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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shivoshan’s Grimoire for First Phase Elemental Mages,” I said to myself as I took the dusty old book from the shelf. It was a hearing test of sorts—I was coming off the back of an Iron Maiden concert, and my ears were still ringing. I’d hooked up with a girl afterward and…well, she’d been loud too. My hearing was getting better, but it was taking time. 
 
    I placed the book on the counter and finished writing the name of the person who’d reserved the book on a yellow sticky note. 
 
    “Enwyn Emberskull,” I said, almost laughing and sticking the note on the cover of the book, “must be really into roleplaying.” 
 
    I left the book and started sorting through the shelves. The bookstore was well-known throughout my small town for carrying the kinds of books few people wanted to purchase. Most of the residents avoided the place. Some said it was haunted. For half the kids who grew up here, going through with a dare to enter the store was a rite of passage. 
 
    Sure, it smelled like mold and was covered in a thick layer of dust, but it was a second home to me. 
 
    After we’d been listed on Buzzfeed’s ‘Top 100 Haunted Locations in the Midwest’, out-of-towners and tourists often visited. They’d purchase a book or two, all the while guffawing at the subject matter. Other than the tourists, we didn’t have many face-to-face customers. Since my uncle had hired me to catalogue the books and add them to the eBay store, we’d been getting a lot more sales. From what I could gather of their purchase history, our online customers were mostly history buffs looking for rare historical texts, but there were a few who were into the darker side of weird. Those customers had purchased histories that looked like a recipe from How to Summon a Demon For Idiots. 
 
    Yeah, we had books on how to summon demons. Books on curses, necromancy, exorcisms—the whole shebang. 
 
    I had to admit, I’d been a little curious as a kid whenever I’d visited my uncle’s store. Suffice to say, I’d attempted to cast almost every spell from every book. By the time I’d been through the entire store, I’d become quite the unbeliever. 
 
    A pity. Magic was awesome, and I would have given my left nut for it to be real. 
 
    The bells outside the door chimed, and a woman brushed aside the curtains to step into the bookstore. She wore a jet-black dress. Her dark-brown hair was tied back in a high ponytail. Her heels clicked against the hardwood as she approached the counter. Unlike most ladies who were above a seven on Justin’s Scale of Feminine Allure—my own scale, one that didn’t underrate a celebrity just because she was famous—this woman didn’t turn her nose up at the smell or the dust. 
 
    When she arrived at the counter, she smiled at me, blood-red lips turning upward to reveal Colgate-white teeth. She didn’t quite look out of place—her glasses made her appear bookish—but she was definitely more beautiful than the store’s usual, more eccentric, clientele. 
 
    “Enwyn?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed. You have my grimoire?” Crow’s feet squeezed beside her dark-brown eyes. They were the only sign that this woman might have been pushing forty. Fifteen years my senior, max. Who was it that said age is nothing but a number? 
 
    “Here it is,” I said, brandishing the book and smiling. 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “Emberskull? That’s a unique name. Where’s it from?” 
 
    “Nowhere you’ve heard of,” she said, but her tone wasn’t rude. 
 
    “Old family name?” I was just trying to keep the conversation going. She was too hot for me to just let her walk out of the store. Of course, it was a stupid question. A last name was by definition an “old family name.” I kicked my own ass in my mind and tried to save it. I failed. “I mean, did your parents ever say anything about it?” 
 
    “No,” she said. She shook her head, but she stared at me without blinking. Now, I was getting creeped out. “I never knew my parents. They died.” Her fingers brushed a skull pendant necklace just below her well-defined clavicle. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, but she continued as though I hadn’t said anything. 
 
    “They were afflicted with a horrible curse that turned them into black widow spiders. My mother devoured my father after lovemaking, and my mother killed herself because she couldn’t stand the guilt.” 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s…pretty fucked up.” 
 
    I figured the story was some kind of crazy coping mechanism, or maybe she was just trying to weird me out. The goths of the 90s were probably all about her age now, so maybe she was a throwback to that era. Her black dress certainly fit the picture. 
 
    “Worse things have happened.” 
 
    Tell that to your goddamn dad, I thought. Poor bastard was probably just sitting back for a relaxing post-bone cigar or beer. Next thing you know—dead. 
 
    She glanced at the grimoire and nodded her head a little. Then she looked at me and started laughing. She put the end of one finger on the tip of my nose and grinned. “Gotcha.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, remembering why this woman had stepped into the store in the first place. “Let’s get you this book so you can start casting some spells,” I said, with more gusto than I felt. I punched in the price. $2.99. “Seems like a bargain for learning a bunch of magic.” I smiled at her again. 
 
    “Most of the spells don’t work,” she said as she took the book from me. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I couldn’t help laughing a little under my breath. By “most” I assumed she meant “all.” I wasn’t going to say it aloud, though. She might have had a decent helping of crazy beneath that tanned skin, those long legs, and that busty torso, but she seemed like a nice woman. 
 
    “Like this one, for instance,” she said, thumbing through the pages and handing the book to me. “Fireball. That’s a Fire Spell. Someone with the natural affinity for Lightning wouldn’t be able to cast it. Not unless they were a dual-mage. So, technically, it works, but not for Storm Mages. I suspect this particular volume was compiled piecemeal from various other texts. The author is most likely a null who happened upon a collection of mostly inauthentic works and managed to strike true a handful of times.” 
 
    I held back a sneeze from the sheer amount of dust among the brittle pages. 
 
    “Right,” I said, trying to sound like I didn’t think every second word the woman said was crazy talk. After all, I liked the way she was leaning over the counter to point to the spell, and I couldn’t help feigning curiosity as she leaned a little further and made her neckline plunge. 
 
    Suddenly, Enwyn snapped the book shut, pulled away, and clutched it to her chest. “You don’t believe me.” She sounded almost horrified. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t believe you. It’s more that I’m reserving judgment. Maybe magic is real, maybe it isn’t.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re a fencesitter? Nothing worse than a man who won’t commit to either belief or unbelief.” 
 
    I laughed. “I suppose you could call me that. I’m open to changing my mind. Maybe I can be convinced. Why don’t you show me something?” My eyes went to the book, but they also flicked back to Enwyn and her chest. Was that a black lace bra peeking through her neckline? I realized then that my question might be misconstrued. Enwyn didn’t seem to care that I was looking though, so I decided to let her draw her own conclusions. 
 
    She glanced purposefully down at her neckline and slowly pulled up her blouse to cover her bra. “You did mean you wanted to see magic?” Her lips tweaked into a smile as if to say, and not my bra and what it’s propping up? 
 
    “Magic, yes,” I said with a hard swallow. 
 
    “So, you’d like to know for certain—without any shadow of a doubt—that magic exists? That the world you see every day is not all there is? That there is something beneath it all; something that gives you a sense of childlike wonder? Something like that, correct?” 
 
    It was the kind of question with only one kind of answer: Hell fucking yes. I want magic to be real. I want to cast fireballs and ride dragons … maybe fuck a moon elf under the stars. 
 
    Enwyn’s smile broadened, as though she’d read my mind. Her eyes sparkled from behind the thin lenses of her glasses. 
 
    “Perhaps you might just see some magic today. I can’t make any promises, but you never know when the supernatural will show itself. Take this grimoire, for instance. It may look like an ordinary book, but I’m certain there’s authentic magic in there somewhere. Why don’t I leave this with you while I peruse the shelves?” She placed Shivoshan’s Grimoire on the counter. “In the meantime, maybe you can find a spell that’s authentic?” 
 
    She winked before she turned and headed down an aisle. I was about to call out to tell her where the books on witchcraft were located, but she was already heading in the right direction, and she seemed to have no trouble finding them. 
 
    “Authentic spells, huh?” I asked myself as I started scanning the grimoire’s pages. “Does that mean if I find one, she’s going to go on a date with me?” 
 
    The book was old, that was certain, but it held no more magic than my right thumb. Still, there was no denying the penmanship of whoever had composed the handwritten manuscript. Exactly how old was this book? It seemed much older than the language indicated—it was in modern English, after all. Most likely the creator had attempted to mimic the style of older texts. 
 
    The spells were written with step-by-step instructions on how to cast them. Each required three basic elements: will, spirit, and matter. I flicked through a few more pages until a spell caught my eye. The ink on this particular page shimmered as if the words and diagrams had been written with one of those metallic ink gel pens. 
 
    It was a Storm Bolt spell. To cast this spell, the user had to channel their mana through their will, build it to the point where it was almost overflowing, then cast it in the direction they wanted the spell to go. There was even a neat little diagram that showed the exact order of actions, with a warning dictating what would happen should the caster perform these actions incorrectly or in the wrong sequence. 
 
    Well, shit, I thought, someone sure went to a lot of effort on this book. 
 
    I recognized a bunch of the spell names from Dungeons and Dragons. As far as I knew, a lot of the spells and much of the magic system had been built from Jack Vance’s Dying Earth series, so the book must be even newer than I’d originally thought. 
 
    Or maybe the creators of D&D had taken a bunch of their spells from older texts, ones much like this grimoire. While I knew a bit of pop culture around D&D, I wasn’t exactly a big tabletop gamer. I dabbled a little in D&D, but I wouldn’t have called myself an expert roleplayer. I had a bit of an understanding of the way the mechanics worked, and I knew a half-dozen spells from various schools of magic, but my knowledge wasn’t encyclopedic. 
 
    The front doorbells chimed again, and another customer entered. Two in one day? It might not have been magic, but it could have almost passed as a miracle in this shop. 
 
    I quickly glanced up and saw a giant of a man, in a filthy leather duster, shamble into the Romance section. My uncle stocked some weird-ass porn magazines, so I figured here was another homeless dude who wanted to add a few images to the spank bank. He pulled out one magazine, and I smiled to myself. 
 
    Fairy Tales Gone Wild. 
 
    A classic for urban campers and curb jockeys from here to the 7-11. 
 
    I felt for guys like him. With all the drugs he’d taken, it probably took Snow White and all her Seven Dwarves to pitch his tent. As long as he didn’t start jerking his gherkin inside the store, I didn’t have a problem. 
 
    I looked over to Enwyn. She had removed dozens of books from the shelves and sorted them in multiple piles on the floor. Her brow furrowed, and she went on tiptoes to reach a book on the top shelf. The bottom of her dress hiked up, and I noticed the slight outline of her asscheeks. Was she wearing a thong? Or no panties at all? 
 
    “Need a hand?” I called out as the question of her underwear—or lack thereof—rattled through my mind. 
 
    Enwyn glanced over at me as she stretched higher. “I’m fine.” She strained to say the words. 
 
    I was about to leave the counter and help her retrieve it, but her fingers managed to clasp the spine and she pulled it off. Her eyes widened as she read the title, and there was a slight illumination along the back of her hand. It was green, almost like a glow-in-the-dark neon light. 
 
    Was that a tattoo? 
 
    It sure looked like one. I blinked a few times. It wasn’t glowing anymore. As quickly as it had appeared, it was gone. 
 
    That was weird. Maybe she had the tattoo done with some kind of glowing ink? Is that even a thing? 
 
    I put the thought aside and returned my attention to the grimoire. Just had to find an authentic spell, with no way to tell one from another. The Storm Bolt spell looked a little different from the others, if only because the ink hadn’t deteriorated but, for all I knew, Enwyn had some completely bonkers criteria for judging authentic spells from unauthentic ones. Still, I figured it was worth a shot. She was damn beautiful. 
 
    I’d always liked women a little older than me. She might have been a little kooky, but those ones were always the best in the bedroom. A little clingy and a whole lot of crazy, but I had a burner phone for such purposes. Was I a jerk? Maybe. Was I an idiot? Hell no. 
 
    I heard a shuffle of feet and looked up. The homeless guy was making a beeline toward Enwyn, who now had books piled so high they were threatening to topple at any moment. He moved past the counter, and I caught a whiff of old-man cologne and peppermint. Those weren’t the smells of a person who’d spent months living on the street. 
 
    Enwyn tilted her head past a pile of books to glare at him as he began to crowd her. 
 
    Well, shit. It looked like I was going to have to throw this guy out after all. I hiked up my sleeves and was about to walk over there when the guy suddenly tore back his leather duster. I had a profile view of him, and I was expecting to be shocked by the sight of Rodney and his Saggy Friends. Instead, I was greeted by the strangest looking human torso I’d ever seen. 
 
    It was covered in stone-like lesions, as though he’d been the victim of some kind of scientific experiment. His skin was like paved cobblestones, almost like the Thing from Fantastic Four. Except it looked real—way too real. Was this some crazy-ass version of leprosy? 
 
    Despite my initial shock, I popped open the drawer beneath the counter and went to reach for the Beretta M9 my uncle kept there. My right arm wouldn’t move. It was stuck to the grimoire. An energy raced through me, flooding me, and filling me like I was a balloon being pumped with air. 
 
    The homeless guy took a small stick from his belt and whipped it toward Enwyn. The ground trembled, and a man-sized stone hand burst from the hardwood and attempted to snatch Enwyn. She rolled out of the way of the grasping hand and produced her own little stick, which I’d now realized was a wand. 
 
    A wand? And what the fuck was with the hand? This was the weirdest prank I’d ever seen, and the visual effects were insanely life-like. 
 
    Enwyn shouted something in a language that sounded like Latin, and a ball of flame erupted from the end of her wand. It smothered the hand and incinerated it in a cloud of ash. 
 
    The next thing I knew they’d started dueling in the middle of the bookstore, throwing blasts of energy from their wands that obliterated bookshelves in explosions of wood and paper. It was like being trapped in a Harry Potter movie, only with fewer Butterbeers and way more shit for me to clean up afterward. 
 
    “Come on!” I said as I tried to pull my hand free from the grimoire. The ancient book was now stuck to the countertop as well, so I couldn’t tear it free with my other hand. Sure, I could have tried to squeeze a round off with the M9 at the bum-turned-wizard with my left hand, but in all the chaos, I’d just as easily hit Enwyn. 
 
    I had no time to figure out whether this was a dream or whether this was actually happening because every time the thought arose, it was quickly dispelled by the crack of wand fire or the explosion of yet another row of books being turned into confetti. 
 
    I looked down at the book and saw that the page with the Storm Bolt spell was now glowing beneath my hand. Hell, maybe this was a dream. Maybe it was the world’s weirdest hallucination. Either way, this simply wasn’t another day at the office; a day where none of the books inside the shop contained any real magic. Enwyn had said that there were certain authentic spells inside this grimoire, and the Storm Bolt spell seemed as likely a candidate as any of the others. 
 
    A crack sounded in front of me. I ducked as a sizzling crimson bolt of energy, which looked like it could quite happily have vaporized my head, flashed past me. Instead, it blasted a fist-sized hole in the wall behind me. 
 
    “Sorry!” Enwyn grunted. “Have you found a spell yet? Now would be the time to use it!” 
 
    The open page under my hand felt...right. Like it was already forming in my mind. I didn’t know what a storm bolt was, but it sounded like something that could deal with the bum-wizard. I wanted to ask Enwyn about it, but she was too busy scanning the smoke-filled room for asshole who’d started all this. For a split second, it seemed like he’d vanished, but then he reappeared from a cloud of smoke, just behind Enwyn. 
 
    “Hurry!” she yelled as a barrier of flame appeared in front of her. An energy projectile from the bum-wizard’s wand slammed into the barrier. Given she was still standing upright and looking pissed off as all hell, I figured it was safe to say she was unharmed. 
 
    I returned my attention to the grimoire, trying to block out the all-too-real magical battle happening just above my gaze. 
 
    “Channel mana...through my will,” I said as I read the instructions. “Right. Well, that makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.” 
 
    At least there were diagrams. What gave me just a little pause were the warnings. Incorrect gestures or sequences out of order would likely kill me. 
 
    Ah, fuck it, I thought. Just another day in the life of a secondhand bookstore clerk, baby! 
 
    The energy I’d felt before was bubbling somewhere inside my body. At first, it felt like it was in my stomach, but it wasn’t quite in my stomach. It felt. . . well, it felt like it was in my center. The center of my being. The center of everything I was. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time for Daoist philosophy though, so I reached into myself with my will, grabbed hold of the energy and thrust my hand forward, my index finger and thumb connected while my remaining fingers pointed at the bum-wizard. 
 
    Electricity jolted from my stomach, up my chest, and along my left arm before it rocketed out of my hand. It tore through the air, splitting a bookshelf down the middle and striking the bum-wizard in the chest. I’d expected his hair to stand on end, maybe a bit of seizure-like jolting before he collapsed in a smoldering heap. 
 
    But what I got was far more awesome. And awesome in the true sense of the word. 
 
    It was also gory. Freddy Krueger vs. Jason on a killing spree while listening to Cannibal Corpse gory. 
 
    The bum-wizard detonated, like a human flesh-bomb. The sound was like a subterranean sonic boom. Any of the shelves that were still standing crashed to the floor. Blood sprayed in all directions. Clumps of meat spattered every surface. 
 
    Enwyn turned to me, mouth agape, eyes wide, covered from head to toe in bum-wizard pulp and juice. 
 
    “Bernard!” Enwyn cried as she rushed over to her attacker. Or, at least, where her attacker had last been in one piece. 
 
    “You knew this guy?” I asked. Lord Almighty, I’d really dodged a bullet with this one. This seemed like a jealous ex-lover scenario; with an ex-lover who was some kind of mutated freak capable of beaming energy blasts from a tiny wooden stick and summoning people snatching stone hands. 
 
    Wait a second. Why was I even thinking about the relationship between these two? I’d just experienced magic. There was no denying it. 
 
    “He—he was another of Mazirian Academy’s admissions officers,” Enwyn said. 
 
    I asked the question that first came to my mind. “So, you two met at work?” It seemed, like most other people who’d just witnessed something horrific, I couldn’t quite deal with it at the moment. At least I didn’t ask: ‘So, this homicidal magic-shooting monster who tried to kill us, you met him at work, did you? Have a bit of a fling and he decided to hunt you down and murder the nearest male?’ 
 
    Enwyn nodded. She wasn’t crying, as you might expect. Instead, her muscles relaxed, and she nodded a second time, as though accepting this as an infrequent but acceptable turn of events. Part and parcel of shopping for magical spellbooks in a dusty old secondhand bookstore, I figured. 
 
    “Bernard knew the risks,” she said. “It’s not often a prospective student kills an admissions officer during the interview process, but it has been known to happen. You won’t be punished. Nor should you feel guilty. As I said, there are always risks, and Bernard accepted them. His family will be compensated handsomely, and he’ll doubtless be named a hero for his efforts.” 
 
    “Prospective student? Interview process? I’m about three light-years behind whatever it is you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Do you think I ordered those books by coincidence?” Enwyn looked at me like I was a toddler, and not a very bright one at that. “We’ve been tracking you for some time. It wasn’t until just today that your abilities have shone through—I mean, other than rolling natural twenties at D&D, but that’s a minor power.” 
 
    “Wait, what? How did you know about that? How long have you been tracking me? You mean I cheated at D&D?” 
 
    “Justin. You’re a wizard. A Storm Mage, by the looks of it. And an incredibly powerful one. You managed to cast a Level 3 Storm Bolt. You’re lucky you didn’t bring down the whole store on our heads. From the looks of it, you used that poor excuse of a grimoire as your vector, that’s not supposed to be possible.” 
 
    “Can you repeat that?” 
 
    “It was a Level 3—” 
 
    “No, not that. The other part.” 
 
    “You’re a Storm Mage.” 
 
    “Which is a kind of what?” 
 
    “A wizard. You’re a wizard, Justin.” Did I detect a slight eye-roll? Given the fact that we were standing in what remained of her admissions officer friend, I figured a little humor wasn’t a bad idea. 
 
    “I’m. . . I’m a what?” Despite the wackiness of the situation, I couldn’t help myself. “Only kidding. I’ve always wanted magic to be real, and what I just saw was definitely magic. So, a wizard, eh? It’s definitely nice to hear it coming from someone less gigantic, less hairy, and a whole lot more. . .” 
 
    “Are you finished?” She tried vainly to hide her smile as I plainly admired her. What could I say? I appreciated mature women. 
 
    “Wait. You’re serious? I thought you were just fucking with me. Come on…I mean, I have a life here, a store...well, my uncle’s store, but I’m the one that runs it most of the time.” 
 
    “Justin, truthfully. What do you have here that could compare to…” she pointed to the grease stain that was the other wizard, “that?” 
 
    I thought for a full minute. Maybe less. “Let me close the store. My uncle is going to go nuts when he sees half the shelves blown to pieces. Not to mention this dead... What the hell was he?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s human.” She paused. “Was human. An Earth Mage, to be exact. One who had a particular penchant for Stoneskin and what it can do to augment a person’s body.” 
 
    “Right. Well, my uncle isn’t going to like Earth Mage jam covering the walls and floor of his store. Do you wizard folks have some kind of supernatural clean-up crew? Because you should probably call them.” 
 
    “It will be dealt with. Your uncle won’t know anything untoward happened today. He’ll merely think you received a scholarship for a tertiary institution of high renown. He won’t know the truth of the matter. He’ll never discover what you’re really going to do.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Come with me. Purchase a vector. Enter the Mazirian Academy. Become an infamous wizard.” Enwyn smiled. “Well, perhaps not that, but one can only hope. I tend to select the best students—and the most dangerous. Your aura is incredibly strong. You have great potential, but it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “Easy? I don’t give a damn how hard it is. I’m gonna be a fucking wizard!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Enwyn was still covered in bum-wizard juice after I’d detonated her work colleague, so I led her to the small bathroom in the rear of the bookshop so that she could get cleaned up. The shop was once an apartment or something so, fortunately for her, there was a shower stall in the bathroom. I left her there and searched for some towels she could use. It was the least I could do after blowing up her colleague. 
 
    “I doubt even the magical world would be alright with you looking like an axe-murderer,” I said as I went to a cabinet in the back of the store and removed a wash towel. 
 
    When I returned, I heard the water running. I shoved the towel through the door, extended my arm, and waved the towel around. “Here you are!” 
 
    “I can’t reach it,” she said. “You’ll have to get closer.” 
 
    I hesitated, mostly because I really didn’t want to hesitate at all. I wanted to jump in there with her, fully clothed and worry about the rest as I went. It wasn’t easy being a gentleman. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she laughed, “the curtain is closed.” 
 
    I stepped in and set the towel on the sink. “It’s here when you’re done.” 
 
    “Thank you!” I could see the curtain move as she bumped against it. I decided that I needed to get out of there stat and let her clean up. 
 
    “You’ll like the academy,” she said from the shower, as if we were just sitting around drinking coffee. 
 
    I honestly couldn’t hear her with the water running. I leaned in a little closer. “The what?” 
 
    “I said,” and she pulled back the curtain just enough to stick her head and one beautiful shoulder out so she could talk to me, “you’ll like the academy!” 
 
    I found my tongue, but it was tied, and I was focused on the way that shoulder swelled as it disappeared behind the curtain. “Oh?” I heard my voice ask. It sounded natural. 
 
    “It’s the most famous school of magic in several worlds,” Enwyn said and backed up under the spray, but she didn’t close the curtain again. I didn’t either. I was a gentleman, but I was ultimately still a guy. 
 
    I peeked. And stayed peeking. 
 
    The fact that her breasts weren’t covered in blood only made my attention focus on them all the more. The washrag dropped from my hand as my tongue tried to wrap around my teeth. She calmly bent down to pick it up, and I got a better view than I could have imagined. Standing there, with this beautiful naked woman getting all soapy in front of me, it was easy to forget—for a minute—that there was a corpse spread liberally around the main room of the store, covering the shredded merchandise like frosting on a cake. 
 
    The phrase “high-breasted” echoed in my mind over and over again, but then I’d been inspired by the view. Her breasts really were high, and the tight nipples that capped them were pink, perfect, and looked like they could put out an eye. I was willing to risk it. The way her abs glistened in the water and the small of her back guided little rivulets down that perfect round ass made me forget to breathe. God, but the view was worth passing out for. What was a little asphyxiation in exchange for a memory that would keep me warm on many a cold winter night for years to come? On the other hand, she had just been flinging magical spells around, so I was a little nervous about jumping in with her uninvited. 
 
    That didn’t keep me from staring though. A little voyeuristic, perhaps, but the way she occasionally looked over her shoulder and smiled made me think she didn’t mind my looking one bit. 
 
    Sadly, it was all over too soon. After a quick wash, she rinsed off her dress and put it on wet. It wasn’t a big step up from naked either. The fabric clung to every curve and there were plenty of those to choose from. She stepped into the center of the bathroom, took a deep breath and, suddenly, great clouds of steam came off her body. The next minute, she was standing there completely dry and looking like she’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I was sorry she was wearing clothes again, but that trick was probably even more startling than finding out I had magic powers. It had been a busy day so far. 
 
    “I’m a Fire Mage. A Pyromancer, to be exact.” She answered me in a reasonable tone. I grunted, as if this hadn’t been just one more thing that I didn’t understand. To be honest, I wasn’t paying all that much attention to what was being said. What with the whole Harry-you’re-a-fucking-wizard revelation—not to mention the gorgeous body under that dress—I was fairly well distracted. In fact, I had to make a conscious effort to pull my head out of the clouds and focus on what I was doing. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, you could see through the arched doorway into the store itself. I regarded this view for a long moment, suddenly feeling oddly nostalgic at the thought that it was fairly unlikely I would ever see this particular perspective again. I’d be leaving the store—my life—all behind. I would be leaving my uncle without a word of explanation, and I was going to miss the guy. Maybe that should have bothered me more than it did. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    In truth, I didn’t really have anything here; not so much as a single possession I was overly fond of. What did odds and ends really matter when so much more was on the line? I mean, think about it. Instead of being bored silly and spending time reading about the adventures other people had, I was literally standing on the edge of my very own adventure. One that, fingers crossed, would involve creating magic, riding dragons, fighting monsters, hanging out with more pretty—not to mention very naked—women, and a whole bunch of other shit that I’d only be able to imagine after at least a tab and a half of high-grade LSD. That’s what all the best books, Conan comics, and Game of Thrones had promised me. Why the hell would I stay in a musty old bookstore when all that might be out there waiting for me? 
 
    My eyes fell to the books Enwyn had been sorting into piles before all hell had broken loose. The stack of books hadn’t even fallen, though they teetered dangerously, and had somehow escaped the wanton destruction and the rain of Bernard bits. 
 
    “Don’t you want to take them with you?” I asked Enwyn as I gestured at the volumes with a wary eye. 
 
    Her blood-red lips tweaked into a smile. “Searching for arcane texts in your uncle’s bookshop was merely an act. All part of our interview. We have far larger libraries with much more potent magical knowledge available at the Academy.” 
 
    Her blasé answer made me realize just how little I knew about, well, everything. I began to wonder what I’d gotten myself into, but then I realized it didn’t matter. I still wanted to go. In fact, the only regret I had was I hadn’t gotten in the shower with her. I wasn’t all that sure she would have protested. 
 
    “Right. Before I go through this doorway, I want to know a few things,” I said. 
 
    Hell, I was bluffing. I wouldn’t have changed my mind, regardless of whatever she said next. I just wanted to know what I was walking into so I could be better prepared. 
 
    She smiled, seeming pleased by the question. “Of course. I would think less of you if you simply went along with me without first learning my intentions.” 
 
    I gestured to the other room. “Before the battle, and before turning Bernard into marmalade, I’d never done a spell or even spoke Latin backward. But you said you’ve been tracking me. Why? Why me?” This was a question I didn’t really want the answer to. Part of me was afraid she would suddenly say that the deal was off. On the other hand, I had to know. 
 
    “You had the potential,” Enwyn said. “Affecting the dice in D&D for example. I wondered that you never went to Vegas with that talent.” 
 
    I kicked myself again. Harder. “It didn’t occur to me,” I said as sheepishly as I could. 
 
    “You drew on the power in high school. —and not just in D&D games. There was that time you got cornered after football practice by those jocks from the school the next town over. You really think that tree branch falling and breaking the lead guy’s shoulder was chance?” 
 
    “Then why wait until now to spring this on me?” 
 
    “Because your abilities were minimal. Most people have a little touch of magic, they call it ‘luck’. We had to wait to be sure it was more than that. You’re a late bloomer.” 
 
    “What’s this Academy?” I needed to change the subject so I could think about that. “Is it like Hogwarts? Because I’m not sure I’d like going back to high school with a bunch of teenagers, even if we are learning magic.” 
 
    “It’s a magical academy for university-aged students. You’ll learn how to harness your innate gift for magic,” Enwyn replied. 
 
    That sounded cool enough. “And I’m a Storm Mage, right? So, I’m what, the Son of Zeus or something?” 
 
    Enwyn laughed. “Not quite. You have what’s called a ‘lightning affinity.’ Storm Bolt was an offensive spell which can detonate targets at higher levels.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m halfway there already. Bernard can attest to that.” I jerked a thumb to the main floor of the bookstore. 
 
    “That was most likely a stroke of luck. Yes, you’re powerful, but you shouldn’t have been capable of causing such destruction given that you’re only a Prospective Mage.” 
 
    “Like a Level 1?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m behind?” I wasn’t too keen on starting out at the bottom of the class. 
 
