difference. 
 
    Once his body had settled, the purple veins that ran through him began to fade, and his once-transparent body became darker and smokier.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said to myself. 
 
    My rovkin stared at me with wide eyes. No, not at me, at my armor. 
 
    I followed where he was looking and saw that my armor had become like smoke on my chest. The once transparent chestplate had a wispy shadow-like quality that swirled and gave off small flecks of purple light. 
 
    I could now also see a darker outline that detailed the different sections of the armor. One section that stood out the most was the center, which had a circle of deep royal purple in the middle that sent off small veins of purple light to the rest of the armor.  
 
    “Cool,” I laughed to myself because I was too in awe to think of any other words to describe what I’d just witnessed.  
 
    I looked back up at my rovkin and saw that he was searching around the beast for something. 
 
    He had his teeth bared and his claws dug into the flesh of the monster’s corpse. Now that he was bigger, I could see the very visible claw marks he scratched into the strange dark flesh.  
 
    His nostrils flared as he sniffed at the beast, and he looked up at me with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    I still didn’t know what rovkins were supposed to do, let alone what was considered normal after they had absorbed another creature.  
 
    He growled in response and disappeared over the head of the creature.  
 
    I turned around to look over at Looly and Gerrin, who had a shared look of horror and awe as they watched my rovkin. I didn’t blame them either, I barely knew what to do and he was mine. 
 
    I heard my dragon make a strange growling noise, and I walked around the beast to see what he was doing. I found him latched onto my knife that was still lodged in the monster’s eye socket. 
 
    My dragon managed to pull it out with a nauseating squelch. He then turned around and flew to where I was before he dropped the knife into my hand.  
 
    At least one of our lessons had come in handy. 
 
    “Damn, good job, buddy,” I said with some surprise as I accepted the delivery. 
 
    The little guy looked kind of proud even, and despite his spooky, ghostly appearance, I decided he was sort of cute in action. 
 
    Well, for a miniature monster. Any bigger and the cute factor would probably be outweighed by how vicious he looked. 
 
    Once he’d done his work, he perched himself on my shoulder and continued to grumble. It was an almost annoyed sound, and I couldn’t help chuckling. 
 
    It was so, so odd having a companion like him, and he was seemingly way more complex than I’d expected. My connection to him seemed more complex, too. For example, I could sense that he was still hungry. There was an emptiness in my chest that wasn’t because of him, and I could tell that he wanted something else. 
 
    “You can have another meal soon,” I told him. “Preferably something a little smaller.” 
 
    He huffed, but I ignored his protest and instead summoned him back inside. 
 
    I was surprised that he had actually listened to me, especially after what had happened with Mirabella and Ryul. But I hoped that it was a sign of progress and not just a fluke. 
 
    I walked over to where Looly and Gerrin were sitting on the other side of the clearing. 
 
    Looly had wrapped up Gerrin’s right leg with a bandage, and I could just about see that there was a deep red patch of blood on the back. 
 
    “You both alright?” I asked. 
 
    Gerrin looked up at me from the ground with a strained expression. 
 
    “The cut’s pretty deep,” Looly explained calmly. “But it could’ve been a lot worse. If you hadn’t stepped in, Gerrin would probably be dead.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed and crouched down beside him. 
 
    The half-djinn’s usually tan skin was a few shades paler, but he still had a smile stretched across his face. 
 
    I didn’t fully believe that it was actually out of happiness. 
 
    Gerrin took a couple of shallow breaths and gave my arm a few weak squeezes. 
 
    “Thanks, man,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    “Anytime,” I replied and moved to sit beside him. 
 
    “Can you heal him?” I asked Looly.  
 
    “It’s a little deeper than what I’m used to,” the silver-eyed girl said softly. “But I can try.” 
 
    Looly moved around to Gerrin’s injured leg and closed her eyes. Not even a second later, I saw a small ball of light appear on her shoulder.  
 
    It gave off a faint silver light as it floated around Looly’s head. And it wasn’t until I looked closer that I realized that it was actually a small creature. 
 
    It barely looked real, but I could see a set of small wings that looked like that of a butterfly, and its monochrome body had four small limbs that poked out of it.  
 
    It didn’t seem like it was helping a whole lot, but then again, I knew that young rovkins barely listened. I wasn’t entirely sure how a healer’s rovkin worked other than what Looly had told me, so I could only guess that it still managed to serve some purpose even despite it still being young and inexperienced. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Looly and watched her heal Gerrin’s leg.  
 
    Her silver eyes glowed faintly as she muttered something unintelligible under her breath. As she did so, the deep red bloodstains shrank back toward where the wound must have been beneath. The bandages began to return to their original color, and slowly but surely, Gerrin regained some of the color in his skin. 
 
    The half-djinn clenched his jaw shut and hissed in a breath through his teeth as Looly continued to heal him. But the fiery man didn’t complain. Instead, he continued to lie still and let Looly do her job. 
 
    I watched in awe as Looly’s fingertips began to glow and gave off small specks of glitter that shone and sparkled as she spoke.  
 
    They sank into Gerrin’s skin and gave off small ripples of light. 
 
    When Looly had said she was a healer, I imagined this was similar to a nurse, and that she’d be able to patch us up with gauze and bandages until we were taken back to the Academy. Then, maybe in a pinch, she could even stitch us up. 
 
    What I hadn’t imagined was literal healing magic that came straight out of her fingertips.  
 
    I probably should’ve learned to expect the unexpected by now, but I found it almost unbelievable that I was actually watching someone be healed by magic.  
 
    Looly’s rovkin hovered over the wound and pressed tiny hands against the bandages. It didn’t seem to be helping a whole lot, but it was interesting to see how it thought it was helping Looly heal. 
 
    Gerrin gave me a tired smile as I watched his leg heal before my very eyes. 
 
    “Never seen someone get healed before?” the half-djinn asked me. 
 
    “Never,” I answered. 
 
    The fiery man gave a weak laugh but didn’t push it any further.  
 
    Not even five minutes later, Looly had finished and began to remove the bandage from around Gerrin’s leg. The once blood-soaked fabric was now pristine white, and Looly wound it back up and returned it to a pocket in her bag. 
 
    Her rovkin hovered over where the injury was and did small figure eights over Gerrin’s leg as Looly checked the skin to make sure it was healed.  
 
    There was still a faint mark from where Gerrin’s leg had been torn open by the branch, but it wasn’t bleeding and the wound had been completely closed.  
 
    For someone who had only just learned to heal, it was incredible. 
 
    I couldn’t help but imagine how talented she’d be after just a year of training. 
 
    “Let’s stick with some smaller monsters,” Gerrin joked tiredly as I helped the half-djinn to his feet. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    Once Gerrin was up, he was finally able to reabsorb his rovkin, and we worked together to put out any of the remaining fires.  
 
    “How did you know where it was gonna land?” Gerrin asked as he flattened a small patch of smoking grass. 
 
    “Well, I guessed that it would try and land directly on me and try to avoid the fire,” I explained. “I think it relied on the idea that I wouldn’t move in that one second it ducked down.” 
 
    “That’s so cool!” Looly exclaimed as she laid her shield over a particularly large fire to try to snuff it out. 
 
    “I mean, it was either that or I die,” I laughed.  
 
    “I never would’ve thought of doing something like that,” the nature elf admitted. “I don’t think I would’ve even had the guts to jump through the wall of fire.” 
 
    “I only did that because I knew it wasn’t as hot as regular fire.” I shrugged.  
 
    “I’m still gonna have to check you for burns,” the pink-haired woman said. “None of us know what sort of effect a rovkin’s powers have.” 
 
    “Not to mention that gash on your arm,” the half-djinn added. 
 
    I’d honestly forgotten all about the gash that the bear creature had given me. But there was so much blood on me that I couldn’t even tell where the gash was anymore. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt,” I told them, and Looly’s face contorted into a stern scowl. 
 
    “Just because it doesn’t hurt doesn’t mean it’s not damaged,” the silver-eyed woman said. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed in a fake defeat. “You can look at it when I’m not covered in blood. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Looly smiled sweetly. “You fighters can be a real handful, you know that, right?” 
 
    Gerrin and I laughed at Looly’s concern, but I had a feeling her sentiment was one shared by the majority of healers at the Academy. 
 
    We settled into a comfortable silence as we each worked on a different section of the clearing.  
 
    The worst part was easily the massive wall of fire that had only just started to die down. It was still more than six feet tall, and none of us had anything to actually put it out with. 
 
    Leaving it to go out by itself would have been a mistake since we didn’t know how the fire of an Ember Paw Fox worked. It didn’t seem to be spreading to the rest of the forest, but then again, anything could happen as soon as we turned our backs on it. 
 
    “I gotta say,” I said to Gerrin. “I think your rovkin is the only reason I didn’t die immediately.” 
 
    “Somehow I doubt that,” the fiery man said. “If you can kill a dragon, you could take on whatever the hell that was.” 
 
    “Yeah, but without that wall I wouldn’t have had time to recoup,” I explained. “It gave me the cover I needed to hide, and it also meant I could actually see shit.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerrin chuckled. “Next time we should probably come out when it’s not dark.” 
 
    “Or we bring a torch or something,” I added. 
 
    “Next time?” Looly questioned.  
 
    “Yeah,” I answered with a smile. 
 
    Looly gave me a horrified look. 
 
     “Oh, come on,” I teased. “It wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “You both almost died,” the nature elf reminded us. 
 
    “But we didn’t,” the half-djinn sang.  
 
    “Fine,” Looly sighed. “But next time we’re also getting a chaperone.” 
 
    “That I agree with,” I said with a nod. 
 
    Once the wall of fire had completely died down, we ventured back toward the light of the path and waited for a few smaller monsters to appear. It didn’t take long for some small rabbit-like creatures and large rodents to appear.  
 
    We were more than happy to focus on monsters this size instead of more enormous, shape-shifting beasts. 
 
    Their glowing eyes were like small beacons that led us to their locations. Most of them were hidden under the foliage and didn’t even try to fight when we approached. Instead, they would run, and we had to try and throw our knives in order to kill them.  
 
    None of us had thought of bringing any sort of long-range weapon, not that I really knew how to use a bow or crossbow anyway.  
 
    I used a long strip of leather Looly had in her bag to tie onto the end of my karambits so that I wouldn’t lose them in the foliage. I thought it was a good idea in theory, but apparently, I underestimated how much my rovkin enjoyed showing off his ability to retrieve my “missing” knives. 
 
    In the end, I let my dragon find the creatures for me, and he got a lot of joy out of dragging creatures three times his size to my feet for me to kill. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if rovkins were supposed to hunt like that, but I decided not to question it. Instead, I continued to let him hunt in the hopes that it was a sign he would finally listen to me back at the Academy.  
 
    These smaller monsters went down a lot faster than the weird gangly bear thing had since most of them could be killed in one hit, and we managed to avoid any further injuries.  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to kill three of the creatures my rovkin found, and he was more than happy to tear the wild rovkins to shreds.  
 
    I was glad that the rovkins didn’t seem to have blood or bones because I could only imagine the mess he would’ve caused with how violently he tore them apart. Not that it would have made a whole lot of difference to my already blood-soaked clothes. 
 
    As he ate the last one, I noticed that he was now just a bit larger than a cat, and his body continued to get more opaque. I could now see that he had dark scales with a deep purple belly and a small line of purple that laced itself between his scales. 
 
    Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox had grown too, and now that it wasn’t busy panicking about a giant bear creature, or setting our room on fire, I could see it a bit clearer.  
 
    Its red fur was similar to that of a normal fox, but instead of the fur being just fur, it looked as though it was in fact just small sections of fire that were smoothed down against its skin. 
 
    It had a set of sharp teeth that looked deceptively small, but when it opened its mouth to eat one of the wild rovkins, I noticed that it had several rows of teeth. 
 
    Gerrin was probably lucky that it had only decided to set things on fire and not bite him instead. 
 
    After I finished killing my third monster, I turned around and waited for Gerrin and Looly to finish. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure how Looly would level up her rovkin since it seemed too small to eat anything we’d killed, but Looly seemed more than happy to just point out where monsters were instead of fighting them. 
 
    As I watched Gerrin kill one last rabbit, I realized that the half-djinn now had his own set of armor.  
 
    It looked like transparent flames had been painted over his leather armor, and there was a slight fiery shimmer as it caught the moonlight. It had a range of shades of red and orange but also had a few streaks of white that swirled around in the center. 
 
    “Nice armor,” I told him. 
 
    Gerrin must not have noticed the fact that he had armor yet, because he looked down at the fiery gear in shock. 
 
    “Holy shit!” he cheered and looked over every inch of it he possibly could. “Look at how cool that is!” 
 
    “You both look so cool,” Looly exclaimed with a bright smile.  
 
    “And it’s only gonna get better than this,” the fiery man laughed. 
 
    Once we’d all had enough of hunting, we walked toward the path. 
 
    We decided that we would rather try our luck at getting back into the Academy through the gate instead of trying to find where the hole in the wall was. None of us were exactly sure how far we’d walked from the hole, and it had gotten significantly darker since we’d first come out. 
 
    Of course, we had the means of creating some form of light, either by using Looly’s rovkin which would be able to illuminate about five feet around it, or by using Gerrin’s rovkin which could illuminate the whole forest if we weren’t careful. 
 
    Instead of possibly getting jumped or setting the whole forest ablaze, we headed to the path that was lined with lights that led back to the North gate. 
 
    We didn’t run into any more monsters on the way back, much to my surprise, but it made me think about the actual nature of monsters. 
 
    It seemed that a lot of the smaller monsters were scared of us anyway, possibly because of my rovkin and possibly because they were more likely to be preyed on anyway. They would still watch us from beneath the foliage or from up high in the trees, but they made no move to attack. 
 
    But we also didn’t come across any larger monsters after the bear thing.  
 
    I remembered reading a few reasons as to why this was the case, with the first being that the bear had killed any of the other large creatures in order to have its own area to hunt its prey.  
 
    The second reason was quite similar, with the fact that these monsters could have their own territories, and much like the animals back on Earth they’d fight over their own section of forest. If that was the case, then there would have to be another large beast nearby, unless the monstrous bear was in charge of a significant portion of the forest. 
 
    My last reason was to do with the light.  
 
    It was incredibly rare to see a monster when it was still light outside, but as soon as the sun set, the monsters began to appear. It was why the Academy had made sure all the paths by the main gates were lit up. 
 
    That way, not only would they be able to see if a beast was coming, but it also meant that recruits and anyone else would be safe from monsters on the paths. 
 
    When we got to the gate, the guards didn’t so much as flinch at our arrival. Instead, one of them moved to open the gate and let us in. We thanked them on the way past, and I heard the guard close the gate behind us. 
 
    Once we were far enough away that the guards couldn’t hear us, Gerrin turned to me with a smile. 
 
    “That was a lot easier than breaking out,” he laughed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I responded. “Maybe next time we should just try and walk out instead of going through a weird hole in the wall.” 
 
    “Somehow I doubt that’s gonna work,” Looly giggled.  
 
    It wasn’t late enough that the Academy grounds were completely quiet, and there were still quite a few people out on the training courts.  
 
    A lot of them gave me concerned looks as we walked past, and it took me a few seconds to realize that it wasn’t because I was a human-like it normally was, or the fact that a lot of them thought that I’d attacked Mirabella. No, it was neither of those things. 
 
    It took one of the women training to look at me with her mouth agape to remember that I was covered head to toe in the monstrous bear’s blood. 
 
    “I should probably hit the bath before I track this into our dorm,” I said to Gerrin. 
 
    He must’ve also forgotten about the blood because he turned to me with a confused look. It only took that brief look to realize why I needed a bath. 
 
    “Good idea,” the fiery man agreed with a short nod. 
 
    We got into the dormitory building and saw Gylephene at the front desk. 
 
    I was surprised to see a strange, striped angler fish swimming through the air above her. I recognized it to be an Ice Striped Angler Fish, a type of rovkin that was popular with healers and lesser mages rather than fighters because of their small size.  
 
    What was more surprising was the fact that it seemed to be Gylephene’s, but I wasn’t able to ask her because as soon as she looked at us, her eyes went wide in horror. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” the blue-haired woman exclaimed. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not my blood,” I assured her, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. 
 
    If anything, it only made the horrified look in her eyes ten times worse. 
 
    “It’s from a monster,” I explained further. 
 
    That seemed to be what she was looking for because she visibly relaxed. 
 
    “Do not track that upstairs,” Gylephene instructed and pointed at me with a firm finger. 
 
    “I won’t,” I said and raised my hands in defeat. 
 
    “Good,” she sighed and turned back to her paperwork. 
 
    Gerrin laughed as she did, and I had half a mind to remind him that he was the reason I was covered in blood, but before I could, Looly walked in front of me. 
 
    She blocked my way to the stairs down to the baths and gave me a sweet smile as she did so. 
 
    “Thank you again for saving Gerrin,” the pink-haired elf said, and I saw a blush creep its way onto her cheeks.  
 
    “And I’d do it again,” I told her, and it wasn’t a lie. 
 
    They were my friends, and I’d do anything to save them, even if that meant I ended up soaked in blood. 
 
    “I don’t know what we would’ve done without you,” Looly said softly and batted her long lashes at me. 
 
    I smiled at her and watched as she bit her lip. 
 
    Then she stood up on her tiptoes and leaned in close.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    I leaned down so she could reach me, but I wasn’t fully aware of what she was doing.  
 
    I thought that she was going to kiss me, but at the last second, she moved her head to the side and planted a quick kiss on my cheek. 
 
    She pulled away and looked up at me with her dazzling silver eyes, and I watched as a deep blush spread across her face. The nature elf gave me a sweet smile and traced a finger down my injured arm.  
 
    “I still need to have a look at your arm,” she said in a voice sweeter than honey.  
 
    There was a look in her eyes that I hadn’t seen before, and it made something inside me burn with desire. 
 
    I wasn’t used to Looly being so forward.  
 
    I knew that she liked me, and she’d made that pretty obvious over the past few weeks with her sweet smiles and poor excuses to get me alone. But I guess I’d underestimated just how seriously she’d felt. 
 
    But how could someone feel so serious about another person in a situation like this?  
 
    We were training so we could avoid dying from monsters, and we could’ve easily died earlier that night. I had bigger things to worry about than a crush. 
 
    But the seductive look in Looly’s silver eyes made me realize just how long it had been since a woman had looked at me that way. 
 
    The more I thought about it, the more I realized just how much I wanted her, even needed her, and I wasn’t about to get an opportunity like this again anytime soon. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and smiled down at her. “I also need to wash all this blood off of me.” 
 
    I looked back at Gerrin, who was still leaning against the doorway.  
 
    He gave me a smirk and pushed away from the wooden frame. 
 
    “I’m gonna go pass out,” the half-djinn said tiredly. “You two have fun.” 
 
    Before I could chastise him for that comment, he ran up the stairs faster than he’d moved all night. I rolled my eyes and turned back to Looly. 
 
    “It’ll be best to check my arm out in the basement,” I suggested with a sly smile and hoped that she got what I was hinting at. “That way I won’t track blood everywhere.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” the pink-haired woman said and looped an arm through mine before we walked down the stairs to the bathroom in the basement.  
 
    The stony hallway was cold enough that I could just about see my breath, but the chill only made the feeling of Looly’s hand on my arm seem even warmer. 
 
    I pushed open the door to the baths and was greeted with the flickering heat of the large fireplace carved into the wall. 
 
    No one else was in there, which was something I was more than happy about.  
 
    I guided Looly inside with a hand on her lower back and shut the door behind us, then I made sure to slide the deadbolt lock into place. When I turned back around, I saw Looly testing the warmth of the water with her hand. 
 
    The central bath was a large, ornate tub that was easily big enough to fit a dozen or so people. It was slightly raised off of the ground by a platform beneath it, and a stone wall more than a foot wide surrounded the tub to allow people to sit on the edge. The hot water trickled down from a pipe in the ceiling and kept the bath topped up with water.  
 
    A thick layer of bubbles lay on the top of the water, and they clung to Looly’s arm when she pulled her hand from the water. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me and nodded her head toward the water. 
 
    “That wound needs to be cleaned before I look at it,” she said in a voice that was silky smooth and far more seductive than I’d ever heard before. 
 
    “Does it now?” I said and pushed myself away from the door. 
 
    Looly stood up and closed the gap between us. She stopped less than half a foot in front of me and looked up through her thick eyelashes.  
 
    The nature elf stood up on her tiptoes and leaned in for another kiss, but this time she didn’t swerve.  
 
    Her lips were soft against my own, and she tasted like wildflowers and syrup. Looly looped her arms around my neck, and I wound an arm around her waist to pull her closer. 
 
    Despite all the blood that covered us, the scent of roses and sugar cookies still lingered on Looly’s pale skin.  
 
    It was intoxicating. 
 
    Looly pulled away from the kiss for just a moment to catch her breath, and the warm air passed over her perfectly parted lips as she looked up at me. 
 
    “Charlie,” she said breathlessly.  
 
    I waited for her to say anything else, but no other words came out of her mouth. Instead, she pressed herself closer to me.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked and brushed a stray pink curl of hair from her forehead.  
 
    She sank her teeth into her plump lower lip and threaded her fingers through my blood-matted hair.  
 
    “You scared me earlier,” Looly admitted quietly. “But that was amazing. You were amazing, Charlie.” 
 
    “It feels like this is just the beginning,” I said and tilted Looly’s head up with a finger beneath her chin. “It’s only gonna get more dangerous out there.” 
 
    Looly leaned in close again but stopped just a breath away from my lips. 
 
    “Then let’s enjoy tonight,” she said and looked up at me through her dark lashes. “You deserve more than a kiss for saving us.” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest at her suggestion, and I wasted no time in pressing a hungry kiss to Looly’s mouth.  
 
    She kissed back with more passion than I could have ever imagined, and she made soft whines as she tried to pull me impossibly closer. 
 
    I could feel the heat of her skin against mine, and I raked my fingers through the luscious curls of her hair. I pulled her even closer to me and relished the way she seemed to fit so perfectly against my body. 
 
    The metal decals and buckles on our armor clinked together, and I wanted nothing more than to rip the leather from Looly’s body just so I could feel her skin against my own and see the unobstructed curves of her slim body. 
 
    Looly must’ve had the same idea because I felt her delicate fingers trail down to the straps of my armor and undo them with a satisfying pop. She smiled against my lips, and she tilted her head ever so slightly, which gave me the perfect opportunity to trail a kiss down over her jaw and toward the thrumming pulse of her neck. 
 
    “Oooh, Charlie,” Looly moaned and shivered at the sensation of my lips against her neck. 
 
    I continued to tease her, and I nibbled at the creamy skin of her throat and drank in all the delicious noises Looly was making. Her heartbeat raced against my tongue, and she pressed me deeper against her with a hand knotted in my hair. 
 
    “More,” she begged with a pant. “Please, more.” 
 
    Her armor stopped me from going any further, but I wasn’t going to let that stall things entirely.  
 
    I undid the straps of her blood-covered armor with precision and ease, and I pulled away just enough to slide the leather off of the woman’s slim body. The pastel blue tunic she wore underneath rode up as well and showed off an expanse of her pale stomach.  
 
    I didn’t even have to ask Looly permission to remove her tunic because she stripped it off not even a second later. 
 
    The skin-tight leather pants she wore came off next, and she shimmied them over her curvy hips until they were in a pile with the rest of her discarded clothes. 
 
    All that she was left in was her pink panties left little to the imagination. They may as well have been spray painted on considering how perfectly they fit her, and the lace detailing that adorned the edges made my cock twitch in excitement. 
 
    I stripped my armor off faster than I’d ever done before and unbuckled my pants. They dropped to the ground from the weight of my weapons, and I stepped out of them to scoop Looly up into another passionate kiss. 
 
    Every inch of her skin was soft, and I dug my fingers into her supple hips.  
 
    “Charlie,” she moaned into my mouth and rolled her hips against mine.  
 
    The movement sent a shiver down my spine, and I groaned at the sensation.  
 
    I ran my hands up Looly’s tiny waist and picked her up.  
 
    She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me close with a hand wrapped into my hair. Her skin was flushed pink, and she radiated heat from every single inch of her body. 
 
    I reached around her small frame to grab her perky ass, and she practically whined at the touch. 
 
    Then I carried her over to the bath and placed her down on the stone edge. I pulled back enough to be able to see Looly’s full face. 
 
    Her eyelids were heavy with desire, and her lips were parted as she gasped for breath. Her chest heaved as she forced the air into her lungs, and the straps of her bra slipped off of her narrow shoulders. 
 
    Looly had parted her legs, and I raked my eyes over her milky flesh. Freckles were dusted across her skin, and I saw the slight tremble of her thighs when she looked up at me. 
 
    She pushed herself up and pressed a palm to the bulge of my boxers. Looly bit her lip and looked up at me, and the desire in her eyes was hot enough to burn the room around us. 
 
    “Get in the water,” I commanded, and Looly did so immediately. 
 
    I stripped my boxers off and climbed into the bath beside the pink-haired elf. I didn’t even have time to sit down before she pulled me into a rough kiss.  
 
    Looly slipped off her bra and tossed it to the floor to reveal a pair of perfect tits. She then wrapped her arms around my neck and began to walk backward until we were standing underneath the steady stream of water. 
 
    “Let’s clean this blood off of you,” she whispered and ran her hands down my chest. 
 
    She only moved away long enough to grab two different bars of soap and a washcloth before she pressed herself back up against me. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her petite frame as she buried her fingers in my hair. 
 
    Looly scratched at my scalp with her nails to try and loosen some of the dried blood. Then she lathered up the shampoo bar before methodically rinsing my hair of whatever guts and gore was tangled in it. She didn’t leave my lips once and playfully pulled at my lower lip with her teeth. 
 
    Once the water running down my body turned clear, Looly began to push me back toward the edge of the bath.  
 
    Most of the blood had been cleaned off by the running water, but that didn’t stop Looly from pushing me to the small ledge of the bath and grabbing the washcloth to run across my chest and down my abs. 
 
    The nature elf rinsed the blood off of my arms with the bath water and soap to reveal a cut that ran from my elbow down to my wrist, but she didn’t seem concerned about it and instead moved my head back until I was looking at her. 
 
    She squeezed the washcloth out over her own chest, and I watched as the soapy suds trailed over her breasts and dripped down in the water. 
 
    I took the washcloth from her hand and tossed it aside. 
 
    “Allow me,” I said and ran my hands over the curves of her body, and she shuddered at the touch.  
 
    I cleaned any of the splotches of blood from her perfect skin and took my time feeling up every inch of her.  
 
    “Charlie,” Looly said desperately and pulled me in even closer.“Touch me.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny a request like that. 
 
    I grabbed Looly by the waist and turned around to lay her back against the stone edge of the bath.  
 
    I slid a leg between hers until my thigh was pressed right up between her legs, and I let myself feel smug at how wet Looly felt already. I ran my hands over her chest and teased her with a thumb across one of her erect nipples. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she whined and tilted her head back. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it,” I whispered into her pointed ear and moved to trail a kiss down her neck. 
 
    I quickly moved down her neck to bite against her collarbone before I raked my teeth across her skin and down toward her breasts. I stuck out my tongue and licked across her body to her pink nipples.  
 
    Then I caught the bud between my teeth and gently teased the elven woman. I knew it was working because she arched her back, and a visible shiver wracked through her body.  
 
    Looly then rolled her hips to grind against my thigh, and I knew I couldn’t deny her such a pleasure. 
 
    I slipped a hand down to her hip and rolled my thigh up against her. As her legs began to shake, I got an even better idea. 
 
    I pulled away from her flushed breasts and planted kisses down her stomach toward her sex. 
 
    She whined at the loss of touch from my thigh but was quick to thread her fingers through my hair and guide my head down between her legs. 
 
    I hooked a finger under the band of her underwear, and Looly raised herself from the stone just enough that I could slide them off her body with ease. 
 
    Her silver eyes were glazed with desire as she looked down at me, and I could tell just how badly she wanted me. She spread her legs even wider so I could fit between them, and I could tell she was aching with need. 
 
    I lifted one of her thighs until it was resting on my shoulder before wrapping my hand around it. 
 
    I didn’t look away from Looly’s eyes as I moved my mouth further down over her pelvis and the perfect strip of light pink hair that led directly where I wanted to be. 
 
    “What are you-” she started to ask, but her words were lost in a long moan when I flicked my tongue between her lips. “Ooooh, Charlie!” 
 
    She tilted her head back and tightened her grip in my hair.  
 
    I took that as my cue to continue and pushed my tongue in even further. Her wet heat was far sweeter than anything I could’ve imagined. It was ten times more intoxicating than her scent, and I wanted nothing more than to see just how strong it would get. 
 
    I moved up the length of her pussy until I reached her clit and flicked my tongue across the sensitive bud. Just that touch was enough to cause Looly’s legs to shake and tighten around me. 
 
    “Fuuck,” she whined and pulled me even tighter against her with her feet on my back. “Charlie.” 
 
    My name sounded blasphemous on her tongue, and it caused my cock to throb. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned against her, and the vibrations caused her to gasp. 
 
    I thought about how fast I could make her cum with just my mouth alone. She was already so slick with desire, and her legs were shaking with blatant pleasure. But I knew I could make her feel even better. 
 
    I kept one hand on her thigh but moved the other up toward her heat. I dragged my tongue back down to her entrance and used my fingers to rub against her clit.  
 
    I pressed my tongue in deeper and used my lips to create some suction against her pussy. 
 
    It was clear that Looly was enjoying it because her breath came out in short pants, and the fingers in my hair only continued to grip tighter. She didn’t last much longer, and I felt her pussy tense as she climaxed. 
 
    “Oooooh, Chaarlie,” Looly moaned as she tried to cover her mouth with her spare hand, but her moans echoed through the bathroom.  
 
    I continued to gently lick at her insides as I drank in her juices, and I didn’t pull away until her muscles stopped pulsating with pleasure.  
 
    The nature elf laid back across the stone, and I felt her legs relax around me. Her breasts rose and fell at a rapid pace as she panted and slowly regained breath. 
 
    I stood up and leaned over the pink-haired woman, and she looked up at me through her thick lashes. Her skin was more flushed than I’d ever seen it before, and there was a sheen of sweat across the smooth skin. 
 
    “That good, huh?” I asked the usually talkative woman. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned and raked her silver eyes over my body. 
 
    I ached with need, and it was only made worse by Looly’s relaxed smile when she looked down at my cock. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” the pink-haired elf said and batted her long lashes. 
 
    Fuck, I wanted it so bad. 
 
    “What about-” I started to ask, but it seemed as though Looly read my mind. 
 
    “I drink a special tea every morning to prevent any… accidents,” she said and bit her lip. “I want you to cum inside me, Charlie.” 
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    Her hand trailed down my body until she curled her slender fingers around my shaft. Her touch felt so good, and the gentle touch was enough to send a shiver down my spine. 
 