    “No, there are students of all levels there.” 
 
    “Can I leave whenever I want? The Academy, that is?” I couldn’t imagine myself wanting to leave a place where I’d learn magic, but it was always good to keep my options open. Even if I couldn’t, I would still go, I’d just freak out about it a little first. A niggling part of my mind was still dwelling on my uncle. I had in mind being able to come back and visit him, make sure he was okay and that the store was still standing. I didn’t always like working there, but it wasn’t a bad place. Everyone needed a home to go back to. 
 
    Enwyn laughed. “We don’t enslave you.” She ran long elegant fingers down my chest while my mind stuttered to a halt. The way she’d said the word ‘enslaved’ made me wonder if she perhaps found the concept of bondage enjoyable. It was a strange notion, but it was rather clear in the way her tongue caressed the word. “You can leave whenever you wish.” 
 
    Leave? Hell no. Given where my mind was wandering, I’d follow her just about anywhere. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Now, on the subject of ‘magic now exists’, what about the world this Academy is part of? Are we talking supernatural horror fantasy with vampires, werewolves, ghouls, et cetera, or is it more traditional fantasy? You know, elves, dwarves, orcs...” 
 
    “Everything you’ve heard of in tales and myths exists in some form or another. Stories originated there.” 
 
    “Dragons? Even Dragons?” I couldn’t help sounding like a little kid. 
 
    One of Enwyn’s slender eyebrows lifted, and her eyes took on a glimmer. “Even Dragons—but you wouldn’t want to meet one of those.” 
 
    Hell, this woman obviously didn’t know me very well. If there were dragons, then by God I was going to ride the fuck out of one. 
 
    “And this magical world exists alongside our own world?” I asked, sorting rapidly through the knowledge gleaned from a wealth of fantasy novels read over the years. “Is it integrated? Or do we always have to go through portals?” 
 
    “There are multiple planes of existence, such as the one I’ll be taking you through. But, as you can attest, magic also works within this plane.” 
 
    I nodded as I took in the information. “That all makes sense.” Well, as much sense as it ever would. Hopefully studying at this Academy would fill in the few million other gaps in my knowledge. 
 
    I was about to ask her whether there were any succubi in the magical world—I wouldn’t have minded binding a beautiful demon goddess to my will—but Enwyn put a fingertip on my lips. I only just resisted the urge to suck it. 
 
    “If I stand here and keep answering your questions, we’ll miss our transport.” She pulled her finger away and wiped it on my shirt. I shuddered. I could only resist so far. 
 
    Down boy. Focus. 
 
    “Transport? Flying car? Hidden train? A luck dragon named Falkor?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nothing so vulgar.” She shook her head and took me by the hand, leading me back into the store. “The gateway should be back here somewhere,” Enwyn said as she navigated her way through teetering piles of books in the shop’s rear storeroom. 
 
    “You’re telling me there was a magical portal in the bookshop this whole time?” I asked as I slipped between two ceiling-high stacks of boxes. I doubted whether even my uncle knew what was in those boxes, they had been here so long. 
 
    “Not exactly. There are certain doorways that can be used for such a purpose.” 
 
    “Are we heading to Narnia or something?” 
 
    She smiled in amusement. “Why don’t you wait and see?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You’re the boss.” She really seemed to like that idea. Her grip on my wrist was stronger than ever. 
 
    “Where does this door lead?” She pointed to a half-buried door that was inset into the wall and covered behind old junk. 
 
    I stated the stupid version of the answer first. “That’s not a door.” 
 
    Enwyn gave me another one of her special eyebrow raises. I interpreted this one to mean, “Well, what the fuck do you call it, then?” 
 
    “I mean, it’s a door, but there’s nothing behind it but a brick wall,” I said. “It’s just some kind of decoration that’s been here for as long as I can remember.” 
 
    “Then this must be it.” 
 
    Oh, obviously, I thought. Guy tells girl that a door isn’t a door, so that means it must be the fucking door she’s looking for. 
 
    Then I paused. Now I actually stopped to think about it, my uncle had used to take some of his ‘connoisseurs’, as he called them, out to this storeroom. I’d never really paid too much attention—figuring that the special merchandise that my uncle said he peddled to these select few was just grass or something. 
 
    Maybe though, he actually knows something about this magical realm? Seems possible. I mean, what the hell can you really occupy yourself with for an hour in a storeroom? 
 
    I looked at Enwyn Emberskull. 
 
    I guess it depends who you’re in the storeroom with... 
 
    Enwyn removed her wand from her dress and started an incantation. She paused halfway through and cursed under her breath. “Damn. Barry must have been screwing around again. He must have changed the passcode.” 
 
    I heard the doorbells chime from behind me and turned to see a trio of men in janitorial uniforms enter the workshop. They had the largest vacuum cleaner I’d ever seen, and they quickly went to work sucking up what remained of Bernard. With a flick of a janitor’s wand, the bookshelves started to reassemble and return to their former placements. It sort of reminded me of a trick I saw Mary Poppins do in a movie once. I looked to see if I was walking backward, like film played in reverse, but their activity seemed to be limited to the shelves. 
 
    “There it is,” Enwyn said as she stood back from the doorway. The outlines glowed, before the entire doorway shimmered and turned into a reflective liquid. It was like something out of Stargate, or maybe from The Matrix. It occurred to me how many examples there were like this—was this the foundation for those images, like werewolves being real there made them legend here? 
 
    I shook my head. I’d figure it out later. In the meantime, I was facing a magical portal. A fucking magical portal. This was turning out to be the greatest day of my life. Sure, I’d just murdered an official from the magical academy, but Enwyn seemed to think it wasn’t that big of a deal. Bernard probably would have disagreed with that. I probably should have felt more remorse, maybe even been a little traumatized, but I was too rapt with the idea of a real magical world at my fingertips. And Enwyn was holding my hand again. 
 
    “Barry is a more deviant bastard than I previously thought,” she said. 
 
    “What was the passcode?” I asked. 
 
    Enwyn looked like she was about to gag. “Queen Hagatha’s Snatch.” 
 
    “Queen Hagatha? Is she some kind of magical ruler?” 
 
    “The Avalonian Kingdom’s current monarch, yes.” 
 
    I burst into laughter. “This Barry sounds like an irreverent bastard, then. I can’t wait to meet him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t speak too soon. Come.” Enwyn gestured at the doorway. 
 
    I left a musty old store full of strange odds and ends to enter a musty old store full of strange odds and ends. All in all, it was a little anticlimactic. Instead of great hallways of spells and people flying broomsticks and flicking fire at dragons as if they were playing fetch, I was in a shop with bottles and scrolls and glass cases and all sorts of…crap. It felt like an antique shop belonging to J. R. R. Tolkien. 
 
    In front of me stood a large display case made of glass, holding every sort of wand imaginable. They coiled and straightened, a couple of them did both while I was watching. There were rings and bracelets, and other various items I wasn’t sure where they were meant to be worn. 
 
    “Damn it Barry! Where are you?” Enwyn called, looking around as if this Barry person was going to suddenly appear out of thin air. Worse, she was looking up at the ceiling while she called him. 
 
    “Who exactly is this ‘Barry’?” I couldn’t help myself from looking up at the ceiling too. 
 
    “Barry isn’t a who so much as a what,” Enwyn said, but her concentration wasn’t on me or my questions. She was busily looking around for any sign of the mysterious Barry. This, apparently, included a quick check into a small box on one of the tables. “Barry is—was—an ancestor of one of the greatest families of magic that ever lived: the Chillgraves.” 
 
    “Chillgraves?” I thought Enwyn’s name was hilarious. This was better. 
 
    “He used to be a pirate, a couple of hundred years ago. He invented the flying ships and turned his talents to creating magical items, including vectors. He’s currently in a great deal of trouble for violating the rules.” She said that last part at a high volume, as if chastising someone. 
 
    “A couple of hundred…” I thought I’d been getting used to magic—what with the exploding recruiters and everything—so I didn’t know why this shocked me, but it did. 
 
    “Oh, he died a long time ago.” Enwyn waved that off as if it was of no consequence. 
 
    Of course he did. Why wouldn’t he? And he still runs the store. That’s my uncle’s worst nightmare, to be stuck in the store for all eternity. 
 
    “He’s cursed; he can’t transition away from this life.” Enwyn sighed and leaned on a counter. “He’s stuck here, not that he minds too much.” 
 
    I decided to change the subject to something my brain could handle. “What’s all this stuff?” 
 
    Enwyn looked around her as if seeing it for the first time. “These are vectors.” 
 
    “Oh, here I was thinking we’d entered the world’s strangest pawn shop. Uh... what’s a vector?” 
 
    “A vector,” a male voice behind me made me jump. 
 
    I spun, looked at the person speaking, and wanted to jump again. I was suddenly in the bad parts of Pirates of the Caribbean; face to face with a skull-faced pirate in full costume. How a skull managed to have a full beard and eyes was beyond me, but Barry was most definitely dead. 
 
    “A vector,” he said again, his accent more aristocratic than Jack Sparrow’s, “is a focus point for casting magic so that you don’t set your flesh on fire.” He leaned over, and for some reason, I thought he was grinning, though he didn’t have lips. “That’s not a pleasant feeling, young master, believe me.” 
 
    I stood still mostly because I’d forgotten how to move my legs. I gaped at the apparition and forced my mouth shut. 
 
    He wore a dark red surcoat with brass buttons, a feathered hat big enough to give even the most egotistical admiral a stiffy, a belt as wide as my hand could have stretched, and high boots with his pants tucked into them. It was a Hollywood pirate, with the notable exception of skin, and a good dose of man’s greatest adversary: death. 
 
    “Barry,” Enwyn said, “this is Justin. Justin, Barry. You were wanting to meet him.” 
 
    I nodded, still unsure about speaking to a corpse in pirate cosplay, even if he did seem rather personable. 
 
    “How do you do, young master?” He held out his hand. When I went to shake it, mine passed right through his. He seemed to think this was the height of humor because he chuckled like some sixteenth century English baron who’d played a prank on a servant. 
 
    “Justin here threw a level 3 Storm Bolt with a grimoire for a vector,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “Really?” Barry seemed interested suddenly. “Whose?” 
 
    “Shivoshan’s,” I replied. 
 
    That really got the specter’s attention. How a skull without eyebrows could look surprised was beyond me, but Barry nailed it somehow. 
 
    “That’s hardly an authentic spellbook,” he said. “And it wouldn’t function as a vector. You must have used your own body as one. Casting spells from your body is very dangerous; it’s never done for that reason. So…it’s time for you to have a vector before you burn yourself out.” He made a grand sweep of the store, like I was supposed to understand what to do. 
 
    Which, of course, I didn’t. I made a show of looking around, hoping that was the right thing to do. 
 
    “Nothing?” Enwyn’s eyebrow arched in surprise. “There’s nothing that calls to you?” 
 
    To me, it was a vast collection of junk. Now that I knew what I was looking for, I found myself frowning in concentration as I turned in a slow circle. Only, I didn’t feel anything at all. I looked around, craning my neck to see past the nearest cases, trying to hear a call or feel a tug, or some sort of something since Enwyn felt it was so important. Nothing. 
 
    I leaned on my staff and sighed. 
 
    Blink. 
 
    Staff? 
 
    Sure enough, in my right hand, was a long, twisted bit of wood straight out of Gandalf’s gun cabinet. There was even a round glass ball nestled in the wood at one end. I had no idea where it came from or how it got there, but it felt natural; very much an extension of me. I stared into the glass ball for a moment, back at the ghost, and then at the beautiful woman in the slinky black dress. 
 
    Am I even awake right now? 
 
    I wondered if I was on the floor of my uncle’s shop having a fantastic dream—or a seizure. 
 
    I tapped the glass ball twice with my finger. “Hello? Sauron? Are you there?” 
 
    The ball flashed a bright red cat’s eye at me. I might have screamed. It was possible. On the other hand, I didn’t drop the staff, as it didn’t occur to me to let it go. 
 
    “Don’t vex your vector.” Barry waved a finger at my face. 
 
    Honestly, if there was any feeling I got from the staff at all, it was amusement. 
 
    “Good,” Barry said, casting a connoisseur's eye over me, “walk around with your staff in your hand—the girls will love it. Especially such a big one—excellent girth too.” 
 
    “Barry.” Enwyn’s voice could have frozen on contact. 
 
    “What?” Barry tried to look innocent, but it was more of a zombie in truck headlights kind of look. “A young man needs guidance on how to squeeze his stick in public.” He elbowed me with a wink and, that time, I felt the nudge as much as I would have if he’d been flesh and bone. Mostly, he was just bone though. 
 
    Barry sidled up next to me. The fact that I didn’t pull away attested to the fact that I was getting used to him and that I was still shocked with the whole spontaneously appearing staff business. 
 
    “She doesn’t know about you yet, does she?” Barry whispered in my ear. 
 
    “Know what?” I don’t know why I whispered—it must have been contagious. 
 
    Barry looked at me in astonishment. “You don’t know about you!” He chortled and actually danced a little jig in his merriment. “Ooooh, you’re both in for a big surprise!” 
 
    “Barry, what are you talking about?” Enwyn huffed, crossing her arms under her breasts. In that dress, even the dead man had to pause a moment to pay respect to that move. 
 
    “Just remember to use your staff liberally around the ladies!” Barry said, literally slapping his knee in delight. “Thrust hard and often and don’t let up!” 
 
    I looked to Enwyn. I had no idea what he was talking about, though the sex jokes were getting a little thin. 
 
    “A decent grunt should suffice where you don’t know the incantations,” the wraith continued. “It’ll be a weaker spell, but sometimes all you need is a really good thrust with a thick staff.” 
 
    “Alright, if you’re through?” Enwyn tilted her head toward the door. I understood it was past time to leave. 
 
    “Oh no!” Barry reeled back in shock. “Done? Of course not! You’re certainly not going to let him go to the academy with a mass-market grimoire! People will laugh!” He snapped his fingers, or rather he tried to. There was no flesh on those hands, just bare finger bones, worn knuckles, and a large gold ring that slid up and down his index finger as he talked. “I have just the thing.” 
 
    “Like a spell book?” I found myself salivating at the idea. 
 
    “Of course.” He rummaged around in the case behind him and came up with a small book that could easily have been a teenager’s diary but, instead of flowers and unicorns on the cover, it held a large ornate symbol. It looked like a twisted Celtic circle with three snakes coiled around a pole. I ran my fingers over the image tenderly. 
 
    “What does this mean?” I asked him, pointing to the cover. His index finger, complete with gold ring pointed out the fine print. “Academy Publishing.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s just a design.” 
 
    Enwyn rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I kind of thought that spell books would be…” I gestured with my hands, the staff bumping the floor, “bigger.” 
 
    “Mine is…” Enwyn held her thumb and finger a good thickness apart. There was a little pride in that gesture. 
 
    “It’s not the size of the man’s book that counts!” Barry laughed again at his own joke. “It’s how he uses it!” 
 
    I opened the book and, sure enough, that same Storm Bolt spell I had used back in my world glowed back at me. There were a few others, but only a handful. The pages were yellowed and brittle, but they smelled new, like the book had never been opened. 
 
    “That’s it?” Enwyn looked surprised. She turned to Barry. “You said he was ‘special’. Did you mean the unable-to-perform kind of special? He’s practically handicapped—one step from a non-mage.” 
 
    I was about to protest, but the ability to perform even a single spell—let alone a handful—was making my mind whirl with possibilities. 
 
    “But a very important step!” Barry waggled his bony finger at her. “Remember, the headmaster himself sent you to recruit him!” He turned to me, tilted his head, and nudged me again. Again, I felt it. “Was she electrifying? I hope she was, because you stole something very magical from her.” 
 
    “Who?” If he meant Enwyn, I wondered if he somehow knew she was naked in front of me moments ago. 
 
    “The woman you fucked last night, young master!” Barry crowed, thrusting his hips twice in imitation of sex. “I bet the sparks really flew!” 
 
    I didn’t know how he knew I was with a girl last night. Maybe he assumed, or maybe he was just yanking my chain and hit close to home. I’d been to an Iron Maiden concert; my ears still had a ringing to them from the noise. At the afterparty, with a bunch of people milling around and getting high, this beautiful young thing approached me. Neither of us had been interested in the weed that was being passed around, but we’d managed to polish off a bottle of scotch between us. 
 
    Yeah, like Barry said, there had been sparks alright, and they’d ignited a goddamn inferno in the bedroom. The sex was incredible—so intense that I’d nearly passed out as she rode me—but in the morning, I’d woke up on that dresser by myself, naked and with no idea whose house I was in. I also didn’t get her number. I was still kicking myself for that. 
 
    “The young master brought his own staff I see!” Barry was looking at my crotch. “Which one will he employ the most?” He shrugged and said as an aside to Enwyn, “Well, he has two hands, doesn’t he?” 
 
    Enwyn scowled at him. 
 
    Barry caught the tail end of that look and suddenly had somewhere else to be. “Remember, young Master,” he called out and floated toward me, “beware of the Chillgraves! You may not know it, but they’re no friends of yours. It’s an old feud, I’m afraid.” His voice took on a sorrowful tone. “And I’m not just saying that because they’re my family many generations descended.” 
 
    He put a hand to the side of his mouth and whispered confidentially, “Immortality, young master, is a pain in the arse.” He floated back away from me and waved. “Choke up on that staff now, you’ll be the passion of all the young ladies!” He began laughing again and vanished in front of me, though the cackling lingered. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Enwyn shook her head and walked out of the door. “Barry is a little… mad.” 
 
    “He’s my first ghost…” I started to say, then it hit me why the building looked a little familiar. This was my uncle’s shop. Same floorplan, same front door. It was like it was hollowed out and everything was replaced with different kinds of junk. 
 
    Same dust though. That didn’t change. 
 
    The door opened and, to my disappointment, it seemed that it was a normal, everyday door. There was no further portal change, but the streets of my small town looked very different, but similar enough I could have found my way around. 
 
    The gas station across the street was a livery for horses and several carriages stood in ordered rows. What that was all for, I couldn’t imagine, if traveling to another dimension was a matter of stepping through a door, why bother with a horse? 
 
    The convenience store with it was now an open-air market. The muffler and body shop featured a very large and hairy man pounding a piece of metal on an anvil. The Starbucks turned into an alehouse, a change I approved wholeheartedly. 
 
    It was like seeing a medieval version of the town, only people were not at all bothered with lights that floated in the sky where streetlights would have been in my world. Neither did the occasional horseless carriage cause a stir. That wasn’t a name for a car—it was literally a carriage going down the street without a horse hooked up to it. 
 
    I held a staff that adopted me, I had been shooting lightning bolts and splattering a wizard over my uncle’s books, traveled through some kind of inter-dimensional doorway, and took the whole thing rather well, if I do say so myself. But this…this was too much. This was just weird. The worst part of it was that no one else noticed. These mini-car carriages were just rolling around with people in them and no one batted an eyelid. It was like walking about Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco—no one noticed anything weird. 
 
    We crossed the street to where the clothing store would have been in my town. It was somehow fitting that here too—it was a clothing store. Enwyn swiped her arm out in a wide arc and told me to find something appropriate to wear. 
 
    To my surprise, the place was…awesome. They had heavy robes like wizards wore in movies, there were great capes, cloaks, and hats. I could go anywhere between Merlin and Sorcerer’s Apprentice. They even had blue jeans. 
 
    “That’s recent,” Enwyn said when I remarked on the jeans. “They just go with everything.” 
 
    I laughed. “Is there a uniform at the Academy?” 
 
    “There is,” Enwyn said. “But you’ll love it. I think there are some. . . here they are.” From the shelf in front of her, she pulled out a black jacket with burgundy-colored lapels and a golden chain around the color. 
 
    “Much better than I expected,” I said. “I’m not opposed to wearing robes—after all, I imagine they’re perfect for freeballing—but this is badass.” 
 
    Adding to the look was a white dress shirt, black pants with a burgundy stripe running down it to match the jacket, a black leather belt with a golden buckle, and knee-high boots that flared out far enough for me to tuck my pants into them like Barry had. 
 
    At Enwyn’s insistence, I also got a pair of swim trunks. When I asked her why, she looked at my crotch and said, “You’ll see.” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of money,” I said, reaching for my wallet. “Does VISA work here?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. The Academy is footing the bill for your introduction. It’s a one-time thing.” 
 
    Well, hell, in that case… 
 
    I bought another jacket, two more shirts, and pants. 
 
    Walking out of the store, I nearly tripped over a man who was lying on the sidewalk. His eyes were focused on nothing at all, but he seemed enthralled by it. He sniffed and dug into his pants pocket, pulled out a small stick, put it in his mouth, and sucked on it briefly before replacing it. Then he lay on the boards of the walkway mumbling something about a girl from Nantucket. 
 
    “What?” I looked to Enwyn, who didn’t seem to notice the man until I pointed him out. 
 
    “Magic addicts.” She sniffed in disapproval. “Magheads. This one has a broken bit of someone’s vector, and he’s sucking the residual magic from it.” She shrugged and headed for the road. 
 
    “Are there a lot of them?” 
 
    “Who?” She turned to me and looked back at the maghead. “Oh, I suppose. There are a lot of people that get addicted to pure magic.” She took a closer look and seemed to reach a conclusion. “No. That’s not entirely fair. Sometimes they’re veterans who have been exposed to too much raw magic in the field. They come home and can’t live without it anymore.” 
 
    “If they’re veterans, shouldn’t the queen be helping them?” 
 
    “How are they treated in your world?” Enwyn asked me rather pointedly. I shut up. In either world, it seemed, you got shafted. 
 
    As I was thinking in those terms, several wagons—these pulled by wild stamping horses—pulled up in the street outside of the shop where I had met Barry and obtained my staff and skinny grimoire. A large number of what looked they could pass for this world’s version of soldiers leapt from the carriages and ran into the shop. One man, a tall, thin guy with a sharp chin and a dead expression, waited at the curb. He was handsome in a cruel and calculating way. He was also spotless in a place where everyone had some disarray to them. It was like dust and dirt didn’t dare get close to him. With that sour expression, I could sympathize. 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked Enwyn. 
 
    “Idman Thunderstone,” she replied quietly. Her hand shot out to stop me from getting closer, as though I would cross the street and introduce myself. It was the most useless gesture ever; I had no interest in getting closer. “He’s the High Warden of the Eldritch Prison. Not nice. He uses Death Magic.” I could hear the capital letters in the way she said that. 
 
    “What’s…” 
 
    “Death Magic is one of the Elder Magics,” Enwyn said, frowning. “Little is known about them. Some of the more ancient academies teach such disciplines, but Mazirian Academy is restricted to the fundamental elements.” She shivered a little as she spoke. 
 
    The man’s dead gaze circled around the area and stopped on us—stopped on her, on Enwyn. I could tell that his eyes didn’t get to her face. Though any man would have looked at her—she was gorgeous—most men would have had enough class to make it discrete. This Thunderstone guy didn’t even try to hide it. That might have been why Enwyn was shivering. Hell, I nearly did too. 
 
    The soldiers came out again and with them Barry, wrapped in spectral chains and trying to hide under his ridiculous hat. It was big enough. 
 
    “What? They’re…” I only just met my first ghost, but I was already outraged that he was being taken by the Five-O. I nearly stormed up and demanded answers, but this time Enwyn’s hand grasped my arm tightly. 
 
    Enwyn shook her head. “It was only a matter of time until they found Barry,” she sighed. “The Arcane Council decreed unauthorized spirits must be locked up. They ceased to have rights when they died. The undead are kind of an underrepresented group right now.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    She looked at me with that expression I was getting to know well. “In your world, are your civil rights given to you for as long as you live?” 
 
    “Yes.” I stopped then and thought about that for a moment. “Shit.” 
 
    “Come on, before they look too closely this way.” 
 
    Enwyn flagged down one of the horseless carriages, and we climbed in. 
 
    “Mazirian Academy,” she said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Horseless, as Enwyn called it, stopped after traveling for God knew how long, and the door opened on its own. Enwyn climbed out, and I followed her, my eyes on her ass as she bent to get under the top of the door. The Academy might as well have been a resort in my world: a huge playground, the main structures built all of stone, with large arches and ivy growing up the sides of the buildings. 
 
    The center of the structure was a temple. Not the temples that were downtown for different faiths, like those I was used to. This was more like the ruins in Greece or Italy, only this building was clearly as far from a ruin as it was possible for a temple to be. I stared at the towering white marble pillars, doors that were high enough and wide enough for a couple of semis to pass each other. There was a dozen or so steps, also white marble, that made it look like a municipal building, but inside was nothing like any DMV I’d ever seen. 
 
    The interior started with a swimming pool, though to call this thing a swimming pool was to call the Pacific Ocean a lake. It was huge. It probably ran two or three football fields and was as wide as it was long. The water was pure, clear and inviting as hell. 
 
    “That’s why you told me to get swim trunks,” I said to Enwyn, with a low whistle of appreciation. “I mean, I don’t mind going for a dip in my boxers, but I’d hate to show up the other guys.” I gave her my best grin. 
 
    Enwyn didn’t even look at me. “What guys?” 
 
    I checked again and nearly tripped over my own jaw. Enwyn was right. There were some men there, a handful at best, but the vast majority of the people enjoying the pool were girls. Beautiful girls. Beautiful girls in bikinis. EVERYWHERE. 
 
    I think I drooled. 
 
    “Wa… who are these people?” I asked. “Are we here for the professional cheerleader convention?” 
 
    “These are your fellow students,” Enwyn said, grinning and sweeping out an arm to indicate the sexy, barely clad women. 
 
    “How…” I wanted to ask a question, but someone of the feminine persuasion bent over just then, and I had to wait out of respect. “Why… They’re all women!” 
 
    Enwyn nodded. “Magic travels in families. The strongest magic seems to wake in girls just after puberty. Magic is rare in males, but not unheard of. When it does manifest in males, it’s usually not as pronounced. Males typically don’t rate for the Academy—they often end up in support roles or as menial magic users. There are a few guys here, but I’m afraid that you, and the rest of them, are going to be outnumbered.” 
 
    I looked at Enwyn, back at the collection of beautiful, scantily clad swimmers, and then back at her. 
 
    “I can deal.” It came out as a hoarse croak, but it was hard to swallow. Speaking of hard, I shifted my purchases to the front to hide my crotch and adjusted my stance, using the staff to, well, hide my staff. 
 
    “Ms. Emberskull.” A teenage boy suddenly appeared behind me. I was so intent on the spectacle in front of me, I completely missed his approach. He wore a white shirt, a black overcoat, and black pants. Kind of plain overall, but the look suited him in a Zorro wannabe sort of way. 
 
    “Ah,” Enwyn said. “Please, take Justin’s things; he’s to be a student here.” 
 
    “Very good.” The young man bowed and reached for the bags, and I reluctantly handed them over. 
 
    There were some guys sprinkled in the mix; long, lean, large, and muscular in a Venice Beach kind of way. The thing they all had in common was that they looked like they were there for a supermodel audition. Waxed chests gleamed and, to my discomfort, I saw at least two guys rocking Speedos you could have used to floss your teeth. 
 
    “The women,” I asked Enwyn, “they’re not going to mind that I’m a little more, ah, rugged than these guys, are they?” I scratched at my stubbly jaw. “For one, I’m a shorts man. Secondly, I have serious reservations when it comes to any guy who goes to the trouble of shaving his chest...” 
 
    Enwyn laughed. “On the contrary. The more rough and ready human-type is much more exotic in this world. I’d say the women here will find you more attractive than anything.” 
 
    “Are they using magic to…look that way?” I asked. 
 
    “What way?” Enwyn asked me as my new purchases walked off. The kid hadn’t taken my staff though. I guess it was a rule that you don’t take a man’s pole. Good advice at any time, that. 
 
    “Beautiful.” I could not keep the wonder out of my voice. On a scale from one to ten, I suddenly realized that I needed to redefine my scale. There wasn’t a nine in the lot. On the other hand, there were several ten plus. Like the long, slender girl that moved like a bit of down on a soft breeze and seemed to wear the G-string as a reluctant requirement to local modesty. Long legs—so incredibly long—delicate features, up-swept ears… 
 
    “Is that an elf?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes,” Enwyn laughed. She started pointing. “And there are dwarves, those are halflings, back over there you’ll find a couple of gnomes and…” She looked at the crowd and stood on tiptoe to see better. “Ah. Genna isn’t here today.” She shook her head and shrugged. “Still, the swimming pool isn’t really the most comfortable place for a centaur.” 
 
    “Cent—” 
 
    “In answer to your question, no, they are not using magic, but magic is responsible for their beauty. Magic is highly prized. When properly employed, it pays very well. It has always been thus. So, magic users have enough income to eat well, pay for medications, and are able to be choosy about who they marry. After a few generations of this”—she indicated the crowd with a wave—“it’s natural that beauty should be a result of their unions.” 
 
    With all due respect to Lord of the Rings, dwarf women did not have beards. They were stunning. Built along the lines of an Amazon, with muscular backs and large arms, they looked like they could get hold of a man and never let him free again. As if any right-minded man would want to escape. 
 