    Looly wrapped her legs around my waist, and I lifted her up. Then I guided Looly down to the water and was suddenly thankful that the bath’s layout meant that I wouldn’t have to try any weird poses to stop either of us from drowning. The small step under the water made the perfect seat, and as soon as we were far enough down, I kneeled on the ledge. 
 
    It wasn’t the most comfortable, but Looly felt so good that I couldn’t find it in me to care. 
 
    But Looly had other ideas. 
 
    The nature elf used her whole body weight to flip us around so she was straddling my lap. Her breasts bounced at the movement, and I felt hypnotized by them. 
 
    “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this,” Looly said breathlessly. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware people could feel like this when every day was life or death,” I said and pressed a kiss to Looly’s neck. 
 
    “What’s the point in living if you don’t get to enjoy it?” the pink-haired woman said and pressed herself impossibly closer.  
 
    “You’re right,” I sighed and gently bit against her skin. 
 
    I pulled back and leaned against the edge of the bath. I looked at Looly on top of me and licked my lips. 
 
    The light of the fire made her look like a goddess on top of me, and she placed her hands on my chest and lifted her hips up.  
 
    I helped guide her until her pussy was over the tip of my cock, and she wrapped a hand around the shaft in order to push it inside of her. 
 
    “Ooooh!” she gasped as she sat down and took in the whole length of my cock in one swift movement. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned at how tight her pussy felt around me. 
 
    Looly leaned forward and captured my lips in a passionate kiss. She kept one hand on my chest for balance and laced the other into my hair. 
 
    I used one of my hands to massage her rounded ass, and the other slid up her body to play with her perky breasts. 
 
    The pink-haired elf didn’t move her hips, and I let her adjust to my size until she was comfortable enough to move on her own.  
 
    I bit against her bottom lip and enjoyed the way her body felt against my own. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked against her lips. 
 
    She looked at me with hooded eyes that were filled with lust and panted through parted lips.  
 
    “Perfect,” she said breathily and rolled her hips down. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I moaned and quickly kissed Looly again. 
 
    Looly rode my cock with a passion that I hadn’t expected from her. Each time she rose up, she rolled her hips back down at a speed that created an insane amount of friction even with how slick her pussy was. 
 
    Her kisses were filled with whimpered moans as she struggled to keep her lips on mine and gasp in enough air to sustain her. 
 
    I dipped my head down to her neck to suck at her milky skin. I licked at the sweat that ran down and drank in the salty taste. 
 
    Looly moaned at the feeling of my lips against her skin, and she practically writhed when I bit down playfully. 
 
    “Fuck, Charlie,” she said in short gasps. “Harder. Please. More.” 
 
    “You feel so fucking good,” I whispered harshly against her neck. 
 
    Then I did exactly what she asked and began to thrust up into her tight pussy. I timed it with Looly’s hips and slammed into her eager heat with as much strength as I could from the position I was in.  
 
    “Oooooh,” Looly whined and buried her head against my chest. 
 
    I slipped the hand that was playing with her breasts down her body and under the water. I didn’t slow my erratic pace, but my middle and ring fingers slid down over her pelvis toward her clit.  
 
    As soon as I touched her clit, Looly’s pace came to a shuddered stop as the stimulation caused her to collapse against me. 
 
    “Keep going,” the pink-haired woman begged. “Oh, Charlie, please keep going.” 
 
    I did what I was told and continued to thrust into her while I rubbed her clit.  
 
    I could feel the walls of her pussy begin to tighten around me, and I could tell that she was close to another orgasm. I wasn’t far behind, and I could feel the pleasure only continuing to build. 
 
    Looly’s body shook as she got closer and closer. She moved her hands from my chest and wrapped her arms tightly around my neck until there was no space between us at all.  
 
    I tightened my grip around the pink-haired woman and bit down on the skin of her shoulder as I focused on thrusting into her. I could see the way her curvy ass bounced with each deep thrust, and it was enough to almost push me over the edge. 
 
    I rubbed Looly’s clit in time with my thrusts, and the noises that came from her mouth were angelical whines that made something inside of me burn with need. 
 
    But then Looly’s pussy tightened around me, and she threw her head back and dug her nails into my scalp. 
 
    “Charlie!” she cried as her eyes rolled back, and her mouth opened in a delicious moan.  
 
    The pulsing heat of her pussy around my cock was enough to drive me right over the edge. 
 
    My thrusts became stuttered as I came deep inside Looly’s quivering pussy. My vision speckled with black as my orgasm tore through me and set every single nerve on fire with much-needed release.  
 
    I didn’t stop thrusting until I’d finished filling Looly up. 
 
    Then Looly collapsed on top of me, and her body heaved with each deep breath she gulped in. 
 
    “That was…” the nature elf said and pushed herself back just enough to look at me. “Amazing.” 
 
    “It was incredible,” I said with a tired smile.  
 
    I helped her off of my cock, and she whined at the sudden emptiness, so I kept an arm wrapped around her as I guided her down to sit beside me.  
 
    She rested her head against my shoulder and looked up at me with tired eyes. 
 
    Her face was still flushed, but there was a soft smile across her reddened lips. Small pink marks trailed down her neck, and I smiled at the idea of my mark being left on her body. 
 
    “Still think it’s all life or death?” she asked and fluttered her thick lashes. 
 
    “I think you’ve persuaded me,” I said as I wrapped my arm around her waist to rest a hand on her thigh. 
 
    “Good.” The pink-haired elf smiled and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Because enjoying what we can is important in a time like ours. I’d hate to think you’re only focused on training day in and day out, while also learning to wield such a powerful rovkin. Not to mention the way the others treat humans–” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not having a bad time,” I chuckled. “You make it sound like I’m constantly exhausted and beat down. But I’m honestly not. Sure, things have been hard, but I’m enjoying learning about this world. And I’m definitely enjoying getting to know you.” 
 
    Looly blushed at the praise, and I brushed a finger across her soft jawline before leaving a gentle kiss on her lips. 
 
    “Thank you, though,” I said. “For… thinking of me like you did tonight. You’re incredibly sweet, do you know that?” 
 
    “Well, I thought about me, too,” she giggled a little shyly. “I… needed you so badly Charlie. I couldn’t resist trying to make you see that.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did,” I assured her. 
 
    She then looked down at my arm and ran a finger across the cut that ran from my elbow down to my wrist. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing a salve won’t heal,” she said and gently ran her fingers over the wound. “I’ll make one for you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. 
 
    She giggled and laced her fingers through mine before snuggling closer against my side. With her free hand, she lightly ran her nails across my skin in a half-assed attempt at washing the blood from me. 
 
    I reveled in the way Looly felt pressed up against me, and the feeling of her finger tracing circles on my arm was almost enough to make me forget about my close call with death. 
 
    Maybe life serving the Legion and battling monsters wasn’t going to be so hard. It certainly seemed like there’d be plenty of time for other activities while I had Looly’s soft body tucked against me. 
 
    But the next few days were a blur of research classes and training.  
 
    I had to check in with Sergeant Faerora to prove that I had ranked up after fighting the wild rovkins, and she took one look at my dragon and armor before assigning me Rank C. It felt good to finally rank up and have that confirmation that I was getting stronger after weeks of nothing, but she told me that getting to Rank D would be more difficult, and I believed her.  
 
    Besides that, when I wasn’t busy kicking everyone’s ass, I was sitting in the library with Erlan trying to decipher the books the General had given me.  
 
    When he’d said there was a line or so in each book, it was definitely an exaggeration. Across the three books he’d given me, there were probably less than a hundred words on Shadow Dragons.  
 
    There were a few paragraphs on dragons and a few paragraphs on shadow powers, but they all amounted to nothing.  
 
    Anything about dragons revolved around how dangerous they were, and that as long as they were banished, no one would have to worry about their resurgence. 
 
    It didn’t fill me with a whole lot of confidence, especially considering the fact that I was the one who had to deal with having a dragon. 
 
    But the sections on Shadow Powers weren’t any more reassuring. A lot of them seemed to repeat something along the lines of “no one knew much about the true nature of Shadow Powers,” and “Shadow Powers are an incredibly rare phenomenon that no person has been able to harness.” 
 
    Two of the books even had the exact same wording about shadow powers and that “it would be impossible for someone to withstand gaining a rovkin with powers as unpredictable and all-encompassing as Shadow Powers,” despite the fact that I was now living proof that it was possible.  
 
    Instead of trying to search for even more books, I chose to use the time to compile my own notes on my Shadow Dragon, including the difference in how he acted around larger rovkins and when we were out in the forest among smaller fare. 
 
    By the time it was Friday, I’d almost completely forgotten about the duel until Kerym asked about it during lunch. 
 
    “You think you’re ready?” the blue-haired elf asked as everyone else began to sit down to join us. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “I fought him before, didn’t I? And that was without weapons.” 
 
    “Just promise you’ll be careful,” Looly said sweetly. 
 
    “I will,” I promised. “It’s not like he’s that great a fighter.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s reckless,” Erlan added. “Chances are he’ll do anything to win.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jas said from where he sat beside Erlan. “I’ve seen him practice. He doesn’t care about how badly he hurts himself or his opponent as long as he wins. He probably thinks that the healers here can fix any wound at all.” 
 
    “He can’t really be that bad, can he?” I asked and realized that I’d never actually seen Ryul fight because of how different our timetables were. “What weapons does he even use?” 
 
    “A war hammer,” the raven-haired elf answered. 
 
    “Seriously?” Gerrin asked. “What kind of first-year uses a war hammer?” 
 
    “A first-year whose only strength is muscle.” Erlan shrugged and picked at the potatoes on his plate. “His footwork is trash, he can’t counter to save his life, he has no sense of spatial awareness, and he’s too emotional to fight rationally.” 
 
    We all looked at Erlan in shock. 
 
    How the hell did he know all this? 
 
    “What?” he asked when he saw our shared confusion. “I have eyes.” 
 
    “Do you keep those kinda tabs on everyone?” Kerym asked Erlan in a mixture of what I could’ve only guessed to have been concern and fear. 
 
    “Of the people I’ve seen fight, yeah.” The raven-haired man smiled. “I know I’m not the best fighter, so I need to know about everyone’s weaknesses if I want a fair chance at earning my dueling points.” 
 
    “Not the best fighter, he says,” Jas scoffed. “Liar.” 
 
    “Your footwork is sloppy, and you don’t know how to counter knives,” Erlan said in response before he turned to Kerym. “And you don’t know how to deal with close combat yet.” 
 
    “And us?” Gerrin asked and gestured between the two of us. 
 
    “You’re an adrenaline junkie who only cares about having fun,” Erlan explained. “So you don’t care if you lose.” 
 
    “He’s good,” the half-djinn laughed. “What about Charlie boy?” 
 
    Erlan looked at me and narrowed his emerald-green eyes. 
 
    “You worry about accidentally summoning your rovkin,” he noted. “You know how to fight and you know how to counter. You make your decision fast enough that you can react to almost any change in fighting style. But you hold yourself back because you don’t want your rovkin to hurt anyone.” 
 
    Damn, he was good. 
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “I don’t know what my rovkin can do, and I don’t want to hurt anyone. They still don’t know what happened to Mirabella, and I can’t find any books that actually tell me about Shadow Dragons.” 
 
    Erlan gave a loose shrug and smiled. 
 
    “I’m sure your rovkin won’t be an issue for much longer,” he assured me. 
 
    “I hope so,” I agreed and took a deep breath. “What else do you know about Ryul?” 
 
    “His emotions are his biggest threat when it comes to you,” the green-eyed man stated. “You could combat his footwork easily, and you have a better sense of how far his weapons reach than he does. But his emotions could get out of hand quickly. And emotions don’t care about reason. If he thinks that the only way to win is by using far too much force, then that’s exactly what he’ll do.” 
 
    “But you’re smarter than he is,” Gerrin said with a wicked smile. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to turn that against him too” 
 
    “You’re right,” I laughed. “I got this.” 
 
    “Just don’t let his words get to you,” Erlan said. “Stay reasonable, if you show that you don’t care, then he’ll only continue to get more and more reckless.” 
 
    “And then I can use it against him,” I finished. 
 
    We didn’t know much about the layout of the arena, but we’d heard that it was going to be set up like a dense forest.  
 
    I still had no idea how that was even possible, and there was a brief look of confusion on everyone’s faces when I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean how?” Kerym questioned.  
 
    “How do they put trees in the arena?” I asked again. “Surely you can’t fit them through the damn doors.” 
 
    “Rovkins, Charlie,” Erlan explained calmly as he moved a hand up to cover Kerym’s mouth before he could say anything. “The Sergeants are strong enough to grow entire trees from just a seed. The other recruits probably gathered up some acorns or nuts and planted them around the arena. Anyone with strong enough nature powers should be able to grow things instantly once their rovkin’s strong enough.” 
 
    “Like me,” Kerym said as he forced Erlan’s hand away from his face.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    These powers seemed insane. 
 
    The arena being a forest gave us all a challenge because it wouldn’t be like the training arenas we were used to. Lots of trees and lots of foliage to hide in also meant lots of places to hide traps. There were just as many positives as there were negatives to it being a forest setting, but I couldn’t help but feel excited. 
 
    If Ryul was going to get reckless with his attacks, the forest was the best setting to have. As long as I was able to scope out a few of the traps, I’d be able to use them against him. 
 
    If I’d learned anything from sparring, it was that reckless partners were easy to counter. They got so focused on winning that they completely forgot about anything other than their opponent. As a result, it was easy to catch them out. 
 
    It didn’t matter much during sparring, or even in any of the training courses. The majority of them were in empty arenas, or the only obstacles present were a couple of beams.  
 
    But for the duels, there’d be countless obstacles just waiting to be used. 
 
    “How many traps do you think they’ve placed?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “Considering the size of the arena,” Kerym said as he weighed up a viable answer. “Can’t be more than ten.” 
 
    “Ten?” Looly asked in shock. 
 
    “Only ten?” Jas questioned Kerym. “Nah, there’s gotta be more than ten.” 
 
    “What do you mean only?” Looly asked again. “Ten is a lot of traps.” 
 
    “Not for the size of the arena,” Erlan answered and used his hands to map out the arena we’d be dueling in. “It’s the same size as the one we had the exam in, so when you take into account the fact that it’ll also be covered in trees, you’ve then got the ability to layer traps. You’ve got the ones that go under, like pitfalls. Then you’ve got tripwires and bear traps. Then you’ve got nets and ropes. And chances are there’ll also be some in the trees themselves.” 
 
    “But we’re first-years!” the pink-haired woman countered in horror. “And this is only the first proper duel.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the raven-haired man said with a sickening smile.  
 
    “That’s horrible!” Looly said and scowled at Erlan. 
 
    He simply shrugged it off and went back to eating.  
 
    I understood Looly’s horror, and I couldn’t help but also feel nervous about it.  
 
    None of us had done a duel like this before, which would give the people who set it up the perfect excuse to go all out. It was exciting to have the freedom to set up an entire arena, so it was inevitable that people would be as over the top as they could get away with.  
 
    If it didn’t work well, then it’d be changed for next time. Besides, the arena would have to be judged by a Sergeant first to make sure it was actually possible to fight in it without both recruits standing absolutely no chance against the traps. 
 
    It also served as a good reminder to the first-year recruits that fighting wasn’t just about your opponent, but also about the environment. Something that I was sincerely hoping to prove to Ryul after I beat his ass once again. 
 
    When we got to the arena, there was already a fight finishing up. People had started to take their places in the stands to try and get the perfect view to see the fight. 
 
    Despite the arena’s layout being a forest, it was surprisingly easy to see what was going on due to the types of trees they’d chosen to put in. They didn’t have many branches, and the ones that did had no leaves on them. 
 
    It gave the whole arena a sort of spooky feel which was only exaggerated by the dark orange and red orbs that had been hung from the trees as the only source of light in the forest. They appeared to be some sort of magical addition, and I shook my head at how wildly cool this world was. 
 
    There was only a small ring of more orbs to signify where the arena ended, but other than that, the rest of the building was dark. 
 
    There was a board by the entrance to the arena that said who the upcoming fighters were, and I realized that I was just in time to start preparing for my fight.  
 
    Unlike in my combat class, we were allowed to use our own weapons to fight with. However, all weapons we planned to use had to be checked out before we entered the arena to make sure they were still legal to fight with.  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what made a weapon illegal to fight with, but I wasn’t willing to risk accidentally breaking yet another rule.  
 
    The others wished me good luck as we split ways, and I felt the reality of the situation begin to sink in. 
 
    I was still wary of what Erlan had said about Ryul’s fighting style, but I was confident enough in my own abilities to know that I wasn’t going to let him win. But I couldn’t help but wonder just how far Ryul would go in order to try and beat me. 
 
    I approached the desk where a Sergeant was checking the weapons. As I did, I noticed that it was Sergeant Dyani doing the inspections.  
 
    The deer-like woman looked up at my approach with a stern expression on her dappled face. Behind her sat a strange beast that snarled down at me and showed off its foot-long fangs. 
 
    It looked almost identical to a tiger back on Earth. The only difference was the extra set of teeth that ran down its chest. Upon closer inspection, I realized that it was a Tanned Sunset Liger. 
 
    From what I’d learned about them, they weren’t common around the Academy, and instead, they preferred the warmer regions down south in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Sergeant Dyani,” I greeted her and handed over the weapons I’d chosen to bring. 
 
    I stuck with my trusty mortuary sword, a set of three throwing knives, and my newly made pair of karambits. I wasn’t sure what Ryul would be fighting with, but Erlan said he only used a war hammer. Still, I had to be cautious and believe that he’d have a second weapon just in case. It was more likely to be some sort of dagger or knife, so I guessed that’s what I’d be up against. 
 
    “I hope there won’t be any rovkin-related issues today, Charlie,” Sergeant Dyani said coldly. 
 
    “I really hope not,” I replied. “I think I’ve got mine under control, but I’m not sure about Ryul.” 
 
    “Ryul’s not the one we’re worried about,” the doe-faced Sergeant said without looking at me. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    She took the sword that I’d placed down and checked the blade. 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell what she was checking for, but after a second she handed it back to me.  
 
    “You are aware of the rules, aren’t you?” she asked as she checked my karambits next. 
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” I said. 
 
    “Repeat them,” she ordered. 
 
    “The aim is to get the opponent into a killing blow, not to actually lethally harm,” I told her. “Physical attacks should be aimed at the armor, and we are to avoid aiming for the head. There are strictly no rovkins allowed until both recruits are Rank G. If a recruit summons a rovkin before then, they forfeit the match.” 
 
    “Good,” Sergeant Dyani said and handed my karambits back. “If we see even a glimpse of the dragon, you will be pulled from all duels and training missions until further notice. Understood?” 
 
    “Understood,” I answered, but I couldn’t help but feel as though it was unfair. 
 
    No one knew what happened with Mirabella, and Ryul’s rovkin came out before mine. It wasn’t my fault I had a dragon, and I was doing whatever I could to contain it. 
 
    I walked over to the entrance to the arena just as the fighters from the previous duel walked out. 
 
    They both had tired smiles on their faces, and I could tell from the way they laughed with each other that they had just been doing the duel for fun. Somehow I doubted mine would end so kindly. 
 
    The fourth-year that was by the gate gave me a hooded glare as I waited for the go-ahead. 
 
    I thought the stares would’ve stopped by now, but somehow they only continued to get worse. 
 
    “Go stand on the red cross,” he huffed and stood up straight. 
 
    I ignored the unwelcome tone in his voice and entered the arena.  
 
    Through the narrow trees, I could see Ryul standing at the other end of the inner section of the arena.  
 
    He wore metal armor that reflected the strange, magical orbs that had been strung in the trees, and there was a large war hammer across his back. He was too far away for me to see if he had any daggers or not, but since his armor was just metal, I doubted he had anything to secure them to. 
 
    Before the duel had even started, I was finding flaws in his techniques. 
 
    The metal armor was heavy and cumbersome and would’ve been good if I was using a weapon that dealt heavy damage, but I wasn’t. It left his neck exposed, and the easiest killing blow for me would be against his throat. So the metal armor was useless in that regard. 
 
    What made it worse was the fact that metal armor was loud. It might not have seemed important to Ryul to think about how much noise he was making, but considering how easy it was to hide in the foliage, my stealth had an advantage. 
 
    The shiny metal only made his stealth worse.  
 
    I’d be able to see where he was just by looking for any reflections of the red and orange lights. 
 
    This duel just got a whole lot easier. 
 
    “Duelists,” someone announced from the judges’ box. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied, and I faintly heard Ryul say the same. 
 
    “Alright, on the count of three, you may leave your mark,” he barked. “One, two… three.” 
 
    I darted off the red cross and headed straight toward the thicket of bushes on my left. I didn’t even check to see where Ryul was until I had weaved far enough into the bushes that I was hidden. 
 
    I stayed low as I heard the loud clunk of Ryul’s armor as he ran through the trees in the center. I held my breath as the heavy thud of his footsteps pounded against the ground and went straight past me.  
 
    I didn’t move until I heard him go straight to my starting point.  
 
    When I peered over the top, I saw him frantically looking around the red cross I’d run from, and his war hammer was already tight in his grasp.  
 
    “Where are you?” the asshole elf yelled and checked the bushes closest to my starting point. 
 
    I quietly crept further toward the center of the arena, and I checked to make sure that I wasn’t going to run into any traps on my way through.  
 
    Ryul seemed to pick up on the fact that I’d gone left, and he swung his war hammer wildly into the bushes with a significant amount of force. 
 
    Too much force for just a duel. 
 
    He wasn’t messing around. 
 
    “What the hell?” I asked myself in a whisper. 
 
    I knew he wanted to win, but I didn’t realize that winning for him meant crushing all my bones to a pulp with his war hammer. 
 
    I had to move fast if I didn’t want Ryul to see me, but if I was just a fraction too loud, then I’d give away my location.  
 
    Just from watching him swing the war hammer, I noticed that he had little control over the heavy, two-handed weapon.  
 
    Once it had been swung, that was it, and it gave me an idea as to how I would combat this destructive weapon.  
 
    Ryul couldn’t change the war hammer’s direction or even the intensity of his swing, and he basically had to wait for it to hit something before he could start his attack again. 
 
    But my sword was light enough that I had full control over its direction and force, something that I’d first learned in fencing. 
 
    There was usually at least a second between the war hammer smashing into the forest floor or against a tree and Ryul picking the top-heavy weapon back up again. There were another few seconds until he was even ready to swing the war hammer at his next target. 
 
    On the other hand, my sword only needed a few milliseconds for me to change its direction and attack pattern. The only reason it would take me longer would be if it got lodged in something like a tree or the mud-coated ground. 
 
    As long as I didn’t get hit by that monster of a weapon, I would be able to get Ryul into a killing blow easily. But I couldn’t do that if I was hiding in the foliage. No, I’d need a distraction first. 
 
    If I put enough space between us, then I’d be able to know where his swing would land and change my position accordingly. 
 
    The safest thing I could do was move away from the thicket of bushes I was in without giving away where I was or where I was going. It had started to feel like this was less of a duel and more of a hunt, and I was his prey. 
 
    But not for much longer. 
 
    I crept through the bushes until I was back on the center path. Once I was out, I had a better view of the arena. 
 
    The trees were placed in circles around the center, and each circle had an increasing number of trees. They were almost maze-like in their layout, and it was only made more difficult by the narrow tracks that had been made through the foliage. 
 
    Ryul was still tearing apart the bushes on the left half, and his reckless attacks only continued to grow stronger. 
 
    I watched him with bated breath and checked his immediate surroundings for anything I could use. I didn’t want to just sit and wait for him to try and attack me because that wouldn’t be fun or challenging.  
 
    If he wanted a fight, then a fight he’d get. 
 
    It was difficult to see anything around the asshole elf because of the singular red orb on the tree near him, but it wasn’t impossible.  
 
    I moved back into the bushes behind me, and I crouched down until I could see straight into the path Ryul took. I scanned the trees for any signs of a trap, and I smiled to myself when I saw exactly what I was looking for. 
 
    “Bingo,” I whispered to myself and unhooked one of my throwing knives. 
 
    Ryul was so focused on finding me that he’d completely neglected the environment around him. As a result, he couldn’t see the trap that he was just about to walk past.  
 
    The only reason I could see it was because of the slight glint of metal against the dark tree bark. I wasn’t sure what the trap would do, but if it gave me a chance to knock Ryul down a few pegs, then I’d gladly take it. 
 
    I stood up from the foliage to get a clear shot and lined up my throw. 
 
    I took a deep breath and threw the knife with as much power as possible.  
 
    It hit the tree just above whatever the metal section was with an echoed crunch, and Ryul whipped his head around to see what made the noise.  
 
    But he didn’t have time to react because not even a second later there was a series of clicks before there was a snap of what sounded like a bowstring from the trees beside me.  
 
    Then a burst of blue fire shot out of the trees and across the center. 
 
    Ryul didn’t have time to move, and I doubt he even knew what had happened because he made no attempt to step out of the way of the incoming fireballs.  
 
    One of them hit him in the back with enough force to lurch him forward, and he had to use his war hammer to stop himself from falling down. 
 
    “Fuck!” he yelled as he stumbled. 
 
    The next grazed his armor and hit the tree with the sensor. As it collided, it burst like a firework and sent sparks flying into the foliage. 
 
    The third and final fireball was the only one that the asshole saw as he whipped his head around to see where they had come from. He barely managed to swing his war hammer in time to bat the fireball out of his direction, and it splattered against the tree beside him. 
 
    His face was red with anger as his eyes locked onto where I stood beside the fire-spitting tree. 
 
    “Shit,” I swore and pulled my sword from its sheath. 
 
    I hadn’t fought anyone with a war hammer before, and I also hadn’t fought anyone in metal armor, either. But there was no better time to learn than the present, and I knew how little control he had over the heavy weapon. 
 
    For someone in full metal armor, Ryul moved fast. He thundered across the center clearing with his war hammer ready to swing.  
 
    I waited for him to get close enough that he wouldn’t be able to stop his attack even if he tried. 
 
    He moved his war hammer back just a fraction, and I knew he was about to swing. Just as the war hammer started to swing around, I darted to the side and stepped around the tree. 
 
    Just as I had predicted, Ryul couldn’t change his target, and the war hammer swung past where I had just been before it collided with the tree with a splintering crack. 
 
    Sparks of fire spat out from the tree, and I could feel the heat begin to rise. Smoke trailed out from where the war hammer had hit the trunk, and I made sure to keep my distance. 
 
    I didn’t want to find out whether or not the tree was about to blow, and I certainly didn’t want to be right next to it if it happened. 
 
    But the smoke only continued to grow worse, and the thick black cloud made it almost impossible to see what was actually happening.  
 
    I tried to move around the tree to take a few hits against Ryul, but the tree continued to spit out blue fire and seeped some sort of glowing liquid from the cracks in the trunk.  
 
    The heat that the fire gave out was almost unbearable, and I could feel it as it seeped through my leather armor.  
 
    I waved my hand in front of my face to try and clear some of the smoke, but it was useless. There was too much of it, and it only continued to get worse. 
 
    I turned from the cloud of smoke and ran toward the clearing in the center. This wasn’t how I had planned to fight Ryul, and I certainly wasn’t going to just wait to collapse from the heat of whatever weird fire was in the tree. 
 
    Once I was out of the smoke, I looked back to see where Ryul was, and I could just about see his outline through the thick black cloud. 
 
    He was still struggling to get his war hammer out of the tree. 
 
    I wasn’t going to go back into that cloud of smoke, especially with the amount of heat the fire was giving off. That wouldn’t have just been reckless, but it would’ve been the stupidest thing I could do. 
 
    But this duel wasn’t going to end until one of us was put into a killing blow, and that war hammer was Ryul’s only weapon.  
 
    But I didn’t have to worry about it for long, because Ryul yanked the war hammer out of the tree and turned to where I stood in the clearing 
 
    I wasn’t expecting him to move so fast, and I also wasn’t expecting him to just keep rushing toward me. 
 
    He emerged from the smoke and didn’t slow down. He continued to stampede toward me, and I didn’t even have time to register what he was doing because of all the smoke. 
 
    He ran straight into me and used his full weight to shove me to the forest floor.  
 
    I hit the ground and choked on the air as it was forced out of my body.  
 
    Ryul stumbled with the force, but he managed to stay on his feet. 
 
    I expected him to swing his war hammer down on me with full force, but it was then that I noticed that he hadn’t managed to pull the weapon from the smoking tree. Instead, all he had was the charred handle, and its end was splintered where he must have broken it off from the head. 
 
    He raised the handle above his head as though it were a spear, and I only just had enough time to roll out the way.  
 
    “Just give up, human!” the asshole yelled at me as he pulled the handle from the ground where I’d just been. 
 
    “You wish,” I snarled as I leaped to my feet. 
 
    I grasped my sword in my hands and barely had time to parry the attack he swung toward me.  
 
    The smoke from the tree had begun to spread, and I had to squint to stop my eyes from watering from how much smoke there was. 
 
    I could tell that Ryul wasn’t used to fighting with something that didn’t have a significant amount of weight to it because all of his attacks had far too much force for what was basically a stick.  
 
    But the extra force also made it even more difficult to keep up with his attacks.  
 
    Ryul’s attacks were unpredictable, and his anger made his swings connect with my sword with more and more pressure. More than once he aimed for my head, and I only just managed to block the incoming attacks with my sword.  
 
    But then he suddenly changed his tactics.  
 
    Instead of aiming for my head, he brought the handle down onto my arm with so much force that it forced me to let go of my sword.  
 
    It clattered to the forest floor, and before I could pick it back up, Ryul kicked it into the smoke, and I lost sight of the blade. 
 
    “Give up,” the asshole elf growled. 
 
    I only had a second to think before Ryul aimed the handle at my head once again.  
 
    “Never!” I hissed. 
 
    I pulled both my karambits from my belt and caught the handle with their curved blades. 
 
    Ryul continued to push against them, and I realized that it gave me a perfect opening to win. 
 
    I jerked my knives over to my right and twisted them down to the ground. The sudden change in position forced Ryul to his knees, and I kicked the handle from his grasp. 
 
    From there, I moved to cross my knives to either side of his neck. 
 
    But just as I was about to have him in the killing blow, his beastly flying chihuahua emerged from his chest and lunged at my throat.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16  
 
    I stumbled back and tried to swat the rovkin away from me with just my knives. 
 
    There was an uproar of horrified gasps from the crowd, and I heard Looly’s scream through all of it.  
 
    The beast’s teeth latched onto my arm, but as I wrenched it off, it tore my arm guard along with it. Not even a second had passed before it shook the leather guard from its teeth and lunged at me again. 
 
    “Shit!” I screamed out as its teeth sank into my exposed flesh this time. 
 
    I tried to grab hold of the beast to stop it from tearing my skin any further, but I could only grab the scruff of its neck with my other hand. 
 