    The gnome was barely three feet high and looked like a six-foot model Photoshopped down to a size that would fit into an overhead bin on an airplane. The one I was looking at was wearing the skimpiest suit imaginable, and the way she moved made me wish I had my shopping bags back. 
 
    Then I saw her. I saw her rich, deep blue skin first. She stretched just as my gaze landed on her. 
 
    My God, is that fur? 
 
    It was. The gorgeous creature was covered in a fine, dark coat that looked so soft and warm, it made me want to run my fingers over her body and find out what it felt like. 
 
    I wasn’t going to last long at the Academy. I could already tell. Becoming a wizard was a great attraction, but with all these girls? Most of them nearly naked at the pool? I’d be lucky to get the first piece of homework done. 
 
    Any thought of homework vanished when the blue girl was joined by one that was forest green, with skin that looked like spun silk. My mouth fell open yet again—I was beginning to think I may as well just wander about with the fucking thing hanging open. When she bent over to get her towel, I felt my staff quiver. 
 
    “Iowyn! Kryn!” Enwyn called. 
 
    The blue and green girls turned and spotted us. They broke into broad smiles and waved. 
 
    Enwyn signaled for them to come over. It was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen. The two of them jogging toward us would have had Hugh Hefner applauding from beyond the grave. 
 
    “Hi!” they said at the same time, in a delightful chorus. 
 
    “Iowyn,” Enwyn said, gesturing to the blue girl. 
 
    I could see her better now, being less than a foot from me. She was most definitely covered in fur; thick and luxurious. It looked like the fur on otters I’d seen at the zoo, but it moved more like the fur on a cat. I still wanted to try running a hand through it—around her ass or up her thigh, for preference—to see what it felt like. Purely to satisfy my scientific curiosity, of course. 
 
    “Kryn,” Enwyn said, and gestured to the green female figure. 
 
    Up close, her skin looked less like silk and more like a fine moss. It glistened as she moved, and damn could she move. 
 
    “This is Justin,” Enwyn said, gesturing to me with her hand. “Iowyn and Kryn, Justin just arrived.” 
 
    “Just in time,” Iowyn whispered under her breath as she checked me out. 
 
    It seemed that old doozy of a phrase carried across worlds. 
 
    Enwyn looked at me and nodded at the other two young women. “These two have only just started here as well. They came to us…” she looked at Iowyn and Kryn expectantly. 
 
    “I’ve been at the Academy for about a week,” Kryn said with a dimpled smile, and the most amazing blush tinged that beautiful green of her face. She smiled again, shyly, and glanced away. Despite the texture of her skin, her mouth and eyes looked normal, and extremely inviting. A man could lose himself in those deep eyes—green, of course—and find himself again on those lips. 
 
    “It’s almost two for me,” Iowyn said, in a bolder, more confident voice. She stood straighter and prouder and in her little G-string swimsuit, really showing the thing off. Despite the thick fur, there were points in the top part of her suit that proved she had nipples and they were, apparently, highly reactive. Iowyn had the midnight blue eyes and heavy voice that sounded like whiskey tastes. She held out a hand to me. I took it without thinking. 
 
    The back of her hand welcomed my thumb, and I felt it drop into the fur. It was as soft as I had imagined. Warm too. I tried not to imagine what it would be like to delve deeper into such a warmth. 
 
    Enwyn coughed. It was a stage cough; the kind mothers do when their child is being particularly rude. I let go of Iowyn’s hand quickly. I had no idea how long I’d been holding it. 
 
    I mumbled something of an apology, but Kryn was trying not to laugh. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Justin,” Enwyn said, shaking her head, with a fondly amused expression on her face. “He’s never seen Elementals before.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Iowyn said, shrugging. That was a joy to watch too. “There aren’t many around here.” 
 
    “That’s why we started hanging together,” Kryn piped up. “We’re both odd ones out.” 
 
    “Well, Welcome to the Academy.” Iowyn grinned at me before she gave me a hug. I put my free arm around her, the one not gripping the staff, and felt the soft fur of her back as my hand melted into the warmth. In a moment, she was gone, and Kryn took her place. Her skin did feel a bit like moss, but it was soft and wonderful. 
 
    They went back to the pool side. I stood there and watched as they retreated, nearly as wonderful watching them leave as it had been watching them head my way. 
 
    “What are Elementals?” I asked. 
 
    “Elementals are…” Enwyn’s face clouded over, and she stared at the retreating pair. “A long, long time ago, before the Academy, there were certain wizards that thought to increase the likelihood that any given family would have a magic-abled child. They believed that more wizards with greater powers would be possible, so they created what was meant to be a ‘super wizard race.’ It created a sub-species instead, and when they began to reproduce and become their own race…” 
 
    “Yes?” I turned to her, letting my eyes slide off the girls in front of me. 
 
    Enwyn turned to face me. “They were hunted,” she said frankly, in a tone that made me realize that I was treading on sensitive ground. “They were nearly wiped out. The ones that were strongest went first. Now the Elementals have few members that are strong enough to merit coming here at all. Those that do have elemental affinities.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Take Iowyn,” Enwyn said off-hand, but my mind was already taking her, had been since I felt that soft, thick fur slide between my fingers. Enwyn cleared her throat and waited. “I meant as an example.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Iowyn is a Storm Elemental. Her people are naturals with weather, particularly squalls or sudden downpours. Iowyn can harness storms and direct them. She’s stronger than most of her people; that’s why she’s here.” 
 
    “And Kryn?” 
 
    “Her people are attuned to the winds. They are prized and hired by sailing ships and windmill owners. Kryn is particularly gifted and can conjure gale-force winds.” 
 
    “So they’re a race of people that pass wind?” I said, unable to hold the comment in. 
 
    Enwyn ignored me. I thought it was clever. “They’re a sub-race,” she said, giving me a look. “All Elementals are. The most powerful of them have been nearly hunted to extinction over the millennium. There are still some old fears around concerning Elementals, but that’s mostly in the cities and more toward the northern part of the continent.” Enwyn shrugged and started walking. “They’re only just seeing some of their people rediscover their strengths, and the Academy is trying to preserve and support them.” 
 
    A full elf came to greet Enwyn. This time I wasn’t introduced—I think I had pretty blown that privilege with my passing wind joke. The elf looked at me for a moment, as if she was expecting to find out who I was. 
 
    “Why didn’t you introduce me?” I asked my guide, after the bikini-clad elf had drifted away, moving her ass in a way that would have stopped traffic. 
 
    Enwyn and I both watched the elf girl leave. There was a lot there to watch and she didn’t cover much of it. 
 
    “Frankly,” Enwyn said, from the side of her mouth, “I didn’t introduce you because I’d forgotten her name. I’ve only seen her once or twice before.” 
 
    “I can’t blame you—that’s a body that doesn’t need a name.” 
 
    Enwyn chuckled. “You almost seem intimidated by the beautiful women here.” 
 
    “Intimidated? Me? Any fear or nervousness I had went out with the trash along with the Bernard Bits.” 
 
    “Good,” Enwyn said. “You ought to be confident. There’s a lot of interest in you, and you’ll need to learn how to handle that. I’m afraid that even just being a male makes you a rarity and a point of interest. Since you’re rather handsome, that scrutiny will be even more pronounced. You may have to get used to a lot of attention.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, watching the thin, elongated back of the elf. She was narrow and tall, her hips trim, her breasts tight, and she moved like a dancer. When she smiled at me over her shoulder, the white teeth and the up-swept ears went straight into my heart…and came out my crotch. 
 
    “That’s all right,” I said, nodding a bit too eagerly. “I can get used to it if I have to.” 
 
    Enwyn tapped me on the shoulder and crooked her finger to get me to follow her. 
 
    Just inside the temple, there were massive portraits of men and women—mostly women—in long voluminous robes. Everyone looked as though they were vaguely disappointed at the people that traveled the hallways beneath them. 
 
    Then, I noticed that one of them was looking right at me. I thought that that was a cool trick. I’d heard that some really good artists could make a portrait look like they were watching you as you moved around a room. 
 
    Then the painting rolled its eyes and sighed. 
 
    I felt someone run into me before I realized I had stopped walking. The person tripped and nearly fell, but her frantic grab for my staff steadied her. 
 
    “Sorry,” we said at the same time. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have grabbed your shaft,” the young woman said, a cute blush on her cheeks. Blonde hair framed her high-cheekboned face. She was another elf, and the weird thing was that I was getting used to seeing them already. Since Enwyn and I had left the pool area, the elf wasn’t in a bikini, but I had to admit I was putting her there in my mind. Like every elf I’d seen, she was long-limbed, thin, and moved with an elegance I’d only ever seen in cats. 
 
    “My fault,” I said, only then realizing I was holding on to her arm. I’d reached out automatically to steady her and then forgot to let go again. I dropped the hand so fast I might have left my fingerprints on her wrist. “I, uh…” I glanced back at the painting which was now looking forward with a distinct air of annoyance. “I swear that painting rolled its eyes at me.” 
 
    The elf looked up to where I was pointing. “Oh. That was Professor Thran. From what I hear, she was a real bitch.” She patted my shoulder and smiled. “Don’t take it personally; she does that to everyone on their first day.” 
 
    My head swiveled from the painting to the girl and back again. “I wasn’t—” 
 
    “I’m Cecilia, by the way,” the elf said, offering a delicate hand. 
 
    “Justin.” I took her hand gently, like I was holding a small bird. I was afraid of breaking it. 
 
    “See you around, Justin,” Cecilia smiled and then—I swear—she checked me out. She looked me up and down and then walked off with a wink and a sway of her hips. If you’ve never seen an elf girl swing her hips, you need to add it to your bucket list. 
 
    I felt a weight on my shoulder. Enwyn had returned, and I felt kind of bad because I hadn’t realized she’d walked off until now. 
 
    “Remember what Barry said about the Chillgraves?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. That ominous prediction just before he was led away in chains had stayed with me. 
 
    Enwyn nodded once in the direction of the retreating elf. “That’s the scion of the Chillgrave House.” 
 
    “Her?” I blinked. That was what I was supposed to be careful of? 
 
    Enwyn nodded. 
 
    I took a last glimpse before that wicked little ass disappeared around a corner. 
 
    Hell, it was worth the risk. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Enwyn snapped her fingers under my nose and brought me back to reality—or, at least, back to the insane arcane world that was currently passing for my reality. I blinked. The vision of Cecilia Chillgrave’s retreating ass seemed to have been burned into my retinas like the sun does when you stare at it for too long. 
 
    “Yo,” I said, turning back to Enwyn. “I’m back. What’s up?” 
 
    “You heard what I said, didn’t you?” Enwyn asked me. 
 
    “About?” 
 
    Enwyn looked like she was having real trouble resisting rolling her eyes at me yet again. 
 
    “About Cecilia,” she said. “About her family? You heard that, yes? That you should tread carefully around them?” 
 
    I nodded, trying to clear the hypnotic vision of the elf girl’s hips moving up and down, up and down, up and— 
 
    Enwyn jabbed me in the stomach with her finger. 
 
    “Ah, yes, yes, I heard you!” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Enwyn opened her mouth, as if thinking she’d give me a little extra rebuke, then ran her hand swiftly up the flat planes of my stomach and over my chest. She nodded to herself. “At least you’re in good shape,” she said, and there was a definite twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Well, you never know when you’re going to find yourself at some mad, magical pool party, do you?” I replied, grinning. 
 
    Enwyn flashed a smile back at me, the crow’s feet in the corners of her eyes crinkling in that way that I was finding more and more alluring. 
 
    Goddamn it, but I bet she knew a trick or two in the bedroom. 
 
    “Right,” Enwyn said, cutting my imagination off before it could start wandering too far down that inviting little avenue of thought, “I’ve got to go and take care of a little business.” 
 
    I gave her a sly, knowing smile. “Do you just?” 
 
    The raven-headed woman snorted at me. “Not that kind of business,” she said. “I need to debrief Reginald on what happened to poor Bernard.” 
 
    I nodded, not knowing or really caring who Reginald might be. It was the sort of name that conjured an image of some dusty old fart with a mustache you could hide a badger in. 
 
    “All right,” I said. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Enwyn led me down to the end of the high-ceilinged corridor we were standing in and opened a door at the end of it. We stepped through this door and out into a magnificent marble-floored, circular hall. There were a dozen doors leading off of this hall—the doorway of one we now stood in—as evenly spaced as numbers on a clock face, and above it was— 
 
    “Well, would you look at that!” I said, my words colored with awe. 
 
    It was a chandelier—though that simple word didn’t do the thing the slightest bit of justice. Just calling the extraordinary object hanging fifty feet above mine and Enwyn’s head a chandelier was like calling the 1961 Jaguar E-type just a car, the Mona Lisa just a doodle, or the Empire State just a building.  
 
    It had ten exquisitely made arms; five crafted from what looked like solid ice, five carved out of gleaming black obsidian—alternately colored spokes in a stunning wheel. Each one was subtly different in its shape. At the end of each of these arms, where the candles should have been, burned a flickering golden flame suspended in the air. Every now and again, spider webs of branching lightning rippled across the surface of the great structure—from the base to the tips of each arm—and the flames flared slightly brighter. The entire otherworldly construction hung unsupported in the air and revolved slowly, powered by, what I could only assume was, a shitload of magic. 
 
    “Yes, it’s really something,” Enwyn said, winning the prize for the understatement of the year.  
 
    I grunted and hoisted my jaw off the floor and back into position. 
 
    “What is it for?” I asked. 
 
    “To light the room, of course,” Enwyn replied. 
 
    “I mean—” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” she said, flashing me another one of those illuminating smiles. She looked back up at the massive chandelier. “It’s a reminder, I suppose,” she said. 
 
    “Reminder?” 
 
    “Of what our world is made of, of the facets that make it what it is,” Enwyn explained. “Each arm represents one of the ten branches of magic. The five ice arms represent the five types of Elemental magic, while the obsidian arms symbolize the five types of Elder magic. The chandelier itself is constructed of magically frozen water and stone—symbolizing ice and earth—the flames, obviously, stand for fire—” 
 
    “And, let me guess,” I interrupted, “the flowing energy is lightning and the way that the whole thing revolves typifies the wind? The ten arms help support the whole structure, which probably personifies the kingdom?” 
 
    “That’s right. The Avalonian Kingdom, of which the Academy is a part, yes.” 
 
    “Is that my first A?” 
 
    Enwyn laughed. “You’ll need to do more than that to achieve top grades. But it seems you are not just a pretty face.” 
 
    I tore my eyes away from the chandelier, and they fell upon the Goth-looking older woman. 
 
    Who was magnificent in a whole other way. 
 
    “Okay,” Enwyn said, giving her head a little shake, “I’m going to debrief with Reginald.” 
 
    “And I’m going to…?” 
 
    Enwyn motioned to a door across the hall from us. It was slightly ajar and soft music spilled out of it into the cavernous atrium. “You’re going to mingle, Justin,” she said. 
 
    A smile lit my face. I couldn’t wait to meet some more of the students here. Hell, I might even find myself tongue-tied with a beautiful elemental, dwarf, or some previously undiscovered species of the fantastical variety. 
 
    Suddenly, I could feel the corners of my mouth tugging upward. I felt like a bloodhound on an unexpected scent. Here I was, a freshly minted wizard, in an arcane college stuffed to bursting with gorgeous women of all sorts of races and shapes. Not only that, but I was massively outnumbered in the gender department and was, according to Enwyn, probably going to be the hottest point of interest in the Academy. 
 
    May as well make the most of it. You never know when you might wake up and find that it was all just one hell of a dream. 
 
    “Justin? Are you all right?” Enwyn asked. Clearly, she had not failed to notice the dazed smile that had spread over my face. 
 
    Every perfect ass, every lithe leg, every curious eye, and crooked smile that had seen outside by the pool played across my vision. There were about ten chicks to every guy, it was as simple as that. 
 
    “Simple economics,” I muttered to myself. “Fucking supply and demand.” 
 
    “What was that?” Enwyn asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I’ll go and, ah, mingle then. I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    “Okay,” Enwyn said. “And remember; this is your first day. Go and get yourself a drink and chat. Play nice and behave yourself.” 
 
    I turned away from her and set out across the floor. 
 
    Behave myself… 
 
    I’d always found that to be about as easy as bagging flies. 
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    I sat at the bar and eyed the drinks menu, while also trying to surreptitiously eye the chick pouring the drinks. She was petite, pale-skinned with slick-backed hair that glistened, and beads of moisture across her full lips. She looked like a supermodel who’d just stepped out of a swimming pool. 
 
    “Can I get you something?” she suddenly asked me, jerking me from my reverie. I realized that I’d been staring. 
 
    “What? Oh, uh…” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked, in a voice that sounded like cool rain falling into a clear pool. “Haven’ you ever seen a water nymph before?” 
 
    Water nymph. Better add that to the freakin’ lexicon. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, “no.” I gave her a half smile. “But I would definitely remember if I had, if they all look like you.” 
 
    Once more, I was reminded of how I had stepped into a world of so many potential firsts. 
 
    Ever slept with a nymph? No. 
 
    Ever slept with an elf or an Elemental? No. 
 
    Did I want to? You bet your ass I did. 
 
    The nymph’s sanguine face twitched in amusement. “What are you having?” she asked. 
 
    “What do you recommend?” 
 
    “Well, the Insanity Special is always popular, but it might not be the place nor the time to be getting quite that drunk. The Occult Vodka Blitz is a cocktail that’ll leave your breath smelling enchanting. A shot of bat brandy will put a fire in your belly, though”—the nymph leaned forward, cocked her head to one side, and licked her dewy lips—“you strike me as someone who already has plenty of that.” 
 
    It was apt that she was talking of fire, because at that moment, I could feel something like molten metal slowly uncoiling through my gut and into my groin. I realized that it was lust. This nymph was the sort of girl that could give a jellyfish a hard-on. 
 
    I swallowed. There was no harm in trying to behave myself for five minutes, was there? 
 
    “Just some”—my eyes flicked over her tantalizingly bare shoulder to look at the drinks menu behind the bar—“Makutu Mead, thanks.” 
 
    The nymph slunk to the end of the bar and began to fill a silver tankard from a tapped keg. I sat on my stool and made a mental note to ask for her number. 
 
    That was a good point. Did they even have phones here? How the hell were you supposed to get in contact with your 3a.m princess after a few too many magic martinis if you didn’t have a phone? 
 
    A friendly clap on the shoulder broke my train of thought and made me turn from the water nymph’s alluring curves. I rotated on my stool and found myself face-to-face with a trio of guys who I took to be fellow Academy students. 
 
    Correction. I found myself face-to-face with two of them, and face-to-chest with the third guy. It was the third guy who captured my initial attention—it was kind of hard to overlook a dude who was the size of a vending machine and looked like he’d been carved out of a giant block of beef. 
 
    “Hi,” this fucking enormous guy said. To my astonishment, instead of adhering to every Hollywood convention I knew about big, intimidating dudes tapping on the new guy’s shoulder and then punching his lights out, the giant gave me a bright smile. 
 
    “Uh, hey,” I said. Then I quipped, “Don’t eat me, I swear I’m not an entree.” 
 
    The huge stranger—a Hawaiian or Pacific Islander I guessed his ethnicity to be, and at least seven-feet tall—laughed. It was a great, rumbling chuckle that seemed to echo out of the bowels of the earth. His body, made up of nothing but giant slabs of solid muscle, heaved with mirth. His thick black dreadlocks writhed like snakes about his face. 
 
    “Well met, friend!” he said, his voice a deep bass. 
 
    “The name’s Justin,” I said, holding out a hand. “Who’re you lot?” 
 
    “I told you it was him, man,” one of the other guys said to his enormous compatriot. 
 
    This guy was about my height and looked, as far as I could tell, to be human. He was shirtless and as ripped as any cross-fit addict I’d ever seen on YouTube. His hair was shoulder-length and dark while his eyes were as black as coal and seemed to smolder deep in their sockets. He took my proffered hand in his, and we shook. His grip was sure, dry, and as warm as if I’d held my palm to a campfire. 
 
    “I’m Damien,” he said. “Damien Davis. This big old badass is Rick Hammersmith.” He slapped the huge Samoan-looking guy on the back. “And this,”—Damien jerked his head sideways at a small, scrawny dude with hair that fell over his eyes and the words ‘awkward genius’ practically tattooed across his forehead—“is Nigel Windmaker.” 
 
    I shook the hands of the other two young men. When it came to Nigel, I realized that this guy really was small. I was sitting down and yet he and I were eye to eye. He must have been four and a half feet tall max. Maybe he was a gnome or something? 
 
    “Pull up a stool, gentlemen,” I said graciously. “And enjoy the scenery.” 
 
    The other three pulled up stools and ordered drinks from the gorgeous barmaid. Watching the giant, Rick, sit down was an entertainment in itself. He looked like he’d have to sit down in shifts he was so massive. 
 
    “So, uh, now that the introductions have been made,” I said, “do you mind if I ask how the hell you guys knew my name?” I shrugged. “Might be there’s a totally ordinary magical explanation to it, but I come from the land of the Facebook stalk and there you need a name before you can put a face to it.” 
 
    Nigel gave me an inquisitive look. “Facebook?” he asked in a clear, almost melodic voice. “A book of faces that tells you names?” 
 
    I waved my hand. “In a manner of speaking. Basically, it’s a technological tool that allows you to check out how nuts the girl or guy you have your eye on is.” 
 
    Damien laughed at this. “That’s about it,” he said. 
 
    “So, you’re human?” I asked, putting the mystery of how this trio came to know who I was to the side for the time being. 
 
    Damien inclined his head. “That’s right, man,” he said. “Los Angeles born and raised, that’s me.” 
 
    “How’d you wind up here?” I asked. 
 
    Damien puffed out his cheeks and gave me a wolfish grin. “I ran with a gang back in LA,” he said with cool nonchalance. “Had a real affinity for fire, you know what I mean? Anyway, I had a few run-ins with the law, as you do. Bent a few rules. Made a few mistakes.” 
 
    I nodded. My latest mistake would no doubt have still been plastered over the ceiling of my uncle’s store, if it hadn’t been for that magical cleanup crew. 
 
    “Anyway, I was involved in a slight...incident,” Damien continued. “A rival gang’s headquarters went up in smoke one night. I’ve no idea who could have made art out of arson, but it was quite a spectacular sight.” 
 
    Damien leaned back against the counter, sipped his drink—which smelled a lot like Fireball to me—and studied the end of his finger. I followed his relaxed gaze. I blinked. There was a blue-orange flame burning at the tip of his digit, quite as happily as if his finger had been a candle. Damien caught my eye, winked, and snuffed the flame out in his closed fist. 
 
    “Next morning this jerk-off, Bernard, turns up at my door,” he said. “Turns out the reason that I was so adept at starting fires and was rarely—if ever burned—was that I was a Fire Mage. Next thing I know, I’m here.” 
 
    Despite the poor impression that the late Bernard had made on Damien, I refrained from divulging the fact that I had accidentally turned him into pate. That was the sort of thing that made people second-guess their decision to sit down with you. 
 
    “Speaking of Bernard,” Nigel chimed in, leaning eagerly forward and pushing his spectacles up his nose, “he was the reason that we knew who you were.” 
 
    It had taken Nigel a little while to open up and overcome his shyness, but now that he was speaking, he talked in a rapid-fire, excited staccato—the way I imagined a pocket calculator might talk. It was clear that there were no flies on Nigel Windmaker. 
 
    “And, what specifically was it about Bernard and myself that you heard?” I asked, taking a deep draught of the mead, which turned out to be unbelievably tasty. 
 
    “You don’t have to play coy with us, friend,” Rick rumbled. “Everyone is talking about it.” He cuffed me good-naturedly on the shoulder. If it hadn’t been for the strenuous gym sessions I’d been occupying myself with recently, there was no doubt that he would have knocked me off my stool. 
 
    “Talking about what?” I asked. 
 
    “The way that you fucking killed one of your assessment officers!” Damien said in a low voice. “What do you think, dude?” 
 
    I took a few more fortifying swallows of mead. I hadn’t a clue how alcoholic the stuff was, but it seemed to be taking the tension out of this conversation. 
 
    “Yeah, well…” I started. 
 
    “The rumors are that you hit him with a Level 3 Storm Bolt!” Nigel said. 
 
    “In my defense,” I said, “if I had known what the hell was going on and what might happen to the guy, I wouldn’t have used that spell—probably.” 
 
    The others grinned. 
 
    “So, it’s true?” Rick’s voice came down from up in the nosebleed seats. 
 
    “Let’s just say he would’ve needed a bucket rather than a body-bag,” I replied. 
 
    “Damn!” Damien said. “That’s impressive!” 
 
    “That’s what I hear,” I said. “That’s what Enwyn told me.” 
 
    “Enwyn? Enwyn Emberskull?” Rick asked. 
 
    “That’s her,” I said. 
 
    Rick made a deep rumbling sound of appreciation, like an unquiet volcano full of toffee. “Shit,” he said, “that woman is fine.” 
 
    I raised my tankard. “I’ll drink to that,” I said. 
 
    The others laughed, and we all drained our drinks and called for more from the water nymph. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “now that we’ve ascertained how lucky I am, what about you guys? Damien, you’re a Fire Mage, right?” 
 
    Damien nodded and said, “Correctomundo.” 
 
    “Nigel, with a last name like Windmaker I’d hazard a guess that you’re a Wind Mage or something?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded vigorously, his hair flopping in front of his eyes. “Air Mage is the correct term,” he said. 
 
    “And you’re. . .” I paused, unsure how to broach the subject of the guy’s origins. “You’re pretty short,” I ended up saying. 
 
    “That I am. Although I’m rather tall among halflings.” 
 
    “Halfling?” I asked. “No relation to Frodo or Bilbo, are you?” 
 
    Damien snorted beer through his nose and started to choke. 
 
    “Is that an Earther reference?” Nigel asked. 
 
    “Just a couple of famous dudes representing your kind,” I said. “But they weren’t authentic. Camera angles and maybe a bit of CGI.” 
 
    “CGI?” Nigel frowned at me, and I waved his question off with my hand. 
 
    I was just about to ask Nigel more about himself, when the halfling knelt on his stool and yelled eagerly down the bar for a round of ghoul venom shots. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, impressed. I’d never been a man to judge a book by its cover. I was more the sort of individual that gave someone the benefit of the doubt for the first ten minutes when meeting them, no matter what they might look like or what I might have heard about them. After that, if they were a douchebag then they were a douchebag, if they were cool then they were cool. If I had to classify Nigel on sight, I would have said that he was a highly intelligent dude, but doubtless about as much fun as a mashed potato sandwich. 
 
    Just goes to show that first impressions didn’t always count. 
 
    I turned my head and adjusted the angle so that I was basically looking straight up. 
 
    “What about you, big man?” I asked Rick. 
 
    Rick belched, and I winced as his breath washed over me. Whatever he was drinking, it smelled strong enough to take the enamel off your teeth. He set his mug down on the bar, and I noticed that what I’d taken to be tattoos all over his bulging muscular arms were actually more like...engravings. 
 
    “I’m a Stone Elemental,” he said, in his slow sonorous voice. “Natural Earth Mage. I come from a little tribe. A simple people. I’m the first Hammersmith to make it into the Mazirian Academy, and I shall make my family proud.” 
 
    His big mouth closed, and he looked down at me with his deep-set, friendly, dark green eyes. 
 
    “Shit, you’re a pretty concise guy, aren’t you?” I said. “I like that.” I patted him on the arm. It was like patting a granite statue. 
 
    Our drinks arrived, and we downed the shots of ghoul venom. It tasted how week-old roadkill looks. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I gasped. “That’ll put fucking hairs on your chest, won’t it! Man, what’s in that stuff?” 
 
    Nigel looked quizzically at me, wiped a tear from his eye, and said, “Ghoul venom…” 
 
    Figures. 
 
    “All right, guys,” I said, washing my mouth clean with a hearty draught of mead. “I’m aware that we are literally up to our eyebrows in sensational-looking women in this place, but are there any people in particular in this room that I should know about?” 
 
    My three companions swept the milling throng with their gazes. 
 
    “Ah, th-th-there’s Cecilia Chillgrave over th-there,” Nigel said, somehow managing to point with his eyeballs and stuttering with exuberance. 
 
    I looked across the room and saw the beautiful elfin countenance, the legs that went up to here, and the tight, gymnast body that would have drawn a sigh from Michelangelo. 
 
    “Seen her, met her, would most definitely bang her,” I said, with freshman succinctness. 
 
    Damien smirked. “You’d be lucky sleeping with her, my man,” he said in his laid-back tone. “She’s a fucking Chillgrave—practically royalty.” 
 
    “C’mon now, Damien,” I said, giving him a nudge with my elbow, “a man has got to have aspirations, doesn’t he?” 
 
    I turned back to face the room as Rick said, “Over there. Bradley Flamewalker.” The words came out as a rumble—they always did with Rick—but this time, rather than the rumble of some enormous, contented cat, it was the ominous rumble of encroaching thunder. 
 
    “Who is—” I began, but Damien beat me to it. 
 