    “Get that thing under control!” Sergeant Dyani yelled, but Ryul didn’t so much as move a muscle. 
 
    Then there was a sudden chill behind me, and a Saber-Toothed Snow Leopard that was easily the size of an elephant leaped from the stands and landed just inches behind me. 
 
    Its blue-and-white fur emanated a freezing cold air as it snarled at the chihuahua that was barely even the size of one of the leopard’s piercing blue eyes.  
 
    Ryul’s rovkin let go of my arm with a yelp and disappeared to hide behind him, but Ryul just stared blank-faced at the beast beside me. 
 
    I clamped a hand over the bite mark on my arm, but as I did I realized that it didn’t hurt anywhere near as much as it should’ve.  
 
    Was that because of the sudden chill or was something worse happening? 
 
    Then the sound of one of the gates crashing open echoed behind me, and the General himself stormed into the arena with a fierce look on his face. 
 
    “Put that rovkin away,” the white-haired man ordered Ryul in a deep, gravelly tone that I’d never heard him use. 
 
    Not even a second later, the beastly chihuahua was gone. 
 
    “Must I remind you that rovkins are banned from duels until they can be controlled?” General Carnelis asked sternly. 
 
    “No, sir,” Ryul said in a panicked tone. 
 
    “Then why was your rovkin out?” the battle-scarred General demanded. 
 
    “It won’t happen again, sir,” the elven asshole promised, but I didn’t quite believe him. 
 
    It didn’t look like the General believed it either, but he reabsorbed his enormous, snow leopard-like rovkin and waited for the other two Sergeants who had been judging the duels to join him. 
 
    I didn’t recognize either of them, but they both shared the same stern expression as they walked into the dark and smoky arena.  
 
    They looked at each other, and then at the General before they nodded and turned to face me. 
 
    “This duel is over,” one of the Sergeants said loud enough for everyone to hear. “And the winner is Charlie.” 
 
    “No,” I said with a startled laugh. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    The General gave me a concerned look, but it was the Sergeant who said something. 
 
    “Ryul summoned his rovkin,” he explained. “The match must be forfeited.” 
 
    “That’s not how I want to win,” I told him. “I want to continue fighting.” 
 
    “You’re injured,” the other Sergeant said as she pointed at my arm. 
 
    I pulled my hand away from the wound and looked at the injury in shock.  
 
    Ryul’s rovkin had done a lot more damage than I’d initially thought. The bite mark had begun to blister, and there were black veins that ran down toward my hand. But the bite mark itself didn’t hurt anywhere near as bad as it looked. It hurt to move or flex my fingers, but I wasn’t about to win just because Ryul lost control of his rovkin, even if I did almost have him in the killing blow. 
 
    “I can still fight,” I assured the judges. “And I don’t want dueling points just based on forfeits. I want to earn them outright.” 
 
    The General’s stern brow lifted ever so slightly at this, and the Sergeants simply looked to him for the final word on the matter. 
 
    “If you’re certain that’s what you want,” the General said and waited for me to nod. “Then I’ll allow this fight to continue, but on the condition that Ryul keeps his rovkin contained or else risk being banned from a month’s worth of duels.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ryul said quietly. 
 
    “Good,” the white-haired General said. “Collect your weapons and return to the center. You may start once the bell is rung.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied with a smile. 
 
    I watched as the judges left before I held a hand out to Ryul. 
 
    He took it silently, and I helped him to his feet. 
 
    We then collected our weapons, or whatever we could use as a weapon. 
 
    I still wasn’t able to find my sword in the smoke but picked up my knives from where I had dropped them during the rovkin attack. I waited for Ryul to pick up the handle of his war hammer and stood in the clearing. I didn’t want to stand in the center because of the amount of smoke, but it seemed that Ryul didn’t mind the change to a further section of the clearing as he just readied his weapon. 
 
    The bell rang, and he sprinted toward me. 
 
    He was far more unsteady on his feet, and I could tell that some of his anger seemed to have disappeared.  
 
    I couldn’t be entirely sure why, but I had to guess that it was because he’d just proven to everyone that he was the one who was out of control. Whatever rumors and lies he’d told to people about what had happened after our class earlier in the week had just unraveled before everyone else.  
 
    But that didn’t stop Ryul from using far more force than was strictly necessary. He swung the handle again and again, but his aim was completely off compared to the way it had been before.  
 
    I considered it a blessing, what with how much each swing hurt my injured arm. Blocking with my right arm was soon out of the question since I couldn’t take all of the pressure when the handle collided with the knife in my right hand. Every time it did, a shot of pain ran up my arm, and it took all my focus to not drop the knife.  
 
    But Ryul’s sloppy footwork and poor aim meant that it was easy to counter his attack. 
 
    I was grinning as I closed in on the cocky son of a bitch at last. 
 
    I side-stepped just as he swung the handle down and took the three steps I needed to come up behind him.  
 
    In those two seconds, I was able to wrap an arm around his neck and hold the knife against his throat. 
 
    He dropped the handle, and I barely heard the final bell over the pounding of my own heart and Ryul’s ragged breathing. 
 
    The cheers in the crowd were more than enough to put an even wider smile on my face, and I looked around to see where my friends were. 
 
    It was easy to see Looly’s cotton candy hair in the dimmed arena, but it was even easier to hear Gerrin’s screams of approval. 
 
    I let my arms fall to my sides and slipped my knives back into their sheathes before I held my hand out for Ryul to shake. I waited for a few seconds before he reluctantly took it. 
 
    Before I could even mutter a “good fight,” Ryul walked out of the arena. 
 
    There was still too much smoke to retrieve my sword, but I saw a couple of fourth-years waiting by the gates with buckets of water. As I left the arena, they gave me whispered congratulations before going into the arena to put out any leftover fires.  
 
    I’d barely even walked five feet before I was pulled into a fierce hug by Looly. 
 
    “That was so cool!” the pink-haired woman yelled cheerfully. “You were amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied tiredly. 
 
    “Seriously, man,” Gerrin said and slung an arm around my shoulders. “How in the world did you do that?” 
 
    “He got sloppy,” I laughed.  
 
    “No drack,” Erlan said as he came up beside Looly. “You used his own weaknesses against him.” 
 
    “We should take you to the healers,” Looly suggested. “I think rovkin bites are a little beyond my capabilities at the moment.” 
 
    “Don’t give him the option,” Kerym whispered with a laugh. “He just fought with an injury, we’re going.” 
 
    “It’s my arm,” I defended myself, although I did see where the blue-haired half-elf was coming from. 
 
    The pain in my weirdly veiny arm was at least ten times worse than it was before I beat Ryul, and somehow I knew that sleeping it off wasn’t exactly an option anymore. 
 
    “It won’t be for long if we don’t heal it,” the half-djinn joked from beside me, and he steered me in the direction of the exit.  
 
    The healers’ section was nothing more than a selection of tables underneath a small cover directly outside the arena’s exit. Two elves were sitting on the benches with small rovkins hovering around them.  
 
    Their dark uniforms with pale blue highlights told me that they weren’t Sergeants, but were fourth-year healers. They looked up at our approach and seemed completely unfazed by the blood dripping down my arm and off my hand. 
 
    Only one of them stood up, and she directed us over to the table on the far right with a wave of her hand.  
 
    I sat down, and they got to work on wiping the still-dripping blood from my arm until they could actually see the extent of the wound.  
 
    The weird veins had stopped spreading from the bite mark, but I still had to take off the rest of my armor so they could check to see just how far they spread. 
 
    “I’m not sure what kind of rovkin it was,” I told the healer. “It looked like a flying chihuahua from hell.” 
 
    “I think the species is called the Snaggle-Toothed Mongrel,” Gerrin said from where he had sat on one of the other tables. “What’s a chihuahua?” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “You probably don’t have those here.” 
 
    “Nope,” Looly added as she handed the healer a jar of various herbs and liquids. 
 
    The healer got to work on creating a salve that she then spread across my whole arm, and it was one of the weirdest sensations I’d felt in the Sundered Realm. 
 
    It left my skin feeling tacky and cold as she wrapped a bandage around wherever the dark veins had spread, and I imagined this was what it felt like to just plunge my arm into a bowl of cold porridge.  
 
    The healer began to mutter some words under her breath, and the rovkin that had been hovering around her head moved to place its tiny hand on my shoulder.  
 
    I shivered as the magic left a tingling sensation across my skin, and it burrowed down into my veins as it worked on reversing whatever it was that the shitty little chihuahua had done. 
 
    It felt like an hour had passed before the healer began to unwrap the bandages, but one look at the clock on the table told me that it had only been five minutes. 
 
    Looly grabbed a bowl of warm water to wash the salve off, and she traced gentle fingers over where the thicker dark veins had been. The pink-haired woman took a lot of care in making sure that all of the salve was off, and it made a lot of sense why she’d chosen to be a healer. 
 
    “You’re good at this,” I told her as she dried my arm off with a towel. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. “But I don’t want to be doing this all the time. I should be a last resort.” 
 
    “I know,” I assured her.  
 
    She smiled sweetly and got up to put the used bandages and towel into one of the hampers. 
 
    The bite mark on my arm was almost entirely gone, and all I could see that was left was a faint white scar of the beast’s teeth marks.  
 
    The healer dismissed me with clear instructions to come back if anything changed about the scar, whether that change was sudden pain, dark veins appearing, or even hallucinations.  
 
    I really hoped none of those things happened, but I nodded anyway. 
 
    The others didn’t have their duels until later, so we ventured over to the training courts so they could get some extra practice in. When we did, there was another group of first-years talking about the duels. 
 
    “I can’t believe a human beat Ryul,” one of the women said animatedly. 
 
    “I know!” a green-haired elf agreed. “I couldn’t believe he continued after that.” 
 
    “Well,” someone said, and I recognized her voice instantly. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I’d missed the fact that Efasia was sitting with them. Her white hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and she had her axe on her lap as she sharpened the head. 
 
    “He’s not just any human,” the yellow-eyed warrior said. “He did come through the veil after all.” 
 
    Did I hear that right? 
 
    Was Efasia of all people complimenting me? 
 
    Maybe she was finally coming to her senses. 
 
    The next few weeks were a blur of classes and training that all seemed to blend into one another.  
 
    I had gradually learned from both Sergeant Edruh and my group of friends there was an almost endless list of rovkin types, and that if I wanted to learn them all, I’d have to spend months memorizing them.  
 
    Luckily, Jas gave the idea that it would be easier to learn the different power types and how they affected fighting styles instead. That way I would know what to look out for in terms of powers instead of trying to memorize the thousands of rovkins.  
 
    As it turned out, there were more than a dozen power types, but they all presented themselves differently through various colors and effects.  
 
    Typically if something was camouflaged to either the ground or the forest, then it would have some sort of nature powers, much like Kerym’s Moss Coated Naturem. If the rovkin was on fire, then it was safe to assume that it had fire powers. 
 
    The difficulties came from rovkins that weren’t the physical embodiment of their power, such as Erlan’s Rose Dappled Stabunny. Since Erlan didn’t even know what powers he was going to get, it was more difficult to actually figure out. 
 
    But it wasn’t the end of the world because we could still fight against rovkins without knowing their weaknesses. It would just mean a little more thinking on our feet. 
 
    It was a skill I’d gotten used to because of our combat class, duels, and even the few training missions we’d been taken on. 
 
    Combat class continued to revolve around fighting against other recruits, but we were finally allowed to fight in pairs in a two-on-two fight.  
 
    The first time we fought in pairs was nothing short of chaos because most of us still hadn’t fought with other people yet due to the overall focus on fighting against each other. It didn’t help that our partners were assigned at random, as well as our opponents.  
 
    We also had to deal with the fact that our classes were being changed around. I wasn’t sure why they were being changed so much, but I didn’t complain when Erlan and Jas joined our group.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, Ryul had been moved out of the class because Sergeant Dyani didn’t trust him to keep his rovkin contained when I was there. But Sergeant Dyani also made me very aware that I was on thin ice, and if I even slipped up once, I would have to explain myself to the General once again, and this time I wouldn’t get off so lightly. 
 
    I’d assured her that I wasn’t planning on making any more mistakes, and she realized that I was telling the truth when I was able to demonstrate the fact that working in pairs wasn’t as impossible as the rest of the class made it out to be. 
 
    I was paired with Jas the first week he joined, and we were put up against Erlan and Astris.  
 
    Despite the fact that I’d seen Erlan fight countless times, I still hadn’t actually sparred against him, so I offered to take him as my main opponent in the fight, much to Jas’ delight. 
 
    We won after I was able to outstep Erlan and tripped him up on Astris’ discarded lance.  
 
    The weekly duels weren’t as exciting as the first week, and most of the people I dueled against were randomly assigned to me by the Sergeants. It was easier that way since it seemed that no one else wanted to duel me after what happened with Ryul, but I considered myself lucky because none of them were overly difficult. 
 
    The arenas had been changed to different terrains each week, and thankfully none of them involved fireballs with very flammable trees. But there was one week where the terrain of choice had a firepit in the center that only one person managed to fall into.  
 
    The good thing was that the firepit had a safety catch that immediately flooded at the pull of a lever, so the recruit managed to escape with minimal injury. 
 
    But the most interesting thing out of the few weeks was easily the training missions. 
 
    During our class on “Understanding the Secrets of Your Rovkin,” Sergeant Faerora made each of us complete a small obstacle course with our rovkins. It wasn’t like any of the training courses because it revolved around our rovkins’ abilities to follow commands.  
 
    It felt a lot like those agility courses people did with their dogs, just with more weapons and weirder tasks. It wasn’t difficult, and my dragon listened to every command I gave no matter what it was. 
 
    A lot of it was retrieving weapons, attacking targets, and dodging projectiles. Once we all passed, Sergeant Faerora announced that we had achieved Rank D, and as a result, we could be trusted to go on training missions. 
 
    It didn’t feel real at first, and I seemed to be the only one surprised by the fact that we had all ranked up. Not to mention that I still didn’t feel like I had strict control over my dragon. 
 
    “Well, Charlie” Sergeant Faerora said when I brought this up to her. “We still don’t know about the nature of dragons as rovkins. As a result, the ranking system will most likely end up being different for you.” 
 
    “How much different?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” she said. “And not one that I can answer for you. All I can do is assess how well your rovkin follows your commands, and from what I’ve seen, he follows them perfectly, and you have strict control over when he can be summoned. I’m afraid I cannot help you past that.” 
 
    I accepted her answer with a nod because it was one that I’d gotten used to by then. No one seemed to know how dragon rovkins worked, so all I could do was figure it out myself. The next week, Sergeant Faerora took us out in a group of five, and we were allowed to hunt some of the smaller monsters in a small section of the forest. It was a lot calmer than my trip with Looly and Gerrin because the blue-eyed Sergeant chaperoning us had made sure there weren’t any monsters that were out of our combat level, whatever that might’ve meant. 
 
    It was on one of these trips that I got to see what a Crested Deer looked like up close.  
 
    It was far worse than initially described, and I was honestly surprised that the beast could even be considered alive. 
 
    It had a gaping hole in its chest with bones sticking out of the mangled flesh. There weren’t only teeth that jutted out of its mouth, but also from underneath its jaw and down its neck. Its eyes were black holes that leaked crimson blood down its ashy fur, and it made a horrible wailing sound whenever it saw something move. 
 
    It actually felt like I was doing it a favor when I killed it. 
 
    But even then, I continued to feel its eyes staring at me for days on end, especially as I walked through the Academy’s dark grounds toward the small arena for my new Mentor Session. 
 
    I’d had a handful of mentors since Mirabella, but they all ended the same. I would summon my rovkin, and they would immediately become wary while their rovkins cowered from the small dragon.  
 
    One of them even went so far as to say that I would only be allowed to have my rovkin summoned if I was isolated in one of the terrariums.  
 
    Safe to say, he didn’t last very long as my mentor when the General found out how little progress I was making while being shut in a box. 
 
    But my newest mentor, Sergeant N. Valyra, was supposed to be different, and I could only hope that he’d actually be able to help as I walked into the arena. 
 
    As I walked in, I realized that I wasn’t the only recruit with Sergeant Valyra as my mentor.  
 
    Efasia was standing in the center of the arena with her back to me, and I couldn’t help but notice the sparkling blue armor that was on her.  
 
    It had what looked like bolts of lightning sparking out from the center and trailing down her arms onto the dark vambraces. It seemed to crackle and spark every time she moved. 
 
    I moved around to get a better look at the rovkin that was in front of her. 
 
    The direwolf had a coat similar to the armor that Efasia wore, but it had two bolts of lightning down the side of its fur that sent out sparks each time it looked back at Efasia for a command.  
 
    “Speak,” the white-haired woman commanded, and the direwolf listened instantly. 
 
    When it barked, there was a thunderous sound that rattled the whole arena. 
 
    No wonder we were in the arena that was as far away from the main building as possible. 
 
    “Good,” Sergeant Valyra said from where he stood by the entrance to the inner court. “Keep practicing that, and you’ll master it in no time.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Efasia said and reabsorbed her rovkin. 
 
    She bowed her head in thanks to Sergeant Valyra before turning around to leave the arena. As she did, she noticed me, and there was a brief look of shock before her face returned to its usual blank slate. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the white-haired woman asked as she picked up her bag. 
 
    “I’m here for my mentoring session,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    Efasia looked back at Sergeant Valyra for confirmation, and he walked over to where we both were. 
 
    “I thought it was about time I took my turn at trying to mentor Charlie,” the fair-haired Sergeant explained. 
 
    “Why?” Efasia asked. “You’re a mentor for direwolves. You have an Infernal Direwolf yourself, and Charlie’s rovkin isn’t even a mammalian monster.” 
 
    “When all else fails,” the Sergeant said as though he was quoting someone else. “There’s no loss in trying a new approach.” 
 
    Efasia didn’t say anything else, but she nodded and slipped her bag over her shoulder. 
 
    Sergeant Valyra motioned for me to enter the arena, and I dropped my bag by the entrance and walked past him. 
 
    I stood near the center of the arena, and the fair-haired Sergeant stood opposite me. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Efasia was still hanging around the outside of the main arena, and she moved to the side so she could see me better. 
 
    “To start,” Sergeant Valyra said. “I want you to just summon your rovkin.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you summon yours just in case?” I asked. 
 
    “For now I just want to see yours,” the Sergeant explained. “If anything happens, then the blame is on me.” 
 
    “Alright,” I accepted hesitantly. 
 
    I focused on my rovkin, and he appeared on the ground in front of me. 
 
    He’d grown quickly over the past few months with all of the duels and training missions, and he now reached up to my hip in height. When his wings were stretched out fully, he easily had a wingspan of over seven feet, and his tail stretched out a good four feet behind him. 
 
    His scales were a lot darker in color, and although he was still ghostly in appearance, I could barely see the floor through his dim body. But there were still lines of royal purple that ran from the center of his chest and across his body.  
 
    My armor was the same, but it had extended down my arm with two black vambraces with veins of purple traced up the sides. 
 
    It was pretty damn cool. 
 
    As soon as my rovkin was out, he looped his tail in a circle around where I stood and bared his teeth at the Sergeant. It was a common occurrence for him by now, and no matter what command I tried, he didn’t stop. 
 
    No one knew why either, rovkins weren’t supposed to still be this protective without a clear threat present, but my dragon didn’t care. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said to the Sergeant. 
 
    “Just ignore it,” he replied and focused on me instead. “What do you know about your powers?” 
 
    “Uh…” I hesitated. 
 
    I still hadn’t found any books about Shadow Powers or how they manifested, and the General was still waiting for a book to come from several hundred miles away.  
 
    The closest thing I had to an answer was the weird glowing book that Sergeant Rofir had given me on my first day, but so far it had only thrown out random symbols and nothing of actual use. 
 
    “Nothing,” I admitted. “There isn’t anything on Shadow Powers that isn’t just saying that it’s dangerous and that no one knows how they work.” 
 
    The Sergeant nodded calmly in acceptance. 
 
    “Then we’ll have to go off of what will most likely happen,” he explained. “Have you tried to channel your powers yet?” 
 
    I shook my head in response. 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll start,” the fair-haired Sergeant said. “Just do as I tell you to, alright?” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied and unsheathed my sword. 
 
    “Focus on whatever connection you can feel with your rovkin,” he instructed. “And don’t stop focusing.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and focused on the strange burn that always seemed to fizzle beneath my skin. As I did, I felt the same burning sensation that I’d first felt when I absorbed my dragon’s spirit. 
 
    It clawed at my chest and began to run through my veins and down to my fingertips. 
 
    I took a shaky breath as I put all my focus on the feeling, and I clenched my sword with trembling fingers. As it continued to get worse, I felt the sensation continue to pool in my hands.  
 
    Suddenly, the feeling left, and my sword began to glow a deep purple.

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “Is this supposed to happen?” I asked the Sergeant. 
 
    “Yes,” Sergeant Valyra said bluntly. “Now keep it up.” 
 
    The sword felt lighter in my hands, but it didn’t stop my arm from trembling as I tried to move it. It took all my concentration to keep the sword alight, and I didn’t take my eyes off it for a moment. 
 
    “Try to swing it like you would in a fight,” the fair-haired Sergeant instructed. 
 
    I did as I was told and swung the sword to the side in one sweeping move. It stayed alight, but before I could even finish the full swing, my dragon reared his head back. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to react before he sent out a cloud of deep black fire.  
 
    I dropped my sword and rushed to reabsorb him as Sergeant Valyra brought his arms up to cover his face and tried to dive out of the way. 
 
    But neither of us was quick enough. 
 
    By the time my dragon was safely back within my chest, the leather vambraces the Sergeant wore had practically melted and split off of his forearms. The dark fire continued to burn through his under armor, and there was an awful sizzling noise as the skin on his arms blistered despite the fire no longer being there.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said in a panic and kneeled down to try and help the Sergeant however I could. 
 
    I peeled whatever armor he had left off of his arms, and he took deep, unsteady breaths as his skin continued to bubble. 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed that Efasia had gone until the yellow-eyed woman returned with a healer quick on her heels.  
 
    The healer hurried me aside so she could get to the Sergeant, and Efasia kneeled down beside me. 
 
    “Just go back to your dorm,” the white-haired woman told me, and she nudged me in the direction of the exit. “There’s nothing you can do to help, just let the healer do her job.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and I slowly got to my feet. 
 
    Efasia handed me my sword, and we walked out of the arena together. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” I said quietly as we walked to the dorms.  
 
    “I know, Charlie, “ Efasia replied, and although her tone was detached and very business-like, it wasn’t as snotty as usual. “But that’s what happens when we don’t know how your powers, or your rovkin, work. He made the choice to not summon his rovkin and have his armor. Granted, we don’t know if that would even protect a person from whatever powers you have, but it would’ve been better than nothing.” 
 
    “Is that why you stayed around?” I asked. “In case something happened?” 
 
    “It was one of the reasons,” she answered, and then she quickened her pace ever so slightly so I was following her instead. 
 
    I took this to mean the conversation was as good as over, but at least I wasn’t instantly annoyed by the woman for once.  
 
    Once we got back to the dorms, I went straight to my room.  
 
    Gerrin must’ve sensed that something was wrong because he didn’t ask how the mentoring session went, or even if anything cool happened. 
 
    The fact that I could finally use my powers should’ve made me feel amazing, but I couldn’t help but wonder just how dangerous it truly was. 
 
    I grabbed the black book from my bedside table and opened it to a random page.  
 
    The strange symbols continued to swirl on the page as I stared at them, and there was a faint tingling in my fingertips where they held the page open.  
 
    I wasn’t entirely sure what the tingling sensation was, but there was nothing else different to the book or to the rest of my body. I thought that it could’ve been due to whatever had happened during the mentoring session, but it also could’ve been from how hard I gripped the book as I silently begged it for an answer of any kind. 
 
    All I needed was for something to give me even the slightest bit of information about my powers, that way I could finally know how to control them without anyone else getting hurt. 
 
    I slammed the book shut and tossed it onto the other side of my bed.  
 
    “Still nothing?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “Not even a word,” I said, and my voice was heavy with exasperation. “I just wish I knew what this book was. It seems to be the only clue I’ve got.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” the half-djinn assured me. “Don’t any of the Sergeants know anything about it?” 
 
    “Sergeant Rofir was the one who gave it to me,” I explained. “But he said that it had never reacted to anyone else like that before.” 
 
    “You think it’s to do with your rovkin?” Gerrin questioned. 
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “It’s either my rovkin or the powers I’ve gained from it.” 
 
    “Maybe you just gotta wait,” the fiery man suggested. 
 
    “Yeah,” I guessed.  
 
    I looked over at the book, and it began to fade back to its regular black cover.  
 
    One day I’d find out what it meant. 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and I got up to open it.  
 
    Efasia was standing in the hallway. 
 
    “Hello again,” I said. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “The General would like to see you in his office,” the white-haired woman stated blankly. 
 
    “I should’ve expected you to say that,” I sighed and grabbed my jacket from the peg by the door before I turned to Gerrin. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Good luck,” the redhead said with a wide smile. 
 
    I let out a deep breath and left the dorm. 
 
    The door to the General’s office was already open when we got there, and Efasia took a seat outside when I walked up the stairs to the door.  
 
    I knocked on the aged wood, and the General turned around from where he was and waved me inside with a loose hand. I shut the door behind me and approached the shelf he was standing in front of. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir,” I said when I stopped beside him. “I’m not sure what happened.” 
 
    “That makes two of us,” the General admitted. “But there’s no need to apologize. Sergeant Valyra knew what he was getting into when he took up the position as your mentor. He’ll be alright, the healers have been able to completely erase any damage your rovkin’s attack might have caused. Sergeant Valyra has been through a lot worse during his time in the Legion.” 
 
    I took a deep breath to steady myself. I was glad that Sergeant Valyra would be alright, but I still felt bad about what happened.  
 
    “I didn’t mean for him to get hurt,” I told the General. 
 
    “Efasia told me what happened,” the yellow-eyed man said. “You shouldn’t blame yourself for your rovkin’s actions, Charlie. Your dragon is a learning experience for everyone, and that especially applies to your mentors.” 
 
    “But no one else’s rovkins attack without reason anymore, sir,” I said in confusion. “So why does mine?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent question, Charlie,” the white-haired General said with a nod. “Unfortunately, I don’t have the answer you’re looking for. Your rovkin follows commands in class, and it listens to you out on missions. That should mean it listens to you during your mentoring sessions as well. But that doesn’t appear to be the case, does it?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, sir.” I shook my head.  
 
    “The good news is that we might’ve found a solution to that problem,” the battle-scarred man stated and turned to look at me. “We’ve got someone coming in next week, and I’m certain that she’ll work.” 
 
    Oh? 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked. 
 
    I would’ve taken anyone who could help at this rate, anyone who even had the chance to help me train my rovkin.  
 
    The past few weeks had all been the same repeated message that the General was doing his best to find someone, but that I’d ultimately have to wait.  
 
    Actually hearing that someone else was coming from outside the Rovkin Training Academy not only meant that they had finally managed to get someone who could help, but hopefully that they would last longer than my other mentors. 
 
    “You’ll meet her soon,” the General assured me. “But in the meantime, I’ve got a favor to ask of you.” 
 
    “What sort of favor, sir?” I questioned in some confusion. 
 
    “As you should be aware by now,” the white-haired man said. “The surrounding villages will often call on the Rovkin Training Academy to help them with any rovkin-related issues.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I told him.  
 
    It was something that the Sergeants would often remind us about, but it was a task that got designated to the third and fourth-year trainees because of how dangerous it could be.  
 
    But what did that have to do with me? Surely he couldn’t be asking me to help out, I was still a first-year trainee after all.  
 
    I might’ve been good at fighting, but I didn’t have the experience the older trainees did. 
 
    “There has been a sudden increase in wild coyotes eating the livestock in the western settlements,” the battle-worn man explained. “Usually we would try and keep an eye on it in order to get the situation under control before it gets out of hand. But we were unable to do so this time because of how fast they appeared, and we received news just an hour ago that the wild beasts have now taken a person, too.” 
 
    “That’s awful, sir,” I said in disbelief.  
 
    “It’s a very unfortunate situation, and one that we had hoped to stop before it got too serious,” the old man continued. “Which is why I am sending you out on this mission.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. “Isn’t it too soon? Why not some of the older recruits?” 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. I knew our first major mission was coming up, but I thought we had another few weeks at least. Besides, the monsters had already killed someone, surely this was a mission for older recruits or even the Legion.  
 
    I hadn’t done a mission like this before, and all of my training missions had been hunting much smaller beasts alongside at least five other people and a Sergeant. I didn’t feel ready to go on a proper mission just yet. 
 
    “There are other, more serious missions that the older recruits must attend to,” General Carnelis explained with a sullen look on his face. “We only have a handful of fourth-years left, and the majority of them will be leading other missions with the third and second-years. It’s a last resort to send any first-years, and I’d hoped we had more time to deal with the coyotes before they threatened people’s lives.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and let the reality of the situation set in.  
 
    I was being trusted enough to go on my first mission despite all the issues I’d been having with my mentors. I wasn’t sure of how strong my rovkin was, but I felt confident that I could take down a few coyotes, just as long as they were the sort of creature I was expecting them to be. 
 
    I could even deal with them being bigger than the ones on Earth. After all, I’d fought much worse than a coyote. 
 
    This was something that was actually happening. I was about to go on my first official mission. 
 
    The General must have interpreted my silence as worry because he began to speak up again. 
 
    “Please understand that I would never send any recruits on a mission that I didn’t think they could handle,” he assured me. “I don’t want you thinking this is out of your league, Charlie. I’ve seen the way you fight in duels, and I’ve heard about the progress you’re making with your rovkin. Your lightness of foot combined with the natural ferocity of your rovkin could be just the thing we need to get these beasts in hand swiftly. You won’t be going alone, either.” 
 
    “Who else are you sending, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “Efasia will be joining you since you’re both showing a great deal of promise,” the yellow-eyed warrior explained.  
 
    Great. 
 
    That was probably why Efasia was the one to come and get me from my dorm earlier.  
 
    Efasia being there made me feel a bit safer since she knew far more about the missions than I did, though. I would’ve bet that this wasn’t the first mission she had been sent on, either. 
 
    I hadn’t fought beside the white-haired woman or even fought against her, but I remembered the way she commanded her rovkin during her mentoring session.  
 
    She was easily better than the other first-year recruits, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was already Rank E. It helped that she’d been taught by the best mentor at the school and she was the General’s own granddaughter, and on top of that, she knew exactly how her rovkin would progress and change.  
 
    It was something I desperately wanted for my own rovkin. 
 
    But if I was being sent with her, then did that mean I was fighting on her level? 
 
    “Will it just be the two of us?” I asked because even fighting a pack of coyotes sounded like a massive undertaking for a pair of first-years. 
 
    “You’ll have a fourth-year chaperone with you,” the General assured me. “And on top of that, I have chosen two other first-year recruits to join you.” 
 