    “Fucking Flamewalker,” the Fire Mage spat. He took a pull on his drink and curled his lip. “Wish he’d flamewalk his pompous ass off a cliff.” 
 
    “I’m detecting notes of dislike in your voice, Mr. Davis,” I said. “My intuition tells me that this guy is not among your favorite people?” 
 
    Rick snorted, and Nigel grinned. 
 
    “Ah, he’s just some stuck-up prick that walks around like he owns the damned place,” Damien said. 
 
    I ran my eyes over this Flamewalker character. He had the square jaw, imperious eyes, and smug impression of the professional asshole. 
 
    “He does look like a bit of a douchecanoe,” I said. 
 
    “He’s a High Elf,” Rick said, as if this was explanation enough. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    “Right,” I said, “and that’s lame because…” 
 
    “Because he was born with everything and wanted for nothing,” Nigel said. Before we could stop him, the halfling had ordered another round of ghoul venom shots. 
 
    Who would’ve thought? Nigel had a party streak in him a mile wide. I couldn’t wait to see the antics the guy got himself into. 
 
    “He comes from a prominent Avalonian family,” Nigel continued, “and trust me, I should know.” 
 
    This last comment came across as pretty cryptic to me, but before I could delve into the matter further, Rick said, “A rich High Elf, from a preeminent family, and with some serious natural talent as a mage if you listen to the gossip and bullshit. It’s no wonder that he treats us three like the dirt under his boots.” 
 
    Then it dawned on me. This was a classic case of entitled, wealthy butthole, picking on the oddballs. I looked around at the suddenly sour-faced trio that had taken me under their wings. 
 
    Odd? Maybe. Balls? I guess only time would tell. 
 
    “What did he do to you guys, huh?” I asked. “Give you all fucking wedgies at the back of the bus?” I looked up at the towering monolith that was Rick Hammersmith. “What the hell could that dude do to you, big man?” 
 
    Rick mumbled something indecipherable.  
 
    At that moment, just about as I was about to launch into some booze-fueled teamtalk on how the three outcasts could make Bradley Fuckface Flamewalker their bitch, I was distracted by a woman unfolding herself from a leather couch. She had been sitting with a group of people by the gargantuan stone fireplace, in which someone had tossed in a couple of pine trees. A wooden keg of ale sat between four identical leather sofas, and the group around it was well on their way to Rowdytown. I couldn’t see her face, as her back was to me, but something in the way she languidly stretched her arms over her head tugged at my memory. 
 
    As I watched, the girl—who was shortish, about five foot five, maybe—walked over to the keg. 
 
    I know her, my brain told me, tentatively. 
 
    There was something very familiar about the back of her head that was for sure. 
 
    As I watched, the girl walked over to the massive keg and cracked the tap. She bent down to fill her drinking horn. 
 
    I swore I knew that ass. 
 
    “Who’s that brown-haired girl over there, helping herself to the keg?” I asked. 
 
    Rick looked over and squinted. Then, his face cracked in a knowing smile. 
 
    “Thunderstone,” he said. “Janet Thunderstone.” 
 
    “Thunderstone… Thunderstone,” I mused, taking another sip of mead. “Isn’t that the same name that warden guy has? He’s the chief of some nasty-sounding prison. What’s his name? Ipman, or something?” 
 
    Damien snorted into his drink. “Idman,” he said. 
 
    “That’s the one,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Damien said, “that’s old Warden Hardass’s daughter herself, Janet.” 
 
    “Girl can drink,” I said admiringly as Janet Thunderstone downed a full horn of ale, much to the jubilation of the onlookers. 
 
    “What I’d love to know is,” Nigel said, his words contrasting bizarrely with his clear, quick fluting speech, “is how that babe fucks.” 
 
    I was going to give Nigel the stern word for using such uncouth language—the word ‘babe’ went out with the Nineties, for God’s sake—but before I could tell him off, Janet put down her horn and turned her face in my direction. 
 
    Mead didn’t spray out of my mouth, because that shit didn’t happen in real life, but a little of the tasty beverage did decide to make a break for my lungs rather than my stomach. I coughed a couple of times, and my eyes might have popped just a little. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I spluttered. “It’s her!” 
 
    It was the chick from the fucking Iron Maiden concert. 
 
    “You already know her?” Nigel asked. He sounded impressed. 
 
    “Uh, intimately,” I said. 
 
    No wonder the back of her head looked so familiar… 
 
    A wave of sobering realization hit me then like, well, a wave. Dashed me right in the face and did the work of a couple of Red Bulls and a line of Peruvian flake. 
 
    My conversation with Barry returned to me, and everything he had been saying suddenly made sense. I’d had sex with someone electrifying and “stolen” something from her. 
 
    Could that be why I could do magic? I fucked this Thunderstone girl, and I caught magic off her—like an STD, or something? That couldn’t be a thing, could it? 
 
    I’d had no magic that could be discerned—by me anyway—then I’d gone to that concert, got drunk, and slept with this Thunderstone chick. Next thing I knew, I’d blown up Bernard. 
 
    Could that really be what had happened? 
 
    I’d gotten to my feet without even knowing it. I didn’t know where my drink went. Maybe I drank it, maybe I threw it over my shoulder, who could say? All I knew was that I needed to talk to Janet. 
 
    I needed to goddamn thank her. 
 
    I started forward, but before I’d gone more than five paces, I was intercepted. A firm hand grasped me by the bicep. It could only fit about halfway around—thank you gym sessions—but it stopped me in my tracks nonetheless. I looked down at the hand, along the arm that it was connected to it, and into the face of the man responsible for impeding my progress. 
 
    Credit given where credit was due; the guy holding me was a handsome bastard. Dark hair, falling in short curtains to either side of his face, stubble that was on the right side of perfect, and a mustache that was slightly longer than the rest gave him an artistic look. He was dressed in a loose-fitting shirt in some deep purple, midnight black material. His pants were tight, but not ridiculously so, and his leather boots looked well-worn and travel-stained. Over it all he wore a dashing crimson cloak that hung roguishly off one shoulder. In short, he was the kind of guy I would have instinctively liked to kick in the nuts, if I hadn’t been too busy wishing that I’d thought to buy that exact ensemble when I was getting outfitted at the Mazirian Academy’s expense. 
 
    The only incongruity about this stranger was that he seemed to be a little too old to be a student here. In his late thirties or early forties, he reminded me of Enwyn. I wondered if he was a teacher or another one of the prospective student assessors. 
 
    “Oh, you don’t want to chat to dear Miss Thunderstone, do you, mate?” he said, in a voice that was at once suave, reassuring, and amiable. “I’d say that’d be an errand bordering on the foolish. After all, you did something rather naughty with the lass last time you met, didn’t you now?” 
 
    I glanced behind me, at my new friends at the bar, but all three of them were studiously looking in any direction but mine. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, buddy,” I said, “but I find it hard to trust the words of strangers when they lay hands on me and start blathering away in riddles.” 
 
    Who was this guy? Some kind of psychic? Did they have mind-reading mages here? 
 
    “Mm,” said the enigmatic weirdo, “quite right, quite right. A most sensible policy, mate. Though, if I were a true riddler, I would have opened with something more along the lines of: What four-letter word begins with ‘f’ and ends with ‘k’, and if you can’t manage to get one, you can always use your own hands to get the job done?” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow at me, in an inviting way, as if challenging me to solve the question he had just asked. 
 
    “Wait–what?” I asked.  
 
    The man suddenly leaned in. His breath smelled like spices, rum, and something that I couldn’t quite place. 
 
    At that moment, a serene tinkling echoed from out of the very walls of the large and decadently appointed room. Everyone stopped talking. Then, an androgynous voice, that came from everywhere and nowhere, said, “Will all students please assemble in the Lambent Hall for the Headmaster’s opening address. Thank you.” 
 
    The older guy clucked his tongue. “Duty calls,” he said, and he smiled a smile that somehow epitomized efficiency, smoothness, and an unbridled aptitude for all things. He placed a friendly hand on my shoulder. “We’ll have to continue this later—and we will—but, for now, I have a new cohort to welcome to the Academy.” 
 
    It struck me that this strange sonofabitch was saying that he was the Headmaster of this joint. 
 
    I was about to ask him if this were the case, when he said, “I’d be obliged if you could hold this.” I looked down and found myself holding a tumbler filled with a beautifully fragrant mauve liquor. I could have sworn the guy hadn’t had anything in his hand when he accosted me. I looked up. 
 
    “Course he’s freakin’ gone,” I muttered. Abruptly, I realized what I’d been doing before the Headmaster—if that was who he really was—got a hold of me. I looked around, but Janet had disappeared in the crowd that was moving steadily back toward the door that led to the hall with the chandelier. 
 
    “Damn it,” I said. I knocked the glass of liquor back. At least that had still been in the glass when I turned back to it. 
 
    I strolled along at the back of the crowd and out into the Lambent Hall. To my amazement, the place had been completely transformed. It now resembled nothing less than the bastard-child of an Opium den—one of the cool ones from a Hollywood western—and a desert sheikh’s tent. It was full of soft pillows, low tables, and rugs. Though the chandelier remained, the ceiling was now draped with rich cloths and the walls hung with tapestries. 
 
    I beamed. “Goddamn magic,” I said, under my breath. 
 
    In the center of the room, directly under the chandelier, was a raised circular platform on which sat something that looked suspiciously like a giant bong or pipe. A line of students waited at the foot of the stage. I assumed that these were my fellow new recruits and joined the back of the queue. As I did so, Enwyn appeared at my elbow. 
 
    “Here comes the Headmaster,” she said. “I saw that you two met.” I could hear the grin in her voice. 
 
    The suave, slightly older guy walked onto the stage and raised his hands in greeting. I saw not a few women around the hall cast covetous glances in his direction and wondered how many of them this Headmaster slept with in a year. 
 
    Was that a legitimate perk of his job? Like a parking space closest to the door? 
 
    I felt a pang of awkwardness that I had called the head honcho of this place ‘buddy’, but then dismissed it. If you want to go around grabbing strangers and asking them riddles, being called ‘buddy’ should be the least of your worries. 
 
    “Good evening and well met, prospective students, treasured alumni, and old hands,” the Headmaster started. “My name is Reginald Chaosbane, and I have the distinguished honor of holding the post of Headmaster at the Mazirian Academy.” 
 
    There was some scattered applause, but Chaosbane waved it benevolently aside. 
 
    “I shall keep things short and sweet, as we have far more pressing business this evening—the Choosing Ceremony for one—than listening to me wax lyrical about how fine a body of students and teachers reside inside these walls. The Mazirian Academy, in short, is the crucible in which we take the rough ore of magic adepts from different places, races, and worlds before we meld them and forge an alloy stronger than any one person alone. Here, you fresh conscripts will be honed and sharpened into magical practitioners that, we hope, will change the world.” 
 
    I had to hand it to the guy, he knew how to captivate and hold a room. As insane a last few hours as I’d had, and as much as I wanted all the bureaucratic farting about to be over so that I could start learning some damn magic—or at least go and rendezvous with that sexy water nymph again—I found myself enthralled. 
 
    “Each new prospect will come onto the stage and imbibe from the Choosing Pipe,” Chaosbane continued. “They will then take a seat here, at my feet, and surrender to their vision. I will then be able to decipher what category of magical practitioner they are and assign them into a fraternity.” 
 
    A fraternity! Just when I thought things couldn’t get any better! 
 
    “In these fraternities, individuals will grow alongside their fellow students and learn of something wondrous, something pure, something that cannot be taught. I speak, of course, of friendship.” Chaosbane clapped his hands and smiled mischievously. “The fraternity houses will also provide bonuses that will boost their member’s progress in the arcane arts.” 
 
    Without another word, Chaosbane gestured to the first person in line—a red-haired woman with the yellow eyes of a hunting hawk—and bade her step forward. 
 
    Privately, I couldn’t think of anything more awesome than hitting Dumbledore’s bigdaddy bong to find out what sort of mage I was going to be, but I didn’t want to be the very first person. What if the herb was so strong that you just wigged out, ran off, and spent the next two days with your hand in a jar of mayo and a stupid grin on your face? 
 
    Eventually, the line shrunk. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the Choosing Pipe, with the mouthpiece, attached to a flexible tube, in my hand. 
 
    Alright, it’s time to show your worth. Prove that you’re not the sort of jackass that could fall up a tree. Prove that what happened in the shop wasn’t just a fluke. 
 
    With that thought, I took a mammoth hit on the pipe, breathed in the acrid smoke, and exhaled a cloud of smoke that would’ve had Puff the Magic Dragon applauding. 
 
    Then, I sank onto the cushion at Chaosbane’s feet and let myself fall into a vortex of swirling color. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d smoked my fair share of the Devil’s lettuce while growing up—I lived in a small town and options for mental stimulation were pretty limited—but I’d never toked anything like this. 
 
    For the briefest instant, as I closed my eyes, I had the sensation of standing on my toes at the edge of a cliff. Below me was a void of the purest white. It tugged at me invitingly. A wind whipped at my back. I was both pushed and pulled. What I stood on the edge of I had no fucking clue. Was it my future? Was it my destiny? Was it simply the sort of trip that Hunter S Thompson’s brain went on over breakfast? There was only one chance to find out, and by God was I going to take it! 
 
    I took the plunge, tilted forward, and allowed my consciousness to be snatched away in the velvet embrace of whatever super-herb Chaosbane had packed into that epic domerocker of his. 
 
    It was after I’d stepped into the sweet clutches of oblivion that I was enfolded in the swirl of color. A tunnel, a vortex, a kaleidoscope: they were all words that had been used to describe the sort of mind-altering trips that sent young men and women off to lands where they shit rainbows—when, in actual fact, they were just lying on a patch of grass in a park and purring like a cat. 
 
    I had started the day as a second-hand book clerk, before unintentionally exploding a man like a dropped watermelon. Then, I’d discovered that I was a mage. These three unbelievable—but intimately connected—experiences now put me in exactly the sort of accepting state of mind for potent hallucinogens. 
 
    I allowed myself to be whirled along, down this plughole of scintillating lights and garbled noises. 
 
    Scenes that I knew to be memories played on the walls of the shaft down which I fell or floated up—it was hard to tell the difference just then. I watched as one such memory loomed across my vision, as if it were being projected on a movie screen. It was from the point of view of a baby—of me, I knew with certainty—and someone was waving my arm for me as my parents walked up the steps of a small airplane. 
 
    The day they died, I realized, I wasn’t even aware I remembered that. Do I? Or is this just a reconstruction of my brain from what I think I know? 
 
    I steadfastly refused to get sucked down this potentially depressing rabbit hole. I had loved my parents, obviously, but I had only been little when they’d been killed in that plane crash, and my memories of them were extremely vague. 
 
    Another memory. This time, it was the day that I’d lost my virginity to Nina Larkin. It had been right at the end of our final year in high school. She and I and a bunch of others had snuck off early from our final biology class. All of us, that morning, had pilfered whatever alcohol we could lay our hands on from our homes. We’d mixed this up to produce a concoction that we nicknamed The Hangman—because you’d have one drop and be dead. 
 
    I watched as the scene unfolded in front of me. Watched as I fumbled with that goddamn bra of Nina’s for what felt like forever. I was a quick learner though, and that was the only time that I had trouble with those tricky little clasps. Finally, like a kid that had been struggling with the wrapping of a present that had been overzealously sellotaped, I got the bra off and— 
 
    I was whisked away again, sucked down through the eye of the maelstrom. This time though, I got the impression that I diverged somewhere—like I’d slipped down an alternate trouser leg of reality, if that made any sense. 
 
    More visions flicked past, but these were things that had never happened. I watched myself picking up my college diploma for business. That had actually happened, but what hadn’t was the Masters that I could see was now stamped on my certificate. I’d only just scraped through my degree, having found girls and gaming far more enjoyable and worth my time than learning about business policy, marketing, and strategy implementation. 
 
    I blinked. The scene cut, like the snip in a film reel. I was sitting in a cubicle, bent over a desk, hammering away at a keyboard. I looked like a ghost; pale and wan. 
 
    Fuck that! my consciousness rebelled.  
 
    The very thought that my future might have turned out that way made me feel physically ill. I had thought about it often enough. To see it actually played out in front of me, now that I knew I had, made me question the sanity of my past-self. The notion that I now had a choice between spreadsheets and spells made me realize how fucking fortunate I was. 
 
    The image crumpled in front of me, as if a giant hand was screwing it up like a huge sheet of paper. It looked to me like that potential future had just been discarded. I was glad. If I was going to be this world's most powerful mage—which, when it comes to magic, why would you set out to be anything less—it was good to know that, whatever happened, I wasn't going to end up spending the rest of my life working out profit margins or something equally as tedious. 
 
    The hallucination changed. 
 
    I felt myself pulled in yet another direction, though it was less a physical sensation and more like my brain had been thrown into the undertow of some powerful river. And I was swept into blackness. Nothing. I was neither falling nor floating. I was simply hanging in infinity. 
 
    Then stars began to bloom in the darkness, like cells on a Petri dish. To my stoned delight, I watched as a universe was born. Was it ours? I didn’t fucking know, but I did know one thing; and that was that it looked astonishing. Gases expanded, planets were formed in the blink of an eye, and comets flashed through the infinite silence. I watched as mountains rose, frosts crystalized, lightning storms swept Martian landscapes, gales howled through unearthly forests, and bubbling fires burned for eons in the hearts of stars. 
 
    Holy shit, if you could grow weed like this back in my world, you’d have people queuing up around the block! 
 
    Then, it struck me that I was, once again, getting a crash course in the types of Elemental magics that were out there: fire, ice, lightning, air, and earth. 
 
    What of the other five? What of the types of Elder magic? 
 
    No sooner had the thought formed than the universe, that had been quite happily building itself around me, imploded. Darkness reigned once more. This time, though, it was only for a second. 
 
    I was assailed, suddenly, by what felt like the mother of all strobe lights. I screwed up my eyes. 
 
    A single word seemed to flash across my vision, along with the staccato lighting: CHAOS. 
 
    There was one final flash, and I stood inside of a church—though it was like no church that I had ever been in before. A single pure note hung in the air, a sound that pulled simultaneously at my chest and stomach and groin. 
 
    Another word melted into my consciousness: HOLY. 
 
    Then, my surroundings shimmered, as if I stood in the midst of a heat haze. The entire church in which I stood ran like candle wax in a hurry, melted, until it formed a simmering pool all around. This quickly cooled, cracked, and turned into a bed of ashes. 
 
    I could make out the word INFERNAL in the dust at my feet, and it filled me with a foreboding of sorts. 
 
    Nuts to that, I thought. I’m not about to allow my own brain to run this trip for me. It’s my damn brain after all. 
 
    Bending my will, I managed to crowbar a little piece of personality into the hallucination. A beer appeared in my hand. 
 
    “That’s more like it,” I said. 
 
    Everything vanished—including my beer, sadly—and I was once more hanging in an empty void. There was nothing to tell me which way was up. I was just a pair of eyeballs floating through an abyss. Then I saw a white dot—tiny, no bigger than a full-stop—in front of me. It was hard to know whether it was a zillion miles in the distance or hanging right in front of my nose—with no arms it was impossible to reach out and check. 
 
    The word DEATH brushed my mind like a falling cobweb. 
 
    Suitably baffling and unfathomable, I thought. 
 
    Abruptly, in a rush that stole the breath from my non-existent lungs, I felt something. Up until that moment, the whole psychedelic experience had been limited to what I could see and hear. My brain had been under the illusion that I had been moving about, due to visual stimulus—the twisting kaleidoscope tunnels et cetera. Now though, I felt a physical lurch in my stomach, as if I’d just driven over a speed bump too fast. The tiny pinprick of light expanded suddenly, an iris shot zooming out, and, before I knew my ass from my elbow, I was in the middle of a very, very explicit orgy. 
 
    There were things in life that could not be mistaken for anything other than what they actually were and, let me tell you, an orgy was one of them. 
 
    I was standing in a sort of thigh-deep carpet of writhing naked bodies. The sounds of people really enjoying themselves—the soft hiss of skin against skin, the slapping and grunting and moaning and gasping—smothered my ears. Everywhere I looked, there were people thrusting and bucking and squirming. Legs were flung out in utter disregard, backs were arched. 
 
    I became suddenly cognizant of something else: they were all women. Every single one of them, as far as I could make out, were of the female persuasion. I looked around to check that this was right and, in doing so, perceived that I had a body here. 
 
    Nerds ran the world—that was a fact—and so I had no qualms in letting my inner geek out to express his delighted excitement at what he thought this vision might mean. 
 
    “Revenge of the Sith! Is this the fucking future?” I exclaimed. 
 
    I swept the room. Amongst the plethora of incredible tits, parted lips, and glorious asses, I picked out a few faces that I recognized. There was the Thunderstone girl with her legs wrapped around the head of some other woman who had clearly learned to breathe out of her ears. There was the green-skinned Kryn...and, yep, that was Cecilia! My eyes darted about until they found the face of Enwyn. 
 
    “Fucking yes!” I said, and my voice echoed weirdly around the hazy, mystical room in which this orgy was taking place. 
 
    None of the other participants looked up from what they were doing. This was hardly a surprise. If I’d been up to my tonsils in any one of the women in this room, it would have taken something along the lines of the International Space Station falling to earth to get me to look up. 
 
    My gaze snapped upward. Enwyn had gotten to her feet. She was completely naked. If I hadn’t been aware that this was a drug-induced dream, I would have thought it was a set-up, so good did I feel looking at her standing there. She opened her crimson lips and licked them in a way that would have melted the resolve of even the most devout celibate priest like a meringue lifejacket. 
 
    “CREATION MAGE,” she said, pointing to me and smiling. 
 
    My eyes snapped open, staring up into the indecipherable eyes of Reginald Chaosbane. He was looking down at me with something that might have been satisfaction in his golden-hazel eyes. 
 
    “That,” I said to him, in a cracked voice, “is some good shit.” 
 
    Chaosbane flashed me a wink, quick as a swooping swallow. Then, he looked up at the assembly in front of him, raised his hands, and cried, “Storm Mage!” 
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    A couple of hours later, as the last hint of dusk was leaving the western horizon, I found myself trudging along a road that, back in my world, I knew led to the old excavated quarry on the outskirts of town. 
 
    My mind was still filled with images from the Choosing Ceremony, and the words of Enwyn’s likeness calling me a Creation Mage. I was also aware that that was not what Chaosbane had called me. He had said I was a Storm Mage. The contradiction was at the forefront of my mind, but thankfully the headmaster was currently tramping along at my side, so I would have the opportunity to ask him. 
 
    Chaosbane was the epitome of a man completely at his ease; gazing around at the pretty, biscuit-tin town with its thatched cottages and manicured gardens that were stuffed with a host of plants that were completely unfamiliar to me. He alternated between whistling tunelessly and humming snatches of what, if we had been back on my world, I would have sworn was Back in Black by AC/DC. 
 
    “Sir,” I said, thinking that ‘sir’ was better than ‘buddy’, “why is it that you called out Storm Mage? In my vision Enw—someone—explicitly said Creation Mage to me. She—they—pointed at me and everything.” 
 
    “Firstly, Justin,” Chaosbane said, “I ask you—I entreat you—to refrain from calling me ‘sir’. It ages a man by at least ten years, you know, mate.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, relieved that there was one less formality to worry about. “Well, Chaosbane, why—” 
 
    “I intentionally mislead the gathering in the Lambent Hall because I did not deem it prudent for the knowledge that you are, indeed, a Creation Mage to become public intelligence straight off the bat, as it were.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because there are people and institutions that might not take too kindly to the idea that the Mazirian Academy has such a member studying under its roof. While you’re not the only Creation Mage in the known worlds, you are one of a select few.” 
 
    We walked slowly across a small bridge that spanned a railway track back on Earth. Here, in this world, the stone-built bridge leapt a lazy river that flowed sluggishly along underneath us. The organic smell of the river rose to meet us, and I breathed deep. It was a good smell. Things like smells made this whole nutty experience so much more tangible to me. 
 
    I found that I was fidgety. I was so goddamn excited to be here, to be on the cusp of entering a real school of supernatural, that all I wanted to do was get cracking. I felt like a bibliophile who was rushing through the pages, trying to get to the big reveal.  
 
    “Look, Chaosbane,” I said with as much patience as I could muster, “I understand that there might be some stuff that you don’t think you can or should tell me, information that you think I’m not ready for and that I might be shocked to learn, yadda yadda yadda. Trust me, man, I’ve watched enough shitty TV and read plenty of Lee Child, and I have learned this: just spill the goddamn beans at the start so that everyone knows where they stand.” 
 
    If Chaosbane hadn’t understood some of the references that I had used, he did not show it. He regarded me for a good while as we strode along, cool as a salmon in a fishmonger’s window. Holding my eye, he performed the neat trick of stepping over a sleeping cat that happened to be lying in the road, without ever even glancing at it. The sleeping cat was something I imagined would probably be found in my world too—and, in fact, I later learned that cats were the one life-form that transcend worlds. I know, I wasn’t surprised either. 
 
    “Have you heard the expression, ‘Don’t dig up more snakes than you can kill?’” Chaosbane asked me. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” the bewildering bastard said, “but if I had, I would take it to mean that one should try one’s best not to take on more risk than one is capable of dealing with.” 
 
    “Seems like a sensible policy,” I conceded, “but I think that the both of us know that I’m not a helpless little kid. You could ask Bernard, if you could find his ear.” 
 
    “Quite, but caution is not something that should be lightly thrown aside.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said, “but I also don’t want to be wandering about this magical world wondering if something I do is going to set off some chain of events that could easily have been avoided had I had just a bit more info, you know?” 
 
    Chaosbane nodded and smoothed his mustaches with a perfectly manicured finger. “Do you know what a Creation Mage actually is, Justin? That is to say, do you know what the other name for Creation magic is?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Sex magic.” 
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” 
 
    “I will not,” Chaosbane replied evenly. 
 
    “So that’s what the Red Hot Chili Peppers were talking about,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “Pardon?” said Chaosbane. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “As I was saying,” Chaosbane said, “Sex magic is a complex branch of Elder magic. The potential for power is extremely high. The reason for this is something that I shall tell you someday soon.”   
 
    “Creation Mages,” I said, “they’re rare, are they?” 
 
    “As virgins in a whorehouse, to use a piece of colorful local parlance,” Chaosbane replied.  
 
    I nodded, trying my hardest not to let the smile that was threatening to overwhelm my features get the better of me. 
 
    “And, they’re prone to getting pretty powerful?” I asked, trying to be casual. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Chaosbane said. “Some of the most gifted magic users in the history of Avalonia were Creation Mages.” 
 
    Hell fuckin’ yeah! I thought. That is exactly what I’m talking about! Yes, it would have been cool to only be able to do a few tricks, but now I find out that I’ve got some serious potential at my fingertips! Let’s get learning, for God’s sake! 
 
    “Interesting,” I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. 
 
    “Indubitably,” Chaosbane said. “Now, if I may, allow me to give you some advice.” 
 
    My head was full of fantasies that mostly revolved around becoming a sort of Superman meets Dr. Strange type of badass. I looked at the staff in my hand. I guess there’d be a bit of Gandalf in the mix too. 
 
    “Fire away,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, the exact thing I was going to tell you not to do.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, unless you are one-hundred percent sure that you want a woman around forever, I would keep your staff pointing at the ground.” 
 
    I laughed at this. “Is this something all the new students get? The safe-sex talk?” 
 
    “Justin,” Chaosbane said, his eyes twinkling, “I doubt that you’re ever likely to know what safe sex is again.” 
 
    I felt like a kid who had been given a key to the fireworks factory and a box of matches and then been told that he was not allowed to strike a flame. 
 
    “You want me to, ah, keep my wand in my…” I strained for a metaphor and came up short, “...pants?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll try,” I said, thinking of the pool. “But I’m not going to make any promises.” 
 
    “Said like a true freshman,” Chaosbane stated. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Where are we going anyway?” 
 
    “I thought that you’d have a few questions that you might want answers to, so I elected to walk you in person to your new fraternity,” the Headmaster said. 
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    We rounded a corner that, in my world, an abandoned DVD rental store squatted on. Here, there was a graveyard—rows of crooked gravestones standing like broken teeth among the tussocky grass, a few mausoleums covered with ivy dotted here and there—and behind that, where on Earth there would have been nothing but a large hole in the ground, was— 
 
    “There is your fraternity house, Justin,” Chaosbane said. 
 
    It was a craggy hill faced with low cliffs, and on that hill was a tower. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “at least I’m not going to forget what my house looks like.” 
 
    It was a crooked and leaning edifice, built all in dark stone. Its windows were unevenly spaced, pointy in shape, and many of them were curtained. It had a few small minarets that stuck out from the top of it like horns. It looked as if it had once been imposing, majestic, and impressive. However, now there was a definite air of dilapidation about the place. All in all, it reminded me of the sort of pad that Dracula’s less successful brother might hang out in. 
 
    “I love it,” I said. 
 
    As we got closer, walking up a path that led up the hillside, I could make out the thud of bass music permeating through the walls. 
 
    “I’ll leave you here,” Chaosbane said at the gate to the garden, in which the chief landscaping feature was an old leather sofa that was so collapsed it looked like it had been tossed into the garden from an airplane. 
 
    “Teacher not wanting to cramp the student’s style?” I asked. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Why did you choose this place for me?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that I selected this place and the young men that you are about to meet for a…purpose.” 
 
    I walked up the path, but after a few steps, I turned to ask Chaosbane when he’d tell me more about this whole intriguing Sex Mage deal and this mysterious-sounding purpose. 
 
    But the slick Headmaster had vanished. 
 
    “So fucking cool,” I said. “I’ve got to learn how to do that.” 
 
    I turned back to the Gothic building, just in time to see the door open and my fellow frat brothers march outside. My face split in a genuinely pleased grin. 
 
    Rick, Damien, and Nigel stood on the porch. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said. 
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    Nigel dropped to the ground, wiped some sweat from his brow, and reached for the bottle of Green Fairy that I offered him. I’d assumed that this strong liquor was an Avalonian brand of absinthe, but, predictably, it turned out that it was an alcohol made from fermented green fairies. Yeah. 
 
    Still, I’ve only had about four swigs and I’m feeling goooood, I thought. 
 
    “And so,” Nigel said, waving his arms around to emphasize his point, “I was running along the edge of this roof, six stories up, while these two sisters that I had a bit of a thing for looked up at me and egged me on.” 
 
    Rick chuckled. Clearly, he had heard this yarn before. 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I thought I was doing quite a good job of it, you know—trying to act all nonchalant and stuff. Then, I made the rookie error of looking down—I figured I might be able to see down one of their shirts or something, you see.” 
 
    A look of blissful, yet painful, recollection passed over Nigel’s face. “I think the mishap took place because I did manage to see down one of their tops,” he said. “That’s what caused me to slip, I think.” He shivered. “It’s an unpleasant sensation, thinking that you’re plummeting to your death. I’d like to say that I screamed like a girl, but I fear that I’d be doing girls everywhere a disservice. It was more like some sort of terrified seagull.” 
 
    Damien snorted Green Fairy out through his nose at this description. 
 
    “But you didn’t die,” I said. “Unless you’re about to tell me you’re a ghost.” 
 
    Nothing would have surprised me at that point. 
 
    “Nope,” said Nigel. “I stopped three feet above the ground. Hovering, like I’d fallen into invisible jelly. I stayed there for about a minute, and the girls were long gone by the time my feet touched the ground.” 
 
    “So, that’s what got you into the Academy?” I asked Nigel. 
 
    Nigel colored a little. “Well, look,” he said defensively, “I know that it’s perhaps not the most impressive bit of Air magic, but you have to think that I only just—” 
 
    I held up my hand. The skinny dude had got my tone all wrong. “Nigel,” I said, “you were standing on air for a full minute.” 
 
    “Levitating,” Nigel corrected me automatically. 
 
    “Whatever. Man, if you don’t reckon that I think that’s awesome then you’re dead wrong.” 
 
    Nigel grinned appreciatively, hung his head so that his hair fell over his face, and shrugged. 
 
    “It’ll be even more awesome when I can use it to fly,” he said. 
 
    I shook my head in envy. “Nigel,” I said, “it sounds like you’re well on your way to full flight mode. I swear, if there’s a woman alive who doesn’t want to bone a dude who can fly, then I don’t want to meet her.” 
 
    Nigel pushed his glasses up his nose and took a swig of Green Fairy. He grimaced. “Only problem is,” he said meekly, “is that I’m afraid of heights.” 
 
    Everyone laughed at this, even Nigel. 
 
    “The world,” Rick rumbled, “is indeed a cruel place.” 
 
    Rick had already demonstrated his take on the rocky, armor-like skin that I had seen Bernard use back at the store. It had been cool, but I couldn’t help but think that Rick already looked like he could survive a fairly hefty stroke with a pickaxe. 
 
    “What about you, Damien?” I asked. “What have you got up your sleeve?” 
 
    This cheap gag elicited a few snorts from the other two—Damien wasn’t wearing a shirt. Seemed that he was constantly setting the damned things on fire by accident. 
 
    “Check it out,” Damien said. He snatched the almost empty bottle of Green Fairy off of Nigel, downed the rest, and tossed it into the air. As the bottle flipped back to earth, Damien crouched and extended his hand with his ring and middle finger pointing at the bottle. A globe of orange flame, about the size of a ping-pong ball, burst silently from his fingertips. It missed the bottle by a hand’s breadth and vanished into the night sky. The bottle landed, quite unharmed, on the busted sofa. 
 
    There was a moment of silence. 
 
    “Cool,” I said, “but it would’ve been cooler if you actually hit the bottle.” 
 
    Laughter erupted yet again. Damien folded over, slapping his thigh. 
 
    “Island wisdom dictates,” said Rick in his solemn voice, after a minute, “that the burned fire is the learned fire.” 
 
    There was a thoughtful pause in our little group’s banter. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Rick,” I said, “I don’t think that makes a fucking blind bit of sense.” 
 
    We dissolved into hysterics again. 
 
    “So,” I said, “it’s safe to say that everyone in this fraternity’s main goal is to actually learn how to use their powers to some degree?” 
 
    Nigel snorted. Then he choked out, “None of us might be that good yet, Justin, but you’re the worst!” 
 
    “How d’you figure?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re the only one who has managed to accidentally burst someone like a balloon with their powers!” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest. 
 
    Suddenly, from beyond the gate, in the road that led up from the town to our place on the hill, there came a long roar of rage. 
 
    “What,” Rick said slowly, “the fuck was that?” 
 
    More indistinct yelling pervaded the night air. It sounded like someone was cursing, but in a language or languages that I had never heard before. 
 
    “Get that man a taxi!” Damien yelled drunkenly. 
 
    Suddenly, a gout of flame lit up the night. The four of us saw, illuminated just for an instance, the figure of— 
 
    “That’s goddamn Bradley Flamewalker,” Rick said. I could hear his teeth grinding even from where I stood five paces away. 
 
    “What’s got into him?” I asked. 
 
    Damien squinted. “I know,” he said, and there was a trace of trepidation in his voice. “He’s gone inferno.” 
 
    I cast a questioning eye at him. 
 
    “Means, he’s gone a little crazy,” Damien said. “It’s one of the hazards of pyromancy.” 
 
    From the edge of the garden where we stood, we could all see right down the hill to the graveyard at the bottom of it. 
 
    “Well, there’s only our frat house up here, and he’s coming this way,” Nigel pointed out. “It’s going to massively limit our chances of bringing girls back here if the place has been burned to the ground.” 
 
    His words struck me at my core. I’d be damned if I was going to let this jackass stop me from scoring any of the ladies at the Academy. Better to fry. 
 
    “Brothers,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d been on the verge of strolling down the hill to confront Bradley when something tugged at my mind. For a moment, I thought it might be hesitation, but then I realized that it was something else. The nagging, insistent notion that I was forgetting something was not being supplied by my own brain—marinating in alcohol as it was right now—but was coming from some external source. It was like someone tapping on your shoulder—if your shoulder was located in the very center of your spinal cord. 
 
    My staff. 
 
    I ran back to the frat house and grabbed the staff, which I had left leaning against the porch railing. Something—the staff probably—told me that, if I was going to do this wizard-style, then the first lesson I should learn was that a wizard never leaves his vector behind. 
 
    “Do you. . . do you want us to come with you?” Nigel asked. He didn’t sound keen at all. 
 
    “Nah, you guys stay here. I’m going to make sure Bradley doesn’t come charging up here and set the house on fire,” I said. “I’m sure I can talk him out of it. Get him to cool down.” 
 
    Damian raised an eyebrow at my choice of words. “I wouldn't be so sure, not if that motherfucker really has gone inferno like I think he has. There’s a time for a bit of honey in the ear, and there’s a time for the stick.” 
 
    “I’ll try the honey,” I said, “but if that fails...” I raised the staff, and the orb at its tip flashed a malevolent cobalt blue. “I’ve got a stick that he can try his luck against.” 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    I hefted the staff over my shoulder and hitched a friendly grin onto my face before I strolled down the crooked and overgrown garden path and out of the garden gate. 
 
    Bradley Flamewalker really was throwing a tantrum. He was also living up to his name, because I could see that he was leaving little sporadic patches of fire in his wake as he pinballed up the lonely road toward the top of the hill. 
 
    I’d always made it my policy not to let fear enter too much into my thinking. I’d always found, growing up, that more often than not the fear of something was usually far worse than the thing itself. My preferred method was never to give that fear or trepidation time to grow or spread. Walk out to face it and, when you were looking it in the eye, you often found that it was not half so bad as you had led yourself to believe. And, if the thing was as bad as you thought it was going to be, that ceased to matter, because you were facing it now and you had to concentrate to defeat it. 
 
    ‘Course, I was usually thinking about an exam that I hadn’t studied for, or how to explain to my uncle that I’d left the shop unlocked all night and the town's local homeless population had spent the evening using it as a picnic area—not about a guy who was leaving molten fire behind him like some weird napalm-slug. 
 
    Nuts to it. I’m the one who’s more powerful than I should be anyway, right? 
 
    The path that led up from the graveyard at the bottom of the hill to the frathouse was a dirt one. Gravel crunched under my heels as I strode confidently down to meet the fuming, ranting Bradley. The staff felt good in my hand. It seemed to buzz, almost imperceptibly, with a sort of bottled anticipation in my palm. I could feel the grain of the smooth wood against my fingertips. The touch made me somehow aware of the latent power that resided inside of it. 
 
    When I was about ten strides from Bradley, I stopped. Something sure had got his panties in a bunch. His handsome face was contorted in a rictus of fury, his dark hair—coiffed and styled to magical perfection when I had seen him before the Choosing Ceremony—was all over the place. From this close, I could make out the pointed ears and high, proud forehead that denoted one of the Elven persuasion. He was ranting away in some tongue that I couldn’t understand, spit spraying from his lips and his teeth bared. 
 
    “Hey, Flamewalker!” I yelled, in way of greeting. “I thought I heard someone’s dulcet tones floating about on this balmy evening air. You should know, I’m a pretty astute dude, and it seems to me that you’re in the sort of mood where you could start a fight in an empty house. Am I right?” 
 
    Bradley’s head snapped around. To my slight consternation, I could see that there was a glow kindling in his light blue eyes. I wasn’t being poetic either—there was literally a fire burning away in the depths of those big blues, as surely as if someone had sliced off the top of his head and stuffed a candle in his noggin, like some sort of grizzly jack-o’-lantern. 
 
    He opened his mouth and bellowed wordlessly at me. As his mouth stretched wide, I could see that there was an orange glow emanating from the back of his throat. Looked to me like the guy’s insides were hot enough to bake pottery. 
 
    Maybe he’s suffering from some sort of occult indigestion? my pickled brain suggested. 
 
    “Hey man,” I said, “if you need some antacids or something, I’m sure one of my fraternity bros has got something that can help with that heartburn.” I was sure that this mature and diplomatic approach would win his reputably pompous ass over. Wealth and high-breeding often went hand in hand with manners. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Bradley roared at me. 
 
    Maybe not. 
 
    Was it just my imagination, or did the staff throb in my grip? It felt, almost, like the walking stick equivalent of a rolling of shoulders, a stretching of the neck, and a popping of knuckles. 
 
    My eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Fraternity bros?” Bradley snarled, and I saw that the fire in his eyes died a little. “Are you part of the fraternity that lives up here?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said, “for my sins.” 
 
    “By the gods, it gets even worse!” the high elf raged. “That fucker Chaosbane!” 
 
    “What about Chaosbane?” I asked. 
 
    Without either of us seemingly making a conscious decision, Bradley and I had started circling each other like a pair of wolves squaring off. 
 
    “I thought it was some nerve that he put me into the shittiest fraternity house at Mazirian Academy—out of the center of the town, out of the action, out of sight—but now I find out that it’s the same bloody house that the latest piece of human scum has been placed in!” 
 
    “You know,” I said, “the thing about scum is; it always floats to the top.” 
 
    Bradley sneered at me. Then, he shook his head and carried on his ranting. “Fucking Chaosbane. . .my family always said that he was a couple of pickles shy of a full jar when it came to the plebs.” 
 
    This arrogant prick was getting dangerously close to standing on my last nerve. Like I said, I was always one to give someone the benefit of the doubt, but this sort of talk got very boring very quickly. Being employed in an oddball store like my uncle’s had made me a pretty easy and obvious target for mockery in my hometown. I’d developed a thick skin, and stupid insults had quickly ceased to carry any sort off sting. 
 
    I didn’t know if that was the same case for the other guys in the fraternity. Damien had the aura of a guy who’d been kicked around a lot by life, despite his bluster. Rick might have been big, but I had a feeling he had a marshmallow-like center under all that muscle, and Nigel… 
 
    While I was thinking this, Bradley was still carrying on with his little monologue of self-pity. 
 
    “Now, he goes and puts me out here with these guys,” he spat, the light flaring behind his eyes again. 
 
    I was struck by a sudden idea. “Yeah, too bad for you, huh?” I said. “I bet your family and friends all assumed that you’d get into the most prominent, central frat, you being such a bigshot and everything?” 
 
    Bradley’s eyes narrowed. He pushed his hair out of his eyes and molten fire spattered across the ground behind him, as if it had been water and he’d just climbed out of a swimming pool. 
 
    “And instead,” I continued airily, “here you are with the outcasts and the weirdos.” 
 
    My plan was a simple one: I was going to wind this guy up. I was going to wind him up tight. When you do that to a bullying, shit-talking dickhead like Bradley, chances are that they either break or unwind all at once and, in either scenario, they lose all control. 
 
    And, when they lose all control, you have an edge. And what are edges for, if not to push someone over? 
 
    “That’s right,” Bradley said snidely. “I don’t know what the delusional idiot was thinking, putting someone of my breeding and my social standing with you lot.” 
 
    “You know what I reckon?” I said with the air of someone imparting some delicate information to an unstable moron. “I reckon that Chaosbane, mad as a spoon as he might be, is a perceptive guy. He’s put you in the fraternity that best suits your inner nature, Bradley.” 
 
    Bradley’s eyes narrowed further. His nostrils flared. 
 
    “What the hell is your name?” he asked. I was aware that the smile that had spread across his face was far from a friendly one. It was the sort of smile usually attached to something circling underneath a luckless surfer. Heat was definitely rising in shimmering waves—like a hot road baking in the sun—off the top of his noble forehead 
 
    “Justin,” I replied. “I’d like to say it’s a pleasure, but I don’t want to lie right to your face, man.” 
 
    “And, you’re saying what exactly?” 
 
    I noticed that his eyes, nostrils, and mouth were glowing brighter; as if the banked coals inside of him were being fanned by a bellows. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Brad,” I drawled. “I can explain it to you, but I can’t understand it for you. I’m saying that you’re not quite the hotshit man about town that you think you are. You’re one of us, buddy—an outcast and oddball! And there ain’t nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought that my barb had been too subtle for dear old Bradley Flamewalker. He stood, shoulders hunched, breathing heavily, his glowing eyes fixed on me. 
 
    “Welcome to the club, brother!” I said cheerfully, my arms outstretched in a mocking hug. 
 
    The final comment might have been the straw that broke the camel’s back, as far as Bradley Flamewalker went. Clearly, the guy had an ego that he should have been carting around in a trailer behind him and some very particular ideas on just what the world owed him. 
 
    With a furious cry of rage, the handsome high elf charged toward me. 
 
    “And here we go,” I said. 
 
    Liquid fire flicked off him as he ran at me; head down, like a bull that had been stung one time too many on the ass. 
 
    At least, I noted, as the wrathful otherworldly aristocrat pelted toward me, I had him running the right direction—away from the frathouse. 
 
    I rocked on the balls of my feet, making sure that I was balanced, but outwardly retained my casual pose: one hand clutching my staff, leaning against it, an amiable smile on my dial. 
 
    Just as Bradley reached out his hands—and I highly doubted he was going in for a bromantic hug—I pivoted, quick as a whip. I spun in a neat three-sixty, taking a single step off to one side. I felt the heat of Bradley as he streamed past me like a freight train. It was like standing too close to a furnace when the door was opened. As he barreled past me, I brought the staff swinging around and smacked him over the top of the melon with it. 
 
    The staff thrummed in my hand as I made contact with the back of Bradley’s thick skull. It might not have been quite what the ghost of Barry Chillgrave had in mind when he’d tended to me in his shop, but it did the trick on this occasion. Bradley went ass over tit, his own impetus carrying him further down the hill. He somersaulted in a way that made me want to hold up a scorecard for him, rolled a few times, and settled in a cloud of dust and a smattering of gravel in the middle of the path. 
 
    I jogged down the path, patting the staff as I went. I had an inkling that Bradley was not going to be the sort of guy whose ego let him bow out after getting knocked on his butt just the once. I was not disappointed then, when he hauled himself to his feet. 
 
    “You fucking common piece of shit,” he spat. His eyes were glowing an incandescent white now. He was not a happy chappy. 
 
    “Hey, takes one to know one, pal,” I said flippantly. 
 
    Bradley got to his feet. 
 
    I may not have been surprised that he did this—I hadn’t hit him as hard as I could, and I’d already accidentally killed one person that day—but what did take me aback was the way that he seemed to grow in front of my eyes. I swore, as he unfolded himself out of the mud and gravel, he loomed over me by at least a foot, and I was an easy six-foot-two. 
 
    “Uh,” I said, my wisecracks deserting me for the moment. 
 
    Bradley straightened up, and blue flames licked across his shoulders and down his arms. His eyes were just white orbs in his face now. When he grinned in savage delight at my nonplussed expression, the inside of his mouth was a volcanic orange. 
 
    “This,” I said, “would be what Damien was saying when he spoke of ‘going inferno’?” 
 
    Bradley pointed at me. 
 
    “Your goose isn’t so much cooked, as fucking incinerated, peasant,” he growled. “I’m going to—” 
 
    It was my education that gave me the advantage in this situation. And not my formal education at school and college—no, that would have been about as much use as a wheelbarrow with rope handles. What I was referring to was my cinematic and literary education. The Lethal Weapon and Die Hard series, Stephen King’s Gunslinger novels, any film that Sly Stallone or Arnie had ever been in—all of these had taught me one thing. 
 
    The best time to hit someone was when they start trying to get all intimidating. 
 
    My staff flicked out and caught the seven-foot Mega-Brad—as my brain had labeled him—square in the nuts. The motherfucker might have had flaming eyeballs and gone through an instantaneous growth spurt, but he sure felt that sack-tap. 
 
    Mega-Brad doubled over and adopted the universally accepted pose of a man who’d just taken one to the brovaries. His legs bowed inward, and he clutched at his groin. I rolled over his back, so that once more I was standing downhill from my adversary. I spun around and used the staff to sweep the legs clean out from under Mega-Brad. He went down hard, the breath whooshing out of him in one great expulsion. 
 
    This time, though, he didn’t so much rise to his feet as explode upward. I staggered backward as Mega-Brad bounded to his feet in a rain of blasted dirt and gravel. 
 
    “Now, I’ve got your attention, Flamewalker,” I muttered. “Time to get your ass away from my frat house.” 
 
    Mega-Brad made a show of dusting himself off. As much as he tried to downplay it, I could tell that he was more than a little sore. 
 
    “I bet that one tickled, didn’t it?” I said. I twirled the staff. “Talk about a hardwood.” 
 
    Mega-Brad pointed at me once again. Then, he placed the same finger into the middle of his chest. A bizarre, glutinous set of transparent orange scales bloomed from where his finger touched his chest. They moved aside, and another set appeared, shifted aside, and another set came into being. I was reminded of sex-ed classes, when you watched a video of a cell dividing. 
 
    In no time at all, Bradley Flamewalker was covered in what basically amounted to a suit of see-through armor. 
 
    “Let’s fucking fight!” he bellowed. 
 
    “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing, dumbass?” I asked. I started to walk slowly backward, drawing Mega-Brad further away from the frathouse, back down the hill toward the deserted graveyard. 
 
    Flame rippled across Mega-Brad’s entire body then. “You’re going to need more than a stick to get through my shields,” he said. 
 
    I thought that I could remember how to pull off the Storm Bolt from memory—or would have been able to if it hadn’t been for all the Green Fairy that me and the frat boys had polished off. The thing was, though, I wasn’t much in the mood for spreading the egotistical asshole all over that hillside. Not unless I had no other choice. 
 
    As I backed slowly away, I felt my pockets for anything that I might be able to use against this big fiery bastard. My hand found the little spellbook on the second pat. 
 
    “That’ll do it,” I said. 
 
    Unfortunately, it did not look like the irate high elf was going to give me a few minutes to peruse the book, select my spell, and then use it on him. That was too bad. 
 
    Speaking of the devil, as these thoughts were running through my head, Mega-Brad decided that he was sick of this slow, ominous advance and was going to charge me and flatten me like a raccoon under the wheels of a semi. 
 
    I turned and legged it down the hill toward the graveyard. It pissed me off to turn tail and run from a guy like Bradley, who was, essentially, nothing more than your stock standard bully. ‘Not just a pretty face,’ was what Enwyn had said to me back at the Academy, and I remembered that now. 
 
    I wasn’t going to go toe-to-toe with Bradley, not without some magic on my side. A man could be as brave as he liked, but that wouldn’t be any comfort to him when he’s just a streak of gore on the ground somewhere. 
 
    I dashed into the forest of headstones, crypts, and simple wooden crosses. I chanced a look over my shoulder as I went and saw that Mega-Brad, as big and strong he was, was definitely not the speediest greyhound on the track, not with all that armor on. It also looked to me as if that protection came at a price when it came to maneuverability. 
 
    To test my theory, I slowed down a little and let the big guy catch up until he was right on my heels. Then, without warning, I turned left down an avenue of crumbling gravestones and pulled up. The Flamewalker Express sailed right past me, before he dug his heels into the soft turf and skidded to a halt. He lumbered about and glared at me. I gave him a little wave. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” I said. 
 
    Mega-Brad stomped toward me, but I stood my ground. I’d made my first test, and it had come back promising. Now it was time for the second. 
 
    Could my vector alone hurt him? 
 
    Bradley looked like he expected me to move. I didn’t. 
 
    “I could squash your head like a bloody grape, Justin,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe if you stopped with all the chin music, you might,” I replied. “Stop talking and put your money where your mouth is. Then, when you’ve done that, I’ll put my foot where your money is.” 
 
    Bradley lashed out with a cry of fury. His punch was exactly the sort of swing that I’d expect an angry man with limited imagination to throw: a wild haymaker, trailing fire, that streaked over my head as I ducked. His fist smashed into the tall, elegant marble gravestone that I had been standing in front of and went through it like it was made of gingerbread. 
 
    Note to self: do not put your face in front of that. 
 
    Rock fragments rained down, but I scarcely noticed. I smacked the butt of my staff into the back of Mega-Brad’s knee joint, then spun and delivered a beautiful baseball swing right across his shoulder blades. 
 
    My staff vibrated in my hands, so hard that I almost dropped it, and the orb flashed a warning red. Gobbets of flame splattered off the diaphanous armor like molten lava, but the shield held. Bradley barely stumbled. 
 
    By the time that he had turned around, I was already boosting off through the maze of graves. 
 
    “All right,” I said to the staff, “I guess brute force won’t work against that shell of his. Time to learn me some magic!” 
 
    A length of wood shouldn’t be able to give off the impression of an eye-roll, but somehow the staff managed it. 
 
    I ducked down behind an ivy-covered sepulcher and pulled the spellbook from my pocket. I thumbed quickly through the pages until I found the only page that did not appear blank or blurred to my eyes. 
 
    “Storm Bolt,” I read, my eyes flicking over the description of the spell and the way in which it was cast. “I think you’re going to be my last resort, I’m sorry to say.” 
 
    Next on the list was Paralyzing Zap. 
 
    “That sounds promising,” I murmured to myself. “Point your vector toward your target and—” 
 
    A sudden wave of heat washed over me, and I rolled sideways on instinct, staff in one hand and spellbook in the other. Bradley’s twin fists drove into the ground, right where I’d been crouched a moment before. There was a flash of flame, and a circle of grass about two yards in diameter was suddenly nothing but blackened carbon. 
 
    This guy was playing for keeps! 
 
    As I sprinted off down the row of graves, with Mega-Brad in hot pursuit, I found that I was actually quite enjoying myself. It was like being inside of a video game, in a way, and Bradley was nothing more than a boss whose weakness I had to figure out and exploit. I looked behind me and saw that Bradley was no longer there. 
 
    “What the… Where did the big orange fuck g—” 
 
    A leg swept out from in front of me, swinging across my path like a big orange tree limb. I dropped to my knees, fell into a clean army-roll that would have had my old gym teacher weeping with joy, and felt Mega-Brad’s leg sail over the top of me. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was no time for me to pat myself on the back. The whole rolling dodge business had not only saved me from a concussion, but it had also slowed me down. I felt a big hand fall on my shoulder. There was no prize for guessing who it belonged to. I shrugged and writhed and twisted, managing to get myself free of Mega-Brad’s searing grip. I felt my sweet-ass new jacket tear from around my throat as I got myself free. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Flamewalker, you—” 
 
    My words were cut off by an uppercut that moved through the air like a comet. I got my staff up just in time, and the blow—that should have taken my head clean off my shoulders—was absorbed by the length of wood in my hand. Bizarrely, my vector rang like a gong at the impact, and molten flame burst around me like a soap bubble. I was thrown clear over the roof of a rather self-indulgent mausoleum, flailed through the air, and landed hard on the other side. 
 
    Holy shit, staff, that was some goddamn protection you just afforded me! 
 
    I would have spoken the words, but for the time being, I was a little short of breath. I lay on my back, just taking a moment to reorganize myself. 
 
    Bradley Flamewalker kicked his way through the mausoleum, as easily as if it had been made of polystyrene. Flames danced across his shoulders and arms once more. I realized that I was going to have to reduce this crazy fuck to smoking smithereens after all. Lying on the ground like I was just then, I couldn’t say that I was too averse to the idea. 
 
    Except that, naturally, Bradley’s little attempt to bat me to the outfield had driven the spell clean out of my head. 
 
    Ah, shit. 
 
    “I’ll say this,” Flamewalker said, gloating in a way that made me want to sandwich his smug face between two gravestones, “At least they’re not going to have to carry you far to bury you.” 
 
    I looked around. I had my staff in my hand, but I wasn’t sure whether it would stand up to another blow like the one before. I was getting the distinct impression that my vector was shaking its head a little dazedly. Then, my eyes alighted on the spellbook lying to the right of my head. It had fallen open on the one page that I could read. 
 
    “Most people have a touch of magic. They call it luck.” 
 
    Enwyn’s words came back to me as, above me, Mega-Brad raised his fist. Tongues of fire rippled across his knuckles. 
 
    This page didn’t have the Storm Bolt spell, but it had something else. 
 
    ‘Summon Lightning Skink,’ I read, my eyes flying across the parchment. ‘Instructions: draw a circle in the air with your vector. When the portal opens say, in a commanding voice, “Come forth, Lightning Skink”.’ 
 
    Worth a shot. 
 
    I cast the spell as directed, whipping my staff around in a tight circle and crying out the words that flashed and crackled on the page as I spoke them. 
 
    “Come forth, Lightning Skink!” 
 
    I was expecting something bright and lizard-like to come popping out of a portal the size of a mouse-hole, then run up Bradley’s trouser leg or something. That would have served as a distraction at least. And give me time and space enough to obliterate the angry, jumped up a-hole. 
 
    A portal of pure and infinite blackness opened in the air. It was like a hole had opened in the universe itself and beyond it, for the time that it took a fly to fart, was the indefinable rush and roar of pure, undiluted chaos. 
 
    Pure magic. 
 
    Then, in an eye-watering instant, the portal snapped closed, leaving behind a beast the likes of which I couldn’t have dreamed up on my worst hungover day. 
 
    Long, sleek, sinuous. It was the size of a Great Dane—a Great Dane that had fed often and heartily on beef and creatine. That was where the resemblance to a dog ended. It was deep black with electric blue smears across its flanks that befuddled the eye. Every angle and line of the creature was razor-sharp and aggressive. Its snout was like a wedge, the spines along its back looked quite as capable of holding an assortment of meat and vegetable chunks as any barbecue skewers that I had ever seen. Fine blue strands of electricity flowed, danced, and flickered across these spines in the same manner as a plasma ball. 
 
    For one glorious moment, Bradley and I looked in stunned silence at this awesome creature that I’d just conjured out of the ether. The Lightning Skink bared fangs like shards of glass and looked at me with questioning eyes of pure white, bisected by a blue slit of pupil. 
 
    Bradley and I slowly faced one another. I smiled. 
 
    “Sic him,” I said. 
 
    The Lightning Skink launched itself at the frozen form of Bradley Flamewalker with the speed of a bullet. It crashed into his chest, and my adversary’s armor soaked up the impact like the magical, resinous body armor that it was; the plates shifting and squeezing under the strain of the blow. Sparks and embers flew as the two elemental magics came together. The Lightning Skink sank glassy claws into Mega-Brad’s magical corsetry, and the two of them bowled over backward. 
 