    “Who else, sir?” I questioned as my curiosity piqued. 
 
    Sending the top-four first-year recruits was similar to sending some of the lower-level second-years after all, even if the second-years did have a bit more experience. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the white-haired man said. “You have experience fighting alongside these two, and I know you’re all able to hold your own.” 
 
    Now that was interesting. 
 
    “The first student I’m sending with you is Gerrin,” the General said with a slight smile. 
 
    Gerrin? 
 
    “Not to sound rude, sir,” I said and furrowed my eyebrows. “But I’m not sure if Gerrin is ready for that.” 
 
    The half-djinn had definitely gotten better at fighting over the past few weeks, but he still had little control over his rovkin. He had only been allowed to go on two training missions. But both of them had seemed to end with a portion of the forest on fire and several recruits with minor burn wounds.  
 
    Sure, Gerrin could hold his own against some of the smaller monsters, but it seemed as though his rovkin was more interested in setting the world on fire than actually helping in the fights. 
 
    “That’s exactly what the Sergeants said when I suggested this to them,” the warrior man said. “I’m more than aware of Gerrin’s struggles when it comes to his rovkin.” 
 
    Well, it was good to know that I wasn’t alone in my concerns. 
 
    “However,” the General continued quickly. “I’m also aware of how difficult it is to actually control an Ember Paw Fox. You see, Charlie, my wife had an Ember Paw Fox as her rovkin, and I saw firsthand just how much trouble they can be. Although Gerrin is Rank C, an Ember Paw Fox scales differently to other rovkins. Whereas most will then level up to Rank D, with the idea that they maintain strict control over their rovkin, an Ember Paw Fox usually doesn’t allow strict control over them until much later.” 
 
    I’d had my suspicions that the ranking system was slightly different depending on the type of rovkin, but I wasn’t aware just how much that could affect things.  
 
    It was then that I remembered that it was still uncertain how my own rovkin would rank up. At the moment my ranks were being judged based on the basic list. But I wasn’t sure how much that would actually apply to me anymore, especially now that I knew it was different for Ember Paw Foxes.  
 
    “I chose to send Gerrin along with you so he can get some more experience,” the General explained. “I know you’ve fought alongside him before, so you should be able to coordinate well together.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  
 
    I’d fought alongside Gerrin so much that I was fairly sure I could predict what he was going to do even if he hadn’t made a decision yet. I hadn’t had another chance to fight alongside his rovkin since our outing to the forest, but I just hoped it wouldn’t end up like before. 
 
    “This mission will act as a perfect opportunity for him to practice,” the yellow-eyed man explained. “For all of you to practice.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement.  
 
    Because Gerrin wasn’t considered Rank D yet, the Sergeant of his class on “Understanding the Secrets of Your Rovkin” refused to take him out with the rest of the class. The only reason he had gone on two training missions before was that one of the other Sergeants who specialized in fire rovkins took the gamble and brought him along to their mission. 
 
    But that only lasted for two weeks before the other recruits had told the Sergeant that they weren’t ready to fight alongside an out-of-control Ember Paw Fox, and I couldn’t blame them.  
 
    But if Gerrin came with Efasia and me, that still meant there was another first-year recruit who’d be joining us.  
 
    “What about the fourth student?” I asked. 
 
    “As with all missions, you’ll need a healer,” the General said. “So, I have chosen to send Looly along with you.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked almost too fast because I was in shock. “So there’ll only be four fighters, sir?” 
 
    “That would be correct, Charlie,” the white-haired General confirmed.  
 
    For a first mission, it sounded like there was a lot of faith being put into us. But the General was right. They wouldn’t send us on a mission if they didn’t think we could handle it.  
 
    I just hoped Looly was prepared for the worst. 
 
    “Thank you for trusting us, sir,” I said with a forced smile, because as excited as I was about a proper mission, I wasn’t quite sure I’d be able to handle the dangers just yet. 
 
    “There will be a carriage waiting for you all by the West gate,” the General told me. “It will leave later tonight in order to get there by first light. Hand this to the guards at the gate, and they’ll let you out.” 
 
    He handed me a slip of paper that was titled “Right of Passage” with all of our names on it as well as the name “Kamus,” who I guessed must have been the fourth-year recruit. 
 
    I thanked the General again and left his office.  
 
    Efasia leaned against the wall opposite the office door with her arms crossed over her leather armor. She looked up as the door shut behind me and gave me a stern look. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the yellow-eyed woman asked. 
 
    “What?” I asked since I didn’t know what she was referring to. 
 
    “For the mission,” she said emotionlessly. “Are you ready for it?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a short laugh. 
 
    How could she possibly think I was ready? 
 
    This was the first actual mission I was going on, and I wasn’t even sure what these coyotes were. I seriously doubted that they’d be anything like the coyotes back on Earth, and even if they were, I wasn’t sure how many of them I could take down. 
 
    The General hadn’t told me an actual count, so I was left to guess just how many coyotes there would be waiting for us. 
 
    On top of that, I didn’t have my armor or my weapons yet, and I doubted Gerrin knew about the mission, otherwise, he would have told me when I got back from my mentoring session. 
 
    Efasia on the other hand looked fully prepared already. She was wearing a set of gray leather armor with a black trim, and she had a pair of war axes on her hips. Her belt was lined with throwing knives, and she had daggers carefully put into sheaths on her arms. 
 
    The white-haired woman looked as ready for a mission as she could ever be. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Efasia told me, but her complete lack of emotion didn’t instill much confidence. “I’ll be there anyway.” 
 
    “Oh, fantastic,” I said in a half-joking manner. “I’ll leave all the coyotes for you then.” 
 
    There was a small smile that twitched at the corner of her lip.  
 
    “That’d be great,” the yellow-eyed woman said and began to walk toward the door. “I’ve been meaning to toughen up my rovkin.” 
 
    “Is it not strong enough for you?” I asked as I followed after her. 
 
    “Only when it can help me kill a dragon will it be strong enough,” the white-haired warrior explained and walked down the stairs. “And that’s just for the end of our first year.” 
 
    I’d forgotten how serious Efasia was about this whole legion thing. I knew that the Legion was the end goal for all recruits here, but I still wasn’t sure what that entailed.  
 
    From what I knew, it was quite similar to the missions we took on anyway, but on a far larger and more dangerous scale. It was a lot to think about, and I was already aware of the amount of responsibility that would end up being assigned to me just because of my rovkin. 
 
    Once we were at the bottom of the stairs, Efasia continued to walk toward the dorms. 
 
    “Where are you going?” I asked as I walked beside her. 
 
    “To the dorms,” she said blankly, but I could hear the slight hint of confusion in her voice. 
 
    “Why?” I questioned, and when she furrowed her dark eyebrows at me I continued. “You look like you’ve already got everything. Why do you need to go back to the dorms?” 
 
    “I need to get our healer,” the yellow-eyed woman explained. “Unless you know which room Looly’s in.” 
 
    The only people’s dorm rooms I actually knew were Erlan and Jas, who were across the hall in room 4B, and Kerym who was in 5F, and I only knew Kerym’s room number because I had to help him carry his ridiculous amount of two-handed weapons over to the armory during our free time. 
 
    It had never occurred to me to ask what Looly’s room number was because we always met up at the dining hall or the training courts. If we did meet in the dorms, it was down in the lobby. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I told Efasia. 
 
    We split up once we were in the dorms, and I headed up to my room to get Gerrin and my things.  
 
    I opened the door, and Gerrin looked up from where he was sitting on the floor surrounded by various books on Ember Paw Foxes and the powers that came with them. 
 
    “How was the General?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “He was alright,” I answered and went over to the dresser I kept my armor in. “He says that he’s found another mentor for me.” 
 
    “Another one?” the fiery man questioned. “So I’m guessing Sergeant Valyra didn’t work out then.” 
 
    “Bit of an understatement,” I said honestly. 
 
    “So what happened this time?” the half-djinn asked as he got up from the floor to lean against the wall near me. 
 
    “Well,” I explained and picked out some of my thicker leather armor. “He taught me how to channel my rovkin’s powers into my mortuary sword.” 
 
    “No way!” the dark red-haired man exclaimed. “That’s so venom!” 
 
    “I thought so, too,” I said and turned to Gerrin. “Apparently, my dragon thought otherwise.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “One second, my sword was glowing purple,” I explained and began to strap my armor on. “And the next, my dragon started spewing black fire at Sergeant Valyra.” 
 
    “But he was okay, right?” Gerrin asked and looked at me in shock when I didn’t immediately respond. “He had his rovkin summoned, right?” 
 
    I looked at Gerrin in silence and took a deep breath. 
 
    Gerrin’s jaw dropped, and he let out a long sigh. 
 
    “Why didn’t he have it summoned?” the half-djinn asked. “I thought that was like the first rule of mentoring.” 
 
    “He chose not to,” I explained with a shrug. “I made sure he was fine with that, but apparently he thought nothing would happen.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “The General said he’d be fine,” I recalled. “But I don’t know what that power actually does.” 
 
    “That’s so drack, man.” Gerrin crossed his arms and leaned back against the wall.  
 
    I continued to strap up my armor and grabbed my extra arm guards. As I did, Gerrin looked up at me with a confused expression on his face. 
 
    “Wait, why are you getting into armor?” he asked. 
 
    “Oh, the General has a special mission for us,” I said to him with a casual grin and moved over to the weapons rack on the wall beside the dresser. 
 
    “A mission?” the half-djinn practically yelled. “Wait, what do you mean ‘us?’” 
 
    I just chuckled as I checked my mortuary sword to see if it needed sharpening. Then I grabbed my knives before I pulled out Gerrin’s scimitar and armor and handed them over to the half-djinn. 
 
    “What do you think I mean?” I flashed him a grin. 
 
    The shocked look on Gerrin’s face was enough to make me burst into laughter. 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” the half-djinn asked frantically, and when I only laughed more, he repeated. “Come on, Charlie. I thought first-years weren’t even allowed on training missions. Tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    “Not at all,” I told him and grabbed my thicker pair of boots. 
 
    “Dude, I can barely get my rovkin to stay where I can see it,” the fiery man explained in horror. “There’s no way I can join you.” 
 
    “We did it before,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, and I almost died,” Gerrin said and looked at me with wide eyes. 
 
    Knowing that Gerrin was more hesitant than I was about the mission did make me feel a bit better, even if it didn’t bode well for our survival.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said in an attempt to calm him. “We’re not going alone.” 
 
    “No one you name right now will make me more willing to go.” Gerrin shrugged but continued to put his armor on. “You haven’t even told me what this mission is.” 
 
    “Something about coyotes in the West,” I said and gave him a tight smile.  
 
    “Coyotes?” he asked in horror. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said hesitantly and nodded.  
 
    Gerrin went quiet as his eyebrows furrowed together. He narrowed his orange eyes at me and finished tightening his armor. 
 
    Which made me question again if I even knew what a coyote was here.  
 
    Everything else in the Sundered Realm seemed to be an even worse version of a creature on Earth, and I knew that I didn’t exactly want to run into any Earth coyotes let alone whatever the fucked-up Sundered Realm version was. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s coyotes?” Gerrin asked again. 
 
    “That’s what the General said.” I shrugged in confusion because I’d never seen Gerrin this shaken up about a monster before. “Apparently, they were killing livestock, but they managed to kill someone today.” 
 
    “They?” the half-djinn asked in shock. “As in more than one?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and looked over in concern at the half-djinn. “The General didn’t tell me exactly how many there were, but I’m guessing it’ll be a pack.” 
 
    Gerrin’s face went pale.  
 
    “I’m beginning to think I don’t know what a coyote is…” I told him and reached for an extra set of knives.  
 
    Gerrin looked down at the floor, but I didn’t miss the fleeting look of horror in his orange eyes. The half-djinn took a deep, shaky breath before he looked back up at me again. 
 
    “Dude, they’re…” He went quiet and searched for the words to describe them. “Awful.” 
 
    “Just awful?” I questioned and furrowed my eyebrows. 
 
    “No, not just awful. They’re…” Gerrin took a deep breath. “Dude, there’s so many teeth.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you saying?” I asked. 
 
    Of all the descriptions I could get out of Gerrin, the fact that coyotes had a lot of teeth seemed pretty meaningless because literally everything in the Sundered Realm had far too many teeth in my opinion. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Charlie,” the fiery man said quietly. 
 
    “Like hell, I don’t,” I sighed. “Coyotes are like big dogs, right?” 
 
    Gerrin didn’t respond, but there was a pained look on his face, and he gently shook his head.  
 
    That was all I could get out of him. 
 
    We finished getting ready in a tense silence, and I made sure to grab an extra set of knives and another sword. If the coyotes were enough to put this much fear into Gerrin, I wanted to be prepared. 
 
    Once we were both ready, we headed out of our dorm and down to the lobby.  
 
    Efasia and Looly were already down there waiting for us, and Looly smiled at our approach.  
 
    She was wearing a set of dark leather armor with a pink trim. It was made to be fitted, and it hugged her slender body perfectly, but I could tell that the nature elf still felt uncomfortable in it. 
 
    I’d never actually seen Looly wear armor before.  
 
    Every time I’d seen her she was either in her healer’s uniform, which was usually an under armor in the color of their choice, and a leather chestplate that looked more like a bodice than a piece of armor. Then the healers got to choose what they wore on their bottom half. Looly always chose to wear a knee-length skirt since it still meant she could look pretty while she worked.  
 
    Or at least that was what she’d told me. 
 
    But the armor she wore was the complete opposite of a healer’s uniform. Even the main healers at the Academy never wore armor, it was always just a uniform.  
 
    “Hey,” I said in greeting. 
 
    “Hi,” Looly replied with a bright smile.  
 
    “Nice armor,” Gerrin said and gestured at what Looly was wearing. 
 
    “Thanks,” the pink-haired woman said quietly. “Thought I could do with some extra protection. You know, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine.” Efasia shrugged. “Besides, if you get injured, who will pick up the pieces?” 
 
    “I know,” Looly sighed, and it seemed as though it wasn’t the first time she’d heard that from Efasia. “It’s just scary knowing that there won’t be a Sergeant or fourth-year healer there to back me up if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “I get that,” I told her with a nod. “But it’s exciting, right? We’re being trusted on an actual mission.” 
 
    Looly’s face brightened up at that, and she nodded animatedly. 
 
    “Especially together,” she added. “I’ll feel so much safer with you here, Charlie.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with some surprise. “Well, cool. I’m glad I can help ease your nerves.” 
 
    “What about me?” Gerrin scoffed in mock insult. “Don’t I ease your nerves?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Looly laughed. “You and your rovkin are both wild cards in my opinion. We need to remain level-headed and focused.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the white-haired woman said with more emotion than I’d ever heard from her. “Which is why we should get to the West Gate as soon as we can.” 
 
    We all agreed and double-checked to make sure we had everything.  
 
    Looly picked up her shield, and I saw a crossbow across her back when she turned around. She must have been worried about the mission if she’d also brought a long-range weapon as well as her sword. 
 
    The Academy grounds were practically silent as we walked across them. Everyone else had stopped practicing by now so they could rest up before classes tomorrow, and those who weren’t sleeping were most likely studying in the library or in one of the designated study rooms. 
 
    Something I’d learned during the time I’d been in the Sundered Realm was that there was a natural divide between recruits. Most of the people I knew would have classes during the day and use their free time to either study or train, whichever one needed more work. 
 
    However, there were some recruits who seemed to use their free time to sleep, and they would study and practice at night instead. I’d never asked why, as I’d seen something similar at college, but I found it interesting that, at such a prestigious training academy, there was a clear divide going on. 
 
    Part of me assumed this must have something to do with the nature of their rovkins. Maybe some were strictly nocturnal, and their energy affected the men and women who’d absorbed them in that way. 
 
    It made me wonder if I’d end up being a creepy shadow dweller the longer I trained with my dragon, but that thought was better left unexplored for now. 
 
    The carriage that was waiting for us at the West Gate was significantly less fancy than the one the General had brought me to the Academy in.  
 
    It was purely made of dark-stained wood and had shutters that covered the windows. The large wooden wheels had metal spikes in the center that stuck out at least five inches. Similar spikes lined the metal trim of the carriage and made it look like a death trap on wheels. 
 
    A man was waiting for us next to one of the braziers on the path. He had his arms crossed over his chest and was talking to someone at the front of the carriage who I guessed was our driver.  
 
    As we approached the carriage, the man looked over at us. Once we were close enough, he carefully looked over each one of us with his pale blue eyes.  
 
    He looked at me last, and as he did, his lip twitched into a slight sneer.  
 
    “Are you the one chaperoning us on the mission?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed, and he rolled his eyes as he turned away from us.  
 
    “What a pleasant man,” Looly whispered, and I hummed in agreement.  
 
    The fourth-year recruit, who I remembered was called Kamus, just opened the carriage door and got in. The others followed after him without another word, but I hung back and remembered that we still had to let the guards know where we were going, and who it was that was taking us. 
 
    Despite the carriage being parked directly in front of it, the West Gate was still firmly locked. There was a guard on either side of it, both of which seemed to be completely unfazed by the fact that the carriage was there.  
 
    I approached one of the guards once everyone else was in the carriage and pulled the right of passage out of my pocket. 
 
    The guard took it from me and looked over the slip with a watchful eye.  
 
    “What’s your name and where are you going?” the guard asked sternly. 
 
    “I’m Charlie,” I told him. “And we’re going on a mission to a settlement in the West.” 
 
    “And who is permitting this mission?” he asked. 
 
    “The General,” I said.  
 
    The guard gave a short nod before handing the slip back to me. 
 
    “Alright, you may proceed,” the guard said and turned to the gate. 
 
    I walked back to the carriage and heard the gate opening behind me as I did. I got into the carriage and sat in the empty seat next to Gerrin.  
 
    Efasia and Looly were sitting opposite us, and the fourth-year was on the other side of Gerrin.  
 
    I shut the door behind me once I was in, and the carriage immediately began to move. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long journey,” Efasia said. “The settlement we’re assigned to is usually only about three hours from here, but part of the forest is blocked off because of a wild Dark-Eyed Venomous Arachiapod. So we have to take a detour to one of the other paths which adds another two hours.” 
 
    “Five hours, then,” Looly sighed.  
 
    “Get some sleep,” the yellow-eyed woman told her. “You’ll feel better once you’ve got some rest.” 
 
    Looly nodded, but I noticed her fingers tighten around the back strap of her shield.  
 
    It was weird to hear Efasia actually being nice to someone, and I couldn’t help but feel like the warrior woman was just trying to make sure her team was in the best condition to fight. But part of me still wanted to believe that she was doing it because she actually cared about something other than being the best. 
 
    “What is a Dark-Eyed Venomous Arachiapod?” I asked. 
 
    “Massive fucking spider,” Gerrin laughed. “And I’m talking like bigger than most of the Sergeants’ rovkins.” 
 
    Gerrin seemed to be back to his usual self, and I couldn’t help but feel like it was in part because of the group we had. Like me, he probably felt safer knowing that Efasia was with us, even if she was cold to us most of the time. 
 
    “It’s where most of the fourth-years are at the moment,” Efasia added. “It managed to slide under the radar because it made a burrow underground that was bigger than the Academy. They only found out about it because part of it caved in.” 
 
    “Damn,” I said in horror. “I’m kinda glad we’re not doing that.” 
 
    “Same,” the half-djinn agreed. “I can deal with spiders, but Arachiapods are too much.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the rovkin Jas has?” Looly asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” Gerrin nodded. “It’s terrifying enough as it is, and it’s still like the size of a cat.” 
 
    “How did he get an Arachiapod?” Efasia asked. 
 
    “Apparently he was aiming for something else,” I explained. I’d heard Jas and Erlan talk about it enough to know the story by heart. “He was using a bow to hunt for a cool rovkin with ice powers. But he missed the monster he was actually hunting and ended up hitting an injured Lesser Spotted Arachiapod.” 
 
    “Unfortunately for him, it seems,” Gerrin laughed. 
 
    The yellow-eyed woman gave us a confused look. 
 
    “He’s scared of spiders,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s bad luck,” Efasia said with the ghost of a smile.  
 
    We spent the next half an hour talking about the different rovkins people in our classes had, including the ones that seemed to pull the short straw when it came to their eventual powers.  
 
    The conversation began to die down as we eventually grew more tired. It wasn’t long before we had all fallen asleep. 
 
    When I awoke, it seemed that everyone else other than Efasia was still asleep. She looked out the window at the passing forest with her arms crossed over her leather armor. 
 
    “Did you sleep?” I asked, and Efasia jumped at the sudden noise. 
 
    “Yeah,” the white-haired woman said. “I only woke up a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “How far away are we?” I questioned and looked out at the dark, misty forest. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” Efasia told me. “I’ve never actually taken this path before. But judging by the sky, the first light is probably only half an hour away.” 
 
    I nodded in response and looked back out the window.  
 
    The forest began to become more sparse, and the tall trees were gradually replaced by the remaining stumps of felled trees. The thick foliage was replaced by large areas of scorched earth that still gave off thin trails of smoke.  
 
    I looked over at Efasia to see her reaction, but her face was void of any emotion as she looked out the window.  
 
    She must have noticed me looking because she glanced over at me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” the white-haired woman asked. 
 
    “Why’s the earth burned?” I questioned and gestured to the sizzling earth outside. 
 
    “They’re clearing out some of the forest,” the warrior woman explained and leaned back against the wooden bench. “A lot of farmers do it to try and put more space between them and the monsters. It doesn’t work all the time, though.” 
 
    I looked at her and tried to hide my shock.  
 
    Efasia had actually answered the question instead of just giving a half-assed response for once.  
 
    I didn’t want to push my luck just in case this was a one-off situation, but I couldn’t help but test how far I could get the conversation to go. 
 
    “So it’s not a rovkin with fire powers,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “No,” Efasia sighed and crossed her arms over her leather chestplate. “I’d be a lot more worried if it was.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked. 
 
    “Rovkins with fire powers come from the more volcanic regions,” the yellow-eyed warrior told me. “If there’s one in the forest, then it’s a long way from home. Not to mention the fact that we’d have bigger issues than just coyotes.” 
 
    Damn, she really was talkative this morning. Hopefully, that meant it would bode well for the rest of the mission. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m not exactly prepared to put out any fires right now.” 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think your shadow powers would be particularly useful in fighting fires,” Efasia said, and I couldn’t help but notice the subtle smile on her face. 
 
    This was an Efasia that I’d only seen a glimpse of when I’d first come into the Sundered Realm. The only time I’d seen it since then was after the duel. 
 
    I wondered if she would keep it up. 
 
    “Neither are your lightning powers,” I quipped with a smile.  
 
    “And I’m fairly certain fighting fire with more fire is the last thing we should do in a forest,” the usually emotionless woman joked with a slight nod in Gerrin’s direction. 
 
    “Something tells me a small ball of light won’t be much use either,” I whispered and looked over at where Looly was still asleep in the corner. 
 
    “That leaves us with one hope,” she mouthed and glanced at the fourth-year recruit who was just beginning to wake up. 
 
    I smiled and saw the slight smile on Efasia’s face grow just a bit bigger. 
 
    It was weird to see Efasia so chatty, but I wasn’t going to complain, it was definitely a preferred change to her overly serious nature. 
 
    Did she actually see me as someone worth fighting beside instead of just another recruit now?  
 
    I really hoped so, because sooner or later we’d be the ones taking on even more serious missions, and I’d much rather have Efasia on my side than anyone else. 
 
    She might’ve been a pain in the ass, but she was a damn strong fighter. It was why the two of us were on this mission in the first place. 
 
    I was just hoping that this was a good indicator of how well the mission was going to go. 
 
    Everyone else slowly woke up as the carriage followed the path out of the forest, and I just about saw the outline of buildings up ahead.  
 
    We passed through a small wooden gate, and the carriage came to a stop just outside of an old, rustic farmhouse. As it stopped, I saw the door to the farmhouse open, and a middle-aged woman stepped out. 
 
    She wore a thick black cloak that was wrapped tightly around her body. Her skin was pale, and her dark hair had been pulled into a loose bun. But what stood out the most was her ears. 
 
    They weren’t pointed. 
 
    She was human. 
 
    I opened the door to the carriage and stepped out. I made sure I had everything I needed and waited for everyone else to do the same. 
 
    The fourth-year student, Kamus, looked the woman up and down before he rolled his eyes and approached her with a bored expression on his face. 
 
    I remembered the way he looked at me last night and realized that it was the exact same. 
 
    Great, so this guy was just another human-hating asshole. Perfect.  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness,” the woman said in relief. “Are you from the Academy?” 
 
    “Yes,” the fourth-year recruit said, and I could hear the exasperation in his voice. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Our farm has been plagued by coyotes,” she explained with a pained expression, and her voice shook as she spoke. “We thought we could handle them, but they overwhelmed us. They killed the cattle, and they got our neighbors’ sheep. My husband–” 
 
    She couldn’t finish her sentence as she began to sob.  
 
    The fourth-year recruit didn’t even flinch, and I looked at the others to see if they were as heartless as he was.  
 
    Efasia’s lips were pulled into a tight line, and she dug her fingers into her arms as she took a deep breath. 
 
    Gerrin still looked as though he was half-asleep, but I could tell that he felt sorry for the woman based on the fact that his usually bright smile was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Looly was hugging her shield close to her chest, and there was a glossy look in her eyes as she fought back tears. 
 
    I took a deep breath and turned back to the woman.  
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am,” I told her. “We’re here to help in any way we can.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the middle-aged woman said through tears.  
 
    The fourth-year student shook his head and huffed. It made him look like a bratty teen rather than a soon-to-be legion member, and I had half a mind to question if he was even fit to serve the Legion if this was how he treated civilians. 
 
    I shook it off and decided that I would prove to him just how good humans could be. 
 
    “Are you able to tell us where the coyotes are?” I asked the woman softly.  
 
    She nodded and pointed to one of the fields behind a large wooden barn. 
 
    “They’ll still be there for another hour or so,” she told us shakily. “We don’t know how many there are. Probably half a dozen at least. They like to… prowl about at this time of day.” 
 
    “We’ll get it sorted for you, ma’am,” I said. “Just take care of yourself.” 
 
    She gave a weak smile and nodded before she turned around and went inside.  
 
    Kamus gave me a dirty look and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    He didn’t say anything and just turned around to head toward the pasture.  
 
    The morning dew soaked my boots as we walked through the fields. There was still a heavy mist over the land, and it made it hard to see more than twenty feet in front of us.  
 
    The hedgerows that separated each of the fields were tall enough that I couldn’t see over them. I could hear the sound of cattle in the field beside us, but other than that it was silent. 
 
    We passed the barn and opened the gate to the field that the coyotes were supposedly in. Efasia closed the gate once we were all inside, and we readied our weapons. Then we began to walk toward the center of the field, and I looked through the mist to try and see any sign of the coyotes.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be any, but I remembered how the strange bear monster seemed to appear out of nowhere, so I knew better than to let my guard down. 
 
    “Spread out,” the fourth-year instructed once we were far enough into the field that we couldn’t see any of the hedgerows through the mist. “That way we can cover more ground.” 
 
    “No,” Efasia said sternly. “We don’t know how many coyotes there are. Spreading out is a bad idea.” 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” the fourth-year recruit told Efasia. “I’m the one in charge here.” 
 
    “And I’m the one telling you that your tactic is shit,” the white-haired warrior said in a harsh whisper. “This is our first mission, and we don’t even know what we’re up against.” 
 
    “They’re coyotes,” the older man spat. “If you can’t handle a coyote, then maybe you shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “One coyote is very different to at least half a dozen,” Gerrin chimed in. “Not to mention the fact that we can’t see drack.” 
 
    “I’m the only one here who’s been on a mission before,” the fourth-year growled. “And I’m the one in charge.” 
 
    “I’m not taking orders from someone who makes reckless decisions,” the yellow-eyed woman countered with a piercing glare. 
 
    The others continued to argue about what to do, and I kept a close eye on the mist around us as they did. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a flood of unease course through my body. It surged out from my chest and trailed down to my fingertips and toes. 
 
    I clenched my fingers around my mortuary sword and waited for it to pass.  
 
    But the chill persisted. 
 
    Then I felt my rovkin clawing against my chest in an attempt to escape. I ignored his demands but focused on where it felt like he was biting at my insides. 
 
    He flipped in a circle, and everything around me was suddenly coated in a wash of purple.  
 
    My vision blurred for a few moments before everything snapped into an even higher quality than before.  
 
    “Charlie?” Looly asked and came up beside me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I looked out at the mist and noticed a series of faint purple outlines of creatures slowly stalking toward us.  
 
    “They’re here,” I said, but my voice was barely audible.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “What?” Looly asked in horror and glanced in the direction I was looking. 
 
    I turned away from the mist ahead and looked around.  
 
    Everywhere I looked I could see the outline of the coyotes stalking toward where we stood. There were more than a dozen of the beasts, and I could see their glowing eyes getting closer and closer.  
 
    Any hope I had that they were even close to the coyotes I was used to vanished when they were close enough to see properly.  
 
    They were far bigger than the coyotes back on Earth. The majority of them had to be more than five feet with raised hackles that made them look even larger.  
 
    Their dark bodies were jagged around the edges, and even through the mist, I could see they didn’t move like any creature I’d ever known.  
 
    Their movements were completely unnatural, and the mist around them seemed to warp as they moved ever closer. It was only when they were on the edge of the mist that I could see the teeth Gerrin had mentioned. 
 
    I had been expecting rows of sharp teeth similar to the ones of Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox, or even those of Efasia’s Tempest Direwolf. But what I hadn’t been expecting were the dozens and dozens of sharp, needle-like teeth that jutted out from their mouths.  
 
    They seemed to shift and combine with each tilt of their head, and it made it look like they had an ever-changing number of teeth. But that wasn’t the worst part about it. 
 
    What Gerrin had failed to mention was that the coyotes didn’t just have teeth in their mouths.  
 
    I could just about see the large opening down the coyotes’ sides that seemed to pulse as they moved. It would open just a bit to show off the jagged sections of teeth hidden underneath what I thought was fur.  
 
    How the hell could these even be called coyotes? 
 
    “Guys…” I said loud enough to get the others’ attention and turned to look at them. 
 
    “What?” Kamus spat and glared at me. 
 
    “They’re here,” I told them. 
 
    The coyotes began to emerge from the mist, but before the others had even readied their weapons, one of the coyotes lunged at the fourth-year recruit. 
 
    He was quick to react and summoned his rovkin to protect himself. 
 
    It was a monstrous mix between a polar bear and a crocodile. Its fur-covered, crocodile-like body merged into an elongated bear-shaped head with far too many teeth. 
 
    There was a chilled aura that surrounded the beast, and the grass began to frost over wherever it stood. At that point, I realized it was a Lesser Polar Bearocodile. It was a fierce rovkin that specialized in freezing and shattering its opponents, and that’s exactly what the ethereal beast did. 
 
    As the coyote got close to it, the rovkin unhinged its jaw and clamped down on the approaching beast. It was able to fit the entire coyote in its mouth, and the beast’s body completely froze over as the rovkin sank its teeth in. 
 
    But he didn’t have time to kill the beast, because a second coyote appeared from the mist.  
 
    Kamus pulled his greatsword from his back and swung down on the coyote, and the blade hit the beast with such force that its black body split in half with a sickening crunch. 
 
    I barely even had time to process what happened because I got the sudden sense of something coming toward my back. 
 
    I whipped my head around to see another two coyotes picking up the pace to close the gap between us. I summoned my rovkin, and the dragon lurched out toward the beasts. 
 
    My dragon roared and tackled one of the coyotes. He sank his teeth into the coyote’s flesh, and I saw the crackle of purple spark across the coyote’s fur. 
 
    I had no idea what sort of attack that was, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it because the other coyote was quickly approaching. 
 
    I readied myself for it to attack, and it didn’t take long for it to lunge at me. I held my sword in a firm grip and waited for it to get close enough.  
 
    When it was, I swung my blade down and struck the beast on its shoulder, and in the same move, I used the momentum of my attack to throw the coyote off to the side. 
 
    The beast skidded across the wet grass but promptly got back up and lunged at me again. This time I didn’t hold back with my swing.  
 
    I swung the sword as hard as I could and aimed straight for the beast’s neck. The blade collided with the black flesh and sliced all the way through. 
 
    Blood spurted across the grass, and a black liquid oozed out from the wound. I waited to see if the beast’s rovkin would rise from the flesh, but instead, I watched in horror as the coyote’s body began to haul itself back onto its feet. 
 
    The headless creature turned itself toward me, and small tendrils began to sprout from the oozing neck of the beast. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked in disbelief as the beast leaned down and slowly began to pull its head back onto its body. 
 
    I should’ve struck then, but I could barely believe what was happening. 
 
    The coyote’s head had been reattached upside down, but it didn’t seem to matter. There was a series of audible cracks and a horrific squelch as the beast’s head slowly turned until it was the right way up. 
 
    I heard Looly’s horrified gasp from beside me. 
 
    “How the fuck do we kill these things?” Gerrin asked in horror, and I quickly glanced over to where he was. 
 
    The coyote he was fighting had been split in two, but just like the one I was fighting, it didn’t stay in two. 
 
    I looked back at the coyote in front of me and readied my sword for its attack. 
 
    “Physical attacks aren’t working,” Efasia said loudly, and I heard the slight sense of panic in her usually emotionless voice. 
 
    “Kamus,” I yelled. “You’ve fought coyotes before, so tell us what to do.” 
 
    “These aren’t normal coyotes,” the fourth-year recruit told us. “They aren’t dying.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve figured that out,” I said. 
 
    The coyote lunged at me, and I was barely able to swing my sword down on the beast in time. The blade sliced into the creature’s skin, and a thick crimson blood coated the silver metal. 
 
    “Just try things out,” Kamus stammered. “Something has to work.” 
 
    “You mean you don’t know?” Looly shrieked in horror.  
 
    “When the General said coyotes I was expecting a pack of normal coyotes,” the blue-eyed man explained. 
 
    “These aren’t normal?” I asked. 
 
    “Normal coyotes die when you slice them in half,” the older man explained. 
 
    The coyote my dragon was fighting crackled with manic purple energy that pulsed across its dark skin, and the beast cried out in pain. 
 
    My dragon had pulled off the beast and was busy spewing black shadow fire out over the dew-covered grass.  
 
    It took me a few moments to realize what he was actually doing. The walls of black fire he was spewing were pushing the coyotes back so we wouldn’t get overwhelmed.  
 
    All of us were still struggling with the first wave of coyotes that kept reforming themselves every time we sliced them apart. 
 
    The coyote that was covered in purple energy lunged at me next. It was barely able to move, and its body seemed to be splitting apart on its own.  
 
    A black ooze dripped from it as it launched itself from the ground. When it opened its mouth to bite, I saw the deep crimson blood that had slowly begun to fill its body. 
 
    I swung my sword with as much force as I could. 
 
    The blade collided with the beast’s body, and it burst open like an overfilled tick.  
 
    Blood splattered everywhere, and whatever strange thing the creature was made out of was scattered out in thick chunks. 
 
    I looked at the mess in horror, and I waited for the beast to somehow piece itself back together.  
 
    But it didn’t.  
 
    The creature remained in scattered pieces, and I realized how we had to kill them. 
 
    “You have to use your rovkin’s powers to weaken them,” I told the others. “That’s the only way to stop them from joining themselves back together.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Efasia asked. 
 
    The bits of coyote were still scattered around the field, and I could see the wild rovkin begin to slowly emerge from one of the larger chunks. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said.  
 
    My rovkin was quick to leap at the wild rovkin that had begun to tear its way out of the corpse, and he tore it up into easy-to-eat pieces. He ripped the ethereal beasts to shreds, but before he could finish eating, he snapped his head around to growl a warning at another one of the coyotes. 
 
    The coyote that had been the first to attack me was rearing up for another round. I held my sword out in front of me and tried to remember how I had made it glow in my mentoring session the day before.  
 
    I focused on the heat that was bubbling underneath my skin, held the blade aloft, and hoped that it would be enough to kill the beast. 
 
    Just as the coyote left the ground, my sword began to glow a deep purple. It crackled with the same pulsating energy that I’d seen my dragon use on the previous coyote. 
 
    I swung my sword down on the approaching coyote, and there was a burst of energy that seeped into the monster’s dark flesh.  
 
    Its eyes flashed purple, and it let out a horrified wail. It unhinged its jaw to try and latch onto me, but I swung my sword in front of me to keep the creature at bay. 
 
    As I did, a wave of dark fire spurted out from the blade and swept over the coyote.  
 
    Holy shit, that was new. 
 
    I didn’t have time to dwell on my newfound power, though, because the coyote was still alive. It looked weakened, but its body still stretched open in an attempt to try and bite me with one of its many sets of teeth. 
 
    Its body snapped around, and it lunged at me. But this time when I sliced it with my sword, its body was carved in two, and the creature collapsed into a messed-up puddle of guts and teeth.  
 
    My dragon finished with the first rovkin but didn’t look to the second. Instead, he turned back toward the mist where there were at least four more coyotes waiting to attack.  
 
    The shadow fire he’d made earlier had faded, and it left the coyotes able to draw closer.  
 
    I knew I couldn’t fight all four of them at once, and I didn’t even think I’d be able to fight two considering how hard they were to kill. I had to find a way to separate them, but it seemed like my rovkin was already ahead of me. 
 
    I didn’t even need to give him a command as he launched himself from the corpse of the beast and aimed directly at the other coyotes. 
 
    He sent out a wave of dark fire to push them back, and he made sure to only allow a singular coyote to even have a chance at coming near me. 
 
    I used the small amount of time I had to check on the others. 
 
    The fourth-year recruit had moved away from us and was busy taking on two coyotes with his weird polar-crocodile hybrid rovkin. The greatsword he used was slicing through the beasts with ease, and somehow I knew that he wouldn’t accept any help even if it was offered. 
 
    But I could tell he was still struggling to kill the monsters. He hadn’t even killed the first one, and he wasn’t using his rovkin powers like I’d said to. 
 
    I could see at least three more coyotes that were between him and Efasia, and they seemed to be deciding on who to go after.  
 
    The Ember Paw Fox had created small bursts of fire, but he was quickly being overwhelmed by the amount of coyotes in the mist around us.  
 
    Efasia’s Tempest Direwolf wasn’t doing much better at keeping the coyotes away, and I knew I had to do something about it. 
 
    “Get your rovkins to separate the coyotes,” I yelled at the others. 
 
    “How?” Gerrin asked and briefly looked at me. 
 
    “Have them create walls around them,” I told him. “It doesn’t have to stop them permanently, but it’ll stagger their attacks so we don’t get overwhelmed.” 
 
    “That won’t work!” Kamus yelled fiercely. 
 
    “Yes it will,” I said firmly. “It’s the only way we can make sure they’re all dead before they get to us first.” 
 
    “That’s actually a good idea,” Efasia said and commanded her direwolf directly at the coyotes. 
 
    “If we stick together, we can make sure none of them get through,” I instructed. “Looly, stay in the middle and yell out warnings if you see any threats we’re missing.” 
 
    “Alright,” the pink-haired healer said weakly. 
 
    “Kamus, move closer to us!” I yelled at the fourth-year. 
 
    “I don’t take orders from humans,” he spat. 
 
    “It’s safer,” I told him. 
 
    “I know what I’m doing,” he yelled. 
 
    I didn’t have any more time to argue because I could see the coyotes moving closer to me. 
 
    My dragon had created large, smoldering patches of dark fire across the field that glowed a deep purple. He stretched the walls out in a large curve until he reached the tall walls of fire that the Ember Paw Fox had started to make.  
 
    It meant I couldn’t see the coyotes on Gerrin’s side, but I trusted that he had it under control. 
 
    I turned back to the coyote that was quickly approaching me and brandished my sword. 
 
    It seemed to already be injured from my dragon’s shadow fire, and I could tell it was struggling to move. I used this as an opportunity to get a shot in before it could get close enough to actually attack me.  
 
    I grabbed a throwing knife from my belt and lined up a shot. But before I threw it, I remembered my rovkin’s powers.  
 
    I focused on the burning sensation under my skin until the knife became streaked with purple light. Then I threw the knife at the coyote, and the blade exploded in a cloud of purple and black as soon as it made contact with the monster. 
 
    The beast flinched away from the dark cloud, and I couldn’t help but notice the blisters that were left across whatever flesh had made contact. But it didn’t take long before the coyote came at me again with a vengeance. 
 
    It lunged at me, and I had to sidestep out the way so it didn’t bite me. As I did, I swung my sword down and cut the beast in two.  
 
    Blood squirted from the beast’s body, and Looly let out a yelp as she brought her shield up to protect herself from the mess. 
 
    “Sorry, Looly,” I said and quickly checked to make sure there weren’t any other coyotes right next to me. 
 
    “It’s okay,” the silver-eyed woman said, but she didn’t sound one hundred percent sure about that.  
 
    The other coyotes were still struggling to get past the fire my dragon was spewing out, so I was able to check to see how everyone else was holding up. 
 
    The field was busy being set alight by Gerrin’s manic Ember Paw Fox. But I could see that the trails it made were separating the coyotes from one another, which then made it easier for Gerrin to handle the coyote that was currently attacking him.  
 
    The half-djinn seemed to be fine, and he was doing well to keep the coyote at a safe distance. He didn’t seem to mind the sheer amount of fire either, even going so far as pushing the coyote closer and closer to the fiery walls his rovkin had made. 
 
    Efasia was doing completely fine on her own. She hacked at the coyotes as though they were simply training dummies, and the white-haired woman’s rovkin was fighting alongside her to create a series of attacks so the coyote didn’t have a single second to fight back. 
 
    Long stretches of lightning sparked out across the field in front of her, and I could see the corpses of at least two of the coyotes smoking just a few feet from the pair. 
 
    Lightning crackled from her direwolf’s fur, and each time it bit down on the coyote, the monster yelped in pain as it got electrocuted. The coyote was bigger than the direwolf, but it didn’t seem to matter in the slightest because the direwolf was biting at whatever flesh it could sink its teeth into, and every strike sent more lightning out into the creature. 
 
    I turned my back on them, confident that they would be completely fine, and even if they weren’t, they had each other to rely on. 
 
    Looly’s rovkin flitted around the air above two of the coyotes in small circles as it tried to escape their gnashing teeth. It seemed as though it was running a distraction for Looly, who was hiding behind her shield and trying to reload her crossbow. 
 
    The pink-haired woman’s hands were shaking as she struggled to load the bolt, and her breath came out in short, rapid bursts that clearly weren’t doing anything to calm her down.  
 
    I knew she wasn’t a fighter, and clearly, her rovkin was trying its best. But I knew the distraction would only last so long, and Looly wouldn’t have stood a chance against the coyotes even if she knew how to load her crossbow. 
 
    “Looly,” I said just loud enough for her to hear. 
 
    She looked up at me with wide silver eyes and slightly furrowed eyebrows. 
 
    “You’re alright,” I said softly. “We’ll protect you. We’ve got this.” 
 
    The nature elf nodded and moved to the middle of the small circle that we’d made.  
 
    Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox cut across to where Looly’s rovkin was trying to distract the coyotes and created a solid wall of fire in between the two of them. It was enough of a distraction for the small ball of flying light to escape from the wild beasts.  
 
    The wall of fire split the coyotes up, and only left one of them on our side of the wall. The other was trapped by the Ember Paw Fox and had nowhere to go other than the small circle that had been left by the erratic rovkin. 
 
    The one that was left for us to deal with was quick to turn from the fire and look at me.  
 
    The others had begun to breach the shadow fire that had started to sizzle out. The coyotes had spread out enough that my dragon was struggling to keep all of them under control.  
 
    It wasn’t a problem on Gerrin’s side because his rovkin had made enough walls to create an entire maze that the coyotes would have to fight their way through.  
 
    The problem was Kamus’ side.  
 
    His rovkin wasn’t fast enough to keep up with the coyotes.  
 
    The icy walls that he’d put up around himself were melting, and the ice had become brittle, so there was a coyote quickly working its way through the ice. 
 
    If he had listened to us, then we would’ve been able to reinforce the walls with our own rovkin powers in order to keep each other safe, but he was insistent on not needing our help. 
 
    His rovkin was relying on its breath attack to try and freeze the coyote, but it wasn’t doing enough damage to mean that Kamus could kill the monsters fast enough.  
 
    The pureblood elf had just managed to kill the first coyote by the time the second had breached the wall.  
 
    The polar crocodile rovkin did its best to slow the beast, but it couldn’t focus on both the coyote and the wall. Its stubby legs made it difficult for it to keep up with the strange monster. 
 
    Kamus was doing his best to attack the beast, but without the full help of his rovkin, I wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep it up. 
 
    Three other coyotes lurked in the mist behind him, and there was nothing to stop them. 
 
    I had to do something to try and help him, and if he wasn’t going to listen, then I’d ask something that would. 
 
    I made a short, sharp whistle to get my dragon’s attention, and when he snapped his head around to glare at me, I summoned him over. 
 
    “Come,” I ordered.  
 
    Surprisingly, he listened, but not before he spat out one last trail of fire around the coyotes before flying back to me. 
 
    I pointed over toward Kamus, and he was quick to change direction in order to create a long black trail of dark shadow behind the fourth-year recruit.  
 
    The help didn’t go unnoticed. 
 
    “Get your dragon away from me!” Kamus yelled and sent me a piercing glare. 
 
    “Why?” I asked and got my dragon to loop around the coyotes. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before it stops listening to you” he screamed back, and I could hear the anger in his voice. 
 
    “I’ve got him under control,” I told him. “The General wouldn’t send me on this mission if he didn’t think I had control. You need to let us help you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the older man spat and then continued to ignore me. 
 
    “This is a team mission, Kamus,” I reminded him sternly. “We need to work together.” 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” he yelled and swung down on the coyote with far too much force. “I don’t need a human’s help.” 
 
    I clenched my fists and bit my tongue to stop myself from responding. I whistled my dragon back and tried to shake off his comment. If he didn’t believe I was worthy of helping him, then I’d just have to prove it.  
 
    It wasn’t like I didn’t try to help him, but I had to focus on the coyotes again. 
 
    My rovkin circled around and landed directly in front of me and stretched out his wings. He growled at the approaching monsters, and I heard his mouth open with the crackle of the shadow fire in his throat. 
 
    Fuck yeah, this was exactly the sort of time when I really, really needed him to go apeshit.  
 
    I switched out my sword for my throwing knives because I knew it would be reckless to try and get too close to the coyotes, especially with the sheer amount of fire that was now in the field. Not to mention the fact that I didn’t want to be on the other end of my dragon’s breath attack for even a second. 
 
    I aimed for the coyote closest to the wall of fire and lined up my shot to its head. Just as I threw the first knife, there was a deafening rumble of thunder from behind us.  
 
    I was quick to cover my ears, and as soon as the sound was gone, I dropped my hands and quickly glanced behind me. 
 
    Efasia’s direwolf had tackled a coyote to the ground, but the monster’s body was already lifeless. But another coyote was right beside it, and the direwolf turned to the beast and let out a thunderous howl. The same rumble of thunder emanated from the rovkin, and I barely remembered to cover my ears. 
 
    “A little warning, Efasia!” Gerrin yelled at the white-haired woman. 
 
    Efasia had also covered her ears and shot Gerrin a dirty look. 
 
    “You think I know when he’s going to do that?” the warrior woman asked defensively. “I can barely see anything because you’ve set half the field on fire!” 
 
    “It’s staggering them!” the half-djinn yelled back. “He’s being helpful, okay?” 
 
    “Argue about it later!” I shouted at them. “We’ve got bigger problems.” 
 
    I turned around before either of them could say anything to me, and gave Looly a quick smile.  
 
    She was still hiding behind her shield, but she looked more confident than she had before. The silver-eyed woman’s crossbow was successfully loaded, and Looly had rested it on top of her shield.  
 
    I wasn’t sure which coyote she was aiming at, but I gave her a nod and turned back to the beasts. 
 
    The thunderous howl had been enough to stun the coyotes for long enough that my dragon had fully charged his shadow fire.  
 
    My knife had missed the coyote because of the thunder, but I was quick to ready another one when the coyote began to approach once again. 
 
    I aimed between the coyote’s eyes and threw the knife. Immediately after I threw it, my rovkin unleashed a cloud of blackened fire that rolled over the grass and hit the pair of coyotes with full force. 
 
    My knife lodged itself between the monster’s eyes, and I only just managed to watch it land before my rovkin spat a ball of shadow fire directly at the beast.  
 
    Once the cloud of shadow fire cleared, I stared in shock at where the coyotes’ bodies should have been. However, instead of their corpses, there were just piles of ash, and there was the nauseating smell of burned meat in the air.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I said in disbelief.  
 
    I knew that my dragon’s shadow fire was dangerous, but I wasn’t aware that it was hot enough to literally turn entire monsters to ash.  
 
    Did that mean he was holding back yesterday? Or did the two wild coyote rovkins he’d eaten really make that much of a difference to the strength of his power? 
 
    My dragon tilted its head back at an impossible angle to look at me with its unsettling purple eyes. It twisted its neck to the side as it considered my face. 
 
    Before I could say anything, the bodies of two of the cremated coyotes began to snap up and rise from the ashes, and my dragon snapped his head back into place and lunged at one of the ashen beings. 
 
    Was that seriously not enough to kill them? 
 
    I grabbed my extra pair of throwing knives and threw them at the creatures. One hit was enough to make the coyotes completely crumple to the ground.  
 
    But just when I thought we were okay, there was a horrendous scream. 
 
    I turned around and saw that the coyotes had managed to breach the wall near Kamus, and one of the coyotes had sunk its teeth into his back.  
 
    I ran over to him without even thinking, and I was followed closely by my rovkin.  
 
    Efasia’s direwolf sent out a burst of lightning to ward off two of the coyotes, and I just managed to get to the older man in time to tear the coyote from him.  
 
    My dragon tackled the beast out of the way, and I didn’t even need to think about what I was doing.  
 
    I tried to pick the man up but ended up half-carrying and half-dragging him to where Looly was behind Gerrin and Efasia.  
 
    Efasia moved further from Gerrin and took on the coyotes that Kamus hadn’t been able to kill.  
 
    “Have you got him?” I asked Looly when I was close enough to put Kamus down. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said uncertainly.  
 
    I trusted Looly to do her job and turned back to the remaining coyotes. 
 
    There were only three left that I could see, and Efasia was confidently slashing at two of the most injured ones. My dragon had latched onto the third and was busy pumping what purple energy it had into the monster. 
 
    My dragon must have sensed me behind him because he let go of the beast and ran behind me to create a barrier in front of Looly.  
 
    This coyote was larger than any of the others, and its mouth was a horrifying display of teeth and flesh. 
 
    Instead of opening horizontally, it opened vertically and ran down its neck and toward its chest. It could’ve gone even further, but I couldn’t tell over the sheer amount of strange black flesh leaking from its mouth. 
 
    I waited for the beast to make its move with my sword readied. 
 
    But it didn’t lunge. 
 
    It opened its maw as wide as it could and spat a dark, black goo directly at me.  
 
    It hit my armor and there was a strong smell of burning. The goo hadn’t penetrated my ethereal armor, but it dripped down the shadowy chestplate and onto the ground below.  
 
    The grass sizzled and burned as soon as it came into contact, and I was quick to look back up at the beast.  
 
    It spat again, and I was only just able to move out of the way. I tried to block the third attack with my sword, but to my horror, the goo clung to the base of the blade.  
 
    Then, with a sickening crack, the blade snapped in two.

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    I stared at the broken sword in disbelief, but I didn’t have a chance to think about it for too long because the coyote lunged toward me. 
 
    I dropped the remnants of my sword and pulled my karambits from my belt. It wasn’t what I wanted to fight with, but it would have to do. 
 
    I slashed at the approaching beast, and I was able to catch the side of its jaw with the curved blade. It ripped through the flesh and sent crimson blood flying across the field. 
 
    But I knew it wasn’t good enough. 
 
    I focused on the burning energy inside of me and watched as the metal of the karambits burst into dark flames. 
 
    When the beast lunged at me again, I slashed across its throat. It wasn’t deep enough to sever the head, but it was enough to cause the beast to try and dodge my second blade.  
 
    Blood gushed from the wound on its neck, but the monster turned on me and narrowed its bright red eyes. 
 
    It split its mouth completely open and jumped at me.  
 
    The mouth ran down its entire body, and I was faced with almost seven feet of pure teeth. I didn’t have a choice of where to go because I couldn’t move fast enough to avoid the coyote’s hundreds of teeth. 
 
    So I stood there. 
 
    I raised my karambits above my head, and as soon as the beast was within reach, I slashed up its body. 
 
    It was a squelching collision, but I gritted my teeth and tore the blades through the monster’s flesh with all my strength, and it let out a piercing yowl as what seemed to be guts spilled free from its midsection.  
 
    The coyote was practically split in two by the time I stumbled backward, and I was covered in a mixture of black flesh and crimson blood that soaked me from head to toe. 
 
    I stood there for a few seconds to see if somehow the beast was going to get back up. But it didn’t. 
 
    It was nothing but gore and a lifeless stare strewn on the ground before me. 
 
    I looked up and saw Efasia just a few feet from me.  
 
    She was just as covered in blood as I was, and the white-haired warrior gave me a fierce smile. 
 
    I chuckled as I trudged back over to where Looly had finished patching up Kamus. 
 
    My dragon had stopped spewing fire and had moved on to the rovkins that had started to claw their way out of the coyotes’ corpses.  
 
    It was disturbing, the way they clawed their ghostly paws out of their former selves, and somehow, the spirit version of these monsters was even grosser to behold. 
 
    But they wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Not now that our rovkins could truly sink their own ghostly teeth into them.  
 
    Looly’s rovkin floated over my shoulder and hovered around the wild rovkins, almost as though it was waiting to see if it was allowed to have any. My dragon didn’t seem to care about the glowing creature and was more than content with the rovkins it was already eating, so the healer’s rovkin helped itself to one of the coyotes.  
 
    Looly stood up and gave me a quick once-over before she turned to scan the mist. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” she asked softly. 
 
    I turned back to my dragon, but there was a sudden flash of purple light in the mist that quickly diffused into an outline of a heavily injured coyote. 
 
    “There’s one left,” I said and pointed toward where the beast was hiding in the mist. “Use your crossbow to shoot it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the pink-haired woman asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I assured her.  
 
    She lined up her crossbow with the slowly emerging silhouette of the coyote.  
 
    It stopped to line itself up with the nature elf’s rovkin, and it bared its large teeth at the harmless ball of light.  
 
    As soon as it began to lunge, Looly fired. 
 
    The crossbow bolt landed directly in the beast’s eye, and the sudden attack brought it to a halt. At the sudden noise, my rovkin looked up at the injured creature and moved into a defensive stance. 
 
    “Wait,” I told the dragon, and he shrank back ever so slightly.  
 
    I could tell that he was ready to attack the coyote just by his stance, but he was going to wait for my command to do so. I wasn’t going to let him attack just yet because I wanted Looly to get some practice with her crossbow first.  
 
    She needed practice with both the crossbow and fighting in general, and one coyote that was already injured didn’t pose much of a threat when we all had our rovkins out.  
 
    The pink-haired nature elf reloaded her crossbow with more ease than before, and she lined up another shot. Her hands were shaking as she did so, but I gave her a smile and nodded. 
 
    Looly took a deep breath, and she fired again. 
 
    The second bolt hit the coyote’s head, and blood splattered across the scorched grass.  
 
    The beast collapsed to the ground, and my dragon relaxed and went back to eating the scraps of wild rovkin he’d torn up before. 
 
    As our rovkins waited for the rest of the wild rovkins to emerge, we turned back around to the others. 
 
    We’d fucking done it. 
 
    We’d completed our first official mission. 
 
    Efasia was still covered in blood from the chest down, and her white hair had fallen out of her bun during the fight. The warrior woman wiped the blood from her axe with a cloth she pulled from one of her pockets and took deep breaths. 
 
    She looked even more intimidating than usual, but her shoulders were visibly more relaxed than I’d ever seen her.  
 
    Gerrin’s leather armor was scorched, and some of the stitching had even burned off and left him with loose segments that barely hung on. It seemed that the only thing stopping it from falling off his body was the ethereal, fiery armor over the top.  
 
    There was a wide, easy grin plastered on Gerrin’s face, but I didn’t miss the tiredness in the half-djinn’s vibrant orange eyes.  
 
    The fourth-year was barely visible in the mist, but I could tell he was watching us with his arms crossed against his chest while his rovkin cleared up whatever was left of the coyotes closest to him.  
 
    “So,” Gerrin said breathlessly, and we all looked over at him. “That was a few more than six.” 
 
    “When you said teeth, that wasn’t what I had in mind,” I reminded him casually of our conversation back in the dorm.  
 
    Gerrin laughed tiredly and crouched down close to the ground. 
 
    “That was a lot more coyotes than I was expecting,” Efasia admitted with a nod.  
 
    “It’s probably a good thing we didn’t split up,” the half-djinn said loud enough for the fourth-year recruit to hear. “That would’ve been a huge mistake.” 
 
    Looly giggled next to me, and I smiled at Gerrin’s obvious dig at the man.  
 
    “Rule one of mission work,” the yellow-eyed woman said. “Never split up.” 
 
    We all nodded in agreement and just used the time to calm ourselves down. 
 
    Kamus stayed on the ground and took to staring at his greatsword. He didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in joining in on our conversation or even looking at us anymore. 
 
    “Is anyone else injured?” Looly asked. 
 
    “I’m not,” I said and stretched out my shoulder. “My dragon kept them back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gerrin laughed. “My Ember Paw Fox kept them at bay. First time I’m not actually injured.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” the nature elf asked and looked Gerrin up and down. “Your armor’s looking a little worse for wear.” 
 
    “It’s just singed from the fire,” the half-djinn explained. “Apparently the fire doesn’t hurt me, but it does hurt my leather armor.” 
 
    “You don’t have fire-resistant armor?” Efasia asked him. 
 
    “They make that?” the half-djinn asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the white-haired woman said with a nod. “Anyone who’s part djinn is allowed fire-resistant armor. The same goes for anyone with fire powers.” 
 
    “That probably would’ve been good to know like three weeks ago,” Gerrin said. 
 
    Efasia shook her head and sighed. 
 
    “What about you, Efasia?” Looly asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” The yellow-eyed woman cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you hurt at all?” the nature elf questioned. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the warrior woman said. “This is all coyote blood.” 
 
    “I don’t believe her,” I admitted, and Efasia scowled at me with her piercing eyes. “She’d say she was fine even if something was clearly broken.” 
 
    “Would I now?” she asked me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Efasia rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything else. 
 
    We used the time it took for our rovkins to clear up the wild spirits to catch our breath and let the walls of fire begin to dwindle on their own. 
 
    Luckily, the wild rovkins didn’t all emerge at once.  
 
    I watched as my dragon waited patiently by the bodies in the order they were killed. How he remembered which ones died first was lost on me, but I wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    He waited for the rovkin to slowly claw its way out of the mess of guts and strange flesh before he pounced on the ethereal creature. His razor-sharp teeth tore into the wild rovkin with an ease that made me glad that his bites didn’t actually hurt me.  
 
    The pieces of coyote rovkin were raining down like ghostly confetti, and there was a fierce hunger in my dragon’s eyes. Chunk after chunk got flung into the air, and I watched as Looly’s rovkin grabbed a few of the smaller pieces from mid-air.  
 
    As soon as it was clear the rovkin wasn’t coming back, he began to pick up the chunks and swallowed them whole. 
 
    “Why does your rovkin tear them up?” Efasia asked. 
 
    I hadn’t realized she was also watching, and I glanced back at her own rovkin in curiosity.  
 
    Unlike mine, her direwolf just tore chunks straight from the translucent beast and then chewed and swallowed them. It was far cleaner than whatever it was my dragon was doing. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said and turned back to watch as my rovkin threw a piece in the air to catch it. 
 
    I was definitely glad that it was just the rovkins he ate because I didn’t want to imagine the mess the actual coyotes’ bodies would make. 
 
    Once we’d all caught our breath again, we got to work on putting out the last smoldering embers caused by the Ember Paw Fox that Gerrin had to reabsorb as soon as it finished hunting the wild rovkins.  
 
    The fact that the grass was still wet from the morning dew meant that the fire hadn’t spread any further than the trails that were made. But I couldn’t help but feel bad for the farmer. 
 
    “What do we do with the bodies?” I asked as I looked at the mangled corpses of the coyotes. 
 
    “Just leave them,” the fourth-year said with a heavy amount of exasperation. 
 
    “Okay…” I sighed.  
 
    I was seriously done with this guy and his attitude. 
 
    By the time we were finished clearing up the fires, the morning mist had lifted, and the sun had begun to shine over the fields.  
 
    I managed to find the remnants of my sword and picked them out of a pool of black goo.  
 
    Looly pulled out a wide piece of cloth from her bag for me to wrap them in, and I tied up the broken sword.  
 
    I’d have to see the blacksmith about it when we got back to the Academy, but something told me it’d be easier to just get an entirely new one. 
 
    We made our way back down to the farmhouse to tell the woman that her coyote problem was sorted. The fourth-year didn’t even try to seem civil, and instead, he chose to hang back by the carriage as we went to speak to her. 
 
    I knocked on the worn wooden door, and it opened not even a second later. 
 
    The middle-aged woman looked between the four of us, and I could feel just how worried she was. 
 
    “The coyotes are all dead,” I told her, and she visibly relaxed at the good news. “And so are their spirits. You shouldn’t have any more issues with them.” 
 