    For a good while, all I could do was sit back on my elbows and watch the show—and what a show it was! Lightning and fire coming together in the magical sense made fireworks on New Year’s Eve look like nothing more than kids’ firecrackers. 
 
    Miniature bolts of lightning pinged and ricocheted off Bradley’s armor or scales or whatever it was that the giant douche had fashioned to protect himself. They grounded themselves in the headstones and in the ground, sending up splinters of stone and mud and wood, in much the same way as a hail of machine gun fire might have. I screwed up my face against the danger of flying fragments, but I couldn’t have looked away even if I had wanted to. 
 
    I must be casting higher than a Level 1, I thought. Just like my Storm Bolt. 
 
    Flamewalker and the Skink crashed and tumbled through the graveyard. Headstones exploded, mausoleums fell, and a few old bones pinwheeled through the air as the carnage unfolded. 
 
    “Beats a quiet night at home with a pizza and the latest episode of The Walking Dead,” I said to myself, watching in awe as the two combatants broke apart. Bradley swung his fist at the Skink, but the monster whisked aside and raked him across the thigh with its claws. More embers lit the night as the armor absorbed the blow. 
 
    Bradley managed to get his hands on the Lightning Skink and tossed it through the air. It smashed through a statue of a rather pissed off looking cherub. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I grabbed whoever it was by the wrist and turned with a snarl. 
 
    “So-sorry,” Nigel said, his eyes wide. 
 
    I let him go. 
 
    “That’s the most badass thing I’ve ever seen!” Damien said. “It’s like a Pokémon on steroids! How the hell do you know how to cast something like that without going to a single class?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Natural talent?” 
 
    Damien grinned, his eyes fixed on the battle in front of him. 
 
    “Come to watch the show?” I asked. 
 
    “N-not quite,” Nigel stuttered, he was twisting his hands anxiously. He winced as an explosion reverberated around the graveyard and the Lightning Skink gave a grating cry that sounded like the static on a TV turned up to eardrum-wrecking volume. 
 
    “They’re destroying the wards,” he said. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The wards!” 
 
    “Nigel, bro, repeating the word doesn’t mean that I’m going to understand it any better. Wards? Like protection type wards?” I said. 
 
    Nigel nodded vigorously. 
 
    “The wards that Nigel speaks of,” rumbled Rick, “were set in place to keep the undead from breaking out of their tombs.” 
 
    “The undead,” I repeated. 
 
    Rick nodded. “The gravestones are all wards, and our two friends here are destroying them, weakening their collective spell. See?” 
 
    I looked where the big man was pointing one of his sausage-sized fingers. 
 
    The earth over one of the destroyed graves was trembling. Even as I watched, a skeletal hand thrust upward, clawing at the air. 
 
    “I guess I get a taste of the Walking Dead after all,” I said. “Let’s just hope that we live through this so that we can get pizza after.” 
 
    Nigel gave me a confused look as I got to my feet. 
 
    Around us, the earth rippled and heaved as skeletons started to pull themselves jerkily from what should have been their eternal resting places. 
 
    “This,” I said, grinning about at the others, “is turning out to be one hell of a day.” 
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    One of the skellies pulled itself out of the ground. Dirt fell from its ruined body. There were a few shreds of skin and gray muscle clinging to its bones, but it was mostly all skeleton. Clearly, it had been under the ground for a long time. Slowly, it straightened itself all the way upright and lurched about, as if it was wondering what the hell it was doing out of its grave. It reminded me of how discombobulated you feel when you’ve had a big night on the tiles and wake up, fully clothed, in your own bed with absolutely no idea of how you got there and someone knocking on your door or calling your phone. It lumbered in a circle before its eyeless sockets fell on the four of us. 
 
    “Presumably, these guys aren’t fans of humans?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, no,” Nigel said. “I think they’re definitely more the sort of undead that are pleased to eat you rather than meet you.” 
 
    “Ooh, Nigel, that was such a bad line that it was good,” I said. “How did we end up with a graveyard full of these things at the end of our driveway, by the way?” 
 
    All over the graveyard, as Bradley continued duking it out with that sweet-ass Lightning Skink I’d conjured, more skellies were shaking off clods of mud and rotten pieces of coffin and getting to their fleshless feet. 
 
    “Well, obviously, the local village buried their dead here,” Nigel explained, his voice rising a fraction as the skellie nearest to us began walking jerkily in our direction. 
 
    “It’s a graveyard,” I said. “You’re speaking sense so far, Nige.” 
 
    “Right. Yeah. Well, apparently a few years back, some Death Mage studying at the Academy—and with a really warped sense of humor—thought that it’d be a bit of a crack-up to raise the dead one night and loose them on the town.” 
 
    The skellie wasn’t the quickest mover, but it ambled along with the same sort of unstoppable determination with which a glacier moved—although it was slow, it looked as if only an extreme act of violence was going to divert it from its chosen course. 
 
    Nigel continued, “So, this Death Mage got in heaps of trouble for that—I think he might even have been expelled from the Academy, which is pretty hard to accomplish. Chaosbane and a few of the other teachers had to subdue the undead and then turn the gravestones of those skeletons that had been woken into wards.” 
 
    The skellie was within an easy rock throw now. 
 
    “Look,” Damien drawled, cutting through Nigel’s narrative, “this is really interesting and all, but I think I speak for all of us when I say; this ain’t the time for a history lesson! How the hell do we take these things down? Can we?” 
 
    Nigel frowned as he racked his obviously capacious brain. “They’re still just bones, held together by magic alone,” he said. “Scatter the bones and you should break the spell. Reanimating skeletons is the least difficult sort of necromancy—from what I’ve read. There are no muscles or tendons or any of that sort of stuff to worry about enchanting. Easy to raise. Easy to kill.” 
 
    I looked at the skellie as it closed the gap between us, and I decided to put Nigel’s theory to the test. I stepped forward and, with a deft swing, whipped the staff around and took the skellie’s head clean off its shoulders. There was a cracking rip as skull parted company with vertebrae. A dull blue light flashed from the staff, and the skellie crumpled to the floor in a shower of tumbled bones. 
 
    “All right, boys,” I said, turning and grinning at my fraternity bros, “let’s get to it!” 
 
    Despite their apparent fragility, it was clear, as I turned back to the graveyard, that we were going to have our work cut out with these bony bastards. The ground was now a writhing, squirming mass of undead as they extricated themselves from their underground homes. Bradley and the Lightning Skink sure had been doing a number on the wards, that much was obvious. 
 
    Speaking of Bradley, I saw him stumbling backward and forward through the wreckage, waving his hands in an attempt to get the Lightning Skink off his back. Globules of molten fire and orange gelatinous shield flew off him as my magical pet tore into the plates across his shoulders with its crystalline claws. 
 
    I would have laughed, but at that moment, my eyes flicked across the graveyard, and I saw a wave of stumbling, shuffling, jerking undead heading our way. I felt a savage grin spread across my face. I always tried to look on the bright side of any situation, and one thing had just become apparent to me: these guys were going to be the ideal candidates for honing my rudimentary magic skills. I twirled the staff and beckoned to the leader of the skeletal troop. 
 
    “Sticks and stones will break your bones, buddy,” I growled. 
 
    It seemed that my fraternity brothers had the same idea—as far as making this a practice session of sorts—as I did. Rick’s shovel-like hand pulled me irresistibly out of the way as the big Islander stepped forward. He raised his hands solemnly above his head—in no rush, despite the fact that he was about to be inundated by a wave of crusty, long-dead strangers—and then brought them down in a motion that, somehow, conjured images of falling mountains and slipping hillsides. His fingers looked to me as if they dipped into the very soil itself, though I couldn’t think how he might do that. 
 
    Duh, it’s fucking magic, man, I reminded myself. It was all too easy for me, as an exclusive member of the planet Earth population until just recently, to fall back into a pesky scientific way of thinking. Science wasn’t the sole force at work in this world. Magic didn’t play by the same rules. It didn’t even play the same sport. 
 
    From where the giant’s hands touched the ground, waves rippled out. The earth undulated and lashed out, rolling toward the oncoming skellies in the same manner that a rug does when you shake it out with a snap. 
 
    The front rows of oncoming skellies were flipped away by the surge of moving terra firma. They flew through the air, spinning and somersaulting away, back into the graveyard. Some of them crashed into the mausoleums and headstones that had managed to survive the battle of Bradley and the Lightning Skink, smashing into them and fragmenting on impact. 
 
    “Shit, man!” I whooped, clapping Rick on the back. “How the hell did you do that? You’re not holding a staff or anything!” 
 
    “I need no vector,” Rick rumbled, his heavy dreadlocks swinging across his face as he turned to beam at me. “My body is the vector, you see, friend? I am a Stone Elemental. I am one with the earth.” As if to illustrate his point, Rick thrust one of his thick fingers into the ground. A line of raised earth fired out—much like a mole or rabbit track did in cartoons—knocking a few more skellies aside as it shot toward a toppled headstone. The grave-marker was flicked up, like it weighed nothing at all, and cannoned into a couple of advancing undead. They shattered like they were made of cheap pottery. 
 
    “The perks of being a natural mage, friend,” Rick said to me. 
 
    I whirled my own vector around my head and punched the tip of the staff through the rib cage of one skellie who’d gotten a little too close for comfort. I wrenched the staff, and the skellie came apart, its skull bouncing across the ground. 
 
    For a good while, I lost myself in the whirling confusion of the battle. My staff darted this way and that, batting skulls from necks, snapping femurs, and turning pelvises to powder. The orb set into the end of the tip of my vector flashed and glowed with each successful strike. 
 
    After about five minutes of smashing my way through the persistent throng of pissed off undead, I wrenched away from a clutching skeletal hand, smashed in the skull of the old grabby-hands, and looked up to see how the others were doing. 
 
    A gout of flame illuminated the scene suddenly, and I saw that Damien was busy reducing the skellies advancing on him to ash. Four rings—two on each hand—set with red stones glinted on his fingers as he performed intricate hand gestures in the air. Flame blossomed and expanded from his cupped palms, scorching the skellies around him, blackening bone. Every now and again, Damien would whirl to face the next wave of attackers, perform another hand gesture, and be rewarded with a couple of sad sparks and a puff of smoke. I grinned. Obviously, I was not the only one new to this magic gig. 
 
    A sudden gale whipped up around me, and I had to shield my face with my hands against a rain of grit and soil and small bones. I squinted up and saw Nigel hovering over to my left. He was weaving and wobbling in the air, and I wondered whether that was due to inexperience or too much booze. Maybe a bit of both. 
 
    “Sorry!” Nigel called, his face contorted in concentration as he summoned up another swirling vortex of air that ripped a bunch of skellies from his path and tossed them away in a shower of patellas, vertebrae, and metacarpals. “I’m still getting the hang of the whole hovering and spell-casting business!” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a gang of skellies advancing on Rick’s rear, who was busy dealing with a couple of fairly sprightly-looking undead—must have only been interred for half a century by the look of them. I couldn’t warn him over the noise of the skirmish, and I couldn’t get to him in time—not through the milling mass of undead. 
 
    Summoning the page of my spellbook into my mind, I recalled the hand gesture that would conjure the Storm Bolt. The staff thrummed with anticipation in my hand. I felt that same lurch in my stomach that I had felt in my uncle’s bookstore, as some power was drawn from inside me, and I released the spell. 
 
    The Storm Bolt blasted through the pack of milling skellies. It vaporized those closest to me, shattered others like china on the outskirts of the spell and then blew the skellies that were sneaking up on Rick into fragments. 
 
    “Hot damn, I love magic!” I said. 
 
    However, as I looked at the scene of the carnage I had just wrought, I heard a shriek. Looking over at where Bradley was battling my Lightning Skink, I saw the epic-looking beast stutter—like a poorly tuned TV—and then explode into sparks. Bradley was blown backward by the detonation and lay stunned on the grass. The skellies, almost as one, turned in his direction. It was almost as if they could sense the weakest living person in their vicinity. 
 
    A handful of the skellies made a half-assed attempt at grabbing Nigel as he dropped suddenly out of the night air—not quite intentionally, it looked to me. To be honest, if the rest of us hadn’t been there, I had a feeling that things might have gone badly for him. As it was, Rick was on hand to grab an animated skeleton in each enormous fist and swing them together like a pair of macabre hand cymbals. This gave Nigel the room he needed to whip out his vector—a wand—give it a flourish and summon a pretty neat little localized tornado which spun the skellie like a top until it spun apart from the finger bones inwards. Not wanting to miss out on the last little pocket of resistance, as far as we were concerned, I stepped in, skewered the last skellie through the back of the rib cage with my staff and flipped him over my shoulder, pulverizing its skull on the edge of a handy tomb. 
 
    “My goodness,” Nigel said, puffing out his flushed cheeks and staring around at the scattered bones that surrounded the four of us. “I have to say that, as potentially dangerous as that was—what with the animated dead having quite the penchant for peeling the flesh of the living from their bones—it was rather good fun, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I laughed and slapped Nigel on the back. It wasn’t taking me long to gain some serious respect for the unassuming dude. 
 
    Damien gave me a friendly punch on the arm. “That fucking Lightning Skink, man… Unreal!” 
 
    I grinned. “This coming from the human flamethrower.” 
 
    Damien flicked a flake of ash from his bare chest, all cool indifference. 
 
    “Though I did notice that you struggled to get it up a couple of times there,” I quipped. 
 
    Damien punched me again and laughed. “Ah, fuck you, man.” 
 
    “Hey, it was probably just the booze,” I said, holding my hands up. 
 
    This really tickled Rick. “Ha! Good one, friend!” The giant Islander guffawed and gave me a good-natured push, which almost sent me face first into a headstone. 
 
    “What happened to that Lightning Skink anyway?” I wondered aloud. “It just glitched out and disappeared when I cast the Storm Bolt.” 
 
    “Perhaps you exceeded a magical quota of some kind?” the ever analytical Nigel said. 
 
    I thought about this, but only for a moment. It was becoming clear to me that I was going to have to get a lot of questions answered if I was going to become the magical badass that I was already envisioning. 
 
    “What about the fiery fuckwit?” Damien asked, nodding his head to the far side of the graveyard. 
 
    I looked over to where he had motioned and saw that the remaining skellies—about thirty or so of the creatures—were converging on Bradley Flamewalker. He might have had armor and he might have been angry, but I didn’t think that would be enough to stop a swarm of the undead from pulling him apart like a roast chicken. 
 
    “They really pull your flesh off your bones? Flay you sort of thing?” I asked Nigel. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve read,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Pretty rough way to go,” I mused. “Even for a guy like that who’s so spoiled that putting him in a barrel of salt wouldn’t save him.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Rick asked. 
 
    “Well, the prick told me—before he Hulked out—that he’s been put in our frat by Chaosbane.” 
 
    Nigel nodded. Damien sighed. 
 
    “A friend then,” grumbled Rick. “though he might not know it yet.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking, big man,” I said. I dusted myself off and hefted the staff. “Let’s go and save the silly son of a bitch.” 
 
    Bradley was at the bottom of a shallow slope, toward the far end of the graveyard. He was looking pretty disheveled and the worst for wear, and I was imbued with a distinct glow of satisfaction that it was my awesome energy lizard that had ruffled his feathers to such a degree. 
 
    Not bad for never having cast it before, I thought. I didn’t voice it, but I was beginning to hope that I was going to turn out to be a bit of a natural at this spell-casting lark. It seemed that my childhood and young adult diet of action films, sci-fi and fantasy novels and sporadic boxing lessons at the gym had actually all been part of my training for this life. 
 
    My three fraternity brothers and I dashed down the slight gradient toward the mass of skellies. The undead were swarming all over the armor-clad hulk that was Mega-Brad, their sheer weight of numbers clearly taking their toll on him. He’d mash one of the persistent, single-minded skeletons into the ground with a flaming fist and crush another into powder with his other hand, but then four more would determinedly scale his back. Their finger bones scraped across the face of the orange armor, which I could see was becoming slightly more transparent. 
 
    “He’s weakening!” I yelled, putting on a burst of speed. 
 
    When we were still ten yards from Flamewalker, Rick performed his earth-surging maneuver. The cracking, rippling shockwave was fairly weak by the time that it struck the swarming, struggling mass, but it was still strong enough to knock all the combatants on their asses. 
 
    A few of the sprightlier skellies—those with the tattered remains of their muscles still clinging to them in grizzly shreds—were already making a beeline for Mega-Brad, who was on his hands and knees and looking like a man who didn’t know quite how he’d gotten there. 
 
    Damien hit the skellies with another blast of fire, just as they were stretching out their hands for Flamewalker’s neck. The skellies were incinerated where they stood, charred bones flying away like leaves before a storm. I wasn’t sure if he did it on purpose, but the flames seemed to carry a touch more juice than was necessary. When the smoke cleared, Mega-Brad was left standing there looking pretty fucking bewildered, soot-stained, and missing both his eyebrows. 
 
    “That’s a good look for you!” I yelled, as I wiped out three skellies with a single swipe of my kick-ass staff. 
 
    The four of us mopped up the last of the animated skeletons in pretty short order. I liked to think that we would have presented a pretty epic sight, battling the undead under the light of a full moon in the middle of a graveyard that looked as if it had just suffered at the hands of one of the more malicious sorts of hurricanes. 
 
    The last skellie was tossed into the air by another one of Rick’s earth-ripplers, spinning higher into the night sky, with a flick of Nigel’s wand, so that its thrashing form was silhouetted black against a backdrop of stars, set alight by a burst of flame from Damien and then disintegrated by a beautifully aimed Storm Bolt from yours truly. 
 
    Silence settled like snow amongst the graves. 
 
    I looked over at Bradley Flamewalker. He was sitting, leaning tiredly against a miraculously intact wooden grave-marker. Even as I eyed him, the vulcanized-looking armor faded, retracted, and disappeared from his body. I blinked a couple of times and, suddenly, he was back to his usual size—no longer a fire-breathing, seven-foot, incandescent jerk-off. 
 
    “You got all that angst out of your system, have you, Bradders?” I asked. 
 
    Bradley looked up. The eyes in his haughty face were suddenly rimmed in black. He looked like he’d been on a bender for about three days and was crashing. 
 
    Clearly, no matter the size of the stick up your ass holding you up, maintaining a magical shield for that long takes its toll. 
 
    Bradley gazed around at us. It was hard to tell what was going on in the mind behind that exhausted expression. Doubly hard, due to the fact that the dude was missing both his eyebrows now. 
 
    “Well,” he croaked, “I guess I owe you guys an... apology.” 
 
    Rick made a rumble of disbelief in his throat, and Nigel let out a soft whistle from between his teeth. I got the impression that hearing a high elf swallow his pride was about as difficult a task as putting socks on a chicken. 
 
    “It’s not often that someone tries to kill me,” I said. “In fact, that was a first for me.” I gave him a hard look then, a look that said that if he ever fancied trying again then I’d be waiting for him. “It’s an invigorating experience.” 
 
    The night seemed to hold its breath then, as our two gazes flickered like fencing blades. Then Bradley bowed his head and rubbed casually at one pointed ear. 
 
    “I’d always been led to believe that pure humans were an unsophisticated bunch, you know,” he said. “The sort of uncouth trash that thought a seven-course meal was a burger and a six-pack.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at this. 
 
    I could go for one of those seven-course meals right now, I thought. Nothing puts an edge on your hunger like taking out a hoard of the undead. 
 
    “Turns out,” Bradley continued, “that you’ve got some real skills.” He smoothed his dark hair back from his face. Then he stuck out his hand. “I owe you guys one,” he said. “I’m big enough to know when I might have been wrong. When I might have been a little hasty in my judgment.” 
 
    I shook the proffered hand. It was, surprisingly, hard and callused. Bradley shook hands with the rest of the crew. 
 
    “I owe you guys my life,” he said, simply. 
 
    No one said anything. Flamewalker looked around at his less than won-over audience. He grinned sheepishly. “Look, you kicked those skellies asses. Obviously. I’d be more than happy to join your fraternity. If you’ll have me.” 
 
    I felt a hand on my arm. 
 
    “We talk, friend,” Rick rumbled in my ear. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Wait here,” I told Flamewalker, and myself and my trio of frat brothers walked a little way away. 
 
    “I’m not sold on this asshole, man,” Damien said as soon as we were out of earshot of Bradley. “You can’t trust high elves. All they care about are themselves. And the fact that Flamewalker’s family are basically the aristocracy here…” 
 
    “I think that could work for us,” I said. “The guy owes us his life. Surely that counts for something?” 
 
    Damien looked skeptical. I looked at Rick, but his craggy face gave nothing away. 
 
    “Without blowing my own trumpet too much here,” Nigel said, “I’d be inclined to agree with Justin. I come from a fairly well-to-do magical family, and I can tell you that if there’s anything that carries any sort of weight among such families, it’s a life-debt.” 
 
    “I think having someone high-born like Flamewalker batting for us is going to be good for the frat,” I said. “Especially as he owes us big time.” 
 
    Damien cracked his knuckles. “Fuckin’ fine,” he said, “but I want that prick to know that he’s going to have to gain some serious brownie points before we accept him fully—definitely before I trust him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Fair enough. How about we make him our ‘low-man’?” 
 
    “What’s this low-man?” Rick asked. 
 
    “It’s the guy in a frat who resides at the bottom of the barrel,” I explained. “Basically, he’s going to be our fraternity house-bitch. If he can stick it out for a while, then we’ll know he’s not just talking through his ass now. Everyone okay with that?” 
 
    My frat brothers nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let’s get back to the house. I could use a beer.” 
 
    We sat out on the porch, watching the moon sink slowly toward the horizon. Below us, the town still slumbered. Apparently, magical explosions and spells flying about the place were par for the course as far as living in a wizarding community was concerned. 
 
    “Guys,” Bradley said, after he had taken a long and grateful pull on his mead, “I really do appreciate you letting me stay—even if I have to play the role of this ‘low-man’ that you speak of.” 
 
    “You do,” said Damien. 
 
    Bradley nodded, taking the mild rebuke with good grace. “Still,” he said, “you know I was goddamn inferno. I tried to kill Justin.” 
 
    I waved it away. I had a feeling that Flamewalker trying to off me was only the start of many confrontations to come. 
 
    “I mean, I went full Crimson Titan on you, and you kept your cool…” Bradley said. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, almost choking on my mead. “Crimson Titan?” 
 
    “Shit,” Bradley said, suddenly looking like a man who’d been caught rubbing one out, “did I say that out loud?” 
 
    Everyone on the porch laughed. 
 
    “Who the hell is the Crimson Titan when he’s at home?” I asked. 
 
    Bradley peeled off the label from his bottle of mead, held it between his fingers, and it flashed into flame and was gone. “The Crimson Titan,” he said, with the air of a man intent on ripping the band-aid off as quickly as possible, “is a superhero I made up, when I discovered that I could conjure that molten armor.” 
 
    “How freakin’ old were you when you came up with the name?” Damien asked. 
 
    “Uh, it was, uh, last week, actually,” Bradley said. 
 
    The frat burst out laughing yet again. Rick’s applause was so slow it was like one of those ironic golf claps. 
 
    “You’re a bigger nerd than all of us combined!” Nigel said. 
 
    Bradley grinned, clearly stoked at this thawing of the general mood regarding himself. 
 
    “That might be the truth,” he said, “but you know what else?” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I might make a goddamn incredible goulash. Can I tempt you boys? I’m not sure if it counts as dinner or breakfast, but I could sure eat.” 
 
    This suggestion was greeted with much approval and we went inside so that Bradley could get cooking. 
 
    While Bradley busied himself in the kitchen, I sat at the counter with another cold bottle of mead and mulled over my first day in the magical world. It had been one for the books, that much was certain—it was safe to say that there wasn’t any other time in my life where my day had ended in a fight to the death with a guy like Bradley Flamewalker, before having to take on a small army of animated undead. 
 
    Hells bells, but that was a rush! I thought. If the rest of my magical career is anything like that, I doubt there’s going to be a dull moment. 
 
    It felt nuts to think that, only that morning, I’d been sat in my uncle’s shop flicking disinterestedly through a spellbook that I’d thought had been a phony… My thoughts turned to my uncle, and I wondered how he was getting on. Wondered whether he had secretly known that this day would come, somehow? 
 
    My exhausted brain flitted about, dwelling on whether or not there might be something to this whole Sex Mage thing that Chaosbane had mentioned. 
 
    After all, I did sleep with Janet Thunderstone, and the next thing I know I’m laminating some unfortunate bastard across the walls with a Storm Bolt. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I took another swig from my bottle of mead. How was I going to set out to prove whether or not I was a Sex Mage? There was only one way that I could see… 
 
    The goulash was, as Bradley had promised, pretty damn good. The five of us sat around the table in the rather dilapidated dining room, drinking and eating and swapping tales about where we’d come from and how we’d come to be at the Academy. 
 
    “I was always going to be sent to Mazirian,” Bradley said, through a mouthful of beef and carrot. “Without sounding like too much of a pompous ass, my family is one of the highest ranking in Avalonia, and our magical abilities stretch back generations. There was never any doubt that my path would bring me here.” 
 
    “You failed at the whole not sounding like a pompous ass thing just then, you realize,” Damien said. 
 
    Rick snorted into his goulash, sending a piece of pepper spinning across the table and onto my plate. 
 
    “Thanks, Rick,” I said. 
 
    “The same can be said of you and your family, can’t it, Windmaker?” Bradley said, pointing his fork in Nigel’s direction. “Though, of course, I believe that they perished in the Void Wars.” 
 
    “What?” I looked up from my plate. 
 
    Nigel had gone the same red color as his plate of goulash. He shook his head. “Maybe we can talk about this another time,” he mumbled. 
 
    What the hell? Nigel’s whole family was wiped in this—this Void War, whatever that was? Guess I’m not the only orphan at the table. 
 
    Bradley looked like he’d just realized what an insensitive thing this was to say. He scrambled for a save. “What about you, Damien?” he asked. “You were born here, but ended up in the human world?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Damien said, and he launched into how he’d run away from home at the age of eight and somehow managed to slide between this world and Earth. 
 
    I’d already heard how he’d come to run with that Los Angeles gang, and I tuned out for a while, lost in my own thoughts. My ear was recaptured however, when Rick said something about the Mage Games. 
 
    “What’re the Mage Games?” I asked, mopping up some sauce with a chunk of bread. 
 
    “The Mage Games,” Bradley said, “were brought in after the end of the Void Wars.” He spoke with the surety of someone who has been bred on history. “The hope was that the Mage Games would bring the different kingdoms together–weave a common thread through them–and prevent the growth of dissent among the general populace.” 
 
    “Sounds like a noble goal, but what the hell are they?” I asked. “They sound like some sort of sport.” 
 
    “You are right, friend,” Rick said, in his subterranean voice. He’d already demolished three helpings of goulash and was eyeing Nigel’s half-full plate intently. “They are games. Magic games. All the peoples of our world have their favorite teams, their favorite players. They’re played in elemental arenas—huge battlegrounds—and televised via drone to the world.” 
 
    “Sounds like sports all right,” I said. “So, what, it’s like Quidditch or something?” 
 
    Damien snorted at the look of puzzlement on Rick’s face. “Nah,” the Fire Mage said, “it’s more like college sports back in the States, you know? Fucking die-hard supporters and huge crowds on game day. There are four types of matches in the Mage Games; Death Match, Capture the Flag, Monster Slaying, and Obstacle Course Race.” 
 
    “Capture the Flag sounds pretty self-explanatory,” I said, “but what about the others?” 
 
    “Well, Obstacle Course Race—OCR—is basically a race through an obstacle course, between teams, where you can use spells to trip up and take out the opposition,” said Nigel. 
 
    “Monster Slaying is where we take on a bunch of monsters and see how many we can kill within a set time limit,” Rick said. “Much like how we took on those skellies!” 
 
    “And Death Match?” I said. “Surely, it’s not like the gladiator fights back in the times of the goddamn Romans! Weren’t we supposed to have moved in from bloody fights to the death?” 
 
    “I’m unfamiliar with who the Romans are,” Bradley said, “but a Death Match is not precisely a fight to the death.” 
 
    “The aim of that particular game,” Damien said, leaning forward enthusiastically, “is to try and take out all of your opponents, but a special kind of magic allows the players to ‘respawn’ when they’re killed.” 
 
    “Holy shit, like a real-life magical Call of Duty?” I asked. “That sounds epic!” 
 
    Damien nodded. “There are risks though, since even re-spawning can make a player who’s died during the game go crazy. But Death Matches are the ones that draw the crowds and offer the greatest rewards for guys and girls who fight in them.” 
 
    I sat back in my chair, only one thought burning in my mind, as if it had been written there in neon light; I want in. 
 
    “Still,” Nigel said, sliding his plate over to Rick who grabbed it and started guzzling, “I doubt any of us will need to worry about the freaking Mage Games.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    “Look at our fraternity! Five members. All of us outcasts or misfits. We don’t even have a resident poltergeist!” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nigel, what the fuck are you talking about?” I asked. “Why would we need a resident poltergeist floating about the place? Aren’t poltergeists supposed to be a pain in the ass? You ever seen Ghostbusters, man?” 
 