    “Thank you all so much,” she said tearfully. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without your help.” 
 
    “We’re just doing our job, ma’am,” Efasia said, but her voice was a lot softer than usual.  
 
    “May I ask what you’ve done with the bodies?” the woman questioned quietly. 
 
    “They’re still up there, ma’am,” I replied. “Is that alright?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s fine,” she said. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “Just take care of yourself,” I told her. “And don’t hesitate to reach out if there’s any other problems.” 
 
    “I wish you all a safe passage back to the Academy.” The human woman smiled at us and then went back inside. 
 
    We all got back into the carriage, and we sat in the same seats as we did on the way up. The fourth-year seemed to have nothing more to say to us and almost instantly fell asleep. 
 
    Despite how tired I was, there was still too much adrenaline coursing through my body to actually fall asleep. That didn’t seem to be the case for Gerrin, who had tipped his head back against the wall of the carriage and was snoring within minutes. 
 
    The carriage driver seemed to take a different way back to the Academy because he didn’t bother turning around to go back through the woods. Instead, he continued straight through the settlement and took the carriage down a cobbled path on the outside of the forest.  
 
    It gave me the opportunity to take in some of the sights of the Sundered Realm that I didn’t usually get an opportunity to see.  
 
    All of our training meant that we were confined to the Academy and the surrounding forest, which wasn’t an issue for those who actually grew up in the Sundered Realm since many had to travel in order to get to the Academy in the first place.  
 
    But for me, it was all new and exciting, and I finally got to enjoy the view without being hurried along or having to fight for my life.  
 
    The pale green sky still seemed so otherworldly to me, and the swatches of pink and purple that seemed to appear every now and then just made it all feel like a dream.  
 
    The vivid green grass sparkled with the morning dew that was still left, and the hedgerows were littered with all sorts of colorful berries that definitely looked poisonous.  
 
    As we reached open land, I looked away from the window and instead looked at Looly, who was giving me brief, worried glances. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked her. 
 
    The only other person who was awake was Efasia, and her eyes flitted over to me, but once she realized that I wasn’t talking to her, she looked back out the window again. 
 
    Looly nodded in response, but I didn’t believe it. 
 
    She was usually bubbly and animated, but the person in front of me was the complete opposite.  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her. “You seem quiet lately.” 
 
    I didn’t want to pry if there really was something going on, but I didn’t want her to struggle with something if I could help it. I also needed to know if I needed to step up more in training, much like I had to do on the mission. 
 
    If there was something affecting Looly’s ability to fight, then I had to prepare myself to take on more responsibility out in the field. 
 
    “Well,” Looly said, and it was clear that she was trying to put off whatever it was she was going to say.  
 
    The nature elf sighed and fiddled with the straps of her armor. She looked out the window to avoid my questioning look and took a deep breath. 
 
    “I feel like…” The silver-eyed woman’s eyebrows furrowed together in thought, and I could see the slight quiver of her lip as she tried to use her hands to help further her words along, but it didn’t seem to help in the slightest. “I don’t think I’m ready for missions yet.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked in disbelief. 
 
    How could she think she wasn’t ready even after she had healed Kamus’ nasty bite wound and killed a monster? She’d seemed scared, but then again, who wouldn’t, especially with that many terrifying coyote monsters around? 
 
    “I froze up,” the pink-haired woman said and continued to avoid my eyes. “I should’ve been helping you guys.” 
 
    Looly’s words seemed to get Efasia’s attention because the white-haired woman looked away from the window and gave me a concerned look.  
 
    I took that as a warning to say something, and I had half a mind to tell Efasia that I was going to do it anyway even without her prompting. But Looly needed me more than I wanted to put Efasia in her place, so I looked back at Looly. 
 
    “You were helping us,” I assured her, and the pink-haired nature elf looked up at me with glassy eyes. “I mean, without you, Kamus would most likely be dead.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t be injured if I could fight,” Looly said softly.  
 
    “He wouldn’t be injured if he’d just listened to the group instead of being an asshole,” I murmured in her pointed ear, and she chuckled the slightest bit. Then I pulled back and got more serious. “More importantly, you’re not a fighter. You’re a healer. It’s our job to protect you so that you can patch us up if needed.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that to make me feel better,” the silver-eyed woman said.  
 
    “No he’s not,” Efasia said to Looly’s surprise.  
 
    The warrior woman turned to Looly and held the healer’s hands in her own. 
 
    “Healers are not meant to be amazing fighters,” the usually stern woman said softly. “It’s far more important that you know how to heal us instead of how to kill monsters. Do you remember what I told you this morning?” 
 
    Looly nodded and took a deep breath. 
 
    “As long as we all make it back to the Academy alive, I’ve done the best job possible,” the pink-haired nature elf said.  
 
    “Exactly,” the yellow-eyed woman said with a soft but fierce smile. “And all five of us are alive. You did your job perfectly.” 
 
    It was strange to see Efasia being so soft, but I remembered how Looly told me about her mother, and how Efasia trusted those that were strong. Part of me then realized that Looly probably didn’t know just how incredible it was that she’d done her first mission so soon, and absolutely rose to the occasion.  
 
    “Not to mention the fact that this was our first-ever mission,” I reminded her. “No other first-years have done one yet.” 
 
    “Charlie’s right,” Efasia said. “And on top of that, you have to remember that when first-years are sent out, they usually get a second-year healer, not a first-year.” 
 
    That was something I didn’t know, and I wondered why Looly had been sent out in place of a second-year. Of course, she was a good healer, but I guessed there might have been some sort of ulterior motive that was similar to the reason Gerrin was sent out. 
 
    “And to think,” I said with a comforting smile. “That’s only the second time you’ve been out. And you’ve got more than three and a half years of training left.” 
 
    “You’re both right,” Looly said and smiled at last. “I’ve only been training for four months. I think I’m just overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Overwhelmed and probably exhausted.” I shrugged loosely. “Get some rest, we’ve still got a few hours left, right?” 
 
    “Probably at least another four hours,” the white-haired warrior confirmed. “We’ve taken a different route, so it might be even longer. That means there’s plenty of time to rest.” 
 
    Looly nodded and took another deep breath. 
 
    “Thank you guys,” the silver-eyed woman said. 
 
    “Anytime,” I said as Efasia nodded. 
 
    Efasia let go of Looly’s hands and let the healer turn to the window. 
 
    It took less than two minutes from when Looly closed her eyes for her breathing to even out. 
 
    That only left Efasia and I awake. The pale woman leaned back against the cushioned seat of the carriage and crossed her arms over her blood-soaked armor.  
 
    It still felt weird to see Efasia acting so kind to someone else, especially someone who seemed so polar opposite to her as Looly. But I had to remind myself that Efasia liked people based on how good they were in battle and how useful they’d be to the Legion. 
 
    Looly was one hell of a healer already, and she was only going to continue to get better. 
 
    I then considered how much Efasia had reassured Looly, and judging by our conversation, it wasn’t the first time the white-haired warrior had done such a thing. 
 
    Maybe I didn’t have to wait until I saw the General to ask about why Looly was sent on the mission. 
 
    “You said they normally send second-year healers,” I said, and Efasia looked over at me with furrowed eyebrows. “How come the General chose Looly instead?” 
 
    “Looly is one of the best healers the Academy has seen,” Efasia explained, and I could almost hear a sense of pride in her voice. “But she doesn’t believe in herself because she doesn’t believe that she could possibly be as good as her mother. Do you know about her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and nodded. “Looly’s told me about her.” 
 
    “Good,” she said with a sharp nod. “Then you know the kind of person Looly is comparing herself against.” 
 
    “But she’s only been training for four months,” I said. “And her mother probably has a few decades of practice.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Efasia sighed. “What Looly can’t see is that she’s on par with some of the third-years in terms of healing. That bite could’ve easily killed Kamus, especially with the power that those coyotes had. But he seems to be completely fine. That’s not something a first-year would logistically be able to do.” 
 
    “The General sent her to try and make her realize that,” I guessed. 
 
    “Yeah,” the yellow-eyed woman said and looked over at Looly. “He wanted to boost her confidence because then we’d be able to see just how good of a healer she is. At the moment, a lot of the instructors think she’s holding back because she always picks the smallest wounds to practice on. Hopefully, she now realizes that she can heal a lot more than just a scratch.” 
 
    “I think it’ll take some time for her to process it.” I leaned back against the carriage seat and sighed. “I don’t think I’ve fully processed it yet.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” Efasia admitted. “I think I’m too tired to register just how many coyotes we killed.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I also haven’t had my rovkin out for that long before.” 
 
    “They’re so draining,” the woman said with an empty laugh. 
 
    “What rank do we have to be before they don’t exhaust us?” I asked. 
 
    “Rank O.” 
 
    “Aw fuck,” I groaned.  
 
    “Exactly,” Efasia agreed. “So I’m going to rest for a bit before I pass out.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea.” I nodded and turned to look out the carriage window. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let myself fall asleep. 
 
    I woke up when the carriage jostled and turned onto an old cobbled road.  
 
    I looked out the window and expected to see the same passing fields. However, what I saw instead was almost indescribable. 
 
    There were no hedges or fences that separated the lush green fields here from one another.  
 
    Instead, wildflowers covered the fields in a kaleidoscope of colors that swayed in the wind and glittered in the sunlight. There were a few larger flowers that sprouted up across the fields, and I could see a variety of small monsters walking through the long grass toward them.  
 
    It was the most docile I’d seen any monster, and upon closer inspection, I realized that I saw a couple of Dappled Stabunnies roaming the fields.  
 
    They were far larger than the one Erlan had, with the height from their paws to their antlers easily being more than ten feet for some of the largest ones. The smallest I could see was only a foot or so high, and I only knew it was there because I watched as it leaped up onto a large blue flower.  
 
    Beyond the fields were tall mountains that reached up high into the pastel green sky and had a dusting of snow on their peaks. The dark gray rock seemed so out of place when compared to how bright the rest of the Sundered Realm was.  
 
    But I soon forgot the dullness of the mountains as the carriage began to cross over an old stone bridge. and I was stunned as we passed by a giant waterfall. 
 
    The water cascaded down from the top of the mountains and crashed into the pool of water below. The sun hit the water droplets and created a dazzling rainbow in the mist.  
 
    “Whoa,” Gerrin said suddenly. 
 
    I tried to play off my jump, but I was clearly unsuccessful because the half-djinn chuckled beside me.  
 
    Gerrin’s exclamation was enough to get Efasia’s attention from where she’d been looking out her side of the carriage at the river, too.  
 
    There was a muted sense of amazement in the warrior woman’s yellow eyes, but it didn’t last for very long because as soon as she caught me looking, the amusement became annoyance, and her eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    I smiled at her before I turned to look back out the window at the waterfall. 
 
    The sight of the waterfall was something to behold, and I had half a mind to ask if we could stop. 
 
    But apparently, I didn’t need to. 
 
    Just as we crossed over the bridge, the carriage began to slow to a halt. 
 
    I looked around at the others in confusion and was quick to realize that none of them knew what was happening, either. That included Efasia, who peered out her side of the window again to try and see up ahead. 
 
    The carriage stopping was enough to get the fourth-year recruit to wake up. 
 
    “Are we at the Academy already?” he asked through a yawn. 
 
    “No,” Efasia said bluntly and furrowed her brow into a frown. 
 
    “Then why have we stopped?” The fourth-year recruit sat up and looked out the window on both sides. 
 
    Just then, one of the guards came around the side to knock on the carriage door. I pushed it open because I was closest, and the guard stood outside the carriage.  
 
    “Why has the carriage stopped?” Looly asked. 
 
    “We wanted to inform you that the journey will be another six hours at least due to some issues on the road,” the guard said. 
 
    “What sort of issues?” Efasia asked. 
 
    “A landslide has blocked off one of the passageways, and we’re currently waiting to be told when it’s cleared,” the man explained. “For now, the road ahead is closed, so I suggest you get out and stretch your legs. It may also be a good idea to wash the blood off your skin and grab something to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and the guard nodded and walked back around the front of the carriage. 
 
    I looked at the others in a silent question, and Looly gave me a bright smile and got out of the carriage. I followed after her, and the rest weren’t far behind.  
 
    I made my way over to the waterfall so that I could wash my weapons off and try to get some of the black goo off of my skin.  
 
    The water in the pool at the base of the waterfall was cold and refreshing, and it felt nice to scrub the blood off of me. Looly kneeled down beside me and began to clean off the small amount of blood from her hands.  
 
    It didn’t seem to be from her or the coyotes, but rather from Kamus. 
 
    “Feeling any better?” I asked and looked over at the pink-haired woman. 
 
    Her bubbly and infectious smile was back on her face, and her silver eyes seemed far brighter than they had earlier. 
 
    “Yep!” the nature elf said brightly. “Turns out I just needed some rest and some time to think about what had happened earlier.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” I said with a smile. “You’re doing a lot better than you give yourself credit for.” 
 
    “I could say the same thing about you.” She looked at me with dreamy eyes and leaned closer to kiss my cheek. 
 
    “What was that for?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “For not letting coyotes eat me,” the pink-haired woman said and stood up.  
 
    I watched her walk away to approach Kamus, and I guessed it was in order to check on his wounds in case she’d missed anything. That was when I noticed Efasia walking over to me.  
 
    The white-haired woman kneeled down beside me and plunged her arms into the cold water. She scrubbed at her pale skin with far more force than was strictly necessary until the blood began to wash away. 
 
    “Don’t rip your skin off,” I said jokingly, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised at the glare she sent my way. 
 
    “Coyote blood is hard to get off,” she explained and pulled her still blood-covered arms out of the water. 
 
    “Yeah, I gathered that,” I said and looked down at my own.  
 
    I was still covered in black gunk and coyote blood, but not quite as much as I had been earlier. 
 
    “So,” I said to try and spark more conversation. “What did you think of our first mission?” 
 
    “I’m surprised that it was Kamus who got injured,” the yellow-eyed woman said. “I was expecting it to be Gerrin.” 
 
    “Gotta say that I am surprised he’s unscathed,” I laughed.  
 
    “That fox is quite something,” she noted, but her voice was still blunt which didn’t make it sound like the compliment it should’ve been. 
 
    “The General told me that his wife had an Ember Paw Fox, and he chose Gerrin to come along because he knows how tricky they can be,” I recalled. 
 
    “Yeah,” Efasia said, and I could hear a slight sense of softness in her voice. “She was still fighting to get that beast under control even after she’d had it for decades. But it was just a trait of the Ember Paw Fox. They’re wild and difficult to control, much like the fire power they wield. So she learned to work with its wild nature because she knew rovkins were still wild beasts. Who knows how long they’ve been here, or how many times they’ve gone through the cycle of rovkin and monster until they were finally captured?” 
 
    The white-haired warrior looked across the water to where a herd of Stabunnies were grazing in the wildflower fields. 
 
    “You can’t just change nature like that,” she continued. “My grandmother always told me that it’s always better to work with your rovkin’s quirks than try to mold it into something it’s not. That’s the only way to form a meaningful bond with them.” 
 
    “Your grandmother sounds like a very smart woman,” I said with a soft smile. 
 
    “Oh, she was,” Efasia said and turned to me. “And I’m also certain that if she was still here she would’ve found a solution to the problems you’re having with your dragon.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said softly. 
 
    There was a brief, fleeting ghost of a smile across Efasia’s lips, and she sat back on her feet. 
 
    “Thank you, Charlie,” the warrior woman said. “She would’ve liked you even more than my grandpa.” 
 
    I smiled at that but decided to leave the conversation there for now because I didn’t want to overstep any of Efasia’s boundaries, especially after her brief moment of vulnerability. But it didn’t stay quiet for long because Gerrin called us back to the carriage. 
 
    As it turned out, the driver and guard had been given food by the lady we’d helped so that we could have something to eat on the way back. It was a simple lunch of cheese sandwiches, some strange purple apples, and boiled vegetables, but to my starving stomach, it was the best food I’d ever had. 
 
    When we were eating, a guard in dark armor approached us from the road up ahead and let us know that the passage was finally clear, and he apologized for the wait. Once we’d finished our lunch, we got back into the carriage and continued the long journey back to the Academy. 
 
    I don’t remember when I fell asleep, but when I woke up next, we were going through the Academy gates. 
 
    The carriage rolled to a stop and the guard opened the door for us. The large clock on the front of the main building said that it was only three o’clock, and I was surprised that it wasn’t later in the day.  
 
    I waited for everyone else to get out of the carriage before leaving because I wasn’t entirely sure what the protocol for missions was. I had guessed that the person who actually knew was Kamus, so I was surprised when he started walking in the direction of the dorms. 
 
    But I wasn’t the only one surprised. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Efasia asked harshly. “You’re supposed to report back to the General.” 
 
    Kamus turned a dark scowl in Efasia’s direction. 
 
    “Maybe you should ask the human to do it,” he spat. “He’s the only one any of you listened to anyway.” 
 
    “That’s because he was the one making rational decisions,” the white-haired warrior woman spat back.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kamus said and turned around and walked away. 
 
    “People like that never survive in the Legion,” Efasia sighed heavily and pinched the bridge of her nose before looking back up at us. “Come on, we still need to give our report.” 
 
    The door to General Carnelis’ office was already open when we got there, and he turned around from the bookshelf he was at when Efasia knocked on the door. 
 
    “It’s good to see you all back,” the General said and waved us into the room. “Where’s Kamus?” 
 
    “Probably sulking, sir,” Gerrin said with a poorly-masked smile.  
 
    “How come?” the white-haired man asked. 
 
    “He didn’t listen to Charlie because he thought he knew better because Charlie’s a human, sir,” Looly explained softly. “He ended up getting a pretty nasty wound because of it, but he’s all healed up now.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear he’s healed,” the yellow-eyed General said and laced his fingers together. “Though I’m sorry to hear about that complication between you two. I’ll make sure to have a word with him about that. The Legion cannot afford such things to affect their performance.” 
 
    “It’s alright, sir,” I said. “I think he’s just embarrassed at the moment, hopefully, it serves as a lesson for him.” 
 
    “I hope so, too,” the old man said. “Now, how was your first mission?” 
 
    “Well, sir,” I said and thought about what part of the mission I was going to talk about first. “How many coyotes were you told there were?” 
 
    “I was informed that there was a pack of five, which would have meant there was one for each fighter and an extra to work on together,” he said and looked at the blood covering Efasia and me. “Why do you ask? Was that not the case?” 
 
    “There were at least fifteen, sir,” I replied. “But it was too misty to actually see the full amount.” 
 
    “And there was something strange about them,” Efasia added. “They didn’t die to regular hits and would reform themselves if you sliced them apart. They only died once our rovkins had used their powers to weaken them, which was something Charlie found out and told us.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of this,” the General said and furrowed his eyebrows. “I assure you that if I was aware of the true extent of the issue, then I wouldn’t have sent you without a fully trained soldier, possibly even one of the Sergeants.” 
 
    “It was definitely a learning experience, sir,” Gerrin laughed. “Charlie definitely proved how good of a leader he is.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the pink-haired elf said. “He got the others to coordinate attacks and split the coyotes apart.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Efasia agreed and looked over at me. “I think it’s safe to say that Charlie’s the reason we’re all okay.” 
 
    I was shocked that such supportive words came out of Efasia’s mouth, but I couldn’t deny that she was right. 
 
    “I was just doing what I thought was right, sir,” I explained. 
 
    “Your judgment is incredible for a recruit,” the General said. “Especially someone who isn’t used to this realm.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” I smiled. “But I couldn’t have done it without the others.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope things don’t become so out of hand in the future, regardless,” the General sighed. “I had received news about the veil near that area, but I wasn’t aware of just how bad it was getting.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Efasia asked at once, but then she cleared her throat and dipped her head a little. “Pardon me, sir. I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.” 
 
    The General sent Efasia a grandfatherly smile before he quickly returned to his usual stoic expression. 
 
    “Don’t worry yourselves about it just now,” he replied. “You should be celebrating.” 
 
    “Celebrating, sir?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “Well, you’ve all certainly proven yourselves,” he explained with a fierce smile. “Even more so than I had initially thought, and for that reason, I would be more than willing to allow you to go out to celebrate.” 
 
    “Really?” Gerrin asked excitedly. 
 
    “Yes,” the General said and nodded. “If you can handle fifteen coyotes, then you can handle any of the smaller monsters you might come across on the road near the Academy. I’ll have two carriages waiting for you and some friends by the North Gate at seven o’clock to take you to the Fox and Hound.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said in disbelief.  
 
    “You’re very welcome,” the white-haired warrior said and looked us all over. “Now I suggest you all clean yourselves up. You can have your weapons and armor thoroughly cleaned tonight so they’ll be ready for tomorrow.” 
 
    We all thanked him again and turned to leave. But as I began to walk away, he called me back. 
 
    “Oh, and Charlie,” the General said. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got some very good news for you.” He smiled 
 
    I looked at him with wide-eyed anticipation. 
 
    “Your new mentor is finally here.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    “Really?” I asked in shock.  
 
    “Yes.” The General nodded. “She wants to meet with you first thing tomorrow morning. Wait for her by the outside training courts near the dormitories, and she’ll take it from there.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said. 
 
    He gave a fierce smile, and we left.  
 
    When we got to the dorms, I made sure that the girls were going to meet us in the dorm lobby fifteen minutes before the carriage left. 
 
    “That applies to both of you,” I said with a sly smirk in Efasia’s direction.  
 
    She gave me her signature scowl, and Looly giggled beside her. 
 
    “I’ll make sure she’s here, too,” Looly assured me, and we parted ways. 
 
    As it turned out, regular soap wasn’t good enough to scrub coyote guts off of us, but we were lucky enough that a few fourth-years who came back looking equally disheveled had a few tips. 
 
    After that, Gerrin and I went back to our dorm room to change into regular clothes and quickly left to drop our armor off to be cleaned. I swung by the armory to ask about my sword, and I was pleased to hear that they’d be able to fix it. Unfortunately, it was going to take at least a week, so I had to grab a replacement for the time being. 
 
    We parted ways in the dorm lobby just long enough to tell the others about our allowed celebration, and I was tasked with convincing Erlan and Jas that yes, we had been allowed to leave the Academy without a chaperone, and yes, we were going to get absolutely wasted. 
 
    It wasn’t a very difficult task, and the two of them seemed more than happy to oblige. 
 
    Dinner consisted of a plate of meat, potatoes, and assorted vegetables. Gerrin and I spent most of it trying to avoid questions about the mission so we could tell the others about it during the carriage ride, and we made it back to the dorms with enough time to grab a weapon for safety and wait for the girls in the lobby. 
 
    Gylephene was sitting at the desk as usual, and when she saw us, she asked how the mission went, so we gave her the shortest reply we could.  
 
    “I’m glad to see you boys are alright,” the winter nature elf said with a warm smile. “I’m sure it won’t be long before the rest of you get to go on your first mission.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Kerym groaned. “You should’ve heard some of the Sergeants during class.” 
 
    “Sergeant Dyani was the worst,” Jas grumbled, rolled his eyes, and then shifted his voice up a few pitches to repeat what she’d said. “If you put in even half as much effort, then you could all be on your first mission, too.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erlan said and crossed his arms over his chest. “I can’t wait to get covered in blood and guts.” 
 
    “That was my favorite part,” I said with a wide smile. 
 
    “My favorite part was watching Kamus sulk after Looly had to save him,” Gerrin said. 
 
    “Kamus?” the raven-haired moon elf asked. “As in, the pureblood fourth-year?” 
 
    “Do you know him?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d be happy to watch him get eaten by a monster,” Erlan sneered. “Stupid fucking–” 
 
    Erlan’s last word was cut off by the door slamming open. 
 
    Looly stepped out, and my jaw dropped at her outfit. 
 
    I’d gotten so used to seeing the nature elf in uniform and flowy skirts that I was taken aback by the dress she wore. 
 
    The low-cut, sweetheart neckline shaped her chest perfectly and showed off a healthy expanse of pale, freckled skin. The waist was pulled tight to accentuate her slim waist and curvy hips. The pale blue fabric accented her pink hair, too, and the white corset was embroidered with wildflowers that seemed to glisten in the low light of the lobby.  
 
    She also wore a pair of white thigh-high socks that were being held up by two garter straps that disappeared up underneath her skirt, and the dark blue leather shoes she wore had small heels on them and laced tightly at the front. 
 
    Her lips were shiny with gloss, and her eyelids glittered with a sparkly eyeshadow as she gave me a sweet smile and walked over to us. 
 
    “Hey!” she greeted me brightly. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied, and she wrapped her arms around me for a quick hug.  
 
    The strong smell of wildflowers followed her, and it seemed to linger on my shirt even after she pulled away to hug Gerrin.  
 
    I was about to ask where Efasia was, but as I opened my mouth, the white-haired warrior walked through the door. 
 
    I almost didn’t recognize her at first.  
 
    Her hair, which was usually kept in a tight bun, fell down loosely over her shoulders and came down to her waist. The black streak in her hair was far more noticeable now that it wasn’t up, but what was even more noticeable was the slight tinge of red through her white hair. 
 
    I could only guess that it was coyote blood that had managed to stain her long locks, but I had to admit, it looked pretty badass. 
 
    The dress she wore was almost the polar opposite of Looly’s, which made sense considering just how different the two women were. The tight black fabric hugged her body and left nothing to the imagination, but the high neckline was a direct contrast to the fact that it was both backless and sleeveless. Efasia still wore a see-through mesh shirt underneath, and I didn’t blame her, it was already cold outside and was only going to get colder as the night went on. 
 
    But even despite her tight dress, she still looked prepared for a fight. 
 
    The belt that was wrapped loosely around her waist had been pulled down to sit just above the curve of her hips by the weight of the weapons that adorned the leather.  
 
    Her axe was as shiny as ever, and it was clear she’d spent the last few hours polishing the metal head, but the black goo from the coyotes still clung in the crevices of the leather-wrapped handle. 
 
    Efasia also had one knife on her belt and another strapped to her thigh just above the top of her black, thigh-high boots. 
 
    She wore a dark, smoky eyeshadow that accentuated her glaring yellow eyes, but other than that her face was bare. 
 
    “You’re aware we’re going for drinks, right?” I asked her. 
 
    “It’s better to be safe than sorry,” Efasia said and walked over to the group.  
 
    “Damn, Efasia,” Kerym said and gave her a toothy smile. “I didn’t realize you owned anything other than armor.” 
 
    Efasia didn’t humor him with a response and instead just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Is this everyone?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, unless you two are bringing anyone else,” I said with a slight shrug and looked between the two women.  
 
    “Nope!” Looly said cheerily. “We’re all yours.” 
 
    “Then let’s get out of here,” I said and stood up. 
 
    There wasn’t enough space in one carriage for all of us, so we split into two. Kerym, Jas, and Gerrin went in one carriage, so Efasia, Looly, Erlan, and I went in the other. That way, Gerrin could tell the other two about the mission, and Efasia wouldn’t try and kill Kerym. 
 
    It seemed to work out well because when Erlan asked about the mission, he kept his questions to what would have been important to know. Other than wanting to know the exact details of how Kamus fucked up. 
 
    Efasia seemed more than happy to tell the story down to the exact details of how he sulked afterward. She seemed a lot more talkative since the mission, and I just hoped this would continue throughout the night. 
 
    It seemed like barely fifteen minutes had passed by the time the carriage came to a stop. Then we got out and headed into the Fox and Hound. 
 
    It was a lot busier than I had imagined a pub in the middle of nowhere to be, but then I remembered that it was one of the closest pubs to the Academy. That meant that a lot of the people inside were likely fourth-year recruits who had been given permission to go out after their own missions, and it would’ve explained why the Academy grounds seemed so quiet. 
 
    There were three floors in the Fox and Hound, and we decided to grab one of the tables in the bar upstairs. It was a lot quieter than the first floor and the basement because there weren’t any game tables, but there were a few dartboards that we were allowed to use.  
 
    Even after spending four months in the Sundered Realm, I still wasn’t sure about all of the different types of alcohol, especially since the others never actually said the name of whatever drinks they brought in the unlabeled glass bottles.  
 
    Instead, I let the others take it in turns to order my drinks for me. 
 
    Looly offered to go first, and I wasn’t about to complain since I trusted her the most out of everyone to actually get me something that tasted nice.  
 
    What had started off with Looly just getting my drink turned into everyone taking it in turns to get a round of the same drink for everyone. And I had to admit, I was surprised when Efasia also joined in. 
 
    The drink Looly had chosen was some sort of elven berry liqueur. It was strong and syrupy, and I could taste how much sugar had been used to infuse the base liquor.  
 
    Jas got to choose next, and he chose something strong enough to burn the back of my throat. There was a shared sentiment around the table that the only thing that Jas’ drink tasted like was alcohol, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if someone told me it was actually just pure ethanol. 
 
    Luckily, Gerrin and Erlan preferred their drinks to actually taste decent, and the cream liqueurs were perfect to sip on while we started to play a strange card game that I’d never even heard of before.  
 
    After the first two rounds, I still had no idea what I was supposed to do, considering there must have been at least a few dozen rules that were “easier to explain while we played,” which honestly seemed like a lie. 
 
    Luckily, Looly seemed more than happy to pair up, and I wasn’t going to complain about the way she used me as both a cardholder and a backrest to stop Gerrin from looking at our cards. She squeezed herself between my arms and moved until she was sitting on my lap. 
 
    No one seemed to question it because that’s just how friendly Looly was anyway, and the alcohol only seemed to make her even more touchy. 
 
    Only I was aware of how incredibly sexy the moment was, and I worked hard to keep my expression casual despite how cozy her ass felt wedged against my crotch. 
 
    After Efasia won the third round in a row of whatever card game it was we were playing, the conversation began to drift. 
 
    “So, Efasia,” Jas said from beside Erlan while he swirled the last of his drink in his glass. “I’ve been dying to ask… What’s it like being better than everyone else?” 
 
    “I’m not better than everyone else,” she said pointedly and leaned forward so she could see around Erlan. “I just have different strengths.” 
 
    “You’re right, you’re right,” Kerym said from the end of the table. “Because every good soldier is equally as good at cards as they are at fighting. And like… everything else they ever do.” 
 
    Apparently, even with the space we’d put between Kerym and Efasia, it didn’t mean that the blue-haired elf was actually safe.  
 
    Efasia picked up one of the cards and held it between her fingers before flicking it at Kerym.  
 
    He barely managed to avoid the rogue card, and it clattered harmlessly to the floor. 
 
    “I was just saying!” he said defensively and moved closer to try and hide behind Gerrin. 
 
    “Don’t get me involved,” Gerrin laughed. “You did this to yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s scary,” Kerym whined. 
 
    “Is she scary or are you just a wimp?” Erlan asked with a smile and downed the last of his drink.  
 
    There was some shared laughter at Erlan’s comment before Kerym tactfully excused himself to get the next round of drinks.  
 