    Nigel ignored my reference and said, “You don’t get it, Justin, poltergeists aren’t just spooky creatures that haunt the house and annoy everyone. Within the Mazirian Academy, each fraternity has a poltergeist that acts as their patron. Technically, we’re not even a proper frat. I don’t know what Chaosbane was up to setting us up here without one.” 
 
    “Hold up,” I said, “and just tell me why we need a poltergeist patron? It all sounds nutty as squirrel shit to me, and that’s saying something after the day I’ve had.” 
 
    “Poltergeists provide significant upgrades and rewards for shit that we do at the Academy,” Damien explained. 
 
    “What sort of upgrades? Where?” I asked. 
 
    “To the frat house,” Flamewalker said. “Special training rooms, regen-stations that heal and rest you—make you feel as if you’ve had nine hours sleep with just a magically-induced twenty-minute nap, cellars with magical mead that makes you drunk but also helps you memorize for tests. That sort of thing.” 
 
    Nigel flicked his wand disconsolately at an empty bottle, and it flew across the room before smashing against the wall. “Without a poltergeist,” he said, “we won’t stand a chance in even getting into the Mage Games.” 
 
    I stood up. Maybe it was the mead talking, maybe it was my natural optimism, but I was damned if I was going to listen to any more of this bullshit. 
 
    “Are you guys fucking kidding me?” I asked the table. “I just saw all of us take down about a hundred rabid skeletons—drunk! Do you expect me to listen to your negativity after seeing that gnarly shit? Hell no.” 
 
    “That was luck,” Bradley said. 
 
    “Shut up, house-bitch,” I said mildly. “Even if it was luck—blind, dumb or divine—we still made it through. Even if we don’t have a poltergeist yet, all we have to do is train harder, longer, and smarter than the competition. From what I saw at the pool, the other students were typical rich kids—not unlike our newest fraternity bitch here,” and I nodded at Bradley. “He underestimated us and look what happened.” 
 
    Bradley had the good grace to nod grudgingly. 
 
    “Everything they have has been handed to them on a silver platter. I assume, therefore, that they’re not going to work as hard as us and that they’re going to be a little too complacent when it comes to regarding us as a challenge. It’s true as a rule, so there’ll be exceptions, but still—we’ve got a fucking shot, guys.” 
 
    “And sometimes,” Rick rumbled, “one shot is all you need.” 
 
    I pointed at the big Islander, who had decorated his amiable face with goulash sauce. “What that guy said,” I said, smacking my fist on the table. 
 
    “Island law says that the worm is the only creature that cannot fall down,” Rick stated. 
 
    I sighed. “Rick, man, I really wish I knew if that was a good thing or not,” I said. 
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    It was quite a bit later on that I hauled my ass out of my chair at the table and made my way upstairs. I rebounded off a couple of walls on my way out of the dining room—that damn mead really went down easy and snuck up on me—and walked out into the rundown hallway. Rick had given me directions on how to get to my room, and I stared up at the looming staircase that twisted up and around, disappearing into the shadows above. 
 
    It had been a long, unpredictable day, that was for sure—but easily one of the best of my life. Finding out that magic really existed, that I’d be inducted into a wizarding academy… What was not to love about that? Not only that either; I’d found out that I was some sort of rare Creation Mage, a wizard that was otherwise known as a Sex Mage. I couldn’t wait to see what tomorrow would bring, when I actually got to start my magical education. 
 
    With a contented sigh, I started up the thickly carpeted stairs, the dense and dusty shag pile muffling my footsteps as I ascended into the gloom of the fraternity house. It was, in my opinion, just the sort of building that a fraternity needed to occupy. Sure, it looked as if it had been a little neglected as of late, but the place had character—and who the hell wanted to live in some boring, pristine box? This place had the potential to be the epicenter of some absolutely epic parties, if I had anything to do with it. I grinned as I ran my hand up one of the ornately carved banisters. 
 
    Hot damn, I am going to have some fun in this world! 
 
    The windows of the frat house were all of the tall, Gothic, lattice-worked type. They were the sort that you could easily imagine Dracula crashing through in a shower of bats. Heavy maroon curtains that matched the color of the carpet fell to either side of the grand windows. The walls were paneled in dark wood, while the light fittings looked to be of brass and gold and glowed with a ghostly orange light, like the cozier variety of will-’o’-the-wisp. The walls themselves were hung with dark, obscured paintings of what I assumed were old fraternity members. I glanced at a few as I strolled contentedly along, but most of them were so darkened with age, or faded, that I couldn’t make much out. Whereas, back in the human world, I might have been able to at least decipher how old the paintings were by the cut or style of the clothing the subjects were wearing, in the wizarding world that was impossible. All their outfits looked equally outlandish—and fantastic in their uniqueness—to me. 
 
    As I tripped along a balcony that ran off from the main staircases, I found myself staring up at a couple of large pictures that were, compared to all the others that I had seen so far, in quite good condition. There was a slight glow to them, as if the canvases were being illuminated by a spotlight, though I couldn’t see one anywhere. Each one depicted a mage—one female, the other male—caught in the midst of performing some obviously eyeball-searing magic. The guy was wielding a black staff, the woman a white one. I was not usually one to appreciate art, but something about these paintings resonated with me. I stopped and tried to blink the booze from my eyes. I focused in one the faces of the subjects. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    I blinked, trying to clear my eyes again. I wasn’t sure if it was the booze or the painting itself, but I couldn’t seem to see or focus on the faces. Were they just smeared? Somehow, I didn’t think so. However, it’d been a long-ass day, and I wasn’t quite in the frame of mind needed to puzzle out this little conundrum. 
 
    The way to my room was long and winding but, when I got there, I was not disappointed. There was no doubt that the door I was face-to-face with led to my quarters. Whether by some magic of the frat house itself, or by an extremely diligent and efficient carpenter, there was a beautiful, foot-high carving of my vector—my good old staff—etched in the middle of the heavy wooden portrait. 
 
    I clasped the brass doorknob and swung the door open. It even had the prescribed Gothic creak. The room beyond was swathed in darkness, but as the door opened, the antique-looking light fixtures around the walls bloomed softly into life. There was no hum of electricity, no flicker of bulbs warming up, or gas flame stuttering, so I assumed that the light was powered by some sort of intrinsic magic that resided inside the building. 
 
    All the convenience of modern life, with none of the environmental footprint, I thought. Greta Thunberg would love it here. 
 
    “Nice,” I muttered to myself, standing on the threshold. 
 
    Small as our frat was, I’d hoped that I wouldn’t have to share a room with any of the other guys. I knew that that was part and parcel of these sort of setups–and I’d had a roommate in college, so I knew what it was like—but I’d been privately hoping that the whole magic thing might be able to stretch to seeing fraternity brothers getting their own rooms. Damien had put my mind at ease when I had broached the subject with him, telling me that, as far as he was aware, our frat house had ten bedchambers. Seeing as there were only five current members, this obviously meant that everyone had their own space. This was a-okay with me. Don’t get me wrong, I liked other guys just fine—I even thought that Bradley might not be as big a tool as he initially seemed, now that he’d been served a nice fat slice of humble pie—but I also liked the freedom of sleeping naked and not having to worry about how much noise I made if I brought a girl home. 
 
    What Damien had neglected to tell me however, was what our rooms were like. 
 
    A big smile spread across my face as I surveyed my new bedroom. 
 
    “Fucking nice,” I said again. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about my new bedchamber was the size: nice and large. It was high-ceilinged with decorative moldings running around where the ceilings met the walls. Faded red wallpaper covered the walls. It was peeling in places, in a manner that reminded me of the shabby chic way that coffee houses and bistros had started being decorated back in my world. I glanced fleetingly at an enormous king-sized bed up against one wall—it looked like it had been carved out of a redwood and weighed about two tons—with an insanely worked headboard, depicting a witch and a wizard having, what looked like, one hell of a duel. At the foot of the bed was one of those fancy chaise longues that everyone in Entourage or House of Cards seems to have at the end of their beds. A solid wooden wardrobe that looked like it preyed on and ate other smaller pieces of furniture squatted in one corner. The door was ajar, and I could see that the recent purchases that I had made with Enwyn in town were hanging within. 
 
    This abrupt reminder of the gorgeous, Gothic woman who had turned my world inside-out and upside-down, suddenly got my blood to heating within my veins. I realized that, in the perfect world, this incredible day would have ended with me doing the horizontal tango with some wonderful, naked female—or females. A little, selfish, horny part of me mourned for my mobile phone and the address book that was crammed with ‘radio-station’ girls. These were lovely, obliging ladies who almost anyone could pick up, especially at night. 
 
    Trying to get my imagination under control, I walked across the room toward a door that led off of the bedroom. I nudged this one open with my toe and, once again, the magical lights in their frosted orbs glowed into life. 
 
    “Hallelujah,” I said in a soft voice. It was a bathroom. A private bathroom. As with every other facet of this fraternity house that I had seen so far, it was slightly shabby and had seen better days. I could tell though, that, under the peeling gilt paint of the feet on the enormous claw-footed bathtub and the spider web of cracks across the ceiling, this would once have been one hell of a place to powder your nose. The benchtop was marble, the mirror behind it spotted and marked with black where it had desilvered over the years. The taps were a little rusty, a little stiff, but the water that poured from them when I cracked them was clear as crystal. There was a shower, with a head as round as a dinner plate, and some towels stacked on a spindly antique chair in one corner. 
 
    “Well,” I said to the room, “thank fuck that I’m not sharing a bathroom—especially with Rick.” 
 
    He was a big boy, and I hated to think what state his poor old toilet would be in after all that borscht. 
 
    Well, if I was fated to spend the night alone, I thought I might as well make use of the facilities. I stripped off, leaned my staff against the wall, cracked the single stiff handle and was rewarded with instant hot water and steam. It looked like there wouldn’t be any of that pesky waiting about while the boiler sorted itself out, like there was at my uncle’s house. I stuck a hand under the jet of water gushing down. It was slightly on the cool side for me—I was looking forward to a really nice hot shower, to help loosen up the muscles across my back and shoulders that had done so much of the work when it came to kicking the skellies’ asses. As I looked around for some sort of temperature knob, I caught sight of my back in the huge mirror. I had one hell of a bruise already forming down one side of my spine. 
 
    Must’ve been when Bradley smacked me over that mausoleum, I thought, grinning and shaking my head. Ah well, what’s a bruise in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    It seemed like a small price to pay for the fun that the boys and I had had out in that graveyard. 
 
    “Man, it’s almost perfect,” I said, sticking my hand under the shower again. “Just needs to be a few degrees hotter.” 
 
    Instantly, the temperature of the gushing water rose a notch. 
 
    “No way…” I said. 
 
    Keeping my hand under the shower, I said, “Ice cold.” 
 
    In a heartbeat, the water changed from lusciously hot to glacial cold. 
 
    “Shit, go back to how you were!” I said on impulse. 
 
    The water returned to its blissfully warm state. 
 
    I stepped into the shower, beaming from ear to ear. “Just when I don’t think this place can get any better,” I said to the shower. 
 
    After a good ten minutes, I shut off the shower, stepped out, and wrapped myself in a towel. I brushed my teeth with an already waiting toothbrush, then padded through into my bedroom, leaving wet footsteps across the marble which, had I looked behind me, I might have noticed almost instantly evaporated. 
 
    The lights in my room appeared to have dimmed further, as if the bedchamber itself sensed that I was about to hit the hay. The curtains across the tall, thin windows were drawn with the same heavy curtains that adorned the rest of the house. 
 
    “What a day,” I sighed, dropping the towel and sliding into the vast bed. “What a goddamn amazing day.” 
 
    I enjoyed one of those rare moments that you sometimes get to experience in life; when everything seems to have aligned and you are truly, perfectly happy. The magical globes dimmed further, somehow imbuing my room with the same sort of comfortable, warm atmosphere that I imagined you’d find in the very best gentlemen’s clubs. All that was missing was the smell of brandy and cigars. 
 
    Then, something brushed up against the side of my leg. 
 
    I jumped out of bed, naked as the day I was born, and suddenly as tense and highly strung as an electric guitar on amphetamines. I stood, unconsciously having adopted a fighting stance, and looked at the bed. Somehow, my staff had appeared in my hand, though I was sure that I had left it in the bathroom. I pointed it at my bed, hoping that I wasn’t going to have to blow it apart—from my brief experience of it, it was extremely comfortable. In the dimness, I could make out that the rumpled bed clothes were moving slightly. Then, I heard a soft and seductive chuckle—almost a purr. 
 
    “Who,” I said, in a calm and level tone, “the hell is that?” 
 
    There was another chuckle, whatever was in the bed squirmed again and then a head popped up from under the sheets. 
 
    I lowered the staff, and my eyes lit up. 
 
    “Enwyn Emberskull,” I said. “Is this all part of my induction?” 
 
    Enwyn’s sleek black hair was mussed and rumpled around her face in an extremely attractive fashion. Her red lips glistened in the subdued glow of the lamps on the wall. From the little I could see of her that was not concealed by the bed sheet, it appeared that she had dispensed with at least her top. You didn’t need to be Sherlock Holmes—hell, you didn’t need to be his dog, Toby—to calculate that the chances of her wearing any clothes at all were probably pretty slim. She was, I couldn’t help but notice, still wearing her black-rimmed glasses. This gave her a very, very sexy naughty teacher vibe. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Well, whatever it might be, it seems that it’s certainly not a fashion parade…” 
 
    I looked down at my naked self, then back up at the beautiful woman lying in my bed–my admissions officer. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, “any other day, this scenario might have caught me on the hop. Not so much after today.” 
 
    Enwyn smiled, the corners of her dark eyes crinkling. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re enjoying the show,” I said. 
 
    “Clearly, not quite as much as you are,” she replied. 
 
    I looked down and saw what she was talking about. It seemed that, whereas I might be a little behind the run of play, my junk was not—I was at half-mast, and I felt like things were not going to stop there. 
 
    I’d got myself into all sorts of situations during college, and I had found that one thing that would help you in most unforeseen circumstances was confidence—sometimes the best thing you could do was dispense with the excuses and just own the situation. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “well, trust me, if you were looking at what I’m looking at, and having the ideas that I’m having, you’d be pretty excited too.” 
 
    “How do you know that I’m not having the same ideas that you’re having,” Enwyn purred. 
 
    A slow grin spread across my face. This was the sort of thing that dreams were made of. 
 
    “I can’t help but think that you have me at somewhat of a disadvantage,” I said. “Here I am, caught off-guard and butt-naked, but for all I know you could be fully clothed under there.” 
 
    Enwyn gave me a look of such heat and intensity that it could have cut through sheet metal. With devastating, delicious slowness she grasped the top of the sheet with two fingers and drew it downward. 
 
    That slow reveal should have been accompanied by some sort of ethereal chamber music or something—or maybe, in Enwyn’s case, a couple of deep notes on a bass. The effect without any sort of soundtrack was quite enough, though. 
 
    The glimpse of the deep cleavage that I’d spied in my uncle’s shop that morning–hinting at a pair of tits that would have given even the most avid ass-man pause for thought–had not been a case of false advertising. Enwyn’s breasts were perfect—the perfect size, the perfect shape. They sat on her chest like a couple of cherry-topped crème brûlées, her nipples hardening as she watched me feast my eyes on them. The sheet inched its way lower, dragging my eyes with it. The swell of her breasts were complemented by the contrast of her flat, toned stomach. I could discern the vague outlines of her abdominals, and I followed these contours down to her jutting hip bones, my eyes pulled ever southward until— 
 
    The sheet pooled like red silk on the floor by the side of the bed, and I was left regarding one of the most stunning women I had ever had the good fortune to see naked. Enwyn was stunning—every inch of her—but what heightened the intense aura that seemed to have suddenly infused the room was the fact that she was, essentially, one of my teachers. 
 
    As I gazed at her naked form, Enwyn cupped a breast with her hand and gently toyed with the deep-pink nipple. She gave a little groan of pleasure, then said, “So, Mr. Mauler, would you consider us on even footing now?” 
 
    I took a step toward the bed, watching as her eyes slid over my body in turn. I took another step, so that my knees pressed against the edge of the mattress. 
 
    “I’d say that we’ve probably crossed whatever professional barrier there might have been when we first met,” I said. 
 
    My cock was as hard as a rock. Enwyn’s eyes glittered as she took a good, long look at it. Her tongue protruded from between her lips, ran slowly along them, moistening them. She bit her bottom lip, and her deep, dark eyes, sliding up the ridges of my stomach and over my chest, locked with mine. 
 
    “Not that I have anything wrong with this whole scenario,” I said, “but to what do I owe this unexpected visit?” 
 
    Enwyn didn’t take her eyes from my face but shifted closer so that she was lying along the edge of the bed. My own eyes flicked down to her smooth pubic region, a single line of precisely shaved hair guiding my gaze toward that part of her that I most wanted to get my hands—and tongue and cock—on. 
 
    “I went to see Chaosbane,” she said softly, “he told me that you were a Creation Mage.” 
 
    My breath caught, as she laid a soft hand on my thigh. Her touch was beautifully warm. In fact, it felt as if waves of relaxing heat were emanating out from where her fingers rested, flowing down my leg and upward to my cock. I felt myself twitch with anticipation and grow even harder. I swallowed. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “He said that Creation Magic was also known as Sex Magic…” 
 
    Enwyn nodded her raven-haired head. Her hand crept upward, inching closer to my throbbing shaft, the heat building as her fingers moved north. “That’s correct,” she said, in the voice of a teacher whose favorite student had just pleased her. “And when that information gets out—and you can believe that it will find its way out soon—you will find yourself an object of great curiosity to a lot of people. Not all of them will be friendly.” 
 
    I moaned as Enwyn grasped me by the base of my cock, massaging my balls with firm, capable fingers. Heat flooded through my groin. Vaguely, I recalled that Enwyn was a Pyromancer. Maybe this heat was an added bonus to messing about with someone with a proclivity for the Fire Magic. She stroked me, all the while looking into my face. 
 
    “You’ll need to take on power to defend yourself, Justin,” she said, her hand working a little faster. 
 
    Suddenly, she stopped. I realized that I’d closed my eyes. At the cessation of her rhythm, I looked down. 
 
    “I’m here,” Enwyn said, “to offer you mine.” 
 
    She lay back on the bed, turned slightly so that she was facing me and opened her legs to reveal her glistening wet sex. 
 
    I felt my heartrate pick up, my breathing coming heavy through my nose. 
 
    Holy fuck, I want this woman more than I’ve wanted anyone in a long time. 
 
    The dark hair spilling down across her shoulders, lightly tanned skin, the red lips and eyes like pools of black ink… It was all I could do to stop myself jumping between her thighs then and there. 
 
    “Enwyn,” I said, my voice coming out in a low growl. 
 
    “Yes, Justin,” she replied. She ran a finger down her stomach, across her navel, and between her legs. She gave another soft little moan that seemed to tug at every one of my primal instincts. 
 
    “Enwyn, this isn’t just some sort of obligation, right?” I asked. 
 
    She smiled. “No. If I’m honest, I’m not doing this to save the world or anything, I’m not doing it entirely out of the goodness of my heart. I’m doing it because I find you extremely attractive, Mr. Mauler. I had to do my research on you as part of my admissions duties and what I saw… intrigued me. I’d like to get to know you more, but, for that, I need you to be alive.” 
 
    I knelt down on the edge of the bed. My skin was tingling all over with anticipation. 
 
    “It’s dangerous, is it? Being a Creation Mage?” I asked, my voice hoarse with longing. 
 
    With a sensuousness that elicited a groan from me, Enwyn slipped a finger into her soaking slit and looked at me from under heavy lids. 
 
    “Very,” she said, bucking upward slightly, and slipping another finger into her glorious sex. “Now, let me help you.” 
 
    With a sudden violence that I found singly appealing, Enwyn’s hand shot up and grasped me by the back of the neck. She pulled me down to her, pressing her face against mine. Our kisses were hungry, dirty, frenzied. There was no fairy-tale element to them. Our teeth clicked together, as our tongues thrust into each other's mouths. Bizarrely, in the back of my mind, I noted that Enwyn tasted like smoke and chocolate and chili—exotic, warm, comforting smells that conjured images of bonfires on Caribbean beaches and nights spent wrapped in blankets in front of roaring log fires while snow fell outside the window. 
 
    I pushed her back onto the mattress, kissed up the side of her face, and nibbled at her earlobe, ran my tongue down the side of her neck, biting softly. Enwyn groaned deep in her throat, and her hand slipped down my stomach and cupped me again. Her hands moved roughly now, desperately, as if there was some burning need to bring me as much pleasure as she could as quickly as she could. I moaned into her collarbone as she spat into her hand and pumped my cock up and down. 
 
    I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her head back so that she gasped in surprise. With the fingers of one hand tangled through her shadowy black hair, my other hand forced her thighs apart, as far as she could spread them, and I slipped two fingers into her slippery, eager sex. 
 
    Enwyn bucked against me, her pelvis grinding into my palm as I finger fucked her. Her breath whistled through her bared teeth and, looking up from my task, I saw that her glasses were askew on her pretty face. 
 
    “That’s it,” she said huskily. “That’s it. A good start. Give me more though, Justin, give me more.” 
 
    I slipped another finger inside her, and Enwyn let out a long moan of pleasure. 
 
    “That’s it. Faster now.” 
 
    While I fingered her, she continued to jack me off. The heat was building in my groin, and I wasn’t sure whether it was my own animal arousal or Enwyn’s own magical abilities. I continued to finger fuck her but started to kiss my way down her chest at the same time. I took one nipple in my mouth and sucked roughly on it, felt it stiffen against my tongue. 
 
    Suddenly, with a strength I would not have thought possible from the woman, Enwyn sat up and pressed me onto my back. I rolled with the pressure. There was a whirl of smooth, naked skin and black hair in the dim light and, all of a sudden, I found myself eye-to-eye with Enwyn’s gaping pink sex. I blinked, the remnants of the alcohol in my system making me a little slower than I ordinarily would have been. Then, I felt my cock engulfed by a fantastic, slippery warmth, and I realized that Enwyn had pushed me down and then swiveled so that we were now in the sixty-nine position. Even as this lightbulb came on, it occurred to me that the hot, wetness that had engulfed my shaft was Enwyn’s mouth. 
 
    Gotta be a team player, I thought and grabbed Enwyn’s asscheeks and pushed her crotch down toward my face. Once again, when my tongue initially entered her, I was amazed at how hot it was. Not sexy hot—though it was certainly that too—but temperature hot. 
 
    It must be something to do with the fact that she’s a Fire Mage, I thought. I wondered whether, using this logic, if I slept with someone with an affinity for Ice Magic, whether giving them head would be like sticking my tongue into the middle of an Eskimo pie. 
 
    This train of thought did not run for long until it was derailed by the very immediate pleasure of Enwyn tonguing my balls. 
 
    We stayed intertwined like this for what might have been minutes or hours, I couldn’t say. Time lost all meaning. After a while, my entire world narrowed down to the sensation of my cock hitting the back of Enwyn’s throat as she bobbed up and down on it, and the taste of her juices as I ran my tongue up and down and in and out of her vagina. 
 
    After a while though, Enwyn’s grunts and groans became more frantic, the grinding of her pelvis into my face more urgent. The blood was thundering through my ears, as I reached up, grabbed her, and flipped her off me. She landed on her back at the foot of the bed with a delighted gasp, her breasts bouncing in a way that made me pounce straight on top of her and pin her arms over her head. 
 
    With very little fuss, she grasped my cock in her warm grip and guided me into her. The sensation of actually pushing into Enwyn, of entering her, was something that I could only compare to getting into a perfectly hot bath. Enwyn’s back arched as I thrust into her, her nails running down my back and leaving trails of pleasurable fire in their wake. 
 
    It was the sort of rough and ready sex that hearkens back to the times of our bestial forefathers. We ground against one another, and the only sound was the slap and hiss of skin on skin, the grunt and rasp of our breathing and the wet sucking noises as we fucked. At some point, we ended up on the chaise longue, and I bent Enwyn over so that she was pressed up against the end of it. Her ass was a work of art in itself, and the sight of it, as I fucked her from behind, sent my lust skyrocketing into unknown heights. I smacked her asscheeks as she bucked vigorously backward to meet my every thrust, and my hands left prints which, unless my eyes deceived me, smoked as if they were brands that I pressed into her. 
 
    With a sudden rushing exhalation, Enwyn reared back from the chaise lounge’s backrest and pressed herself to me. I cupped both her tits in my hands, pinching the nipples as she shuddered against me. 
 
    With the knowledge that she was climaxing, it was as if the dam inside of me, that held back my own ecstasy, suddenly broke. I thrust up once more, lifting Enwyn clean into the air, as she wrapped her legs backward around my waist. It would have looked, if anyone had walked in at that instant, like we were recreating a scene from the pornographic parody of Dirty Dancing. 
 
    Then, in a rush of spent sexual energy, the two of us collapsed backward onto the king-sized bed in a heap of tangled limbs, sweat, and Enwyn’s tangled hair. For a while, all we did was pant and grin dazedly up at the ceiling. Then, slowly and with more effort than I thought the task would require, I reached over Enwyn and pulled the sheets up and around us. Enwyn moaned softly; a mewling sound of pure contentment. She pressed that perfectly sculpted ass up against my crotch and, despite what it had just gone through, my relaxing prick gave a little twitch of interest. 
 
    “That,” Enwyn said, “has earned you your first A, Mr. Mauler,” she said, her voice drowsy. 
 
    “Not an A plus?” I asked, running a hand over her flank and brushing my fingertips across her breasts. 
 
    “That depends,” she murmured. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On whether you can help me find my glasses tomorrow.” 
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    I awoke the next morning to the freshly minted sun shining through a chink in the heavy drapes. For a while, I watched the dust motes floating happily in the beam of crisp sunlight and listened to Enwyn breathing. Despite the obviously early hour, the fact that I’d been involved in a life-threatening brawl with a horde of zombie skeletons and drunk at least half my body weight in assorted magical alcohols I was feeling good. So good, in fact, that, if they could have bottled how good I was feeling, I was pretty sure that the resulting tonic would have made childbirth a pleasure. 
 
    I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes. At the same time, Enwyn slipped from between the sheets and padded naked to the bathroom. I watched her through the open door, as she attempted to tame her hair by running her fingers through it. There is something indescribably sexy about a naked woman going about her morning routine while you look on from bed. I thought it was probably because of the contrast, between the normalcy of her brushing her hair and what I remembered we had gotten up to the night before. One moment you’re fucking a beautiful woman from behind, one of her incredible breasts in each hand while she whispers pure filth into your ear, the next she’s putting on her respectable face and getting ready for work. 
 
    When Enwyn had gotten the best result that she could from the finger-comb method of hairstyling, she walked back into the bedroom and bent down—right in front of my face—and picked up her discarded clothing from where she had stowed it under the bed. Unable to resist, I reached out and grabbed one of those faultless asscheeks in my hand and squeezed. Enwyn snorted with amusement, reached around, and gave my hand a playful slap. 
 
    “I’m already going to struggle with not walking around the Academy like I got fucked silly last night as it is, Justin,” she admonished me, a crooked smile playing across her lips. “If we go for another round, I’ll have to call in sick.” 
 
    She leaned down and kissed me hard on the mouth. 
 
    There it is again; cocoa, rum, and cinnamon. Tastes that warm the blood. 
 
    I wondered, as a Creation Mage, what I tasted like. 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Enwyn said. “Duty calls.” 
 
    “Plus, you don’t want to get snapped by my frat brothers leaving, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Like, I said, you’ve an astute mind behind that handsome face.” She kissed me again and walked toward the door. 
 
    “Hey!” I said, stopping her in her tracks in the open doorway. 
 
    She turned and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Her glasses flew across the room, and she snatched them, with an athlete’s dexterity, from the air. She slipped them onto her face and gave me a look that pulled at those animal instincts of mine again. My cock gave a little sigh of longing. 
 
    “There’s that A plus,” she said, and disappeared out into the corridor. 
 
    I knew that if I lay in bed and continued to stare at the ceiling, as I was doing now, I’d replay the whole night’s fun in my head and be late for the Mazirian Academy induction. So, I hauled myself up and swung my legs out of bed. I winced slightly, as my muscles gave little protests at being used so indiscriminately the day before. I reached a hand around my back and prodded at the bruise that colored it. It hurt, but I took this as a good sign. It meant that I hadn’t suffered one of the most intense hallucinations to ever afflict a human being. It meant that everything that had happened yesterday really had happened. 
 
    Whistling, I walked bare-assed to the shower. I might have had one last night, but Enwyn Emberskull had made sure that I was far dirtier than I had been before the fight with Bradley and the skellies. 
 
    “Speaking of Bradley,” I said as I cranked on the shower. “I wonder what our low-man has got in store for breakfast?” 
 
    One thing was for certain, there was nothing like a fight to the death and a night of wild fucking to put an edge on a man’s hunger. 
 
    I let the hot water play over my aching body—entertaining myself by whispering, “Hotter, colder, hotter, hotter, colder,” and trying to trick the shower into fucking up—and let my mind play back the previous evening’s entertainment. 
 