    But that didn’t stop the conversation from going back to Efasia. 
 
    It was the most I’d seen her talk in just one day, and I wasn’t going to waste the opportunity, but it seemed that I wasn’t the only person curious to hear more about her. 
 
    “There’s got to be something you aren’t good at,” the raven-haired elf said from beside her. 
 
    “Surely no one’s good at everything,” the snow elf added beside him. “I can name many things I’m shit at.” 
 
    “Like shooting,” Erlan suggested with a smirk.  
 
    “I was told about that,” Efasia said, and there was the ghost of a smile on her lips. “How exactly does someone accidentally get one of the most feared creatures in the forest as a rovkin?” 
 
    “I dunno,” Jas replied with a shrug. “Why don’t you ask Charlie?” 
 
    “Oh, I know exactly how Charlie got his,” the white-haired woman said and sent me an annoyed glare. 
 
    “Really?” Erlan asked. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because she was there,” I explained. 
 
    Erlan choked on the last of his drink, but I kept my gaze on Efasia. 
 
    “If you hadn’t shown up to steal the kill,” she said sourly, but I could tell she wasn’t entirely serious. “Then that dragon would’ve been mine.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t shown up,” I said and smiled. “You would’ve been dragon food.” 
 
    “I was fine,” the yellow-eyed woman said defensively. 
 
    “You were unconscious beneath a pile of rubble,” I pointed out.  
 
    “I’m no expert,” Gerrin said with a snicker. “But I think being unconscious during battle is a bad thing.” 
 
    Efasia rolled her eyes and shook her head.  
 
    “You know it’s okay to be wrong,” Erlan said quietly beside her. 
 
    The warrior woman turned a dark glare on him, but the moon elf didn’t so much as flinch.  
 
    “I’m wrong a lot of the time,” the raven-haired man said. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I scoffed.  
 
    “You’re right, I’m not,” he said with a smug smile. “But that’s beside the point. The point is that you don’t have to act tough all the time. No one’s gonna blame you for letting loose.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Looly said, and Efasia gave her a mildly bored look. “Everything’s so serious like all the time. This is the happiest I’ve seen you in months. Let loose! Be free! This place is crawling with people more experienced than us, there’s nothing wrong in letting your guard down for one night. We’ve certainly earned it.” 
 
    “I’m immune to your propaganda,” Efasia said, but she didn’t look at all serious. 
 
    She rested her chin on one hand and looked up at Looly with the most relaxed look I’d ever seen on the usually stern woman’s face. 
 
    “How many times has she given you this speech?” I asked Efasia, but it was Looly that replied. 
 
    “Every morning,” the pink-haired nature elf said cheerfully. “And sometimes at night.” 
 
    “You see each other that much?” Gerrin asked. 
 
    “Kind of hard not to.” Efasia shrugged. 
 
    “We’re roommates,” Looly said with a giggle. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how it had taken me this long to learn that Efasia and Looly were roommates, but I didn’t have time to ask any more questions about it, because Kerym returned with the drinks. 
 
    The liquid inside the cup looked like an oil spill, and the texture was definitely closer to oil than to anything else.  
 
    It was pretty fucking horrible.  
 
    Looly seemed to have the same opinion because she periodically topped my glass up using the liquid from her own drink. When I caught her doing it, she gave me a super sweet smile and kissed me on the cheek.  
 
    I rolled my eyes but let it slide since she’d also shifted my free hand to discreetly rest on one of her garter belts just beneath her skirt. 
 
    Apparently, Looly’s speech and Erlan’s constant pestering from beside Efasia was enough to truly get her out of her shell, though. 
 
    As the drinks continued to flow, Efasia became more and more chatty, and the stern look on her face seemed to be almost completely gone. She seemed more than happy to involve herself in discussions that weren’t just about the mission, but also about the larger topic of fighting styles. 
 
    It was actually interesting to hear the difference between how Erlan and Efasia fought compared to everyone else.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter how you kill it,” Kerym said with over-exaggerated exasperation. “Just as long as it dies.” 
 
    “Just because you didn’t research your rovkin powers doesn’t mean that there aren’t good and bad ways to fight,” Erlan explained. 
 
    “Why didn’t you research your powers?” Efasia asked with a confused frown. “Wasn’t that one of our assignments?” 
 
    “No, okay,” Jas said and took a few seconds to compose his thoughts, and he waved his hands as he did so. “He researched them, but it said that the best way to fight with nature powers is with one-handed weapons.” 
 
    “I told you that in confidence,” the blue-haired elf grumbled with a scowl. 
 
    “Why are you still using two-handed weapons?” I asked. 
 
    “Because,” Kerym said with a shrug. “It’s fun. Besides, it’s not like Erlan uses the weapons he’s supposed to.” 
 
    “I still don’t know what powers I’m getting,” Erlan said defensively. “The Rovkin Training Academy doesn’t have anything on Rose Dappled Stabunnies, only on the common colors.” 
 
    “Have you asked the General?” Looly asked. “I’m sure he could help.” 
 
    “He tried,” Erlan said with a shrug. “The only people that have information on Rose Dappled Stabunnies are the moon elves. And they aren’t exactly keen on helping the Legion.” 
 
    “I bet the moon elves have a lot of information we don’t,” Efasia added before turning to Erlan. “Why don’t you go ask them yourself? I’m sure they’d be willing to help one of their own.” 
 
    “Do you really think the General would let me take a thousand-mile journey on my own?” the green-eyed man asked. 
 
    “But he might if they had something on dragons,” I suggested. 
 
    Erlan and Efasia looked at me in shock, and I could see the two of them realize what I was implying.  
 
    “You’re right,” Efasia said. “My grandpa tends to let the moon elves keep to themselves in order to maintain peace. I’m not sure if he’s told them about the dragon I… I mean you killed yet.” 
 
    “I think this is a discussion for tomorrow,” Looly said. “Tonight is about fun and celebration! We can leave all that doom and gloom until tomorrow.” 
 
    “You’re so right,” Gerrin said and stood up. “I think it’s time for another drink.” 
 
    “I’m gonna see if I can grab one of the boards, “ Kerym said. 
 
    “You just want to talk to the barmaid,” Erlan said and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Obviously,” the blue-haired man said and pushed himself up. “Jas, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    Jas didn’t even get to respond before Kerym started to drag him from his seat. 
 
    “Good luck,” Erlan said with a smile. 
 
    Looly went with Gerrin, which just left the three of us at the table. 
 
    I could see that both Erlan and Efasia wanted to continue talking about the moon elves, and I couldn’t say I wasn’t curious. But what I found more curious was how Efasia was acting with Erlan. 
 
    Even in the carriage, Efasia had been talkative with him, and she seemed to be able to joke with the moon elf in the same way she could joke with us on the mission. 
 
    On the other hand, Erlan rarely talked to anyone outside of our group because he seemed to prefer the company of books to actual people. 
 
    “Have you two met before?” I asked, and they both looked at me in confusion. 
 
    “No, shit,” Erlan laughed. “We’ve been at the Academy for four months, and we went to Combat Training together.” 
 
    “No, as in…” I trailed off, and I tried to think of the right words to say. 
 
    “Because I seem to respect him?” Efasia asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “If we’re gonna be blunt about it.” 
 
    “Atlanteans and moon elves have a long and complicated history,” the white-haired woman explained. “Back in the Age of Dragons the Atlanteans would fight with swords, and the moon elves would fight with magic.” 
 
    I looked at Efasia and nodded, but she seemed to see the mild confusion on my face. 
 
    “You do know who Atlanteans are, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Looly told me a little bit,” I said with a shrug. “But not a lot.” 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing,” Efasia said condescendingly, but there was a ghost of a smile on her lips when she said it. “Atlanteans were the first people to enter the Sundered Realm through the veil in the ancient City of Atlantis. However, the weakness of the veil resulted in the eventual collapse of the city. Those who moved to the Sundered Realm had to learn to fight pretty quickly against the realm itself. 
 
    She stopped to take a sip of her drink and looked at the raven-haired elf beside her as she did, so Erlan continued where she left off. 
 
    “But the veil had weakened in other parts,” Erlan said, and I could tell that this was clearly close to the hundredth time he’d explained it. “And it wasn’t long before moon elves and snow elves took up solace in the mountains. Then the dragons came.”  
 
    “Which is where the complications start,” Efasia said with a sigh. “But that’s a long story and one that requires a clear mind.” 
 
    “So…” I said and looked between them. “Why do you respect Erlan?” 
 
    “I respect Erlan because he came to the Academy to fight with the Legion despite everything,” Efasia explained. “He could’ve stayed at home and learned powerful magic while having a rovkin, but he came here instead.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and I had to admit that if I had the choice to learn powerful magic and have a rovkin, I probably wouldn’t have come all the way to the Academy to do so. 
 
    “It’s also why I respect you,” she continued, and I looked up at her in shock. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I respect you, Charlie,” the yellow-eyed woman said with a barely noticeable smile. “Because you were handed one of the worst starts here in the Sundered Realm, but you took that opportunity and ran with it. You’re one of the best fighters I’ve seen, and despite the fact that you haven’t even gotten a mentor yet, you haven’t given up.” 
 
    “I agree,” Erlan said. “Most people in your position would’ve given up by now, but you haven’t.” 
 
    I nodded and smiled.  
 
    It felt strange to hear Efasia of all people compliment me, but I had to admit that it felt good. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Although… I’ll check if that’s still your take on things when you haven’t been guzzling drinks all night.” 
 
    “I don’t guzzle,” Efasia scoffed and reached over to punch me in the arm. 
 
    It was a solid enough punch to hurt, but I made a point of not even flinching as I sent her a broad grin. 
 
    The scowl she gave me was so intense, it turned her cheeks pink, and I chuckled until she stubbornly looked away first. 
 
    Then the others came back, and the conversation quickly changed once again, but this time it seemed to be far more competitive.  
 
    Efasia was more than happy to show off, and there was a small smile across her lips when Kerym challenged her to a game of darts. 
 
    It wasn’t the same as the dartboards I was used to back on Earth, and instead of the usual darts, we were given thin throwing knives.  
 
    The game consisted of three boards that were split into rings, and each ring had a different number of points. It was more like an archery board than a dart board, but I supposed it made sense.  
 
    What didn’t make sense was the fact that as soon as the game began, the boards started to move.  
 
    They tracked across the wall, with two of them moving in an oval, and the last moving back and forth in the middle.  
 
    I made sure to stand as far away from the board as possible because I didn’t trust Kerym’s aim in the slightest. 
 
    It turned out that I was right to do so because the first knife he threw got lodged in the wall below the boards. 
 
    Efasia unsurprisingly hit the center of the target on the first throw but was quickly humbled by Erlan doing the same.  
 
    I chuckled as I watched everyone take their turns over and over again, and I finished a couple more drinks with a contented smile on my face. 
 
    If this was what completing missions was like, then I’d gladly take on scores of coyote monsters and more whenever the General thought I should. It was sure as hell a wild way to balance a day, and not something I ever imagined for myself when I finished college, but I had to admit… 
 
    I was happier in that moment than I’d ever been in my life. 
 
    I felt stronger, more capable, and more badass than ever before. 
 
    And I had a fucking dragon spirit drifting around in my chest, just waiting to be unleashed on all manner of ghostly, wild-eyed monsters in this world. 
 
    This life could potentially become fucking awesome from here, and the thought made me even happier to have at least this group of friends to share moments like this with. 
 
    From there the game began to ramp up quite drastically. But as it did, Looly sidled herself up beside me and looked up at me with her dazzling silver eyes. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” she whispered and ran a hand across my thigh.  
 
    It was a request I was more than willing to honor. 
 
    Especially after I’d been toying with her garter strap for the better part of an hour.  
 
    Gerrin gave me a wide grin as we walked past, and I saw Efasia look at us with curiosity. There was a hint of something else in her eyes, but I chose to brush it off because I could feel Looly’s excitement beginning to grow.  
 
    We barely made it out the door before Looly pulled me into a kiss. 
 
    She hooked her arms around the back of my neck and pulled me in until my body was flush against hers. The pink-haired woman arched her back to fit with the curve of my body where I leaned down, so every inch of her front was touching me.  
 
    I could feel the heat radiating from underneath the thin fabric of her dress, and despite the cool air, I felt more comfortable than I had in the Fox and Hound.  
 
    Her teeth bit into my bottom lip playfully, and I could feel her warm smile widen as she did so.  
 
    The taste of whatever we’d been drinking still lingered on her tongue, and it mixed with the taste of her cherry lip gloss to make a syrupy-sweet aftertaste. 
 
    While we kissed, Looly began to pull me backward, away from the door to the pub and toward the treeline alongside the road.  
 
    I pulled away just long enough to look around and see where we were. 
 
    The carriages were still lined up outside the pub to eventually take us back to the Rovkin Training Academy, and there were a few guards posted outside of each one.  
 
    I knew Looly wouldn’t be able to wait long enough for us to get back to the Academy, especially considering that the others didn’t seem even close to being ready to leave. But I had other ideas. 
 
    The small thicket of bushes provided just enough cover so that the guards wouldn’t be able to see us, and no one stumbling out of the Fox and Hound would see us, either. It was still close enough to the path that we didn’t have to worry about any monsters, and I could see the perfect oak tree that was wide enough to conceal the two of us. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered and grabbed Looly’s hand. 
 
    She giggled beside me as I led her into the bushes and toward the large oak tree.  
 
    The low light coming from the pub and the carriages was barely enough for us to be able to see where we were going, but I just had to trust myself not to trip over any tree roots, and I kept Looly close beside me just in case she fell. 
 
    We’d only just got to the tree when Looly pulled me in again.  
 
    I pushed her back up against the tree trunk, and she lifted a leg to wrap it around my back while she dug her fingers into my hair.  
 
    I trailed kisses from her lips down toward her throat and reveled in the way she shivered at the sensation. I could feel her pulse thrumming beneath her skin, and her breaths came out shaky and ragged while she tried to keep herself quiet. 
 
    “Charlie…” she whined quietly and dragged me off of her neck by pulling at my hair. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked and looked down at her. 
 
    Her lips were parted while she panted, and her pale skin was flushed with color. She looked at me with her shining silver eyes and moved her hand so she could run a thumb across my lips. 
 
    “I want you to do that thing again,” Looly whispered and bit her lip. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked and ran a hand down her thigh to slide it up underneath her skirt. “And what might that be?” 
 
    I knew exactly what it was that she wanted, but watching her ask me like this made something inside me burn with an insatiable hunger. 
 
    Looly squirmed and pressed her hips closer to mine, and she rolled them slightly in a weak attempt to find some much-desired friction.  
 
    I slid one leg between hers, and I could feel the heat emanating from her sex. 
 
    “I want…” the silver-eyed elf began, and she tilted her head back against the tree and looked up at me with lustful eyes. “I want your mouth.” 
 
    I traced my fingers over her skin and slid them even further up her leg. I dug my fingers into the soft skin of her thigh and toyed with the elastic of her garter strap. But as I slid my hand up toward her hip, I realized that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
 
    I glanced down at her skirt before I looked back up at her with hungry eyes. 
 
    “You were planning for this,” I pointed out, and I drank in the way that Looly’s face reddened. 
 
    A soft smile appeared on her lips, and she looked up at me with large pupils that were filled with a need only I could fill. 
 
    “I wanted you back in that field,” Looly admitted and pulled me closer. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.” 
 
    Knowing that she wanted me all day made my cock twitch in my pants, and I couldn’t help but feel a surge of pride in my body knowing that it was me that she wanted. 
 
    And that her naked ass had been sitting on my lap all night long without me even knowing it.  
 
    “Then I won’t make you wait any longer,” I said and pressed a quick kiss to her lips before I sank down to my knees. 
 
    I ghosted a kiss to the inside of her thigh, and my lips just barely touched the soft skin before I felt the shiver that coursed through Looly’s body. Goosebumps appeared across her thighs, and I ran my hands across her chilled skin.  
 
    Looly hooked a leg over my shoulder and threaded her fingers through my hair.  
 
    I kissed up her thigh, but I stopped every few kisses to tease her milky-white skin with my teeth and leave faint pink marks that trailed up toward her pussy. With each teasing bite, I heard Looly’s breath hitch, and her fingers dug into my hair that little bit more. 
 
    I pressed a gentle kiss to her skin after each one, and Looly’s small sighs and whines were enough for me to keep teasing her. 
 
    Once I reached the top of her thigh, I blew gently against the sensitive skin of her pussy and ran my other hand up to slide two fingers across the outer lips.  
 
    The steady heat coming from her sex was enough to heat up my chilled fingers, but the whine that escaped Looly’s mouth from my cold hands was more than enough to convince me to continue just as I was. 
 
    “Ch-Charlie,” Looly stuttered and tightened her grip on my hair. 
 
    “Is that good?” I whispered against her skin. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” she said, and her voice was barely audible. 
 
    I pushed her skirt up enough that I could look up at her, and she gave me a weak smile.  
 
    “Keep going,” the pink-haired woman ordered and bit her lower lip. 
 
    I wasn’t about to ignore such a request, so I continued to gently trace my fingers around the outside of her pussy while I looked up at her to gauge the reaction on her flushed face.  
 
    There was a slight tremble in her lower lip that matched with the shake of her leg over my shoulder while I teased her. Her eyes were dark with lust, and I could tell that she was biting back her whines and moans so no one would hear her. 
 
    But she wouldn’t be able to keep quiet for long. 
 
    I sank my fingers between her pussy lips and felt the warm, slick heat of her entrance, and she couldn’t hide all of the gasps that escaped her lips. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said as Looly’s skin blushed impossibly deeper. 
 
    I smiled to myself before I dipped my head down between her legs. 
 
    Then I ran my tongue through her wet heat and savored her taste. It was just as sweet as it was the first time, and I could sense the slightly more floral undertones when I pressed my tongue deeper. 
 
    Looly practically squirmed beneath my tongue, and she moved her other hand to my head in order to brace herself.  
 
    I kept one hand wrapped around her thigh in order to stop her from falling, but I didn’t stop toying with her.  
 
    I dragged my tongue toward the sensitive bud of her clit, and as I did, I pressed my fingers deep into the heat of her pussy. I felt her inner walls tighten around me but relaxed just a few seconds later after the initial shock of my cold fingers faded. 
 
    I slowly worked my fingers in and out of her dripping pussy, and I soaked in the soft sounds she made. I teased her clit beneath my tongue, and Looly clapped a hand to her mouth in order to try and muffle her high-pitched moan. 
 
    I set an excruciatingly slow pace just so I could hear Looly’s whimpers, but the pink-haired elf had other ideas. 
 
    The hand she kept in my hair pressed my face closer into her heat, and she rolled her hips down against my fingers and tongue. As she did so, a delicious moan escaped her lips. 
 
    “Charlie,” she whimpered and continued to roll her hips against me. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned into her, and the vibrations of it made her twitch and lose her pace. 
 
    Then I pumped my fingers into her at the pace she set as she pressed against them harder and harder. The whole time, she slowly slipped down the tree, and I watched as her dress began to rise up in the process.  
 
    The corset around her waist pulled the fabric of her dress up to reveal a strip of pale skin just below her garter belt, and I traced my hand up from her thigh over her hip and slipped a finger beneath the fabric. 
 
    “Oooooh, Charlie,” Looly whined as a shiver ran across her skin and made her hips stutter. 
 
    I rolled my tongue over the bud of her clit and toyed with the sensitive nub while I pumped my fingers as deep as I could inside of her. It didn’t take long before she dug her fingers into my scalp, and the whines and moans became strings of incomprehensible words as her legs began to tremble. 
 
    So I kept up my pace, and the inside of her pussy began to tighten around my digits. It wasn’t long after that her muscles began to quiver as her orgasm suddenly coursed through her.  
 
    I moved my spare hand beneath her rounded ass in order to try and hold her up because she began to slip even further down the tree.  
 
    “Charlie!” she said with a choked cry, and I continued to work my fingers inside of her while she climaxed. 
 
    Looly’s chest heaved as she took in deep breaths of air to try and steady herself. Her legs shook as her muscles spasmed, and I could tell that I was the only thing stopping her from collapsing to the ground.  
 
    Then I slipped my fingers out of her and licked the slickness off them before I wrapped both of my hands around her waist and gently lowered her down to the ground.  
 
    She looked up at me with eyes filled with bliss and a sweet smile on her flushed face. 
 
    “Was that what you wanted?” I asked and brushed a stray, sweat-soaked hair from her forehead. 
 
    “Yeah,” she breathed out and nodded gently.  
 
    She cupped my face in her hands and pulled me in for a soft kiss.  
 
    It was far less aggressive than her previous kisses had been, and it almost felt as though she was satiated, but I knew it wasn’t the end, because one of her hands trailed from my jaw and down my chest.  
 
    Her delicate fingers swirled soft patterns against my skin as her hand continued to dip lower and lower between us. She slipped her cold fingers up under my shirt and trailed them down toward the hem of my pants. 
 
    I could feel her smile appear against my lips, and she pulled away for just a moment before her finger slipped beneath the hem. 
 
    I opened my eyes to watch Looly’s face while she toyed with the buckle of my belt.  
 
    Her silver eyes were fixated on the bulge of my cock, and her mouth was parted in a small smile. Her lip gloss was smudged from my kisses, but her lips remained reddened and slicked with saliva. The blush on her pale cheeks perfectly paired with the color of her lips, and a sheen of sweat glistened across her skin. 
 
    There was the familiar sound of my belt unbuckling before Looly looked up at me through her thick lashes.  
 
    The smile on her face widened as she slipped her hand into my pants. It was a devious grin that I’d never seen on her innocent face before, and I felt my cock ache with satisfaction.  
 
    “What are you after?” I asked her quietly. 
 
    She bit her lip and lowered her gaze to my crotch.  
 
    “I want to taste you,” she said, and I swore my heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    Looly ran her tongue across her lips before she moved the hand from the back of my head around to my chest. With one swift shove, she pushed me to the ground.  
 
    I propped myself up on my elbows and watched Looly reposition herself until she was comfortably between my legs. The hungry look in her eyes only made my excitement grow, and I could tell just how badly she wanted me. 
 
    Looly ran her hands over my chest before she slipped a hand underneath my shirt and pushed it up to reveal my abs. She dipped her head down and trailed kisses across my skin. She teased my skin just like I had done to her with gentle nibbles now and then to leave faint pink marks on the skin. 
 
    None of them were actually hard enough to last, but for now, it was more than enough to know that she wanted to mark me just as I had done to her. 
 
    I could feel the curve of her smile against my skin as she did so, and I lifted one arm from the ground so I could wind my fingers through the loose curls of her hair. 
 
    “Is this good?” she asked and looked up at me through her thick lashes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and nodded. “You’re doing so well.” 
 
    The look on her face as I praised her made a heat burn inside me, and I wanted nothing more than to mark her up right then and there, but I didn’t want to interrupt what she was doing.  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long for her to continue. 
 
    As soon as she got the confirmation she wanted, her head dipped down again, but this time she stuck her tongue out to lick down toward the top of my pants. 
 
    She kept one hand on my stomach while the other teased the hemline of my pants down over my hips.  
 
    That’s when she grabbed the hem of both my boxers and my pants with her teeth. I lifted myself up as she pulled them down over my cock in one quick move.  
 
    My cock sprang free from its confines, and Looly looked up at my face with a wide, mischievous smile. 
 
    “You done that before?” I asked playfully through deep breaths. 
 
    The night air was cold, and it clung to my newly exposed skin and the trail of saliva that Looly had left down my abdomen, but Looly’s dazzling eyes and plump, spit-soaked lips were enough to keep that heat inside me burning. 
 
    “Nope,” Looly said and bit her lower lip before looking back down at my cock. 
 
    She wrapped her delicate fingers around the base of it, and her eyes widened as she looked over the length. Then she dipped her head lower and licked up the shaft, and the warmth of her tongue was enough to make me forget about the chill of the forest. 
 
    Looly toyed with my cock by tilting her head to wrap her tongue around it and playfully licking up the side. Not once did the smile leave her face, and she didn’t even start to move her hand until the whole length was slicked with her spit.  
 
    But as soon as it was, the pink-haired elf wrapped her hand around the shaft and moved her head up to tease the tip with her tongue. As soon as her wet tongue made contact, I hissed in a breath through my teeth as a shiver ran down my spine.  
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I moaned and looked down at Looly, who continued to tease the tip of my cock with just her tongue. 
 
    She was looking up at me and waited for me to make eye contact before she wrapped her plump lips around the tip and sank her head down to take half the length of my cock in her mouth. 
 
    “Mmmm,” she moaned around me, and I felt the vibrations of it go straight through me. 
 
    I had to restrain myself from bucking up into her mouth, but I did tighten the grip I had on her hair just enough to give me something to hold on to.  
 
    Looly seemed to enjoy it, because the corners of her lips twitched up into a smile, and she hummed again before she pushed herself even further down until I felt the back of her throat on my tip. 
 
    She swallowed around me and closed her eyes before she slowly bobbed her head up and down.  
 
    “Oh, fuuuck, Looly,” I groaned and slowly brought one of my legs up until I had a better angle in Looly’s mouth. 
 
    She didn’t seem to mind the change, and instead, she tipped her head to the side so she was only just leaning against my thigh. 
 
    The nature elf was slowly bobbing her head up and down now, and taking my cock into her mouth until it hit the back of her throat before she drew up just below the tip just to go back down again. 
 
    I could sense her inexperience, but that only made it more enjoyable. 
 
    I was the first man she’d ever done this to, and the warmth of her mouth felt so good as she tightened her lips around my cock in small increments every few seconds.  
 
    I laced my fingers through her hair to help guide her and focused on the way her lips felt around me. I looked down at Looly and smiled at the peaceful look on her face.  
 
    It was a look I’d never seen on her, and knowing that it was because of me only made it feel even better.  
 
    Looly opened her eyes to look up at me, and her silver eyes were glossed over in pleasure. As we made eye contact, the pink-haired woman began to pick up the pace, and I couldn’t stop myself from rolling my hips up in time with her head.  
 
    She didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, and she moaned with her mouth full of my cock. 
 
    The pace of my hips quickened in search of more friction, and Looly was more than happy to provide it. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked in time to create a rhythmic pace with my hips. 
 
    “F-fuck,” I said through ragged breaths and groaned at how good Looly’s mouth felt. “Looly, I’m gonna cum.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up at those words, and she continued to go down on me. 
 
    My hips stuttered against her as I came in her mouth, but Looly continued to suck and swallow as I did so.  
 
    Her face was a picture of bliss with glazed eyes and full, wet lips wrapped perfectly around me. She didn’t pull off until I’d finished, and when she did, she continued to loosely jerk my cock with one hand while she caught her breath. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I said and looked up at where Looly was now gazing down at me with an easy expression on her face. “You were amazing.” 
 
    She bit her lip, and a dark blush spread across her cheeks. 
 
    “Do you mean that?” she asked quietly and traced a circle over my hip with her other hand. 
 
    “Yes,” I said breathlessly. “Yes, I really mean that.” 
 
    Looly giggled and leaned down to press a quick kiss to my lips before she pushed herself up just enough to move her hips over mine. She moved her knees on either side of my waist and hovered herself over my cock. 
 
    Batting her eyelashes at me, she swayed her hips and lowered herself until she was barely half an inch away from my groin. 
 
    Holy shit, she was fucking insatiable. 
 
    And I loved absolutely everything about her. 
 
    I could feel the wet heat coming from her sex, too, and it was enough to reignite the fire inside me. I looked down at her hips before looking back up at her with hungry eyes, but I didn’t need to ask first. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Looly said hungrily, and I pulled her into a rough kiss. 
 
    With Looly pressed so close up against me, I could feel her erect nipples through the thin fabric of her dress, and I wrapped my hands around her so I could unlace her corset.  
 
    The position we were in made it difficult for me to see what I was doing, but Looly sensed my struggle and reached behind herself to lead my hand to the one strand I needed to pull to undo the bow at the base of the corset.  
 
    I pulled at the ribbon, and the corset came undone.  
 
    Sliding my hands underneath the leather, I loosened the corset from the bottom upward and drank in the heat of Looly’s body against my cold hands. As soon as the corset was loose enough, I parted from Looly’s lips only long enough to pull the corset off over her head.  
 
    At the same time, Looly slipped her hands under my shirt and pulled it off of me. We both put the discarded clothes in the pile beside us, and it wasn’t long before Looly’s dress came off, too. 
 
    The dress was laid out on the top of the pile, and I felt Looly shiver as the cold air hit her smooth, flawless skin. But she didn’t seem to mind because she just pulled me closer for another kiss.  
 
    I sat up and kept Looly’s body flush against mine, and as I did, she wrapped her legs around my waist. I turned and leaned down until Looly’s back was against the pile of clothes. 
 
    Her legs stayed wrapped around my waist the entire time, and I could feel her slick pussy against my pelvis. Then Looly looked up at me with hungry eyes and looped her arms around my neck. 
 
    I ran a hand down Looly’s waist toward her thigh and playfully squeezed.  
 
    Her breasts rose and fell with quick breaths, and she shivered as a cold breeze brushed across her bare skin.  
 
    “Charlie…” she begged quietly and dropped a hand to squeeze one of her plump mounds. 
 
    “Do you want me to play with you?” I asked and ran my hand back up toward her breasts. 
 
    She nodded and teased her lower lip between her teeth. 
 
    I pressed a kiss to her slightly swollen lips and ran my fingers across her hardened nipple.  
 
    Her skin still felt so warm beneath my touch, but I couldn’t miss the shiver that ran across her pale skin as my finger toyed with her nipple. She squeezed her legs around my waist in a not-so-subtle reminder of what she really wanted. 
 
    I pulled away from her lips and leaned back just enough to align the tip of my cock with her wet pussy. I continued to roll the nub of her nipple between my thumb and forefinger while gently pushing myself inside of her wet heat. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Looly moaned and withdrew the hand that was on her breast to cover her mouth.  
 
    At that point, I didn’t care who heard us. Besides, the drunken rabble that was coming from the Fox and Hound was louder than either of us could have ever been. 
 
    I waited for a few moments for Looly to adjust to my girth before I went any deeper.  
 
    She looked up at me with glazed eyes and panted through parted lips. Her small nod was the confirmation I needed, and I slid all the way inside. 
 
    Looly tilted her head back against the ground, and her lips opened in a silent whine.  
 
    I leaned down and placed my forearm against the ground beside her head. I pressed a kiss to her open mouth, and she reciprocated with a passion. 
 
    Her teeth toyed with my lips, and her tongue slid into my mouth to draw me in even closer. The whines that escaped her as I thrust into her wet pussy were angelical. 
 
    I continued to play with her breasts by grabbing and squeezing at the ample mounds, and I made sure to pay close attention to her hardened nipples. Each time I dragged my thumb across the sensitive nubs, I felt Looly shiver, and her pussy tightened around my cock. 
 
    I pulled away from her mouth to trail hard kisses down her neck until I felt her pulse hammering against my lips and tongue. I sucked at the pale skin of her neck while I kept up the fast pace I’d set to thrust into her, and I teased the skin between my teeth.  
 
    “Ooooh, fuuuuck,” Looly whined and bucked her hips up in time to meet with my hard thrusts. “More, Charlie. Pleeease.” 
 
    I continued to toy with the same patch of skin for several seconds before pulling back to see the deep red mark I’d left over her pulse point.  
 
    Looly’s heavenly moans sent my mind into overdrive, and I continued to bite marks into her throat and down across her breasts until I reached her nipples. 
 
    I was almost breathless by the time I took one of the hardened nubs into my mouth to tease it between my teeth, and I changed my position ever so slightly so I could fuck even deeper into Looly.  
 
    Her back arched off the ground, and she grabbed at my hair with the hand that was around my neck. 
 
    “Charlie!” she cried out in bliss. “There!” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I groaned against her skin as she tightened around me. 
 
    I moved a hand and arm underneath her to keep her in place as I thrust up against her g-spot.  
 
    The pace was fast and rough, but it was clear just how much Looly was enjoying it. 
 
    Her breaths were made up of whines and moans, and her back was arched up to press her body up against me. Her legs shook around me, and I could feel how hard she was trying to hold on. 
 
    It was barely even thirty seconds after that I felt her whole body tense up as her orgasm crashed through her.  
 
    Looly’s legs clamped around my waist, and she pulled me in impossibly close as the inner walls of her pussy quivered as she came around my cock.  
 
    “Ooooooh, Charlie,” Looly moaned and grabbed the back of my head to pull me up into a kiss.  
 
    She moaned into my mouth as she came, and the pleasure of it made my hips stutter as I felt the heat inside me come close to bursting. 
 
    But I continue to rock my hips against her as I fucked her through her orgasm. The tightness of her pussy and the soft whines coming from her throat were enough to tip me over the edge, and I continued to thrust into her until I finally filled her with my cum.  
 
    My vision blurred as the feeling of overflowing ecstasy coursed through my veins, and I had to pull away from Looly’s kiss so I could gasp for air. 
 
    Her delicate fingers wound themselves into my hair, and she gently traced circles into my scalp as I slowly came down from my high. 
 
    Then I pulled out of her pussy, and she unwrapped her legs from around me so I could lie down next to her. As I did, she rolled over to place her head against my chest. 
 
    “That was amazing,” she said breathlessly and looked up at me with her bright silver eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed and looked up into the trees. 
 
    We laid on the ground for a couple of minutes while we regained our breath and came down from our blinding highs. But as the minutes passed, I began to feel the chill night air creeping up on us. 
 
    “No one’s ever made me feel this way,” Looly said quietly and pushed herself up so she could look at me properly. 
 
    I tried to suppress a shiver from the sudden cold against my side, but I knew I could stand a few minutes of being cold, especially when Looly looked as heavenly as she did. 
 
    Even in the low light of the forest, her pale skin glistened with sweat and was flushed with color. Her lips were reddened from my rough kisses, and I could see the marks I’d trailed down her neck and across her breasts. 
 
    It was breathtaking. 
 
    “You make me feel so special,” the pink-haired woman continued and brought a hand up to run her thumb across my cheek. 
 
    “You are special,” I said and brushed a stray pink curl from her forehead.  
 
    “Sometimes it’s hard to believe that,” she sighed, and there was a brief sadness in her silver eyes. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll have to remind you more often,” I suggested with a sly smile. 
 
    Looly’s lips twitched into a mischievous smile, and the sadness in her eyes completely disappeared.  
 
    “Would those reminders include a lack of clothes…” she said, and it was hard to miss the suggestive tone in her voice. 
 
    “If you wanted them to,” I said and trailed a hand up her thigh. 
 
    “I think I’d like that very much,” Looly said and leaned down to kiss me.  
 
    When she pulled back, she glanced over toward the pub and then at the carriages before she turned back to me. 
 
    “Do you think they’ve noticed we’ve gone?” she asked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I thought back to the way that Gerrin smirked at me as we left, and how Efasia’s curious look seemed to have a pang of something else hiding behind it. 
 
    “If Gerrin didn’t tell them immediately, then they’ve definitely realized by now,” I told her and smiled at the way she rolled her eyes at Gerrin’s name. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll be able to change the subject when we go back?” the elven woman asked. 
 
    “Let’s see…” I said and faked thinking over the possibilities for a few seconds. “Probably not.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she groaned before poorly suppressing a shiver. “Let’s just get it over with, it’s freezing out here.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, and we both got up to dress. 
 
    The warmth of the Fox and Hound was definitely a welcome change, but what wasn’t welcome were the smirks and sly smiles from our friends, who managed to go a whole five seconds before anyone said anything. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, it was Kerym. 
 
    “Have a nice stroll?” the blue-haired half-elf asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a smile. “The view’s lovely out there.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure the view’s not the only thing you were looking at,” he said, and I just rolled my eyes. 
 
    As it turned out, I didn’t need to change the subject.  
 
    “Yeah, the lake’s great,” Erlan said and shot Kerym a warning look when he tried to open his mouth before he looked between me and Looly. “We need you two to settle something for us.” 
 
    Jas groaned, and I saw the ghost of a smile appear on Efasia’s lips. 
 
    That “something” was a strange bet that the others had made about how good Looly and I would be at their strange version of darts. Without naming anyone, Erlan said that they were split as to who would be better: me or Efasia. Because Efasia’s vote didn’t count, and neither did mine, it was up to Looly to make the deciding vote. 
 
    She whispered her decision to Erlan and gave me a sweet smile. 
 
    Several shots and multiple bullseyes later, I won. 
 
    But only just. 
 
    “I would’ve won if I was sober,” Efasia said as we left the Fox and Hound.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said with a short laugh. “Of course you would’ve.” 
 
    “I would’ve!” she said, and there was a wide smile across her lips. 
 
    “Then how about a rematch?” I asked when we got into the carriage. 
 
    “You’re on,” the white-haired woman said and held out her hand to shake.  
 
    I took her hand, and she gave mine a firm shake. 
 
    When she pulled back, I turned to Looly beside me, and she rolled her eyes playfully. 
 
    “You two are a nightmare together,” she giggled and leaned her head against my shoulder. 
 
    By the time we got back to the Rovkin Training Academy, it was almost three in the morning, which would have been fine if I didn’t have to be up at six to meet my new mentor.  
 
    But I knew that it was all worth it, and I could cope with being tired for the day, especially considering the mentoring session was the only class I had before four in the afternoon. 
 
    Even so, getting up in the morning was easier said than done, and the only reason I even felt awake was because of the nerves running through my veins and the not-so-subtle gnawing that my dragon was doing at my insides. 
 
    When I left the dorm, Gerrin was still fast asleep, but I was surprised to see Erlan waiting at the top of the stairs for me.  
 
    I didn’t question why he was willingly awake at this time of day when he didn’t have any morning lessons, but I enjoyed the company during breakfast. 
 
    When I headed toward the outside training courts, Erlan parted ways to go to the library.  
 
    The cold air against my skin was an unwelcome reminder that winter was very quickly approaching, and it wouldn’t be long until the whole Academy was plunged into freezing temperatures. But it did serve as a good way to keep myself awake. 
 
    It only took a few minutes of waiting until I saw someone beginning to approach me. 
 
    Her dark skin glistened in the early morning sun, and her black hair shone with a dark blue shimmer that wrapped itself into long, tight curls, and I could just about see the tips of her pointed ears peeking out through her hair. 
 
    She wore dark armor that hugged her hourglass figure and was cut just low enough to show off a healthy amount of cleavage. Her toned arms were completely uncovered, but it didn’t seem like she cared about the cold morning air in the slightest. 
 
    As she got closer, I could see her features more clearly. 
 
    Her full lips were coated in dark lipstick, and there was a flush of color over her rounded cheeks and on the tip of her button nose.  
 
    Her dark blue eyes looked like the deepest oceans back on Earth, and she wore a smoky black eyeshadow that perfectly complemented her stern stare. 
 
    This woman was incredible, and I would’ve bet that she was as dangerous as she was beautiful, but I worked hard to keep my jaw from dropping open as the sultry woman strolled toward me like any student’s wet dream. 
 
    She stopped just a few feet from me and crossed her arms across her dark armor. 
 
    “Charlie?” she asked, and her lips twitched into a smile when I nodded. 
 
    “That’s me,” I said and stood up. 
 
    “Good,” the woman said with a slight smirk before she held out her hand for me to take. “My name’s Prianna, and I’ll be your mentor from now on.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    “You’re my mentor?” I asked in shock. 
 
    “You seem surprised,” Prianna said and let go of my hand, but the smile didn’t fade from her painted lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said and tried to think of the right words to say. “It’s just that…” 
 
    “You weren’t expecting someone as good-looking as me?” she asked and raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Well…” I hesitated and shrugged. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say because I definitely hadn’t expected someone as jaw-droppingly beautiful as her, but I also wasn’t expecting someone so forward about it, either. 
 
    “You’re a lot younger than my last mentors,” I said and hoped that it would be enough.  
 
    “So the General told me,” Prianna said and tilted her head. “You ready to get started?” 
 
    “Here?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” she said with a short laugh. “Why not? It’s a training court, is it not?” 
 
    “The Sergeants don’t normally like it when I summon my rovkin in open space,” I explained.  
 
    “Well, as far as I’m aware,” the raven-haired woman said and looked around at the empty courts. “You’ve just completed your first mission, and no one else is around right now.” 
 
    I looked around the Academy grounds and realized she was right.  
 
    On any other day, there were usually at least a dozen pairs of recruits training on the courts, and those who weren’t training were relaxing on the grassy fields or studying on one of the benches. 
 
    But there wasn’t anyone else around, not even a stray fourth-year practicing alone. 
 
    In fact, there were only a handful of recruits in the food hall that morning, and the dormitories were almost silent when there was usually at least a mumble of voices from the rooms.  
 
    But it wasn’t any sort of special day.  
 
    We didn’t have holidays or days off, as far as I was aware, and it was rare to not see anyone else around considering the weird hours that some of the recruits kept. 
 
    “Why is it so quiet?” I asked and looked back at Prianna. 
 
    “Are you cold, Charlie?” she asked in return. 
 
    “Yeah…” I said hesitantly because I wasn’t entirely sure what it had to do with the lack of recruits. 
 
    “Then imagine how cold the recruits who aren’t used to this sort of weather are,” Prianna explained and gave me a small smile. “Humans are very versatile when it comes to the weather. But the other races… not so much.” 
 
    “I would’ve thought that training overrides being cold,” I guessed with a shrug.  
 
    “You would think so,” the raven-haired woman said with a short laugh. “The only people you’re gonna see training outside on days like this willingly are snow elves, moon elves, and winter nature elves. And most likely Efasia.” 
 
    “Then why are you out here willingly?” I asked. 
 
    “My father’s a moon elf, so I grew up in the mountains,” she explained. “Besides, my rovkin prefers being outside. Now come on, show me that dragon.” 
 
    She took a couple of steps back until she was on the other side of the court, and I summoned my rovkin. 
 
    He was definitely bigger after yesterday, and I found it hard to imagine this was the same beast that fit in the palm of my hand just four months ago. 
 
    His shoulders came up past my waist, and he was easily eight feet in length, not including the several extra feet that his tail added. His wings stretched out at least five feet on either side of him, and each one had sharp spines at the tip. 
 
    Equally sharp claws protruded from his feet, and they seemed to partially sink into the ground. 
 
    But what was most noticeable was the slight purple sheen that ran across his black, wispy body. It had never been this easy to see before, and I wasn’t sure if it was due to the fact that all of the inside courts had shit lighting, or if this was something that was genuinely new. 
 
    What was new, however, was the somewhat calm demeanor my dragon had.  
 
    Unlike with Sergeant Valyra or Mirabella, he didn’t immediately take up a defensive stance. Instead, he seemed content to just sit in front of me.  
 
    “Wow,” Prianna said in amazement and took a step closer to my rovkin. “He’s quite the beast.” 
 
    As soon as Prianna took a step toward him, my rovkin snapped his head in her direction and flared his wings out.  
 
    “And still very protective of you,” she noted and took a step back. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m not sure why he does that.” 
 
    “Some rovkins are just more protective than others,” the blue-eyed woman said with a shrug. “They’re typically able to know who is and isn’t a threat by now, but of course, we don’t know a lot about dragons. There’s only one way for them to learn, though.” 
 
    Prianna took a couple of steps back, but she continued to keep her eyes on my rovkin as she did so.  
 
    Once she was far enough away, she summoned her rovkin. 
 
    The beast’s ethereal form was as black as the night sky and had the same blue sheen to it that Prianna’s hair had.  
 
    It towered above the beautiful mentor, and when it stretched itself out, its head easily reached ten feet high.  
 
    At first glance, I thought that it was a dragon, but I knew that wasn’t possible. But despite that, it still had the same serpentine body that a dragon typically had, with its four legs, long body, and scaled tail that was lined with spines.  
 
    The only difference between Prianna’s rovkin and my own was the distinct lack of wings on the larger beast. 
 
    As soon as her rovkin was out, my dragon immediately became defensive.  
 
    He arched himself up to try and look bigger, and his wings stretched out as physically far as they could. His claws seemed to grow longer, and he began to inch himself closer to Prianna’s rovkin. 
 
    But the beast didn’t back down. 
 
    It wasn’t like Mirabella’s basilisk that seemed afraid of him even when he was barely the size of my shoe. No, this creature stood its ground against the shadow dragon. 
 
    “Your rovkin,” I began and looked over at Prianna. “It’s not afraid of mine.” 
 
    “Your dragon is a fearsome beast, Charlie,” Prianna said and crossed her toned arms over her dazzling armor. “But my rovkin isn’t afraid of him because I’m not afraid. I trust you to be able to absorb him if anything were to happen, and as a result, my rovkin will stand her ground until they’re able to come to some form of truce.” 
 
    “And if they don’t?” I asked. 
 
    “Then we have a bigger problem to worry about,” Prianna sighed. “But they will, it’ll just take some time. My rovkin’s a Blue-Blooded Drake. They don’t like to give in easily, especially not to younger beasts.” 
 
    She looked up at her rovkin with admiration and gave a quick smile before moving around the two stubborn beasts toward me. 
 
    “While they do their thing, why don’t you tell me a bit more about him?” the raven-haired woman said and gestured at my dragon. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” I asked. 
 
    “Anything and everything.” She shrugged. 
 
    “Alright,” I said and began to tell her the same things I’d told everyone else who’d asked over the last four months. 
 
    She listened intently to everything I said, and I dug the journal I’d been keeping out of my bag in order to show her some of the things I found difficult to explain.  
 
    The General had made it clear from the beginning that no one really knew what having a dragon as a rovkin meant, so I knew the basic reptilian ranking system didn’t exactly apply, but I made sure to point out the key changes I’d noticed. 
 
    The first was the armor, which at this point was a surprise to no one. I may have gotten it before my first fight with a monster and without my dragon eating a wild rovkin, but it seemed to only be the beginning of the strange series of events. 
 
    The possessive nature was certainly strange when compared to how everyone else’s rovkins seemed to act by now. Sure, they were protective at first, but no one else had sent multiple mentors to the healers.  
 
    “It’s weird,” I said and looked up at my dragon. “He’s not like this in class, or when we’re out in the forest. It’s only with mentors.” 
 
    “It’s certainly strange that he seems fine out of sessions,” Prianna agreed. “But it’s not the end of the world, and there are bigger things than him being possessive that I want to focus on.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked and glanced at the page of the journal she’d stopped on. 
 
    “You’ve written about being able to see outlines of monsters,” she said and turned to look up at me. “Can you describe that?” 
 
    I thought back to the way the coyotes had seemed to be visible only to me through the dense mist in this exact way during our mission yesterday. 
 
    “It’s like seeing their silhouettes,” I explained. “But they’re shrouded in a purple light, and at one point, I think I could sense where they were without even looking.” 
 
    “Interesting…” she said and looked at my dragon. “What rank did you say you currently were?” 
 
    “I believe Rank E,” I said. “But it wasn’t exactly confirmed since Sergeant Valyra got injured immediately after.” 
 
    “Well, I believe you fall under Rank F on the traditional ranking scale,” the blue-eyed moon elf said and smiled. “Your rovkin might not communicate with you in a traditional way, but as far as I’m aware, highlighting threats and letting you know where the danger is requires communication.” 
 
    “What about my other powers?” I asked. “I’m fairly sure the other recruits–” 
 
    “Forget about the other recruits,” Prianna said sternly. “Forget about anything and everything you have been taught about what a rovkin should be and what powers you should and should not have. We have no information about dragon rovkins, or shadow powers, or anything similar. Right now the ranks are a way to gauge what the Sergeants believe you should be able to do, but you’ve already proven to me that these Sergeants don’t know anything about the link between you and your rovkin.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I asked her in disbelief.  
 
    The change in her body language was sudden as if a switch had flipped, and she was no longer the same sultry, flirtatious woman who had approached me before. Instead, the woman I saw now was fierce and focused, and I saw a determined look in her eyes when her gaze met mine. 
 
    “Because I was told by half a dozen of these Sergeants that your dragon was wild and uncontrollable, but that’s just not true,” Prianna said and motioned to my dragon. 
 
    Although he was still standing close to the drake, he wasn’t actively trying to push the beast away from me. Instead, they simply stood on the training court facing one another in a strange sort of standoff.  
 
    I could see that he was still watching the drake’s every move, but he didn’t seem concerned about what Prianna and I were doing. It was a complete contrast to any other mentoring session I’d had where he’d made a barrier between me and whichever mentor I had. 
 
    “All I’m seeing here is that he’s protecting you from a stronger rovkin,” she explained and looked back at me. “He doesn’t care what the two of us are doing right now. So I can only imagine what else they were wrong about.” 
 
    I sighed in relief that Prianna was far more confident than my previous mentors combined, and excitement sparked in my veins at the realization that I was finally going to learn more about wielding my rare dragon spirit, even if it had taken four months to get here. 
 
    “Well,” I said and glanced at my journal. “What else do you think they got wrong?” 
 
    There was a smug look on her face, and she flicked through the pages until she landed on the one to do with the powers I’d channeled through my sword. 
 
    “I think starting with your powers is as good a place as any,” the raven-haired woman said and handed me the journal. “You mentioned the shadow fire he has, but I’m more interested in that whole shadow-jumping thing.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him do that since he was a physical beast,” I said in disbelief. “I don’t know if he can even do that anymore.” 
 
    “Rule number one of our mentoring sessions, Charlie,” Prianna said and crossed her arms over her armor. “No more ‘I don’t know.’ I only want to hear one hundred percent if it is or isn’t possible. And if you don’t know, then we find out for certain. Got it?” 
 
    Her sharp look sliced straight through me, and it only made her look more fierce and stunning. 
 
    I swallowed hard as I forced my gaze away from the plump set of her painted lips, but I could’ve sworn I saw them twitch into a little smirk for just a split second first. 
 
    “Got it,” I said and looked up at my rovkin.  
 
    He turned his head to glare at me with his piercing purple eyes, but despite the strange look of annoyance, I could tell there was a sense of intrigue buried deep down. 
 
    “Good,” Prianna said. “Then show me what you’ve got.” 
 
    That first mentoring session was already going infinitely better than any of my prior sessions, and it wasn’t long before I finally got something more than just a fiery blade to show for the four months of work. 
 
    The reason I hadn’t seen my dragon perform his shadow-jumping ability as a rovkin was that there were too few shadows for him to use. 
 
    When we had been in the Shadow Realm, the dark shadows had littered the entire expanse of the clearing, but whenever we went on training exercises, Sergeant Faerora would use the brightest forest clearing she could find.  
 
    Even if there were shadows, my dragon hadn’t seemed particularly thrilled during the fights, so he probably found it unnecessary to shadow jump when the targets were the size of shoes.  
 
    Not only that, but he’d seemed hesitant to show it off even when I commanded him to.  
 
    However, after a few attempts to try and convince him to jump into the shadow on the left of the court and out of the one on the right, and with several promises of a journey into the forest to fight against some creatures, he finally gave in. 
 
    Prianna kept her rovkin summoned for safety, but they both stood on the opposite side of the training course to me and watched intently as my dragon eyed up the small patch of shadow on the ground. 
 
    He briefly glanced back at me, and I felt a sudden sense of worry that wasn’t my own.  
 
    I nodded at him, and I gave him a reassuring smile. When I did, the nervous feeling lessened, and he turned back to the shadow. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, the four-foot-tall beast leaped into the circle of shadow and disappeared before my eyes. But even though I couldn’t see him, I could somehow still sense exactly where he was. 
 
    It didn’t feel the same as when I’d first witnessed it in the Shadow Realm, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what was different. 
 
    But before I knew it, the ground behind me seemed to shift slightly, and I looked down just in time to see a strange wave run through my shadow.  
 
    Then, just as fast as it appeared, it disappeared. 
 
    I looked up at the shadow on the other side of the training court and saw the edge of my dragon’s wing peeking out from the otherwise flat ground. 
 
    “What can you see, Charlie?” Prianna asked, and I noticed that she was squinting at the shadow. 
 
    “Can you not see him?” I asked in return and pointed toward where the wing was the most visible. “His wing’s poking out of the ground.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look any different to me,” she said and pulled out a pad of paper and a pencil. 
 
    She took some notes, periodically looking up at the shadow with a scowl. But my dragon didn’t seem to want to leave the patch of darkness. 
 
    The nerves I had felt from him before were gone, and instead, they had been replaced by a strange sense of mischief. I grinned at the realization. It felt similar to the thrill I’d felt after the coyotes during the mission, but this time I wasn’t plagued by exhaustion from a fight. 
 
    With that revelation, I noticed something else in the shadow. 
 
    There was a glint of light in the patch of darkness. The slight curve to the small section of light seemed all too familiar to me by now, and I realized that it wasn’t just any glint, it was the glint of sunlight on the blade of my knife. 
 
    “You fucker,” I laughed and checked my belt. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, I was missing one of my karambits, and when I looked back over at the shadow, my dragon brought his head out just enough to show the knife in his mouth. 
 
    “That’s…” the raven-haired mentor asked, and her blue eyes went wide as she looked at the shadow. “That’s your knife.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and held out my hand toward my dragon. “Give it back.” 
 
    I hadn’t expected him to actually listen, but he leaped out of the shadow and dropped the knife into my open palm.  
 
    The weight of it felt different than usual. It felt lighter, but there was no damage to the blade or the handle that would suggest that anything about it had changed between now and when I had picked it up this morning. 
 
    My dragon seemed more than pleased with himself at the rediscovery of his shadow-jumping abilities, and he took one look at me before disappearing back into my shadow. 
 
    “I’d like you to try something for me, Charlie,” Prianna said and began to cross the court to walk over to me. 
 
    As she did, I noticed the way her shadow began to ripple, and how the shadow behind me suddenly felt empty. 
 
    “Alright,” I said and nodded at her shadow. “Be careful where you step.” 
 
    “Oh?” she asked and raised her fine eyebrows. “I thought I was the one giving orders around here.” 
 
    There was an almost smug smile on her face, but it was quickly replaced by shock when a tail flicked out of the shadow and wrapped around her ankle. 
 
    Prianna stumbled forward, but I was fast enough to close the gap between us before she fell. She managed to catch herself with an arm around my shoulder, and I stopped her from pulling both of us to the ground with an arm around her waist. 
 
    Her drake rovkin was fast to cross the court and wrap its tail around her in order to pull her back upright. 
 
    Prianna cursed under her breath but was quick to regain her composure. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She sighed and looked back at the ground where she’d tripped, but there was nothing there. 
 
    “When I was told that your dragon was dangerous,” she said and looked at all of the shadows on the training court. “I was expecting fire and teeth, not being tripped.” 
 
    I saw the swish of a tail in the shadows and felt an odd sense of achievement surge through me. But I pushed it aside to focus on what Prianna was trying to tell me. 
 
    “You were saying?” I asked and forced myself not to grin. 
 
    “Right,” she huffed and pointed at the knife in my hand. “I want you to throw that into one of the shadows.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said hesitantly but did as I was told. 
 
    I lined up my shot with one of the empty shadows, and when I threw it, I was surprised to see that it disappeared into the ground. 
 
    “Where did it go?” I asked. 
 
    “How do you expect me to know that?” Prianna asked, and I could hear the teasing sarcasm dripping in her voice. 
 
    “You’re right, my bad,” I sighed and looked back at the ground. 
 
    I scanned the court for any sort of sign that something was there, but I couldn’t see or feel anything. 
 
    Just as I was about to give up, I saw a flash of purple illuminate the center of the court.  
 
    I focused on the light, and when I did, I was able to control where it moved. 
 
    “What the…” I breathed as I dragged the light from the center toward the shadow on the left, and just as it edged into the patch of darkness, the light faded. 
 
    That’s when I saw the glint of metal beginning to emerge from the ground. 
 
    Suddenly, the karambit shot into the air and crashed to the ground with a clatter. 
 
    I looked over at Prianna, and the smile on her face was nothing short of dazzlingly proud. 
 
    But as she opened her mouth to speak, she was cut off by the familiar voice of the General behind us. 
 
    “Well, that was certainly quite the display,” the General said, and both Prianna and I turned around to look at him.  
 
    He carried a file of paperwork with him, and I could just about see the official stamp of the Legion on one of the corners. 
 
    “It certainly was, sir,” Prianna replied. “We’re just figuring out what other powers Charlie has gotten from his dragon.” 
 
    “I’m very glad to see that it’s going well,” he said with a fierce smile before he looked around the training court. “Where is this dragon?” 
 
    I started to turn my head to look at the court, but I quickly realized I didn’t need to when the ground beneath my feet began to shift and move. 
 
    I stepped back to give enough room between myself and the edge of the court for my dragon, and as soon as I did so, the beast clawed itself out of the ground. 
 
    “My word,” the General said in shock. “That’s certainly a new one.” 
 
    “I saw him do it when he was a physical beast, sir,” I explained. “But he hasn’t done it since.” 
 
    “Until today,” Prianna corrected with a smile.  
 
    “Well, I am certainly glad to see that Prianna has been able to help you,” the white-haired warrior said. “And it couldn’t have happened at a better time.” 
 
    “Why’s that, sir?” the raven-haired woman asked. 
 
    “The Legion is in need of Charlie’s expertise,” the battle-worn man said, and it felt as though the ground had been ripped from underneath my feet. 
 
    “What?” I asked in disbelief and looked up at him in confusion. “Excuse my rudeness, sir. But what do you mean by my expertise? I’m only a new recruit.” 
 
    “The scouting party in the Shadow Realm found another dragon, a Blood Dragon,” the yellow-eyed General said calmly, but I could see the tenseness in his shoulders while he spoke. 
 
    “A… Blood Dragon?” I repeated in complete astonishment. 
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what that could mean, but the words alone made my knees feel slightly numb. 
 
    “They were able to kill the physical beast, but none of them have been able to capture or kill the rovkin,” he continued. 
 
    “What does this have to do with me, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “The problem we are facing is that none of us have a strong enough rovkin to kill the Blood Dragon’s rovkin,” General Carnelis explained. “And as I’m sure you’re aware, a wild rovkin is a dangerous thing, and it’ll only be a matter of time before it is able to come back as a physical being once again. Simply put, none of us have a dragon to use in this particular situation.” 
 
    “But Charlie does,” Prianna finished and looked at me with a small, fierce smile. “Sounds like the Legion believes the best way to kill a dragon rovkin is with another dragon rovkin.” 
 
    “Exactly,” the General said. 
 
    I didn’t know how to respond. 
 
    All of this was sudden, and of course, I was excited at the idea of getting to fight another dragon, but it was all so soon. 
 
    And holy shit, a Blood Dragon? That sounded like all kinds of nightmare material. 
 
    “I know this may seem sudden considering you’ve only just completed your first mission,” the General said in understanding. “But we have exhausted all our other viable options for the time being. Perhaps if this wasn’t so time-sensitive, then we might’ve been able to explore other ventures.” 
 
    I couldn’t in my right mind turn down such an opportunity. After all, how many people could say that they’d killed a dragon, let alone two of them? 
 
    Besides, I was their only option… 
 
    “How soon, sir?” I asked. 
 
    The smile across his face was fierce but professional, and I couldn’t miss the look of pride in his yellow eyes. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I like to hear,” General Carnelis said with a nod. “They’re currently tracking it down in order to trap it. I should hear back by the end of the week.” 
 
    “Then I guess we better get to work,” Prianna said and clamped a hand on my shoulder. “You ready?” 
 
    “There’s no time like the present,” I said and gave General Carnelis one last smile before he left. 
 
    Then I turned around to look at my dragon, and his purple eyes burned with ferocious excitement. 
 
    “Looks like we’re about to kill ourselves a Blood Dragon,” I said. 
 
    And I could’ve sworn I felt a feral, unbridled eagerness coursing between me and the mystical, vicious dragon spirit beside me. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1
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    Astris: Celestial nymph Charlie’s classmate. Dark blue hair. Blue eyes. Rovkin Species: Midnight Saber Cat. 
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    Ryul: Pureblood elf First person Charlie ever dueled. Light-blond hair. Gray-blue eyes. Rovkin Species: Snaggle-Toothed Mongrel. 
 
    Sergeant Dyani: Faun Instructor of “The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers.” Dark brown hair. Brown eyes. Rovkin Species: Tanned Sunset Liger. 
 
    Sergeant Edruh: Dark elf Instructor of “An In-depth Look at Rovkin Characteristics and Fighting Tactics.” Black hair. Red eyes. Rovkin Species: Crested Forest Crawler. 
 
    Sergeant Faerora: Half-djinn, half-elf Instructor of “Understanding the Secrets of Your Rovkin.” Platinum-blonde hair. Blue eyes. Rovkin Species: Crackling Woluki. 
 
    Sergeant Rofir: Pureblood elf Instructor of “Rovkin History and Facts of Existence.” Dirty blond hair. Green eyes. Rovkin Species: Dusted Honey Badger. 
 
    Sergeant Sylrie: Pureblood elf Weapon’s Instructor. Platinum-blonde hair. Hazel eyes. Rovkin Species: Razor-Skinned Mowler. 
 
    Sergeant Valyra: Pureblood elf Mammalian rovkin mentor. Blond hair. Green eyes. Rovkin Species: Infernal Direwolf. 
 
    Tanila: Half-elf, half-nature elf Fourth-year recruit. Pale green hair. Green eyes. Sharp-shooter. Rovkin Species: Pure Sky Python. 
 
    Theo: Half-dark elf, half-plant nymph Charlie’s classmate. Green hair. Red eyes. Rovkin Species: Sunset Spihund. 
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    Thank you for reading the Dragon Spirit Hunter! I hope you enjoyed it. I’ll start working on the next book when this gets 300 reviews, so click here to leave a review! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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