    Shit, she is an incredible woman. Dangerous, scholarly, and severe, and yet with the skills in the bedroom that would make a guy believe that she was born horizontal. 
 
    My imagination was already whirling as I thought up all the possible things that we could get up to together. It was as clear as the nose on my face that Enwyn Emberskull probably had no reservations whatsoever, as far as kinky shit was concerned. The only limit, as far as I could see, was our imagination. She had taken me a little by surprise last night, to say the least, but I’d be ready for her next time. My head and memories seemed to be full of the smell and feel of her. As I lathered up my skin with some lotion from a bottle marked ‘Master Geronimo’s Wizarding Cleanse; For Ripe Pits & Stinky Bits’ and rinsed, it almost felt like a shame to be washing away her scent from my skin. 
 
    Still, I thought, at least I can’t forget the taste of her. All I need to do is have a swig of rum or eat a cinnamon scroll, and I’m right back in my bedroom, with Enwyn opening up those tight thighs to me… 
 
    This got me once more thinking down the whole different types of sex with different types of mage. With her Gothic looks, the taste of cocoa, wood smoke, and spices seemed somewhat incongruous with Enwyn herself, so I assumed it must have something to do with the type of magic that she practiced. 
 
    What about me? I wonder what sort of taste or scent Creation Mages give off? Seeing as it sounds like we take on characteristics of those mages that we sleep with… 
 
    My eyes shot open. 
 
    Holy shit, I was forgetting! 
 
    I boosted out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and dashed into my room. My spellbook was lying on my bedside table. I snatched it up and rifled through the pages until I came to the section that I had been looking for. Under the title, ‘Elemental Magic: Fire’ two new spells had appeared. Where there had been only smudges of ink and dirty parchment, it appeared that the ink had coalesced back into legible words. 
 
    “More spells!” I said, with a surreptitious fist-pump. “Fucking day two and I’ve got five spells in the arsenal!” 
 
    I sat down, pulled on a fresh pair of underwear and began to read. 
 
      
 
    FLAME BARRIER 
 
    Produces an elemental barrier of imagined shape. 
 
    Channel through your vector while imagining the shape of the barrier you wish to conjure. 
 
      
 
    FIREBALL 
 
    Produces a fireball of varying size. Increase size through intention and use of mana. 
 
      
 
    I sat back and pulled on a set of my new uniform that Bradley hadn’t ruined during his little tantrum the previous evening. I knew, through extensive trawling of the internet and the reading of graphic novels, that in these sort of situations—where a young man comes across new powers, abilities or skills—preparation was key. I remembered that I had read online, that a young man had joined the army somewhere, after taking heart at being a bit of an adept at Battlefield or Call of Duty or one of those first-person shooters. He’d gone through training, through selection and had been deployed somewhere hot, dusty, and dangerous. Once there, he had come into contact with the enemy and, allowing his video game experience to get the better of him, he had taken cover behind a car door in the middle of a gunfight. An enemy, seeing the young guy doing this, had promptly let him have it with an AK, the bullets of which went through the thin metal of the car door as if it were made of cardboard. The poor young video game aficionado had been killed. 
 
    I carried this piece of information in my mind as a warning against being under-prepared or not doing my homework. I had already turned one unfortunate person into paste in the past forty-eight hours. Now that I had two new fire-based spells up my sleeve, I needed to make sure that I knew just what the hell I was summoning when I busted them out. 
 
    I walked over to my window, ripped back the curtains, and saw that my view was from the cliff side of the house and looked out over the town. After a bit of jiggling and heaving and straining, I eventually managed to get the window unstuck—scattering dead flies and dirt and who knew what else across the floor. A fresh, early morning breeze swept into the room, replacing the smell of sex that had lingered. 
 
    I sat on the sill and looked out across the hill for a target. The most obvious one, and the one least likely to complain, was our own postbox, which I could just see sitting innocently at the end of the path that looped around and up the hill. I stuck my hand out of the window—my other hand clutching my staff—and took a steeling, steadying breath. I felt the pricking pull in my stomach, which I associated with accessing my magical will, and made the hand gesture that correlated with the instructions for the Fireball spell. 
 
    The Fireball formed in my palm in the blink of an eye—a rapidly expanding bubble of glutinous flame—before shooting out and away from me. All this happened in a second at the most. By the time the Fireball was a couple of hand’s breadths away from my outstretched fingers, it was the size of a soccer ball. It seemed to hold this shape and size as it zipped out into the morning air with a dull rushing whompf. I watched it vanish into the pale blue sky. I was fairly certain that, when it reached the edge of my field of vision, it popped and dissipated. 
 
    “As the man on fire said to the man with the bucket of water: I can make use of that,” I said to the world. 
 
    I turned back to my room, glanced down at my spellbook to make sure that I had the instructions down right in my head, visualized a simple wall as tall and as wide as I was, and cast Flame Barrier. A thin flaming wall sprang up in front of me. Despite the fact that it was only a few inches in front of my nose, I couldn’t feel any heat whatsoever. Making sure to maintain my concentration on the barrier, I walked around to the other side of it and examined it. Little tendrils of blue and yellow flame ran over a surface that looked like gelatinous glass. It reminded me of Bradley’s armor from the night before. I picked my old underwear off my bed and tossed them at the barrier. The jocks stuck, like a fly to fly-paper, and then shriveled into carbon nothingness. 
 
    I blinked, mentally uncoupling myself from the spell, and the barrier disappeared. 
 
    After this success, I sat pondering for a moment or two. Surely, if you could form this occult flame into any sort of defensive barrier that you could shape in your mind, then surely you could... 
 
    I imagined a shape in my mind, cast the spell and— 
 
    —a flaming sword appeared in my hand. 
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” I whispered with glee, turning the flaming blade this way and that. It was an exact fiery replica of Aragorn’s sword, Andúril, from The Lord of the Rings movies. It seemed that, although the sword was burning—I touched it to my discarded towel briefly and the towel began to smolder—its magic would not affect the caster. I vanished the sword and conjured up a set of Wolverine-esque claws on each hand, willing them to stay in position, even as I moved my hands about. 
 
    “That,” said a deep voice from the doorway, “is impressive, friend.” 
 
    I looked up, my concentration momentarily distracted by Rick, and the flaming claws vanished. As soon as the claws disappeared, a wave of tiredness swept over me; a reminder, it seemed, that you couldn’t just go throwing Fireballs about and conjuring awesome flame weapons without it taking some sort of toll on yourself. 
 
    “When the hell did you become a pyromancer?” Damien said, slipping past the hulking form of Rick. “I thought you were a freakin’ Storm Mage?” 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t want to lie to my fraternity bros, but it was clear that the fact that I was a Creation Mage was sensitive information. I had to tread carefully. 
 
    “Honestly, boys,” I said, “I’m going to have to get back to you once I know a little bit more about it myself.” 
 
    Nigel appeared behind the other two frat brothers. He was looking about as perky as I felt—bright-eyed and bushy-tailed and all that shit. 
 
    “Ah, come on now, Justin,” he said. “If my eyes did not deceive me, I saw the rather delightful retreating figure of our dear admissions officer, Miss Emberskull slinking out of the front door a mere forty-seven minutes ago.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you even doing up already, Nige?” I asked. 
 
    Nigel shrugged. “Yoga,” he said. 
 
    I blinked. “So many facets, Nigel,” I said. “Yoga? We’re going to have to revisit that comment later on.” 
 
    Nigel rolled his eyes. “Tell us the truth, man,” he said. “You can trust us. Besides,” he added, with an apologetic glance at the three of us, “as the one with the superior intellect in our frat, I have to tell you that I have already formed some pretty sound conclusions.” 
 
    I held up my hands in supplication and laughed. I was quickly becoming aware that I hadn’t even had a coffee yet. 
 
    “All right!” I said. “I’m a fucking Creation Mage.” 
 
    “Ah! I didn’t think that Emberskull was here just to give you a little private tuition, friend,” Rick said. 
 
    Damien slapped the massive Islander on one brawny shoulder. “We haven’t even started classes yet, Rick.” 
 
    I laughed again. 
 
    “And we all know how Creation Mages learn new spells, don’t we fellas?” Nigel said, with a wink. 
 
    Rick looked puzzled. “No,” he said. 
 
    Damien rolled his eyes and ignored the big man. He was about to say something, when a question suddenly popped into my mind. 
 
    “Hey guys,” I said, chivying the other three out of my room and guiding them in the direction of the stairs, “how do mages that aren’t Creation Mages learn new spells?” 
 
    “Well,” said the knowledgeable Nigel, “whereas Creation Mages obtain their new spells through—through, um…” 
 
    I made the universally recognized symbol for fucking by forming a circle with my index finger and thumb and poking my other index finger through it in an enthusiastic manner. 
 
    “Um, yeah, through that,” said Nigel. “Well, other mages have to go to Inscribers who award them new spells.” 
 
    The four of us trooped down the stairs. The drapes had all been pulled—by whom or what I had no idea—and sunlight flooded into the gloomy interior of the frat house. 
 
    “Come on, Nigel, don’t make me ask what the hell an Inscriber is when they’re at home,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, right, yeah, sorry,” said Nigel. “I keep forgetting that you’re not from here. You’re taking to this world like a dragon to a treasure hoard.” 
 
    “Inscribers, Nigel?” Damien prompted as we strolled through the entrance hall toward the kitchen. 
 
    “Inscribers,” continued Nigel, “are, basically, crazily knowledgeable scholars. Men and women who live and breathe magic, spells, and all things arcane. Mages ask them for specific spells and, depending on whether the Inscriber deems it wise, and whether or not that particular Inscriber has the knowing of that particular spell, they unlock that incantation within the mage’s spellbook.” 
 
    “So different Inscribers have the knowing of different spells?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” replied Nigel. “All Inscribers know the rudimentary spells, but only the very best have access to the rarest, most powerful incantations. Unfortunately, these Inscribers are often in the exclusive employ of the very rich and powerful.” 
 
    I nodded. That sounded about right. The best magic hoarded by the richest and most powerful in the land. 
 
    Not so different from Earth, I thought. 
 
    “Are Inscribers trained at the Academy?” I asked. 
 
    Nigel shook his head and opened the door to the kitchen. “Nah. Inscribers aren’t trained. They’re born.” 
 
    As the door opened, we were assailed by the delicious smell of frying bacon and coffee. Bradley Flamewalker stood by the enormous cast-iron stove. On the island bench were plates of mouthwatering breakfast foods: pancakes, scrambled eggs, French toast, waffles, sausages, and more. 
 
    There was a deal of appreciative murmuring at this sight. I clapped the low-man on his shoulder as I walked past him. 
 
    “Great spread, man,” I said. 
 
    Bradley shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    We piled our plates and sat around the island. For a while, the only sounds were the slurp of coffee and the diligent chomping of the terminally hungover. 
 
    “So,” I said, wiping up maple syrup with a fragment of pancake, “am I going to be the only person at the Academy without any books?” 
 
    The others all turned to look at me. Then Bradley snorted. “Gods, this isn’t one of those academies where we all sit behind desks, our heads buried in arcane textbooks,” he said. 
 
    “No?” I asked. 
 
    “No! Mazirian is known as a bloody War Mage Academy, Justin. Everything that we are going to learn about magic is done through the medium of combat, on a battleground.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said slowly. “That sounds fun—if not a little dangerous—but what does that mean exactly?” 
 
    A low rumble acted as a herald to something that Rick wanted to say. Everyone else stopped talking and waited. 
 
    “That,” the amiable giant said, inhaling an entire waffle in one go, “is the thing.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, waiting for the follow-up. “Uh, what’s the thing, Rick?” 
 
    “Graduate mages are sworn to secrecy by some kind of spell so, even if they want to talk about the Academy, they can only do so with those who have also graduated. It prevents secrets getting out,” Rick said. 
 
    “Secrets?” I asked. 
 
    “All the academies in this world are very competitive,” Damien explained. “Back in the day, those relationships were straight up deadly—what with all the wars and everything. The Mage Games have mostly smoothed those hostilities, but things can still be pretty tense between academies.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Nigel cut in, wagging a sausage like a particularly fat, crispy finger. “There are rumors that there is some definite disquiet and disharmony brewing between the worlds and their academies...” 
 
    “Pfft,” Damien said, and Rick snorted like a skeptical bull. “There ain’t going to be any trouble, man. We’ve only just come good again after the Void War. The academies aren’t going to let something like that happen again. Don’t be ridiculous.” 
 
    Nigel took a bite of his sausage and stayed quiet, but I looked at the little guy thoughtfully. Of all my fraternity brothers, if I had to rely on someone’s brain it was going to be Nigel Windmaker. Before I could pick his brain on the matter further though, Bradley looked at his watch. 
 
    “Crap,” he said, getting to his feet and finishing his glass of orange juice, “we better get going or we’re going to miss the orientation!” 
 
      
 
      [image: break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png]     
 
    It turned out that we weren’t as late as we feared we were going to be. In fact, on arrival, our Induction Coordinator—who happened to be Enwyn Emberskull—told us that the first hour of the day was set aside for the new students to wander about the Academy at their leisure and familiarize themselves with its layout. 
 
    The five of us strolled around the place, poking our noses into the different rooms and, for a few minutes at a time, watching mages making use of the different areas. Apart from the pool, we took in the spell-casting range, the apothecary, the dueling ground, the gym and spa and, crucially in Rick’s eyes, the refectory. I reconciled myself with the fact that it might be a week or so before any of us newbies actually got to make use of the spell-casting range and the other more exciting facilities, but I was more than happy to sit through a bunch of boring lectures on magical theory if it meant that we got to throw some spells around afterward. 
 
    After an hour, we headed back to the enormous hall in which the Choosing had taken place. From there we were shown to a large, empty classroom. The classroom was basically an amphitheater in which lectures were usually held but, on the very rear wall, a crude outline of a door was drawn in chalk. 
 
    As we milled about in the center of the room, waiting for whatever it was we were waiting for, I caught sight of a few familiar faces; the two smoking hot Elemental girls, Iowyn and Kryn, and Janet Thunderstone—the girl who had got me started down this road in a way. I also spied Enwyn again. Unable to stop myself, I wandered over. 
 
    “Hey, Justin,” she said, greeting me with a smile. 
 
    “How are you?” I asked, politely. Enwyn was surrounded by a few older-looking mages. They wore a collection of the sickest armor, clothing, and vectors that I had seen outside of an Assassin’s Creed game and had the look of warriors about them. 
 
    While Enwyn was making the introductions, I leaned forward and muttered into her ear, “Have you still got those hand-prints on your ass?” 
 
    Enwyn did not answer, but she shot me a sly smile that I took for a yes. 
 
    The guys all seemed like pretty cool dudes. I was interested to see that they seemed to regard me with a mixture of awed respect and intimidation. 
 
    What the hell have these badasses got to worry about as far as I’m concerned? 
 
    “It’s interesting that you popped up just now,” Enwyn said. “I was just telling these guys about what you did to Bernard.” 
 
    Ah, that would be the slight hint of trepidation on some of their faces then. 
 
    One of the guys—a guy with long blonde hair braided in a way that put me in mind of a Viking and tattoos all around his throat—leaned in and said, “Gnarly, bud. Sounds like you’re going to be a man to watch!” He grinned, and I saw that many of his teeth were silver. 
 
    “Ha, yeah, preferably from a distance!” one of the other guys said, twirling a luxuriant mustache. 
 
    I was stoked at their reactions, if not a touch confused. Surely, people getting accidentally blown to smithereens was all part of the risk of attending a place like the Mazirian Academy? 
 
    Before I could voice my confusion, Chaosbane suddenly appeared. He blew into the room like a gale, leaving murmurs and excited exclamations in his wake. He seemed to glide across the floor until he stood at the back of the amphitheater, right next to the crudely scrawled chalk doorway. He threw up his hands for silence, and quiet fell like a shroud over the assembly. 
 
    “That suave motherfucker sure has style,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “This,” Chaosbane said, in his melodic, ringing, captivating voice, “is your first lesson.” 
 
    He tapped the chalk outline with a wand. The outline expanded silently until it was about twelve times the size of an average door. Then, the solid stone in its center simply melted away to reveal a lush landscape beyond, with what looked like the remains of an ancient temple scattered through its midst. 
 
    That’s a battleground, was my first thought. 
 
    “The world of the War Mage is one that is constantly shifting. There are no sureties, no safety, in the arena. The most important attributes of a War Mage are to be able to cope with the unknown and think on their feet,” he said, into the dumbfounded silence. “Unlike other Academies, who tell you magic should be used sparingly, Mazirian teaches that magic should be used for all things,” Chaosbane’s face split in a grin and he bowed. “Case in point: if you don’t use magic here, then you are sure to die. Best of luck and happy hunting, boys and girls!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There are times in life—as the great philosopher, Woody Harrelson, once said—when you have to nut up or shut up. When Chaosbane called for the three volunteers to accompany Miss Emberskull into the lands surrounding the Fractured Temple, I found myself striding forward without even pausing to think. It might have been because the memories of Enwyn’s body yielding under my touch, the smell of her hair and the sensation of her nails running down my bruised back was still coursing through my mind like fizzing fire. Might have been because my dick was leading me on like a divining rod heading for a hidden spring. The main reason though, was because I was here for a fucking adventure. 
 
    And you didn’t get yourself into one of those without throwing caution to the winds and putting yourself forward. 
 
    The corners of Enwyn’s mouth twitched upward when she saw me stride out of the crowd. 
 
    “Ready when you are, Miss Emberskull,” I said. 
 
    Enwyn nodded, looked over my shoulder and said, “All right, let’s go.” 
 
    Without glancing back at my fraternity brothers, I walked boldly out, and under the archway of the magical doorway. I was half-expecting something weird to happen this time, so I was not surprised when I experienced the sensation of having someone throw a bucket of cold water over me while simultaneously flipping me upside-down. I gasped involuntarily, blinked a few times and, when my vision cleared, I found myself standing on a swathe of knee-high, emerald green grass. 
 
    It’s not often that I notice stuff like grass—not the kind that cows eat anyway—but this was the most vividly luscious grass that I had ever set eyes on. It waved in backward and forward in a gentle, soothing breeze and smelled like pure springtime. I breathed the good, green smell deep into my lungs. Then, remembering that this was a magical test and that I should have my head on a swivel, I raised my eyes and looked around me. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “you don’t see that every day.” 
 
    I was standing on the edge of a vast clearing. Stretching away from me on either side, in a rough oval was a wall of the most exotic, verdant jungle forest that I could ever have imagined. The color scheme consisted of every single hue of green that I think it was possible to come up with, dappled and smeared with the dark browns and gossamer silvers of countless tree trunks. This vegetative pallet was punctuated by bursts of bright color that hit the eyeball like a neon sign in a dive-bar. Electric pink flower blooms, as big as Harley Davidsons, burst from the earth, the perfume of which was as heady as a good wine and could be smelled from fifteen feet away. There were vines and creepers snaking around trunks and adorning enormous tree limbs—cobalt blue, acid yellow and salmon orange—as well as a host of smaller shrubs and plants dotted about among the grass in which I stood. 
 
    The jungle was, of course, incredible, but what really drew the eye like a nudist in a church was the temple. I could see, in a heartbeat, why Chaosbane had referred to this place as the Fractured Temple. The Fractured Temple seemed to be made up of a main, central stepped pyramid, constructed of mindbogglingly massive blocks of dark gray stone. Deep purple vines—as thick as a man’s wrist—covered its surface like a spider web of veins. It might have been my imagination, or the way that the light caught them, but it almost looked as if the vines pulsated. 
 
    Ranging out from this massive main structure were a series of tumbled down ruins. Initially, I assumed that these scattered blocks had been part of the central pyramid, but on closer inspection I couldn’t make out much significant damage to the main temple. The enormous pieces of debris ranged from house-sized down to merely jeep-sized and got progressively smaller the further away from the main temple they were. 
 
    “Makes quite an impression the first time you see it, doesn’t it?” Enwyn said from behind me. 
 
    “Just like you,” I said. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” an unfamiliar voice said. 
 
    I revolved slowly, still soaking up the incredible abundance and variety of plant life that surrounded me, and faced my latest sexual conquest. It turned out that she was not alone. Standing next to her were none other than Cecilia Chillgrave and Janet Thunderstone. Looked to me as if the two other people with the biggest set of balls in our class of new students also happened to have boobs. 
 
    My eyes flicked over the two young women; Cecilia, the elven aristocrat, with her blonde hair and ice-chip eyes, sharp features and killer ass. Janet, the daughter of Idman Thunderstone—a man whose reputation preceded him like a grim shadow of foreboding—who was shorter and less willowy than Cecilia but stronger-looking, with hazel eyes and brown hair. 
 
    And who, I could not help but recall, I had seen in some seriously compromising positions and in far less clothing than she now wore. 
 
    “Ladies,” Enwyn said to the two approaching women. “I believe you are both acquainted with Justin Mauler here.” 
 
    Cecilia gave me a piercing look and a smile that was all white teeth and red lips. Somehow, she oozed innocent sexuality without doing a thing. Janet’s face was a picture of stunned surprise and dawning comprehension, as she looked at me. 
 
    “I should have known that any chick who moshed as hard as you did at the Iron Maiden concert was bound to have a double backbone,” I said, giving her one of my most disarming smiles. 
 
    It was almost like Janet’s thoughts were projecting over her head. I could tell what she was thinking—it was the same thing I’d thought when I’d spotted her sinking that goblet of ale the day before: my random hook-up from an Iron Maiden gig is a mage? What the hell are the odds on that? 
 
    Behind the three women, the portal that we had stepped through, and that showed a wavering image of the amphitheater that we had left behind, shimmered and then faded altogether. All of a sudden, our way back to the Academy was gone and I was facing a dense wall of impenetrable-looking rainforest. 
 
    “It is you,” Janet said, finally managing to dredge some words out. 
 
    “In the flesh,” I said, smiling again. “I have to say that you’re looking a lot more, um put together than the last time I saw you.” 
 
    I remembered how Janet had looked at the party after the concert, with her wild, post-moshpit hair, smeared make-up and voice hoarse from screaming along to Run to the Hills, The Number of the Beast and The Evil That Men Do. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you’re looking a lot more appropriately attired and a lot more conscious than when I last saw you,” Janet fired back, with an attractive little smirk that make me want to take her behind the nearest unidentified bush. 
 
    I laughed at this. There could be no doubt about that. After we’d got together, Janet had snuck out the next morning before I was awake. 
 
    Who would have thought that the next time we’d speak would be in some other world? 
 
    “Do you get to Earth often?” I asked, not bothering about how absurd a question that would have sounded to my own ears only three days ago. 
 
    “Only when a band like Iron Maiden are touring,” Janet said. 
 
    “You were on Earth?” Cecilia suddenly interjected. 
 
    Janet glanced at her and said, “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Tut tut,” Cecilia said. 
 
    I frowned. “What’s wrong with going to Earth for a friendly bit of heavy metal?” I asked. 
 
    “Because,” Cecilia said, in her cool, even voice, “it’s illegal.” 
 
    “Illegal?” I said. 
 
    Enwyn stepped forward. “Magical practitioners are only meant to go to Earth if they have been officially sanctioned,” she explained. “An example of that would be me going in my capacity as Admissions Officer.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “I was officially sanctioned, thank you very much,” Janet said, examining the ends of her shiny brown hair. 
 
    “By who? Your father?” Cecilia asked. 
 
    The two young women glared at each other. For a few seconds, the only sound was the wind moving through the long grass. 
 
    “What’s the point of having connections if you’re not going to make use of them, darling?” she asked venomously. 
 
    Was this really going to happen right now? The face-off between two fiery beauties with egos to match their looks? I suppressed a smile. Well, at least I’ve got front row seats. 
 
    Then, unexpectedly, Janet snorted and started to laugh. Cecilia cracked up a second later. 
 
    Janet looked over at me, those gorgeous hazel eyes of hers glinting mischievously. 
 
    “We almost had you, didn’t we, Justin?” she asked. 
 
    Cecilia came and lay a hand on her chuckling friend’s shoulder. “He didn’t look like he was buying it to me, babe. Didn’t seem phased at all, for that matter.” 
 
    I held out my hands. “Hey, I was just waiting to see if it was the sort of row that could be resolved with a bit of mud wrestling.” 
 
    Janet grinned and rolled her eyes, but Cecilia said, “Is that how women end disputes back in your world?” 
 
    Somehow, I kept my face dead straight and said, “Oh, yeah, that’s the standard way to settle arguments.” 
 
    Unfortunately, before this banter could take a turn in an even naughtier direction, Enwyn stepped forward and clapped her hands to capture our attention. 
 
    “All right, all right,” the Gothic older woman said, “do you three want to hear why we’re here or not?” 
 
    Despite the two paragons of womanly virtue in front of me, I suddenly became all-ears. 
 
    “What’s the deal?” I asked. 
 
    Enwyn cleared her throat, she reached into an interior pocket of her dress, pulled out a pair of devastatingly bad-ass sunglasses and swapped for her regular spectacles. 
 
    “Right. Basically, the rest of your class will have been divided up by now and paired with an Induction Overseer—an IO for short. I am your IO, is that understood?” 
 
    The three of us nodded. 
 
    I looked at the suddenly stern and concentrated faces of the stunning chicks next to me. I couldn’t help but wonder if my frat brothers had managed to get as lucky as me on the hot chick front. I doubted it. More than likely they would have divided into pairs and taken on a random person to make up their three. 
 
    “Does anyone know anything about the Fractured Temple?” Enwyn asked. 
 
    Janet raised a hand and said, “It’s part of a world which the Stone Elementals used to inhabit. That was, of course, until the Void Wars when they were all wiped out on this particular world.” 
 
    Enwyn nodded. “That’s right. The Void Wars are to blame for the death of the Stone Elementals, as well as the destruction that you can see all around you. There used to be two temples here, but one was completely obliterated by a joint spell that backfired. The temples aren’t as old as they look. It’s just that they’ve been overtaken by the sheer profusion of plant life. There is no intelligent life here. Not anymore. Only flora and fauna.” 
 
    “So, why are we here?” I asked. I had thought that we might be on some sort of rescue mission or something along those lines.” 
 
    “All your classmates and IOs have been transported to this world, scattered among the landscape. Headmaster Chaosbane has tasked each team with a particular objective. Complete this objective and we get to go back to the Academy.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” Janet asked. 
 
    Enwyn didn’t answer. 
 
    “What’s our objective?” I asked. The thought of what would happen if we failed never entered my thinking. All I wanted to do was get cracking and, hopefully, show these three the sort of handle that I already had on my spells. 
 
    “Our task,” Enwyn said, unbuttoning her cuffs and turning the sleeves of her dress up, “is to obtain the bioluminescent tail feathers of a Fern-tailed Cockatrice.” 
 
    “A Fern-tailed-what-the-fuck-now?” I asked, before I could stop myself. 
 
    Enwyn sighed, walked over and put a hand on my chest. A hot tingle ran across the muscles and across my shoulders. 
 
    “We’re going hunting,” she said. “I’ll point out the creature when we see it. It will be up to the three of you to bring it down and collect the tail feathers.” 
 
    I nodded. Sounded simple enough, and we were going to get to use magic and take down some exotic magical beast. I was sold. I pointed toward the jungle. “Fern-tailed, you said, so I’m assuming whatever the hell it is we’re looking for lives in there?” 
 
    Enwyn nodded. 
 
    I looked across at the other two chicks. Janet was emulating Enwyn and rolling up the sleeves of the leather coat that she wore, as far as she was able. Cecilia looked a little less keen on the idea of traipsing through an overgrown rainforest. 
 
    She clucked her tongue and held one perfectly manicured hand to Janet. “And I just had my nails hex-etched too.” 
 
    Janet made a commiserating noise in her throat, pulled an over-the-top glum face and gave her friend an amiable smack on the rump as she walked after Enwyn. 
 
    We walked away from the shattered temples and into the edge of the forest. 
 
    “Everyone set?” Enwyn asked. “Everyone got their vectors at the ready?” 
 
    My vector! 
 
    In the space of time that it took this thought to form, my staff appeared in my hand. I guessed alternate worlds and millions of miles didn’t matter when it came to vectors. It appeared that these magical conduits didn’t play by the same rules—you know, those pesky ones that govern space and time—that mere mortals did. I gave my staff a pat and the orb at its tip glowed a soft white as if to return the gesture. I wondered if I should give the staff a name. 
 
    Woody? Longfellow? Ash? Rod? 
 
    I decided I’d have to put some serious thought into it, maybe at a more appropriate time. 
 
    After we had gone only twenty or so meters into the jungle, the trees seemed to close in around us and we were engulfed in a world of moist greenery. Sunlight filtered through the leaves above—great stabbing bars of golden light that looked solid enough to cut. Myriad insects buzzed and droned through the air; beetles of numerous, incandescent shades, flies that glittered like rubies and, a couple of times, I thought some sort of flying frog might have zipped across my field of vision. The air was hot and still and breathless. There was a tense expectancy hanging in the air like vapor, and this prickled against my skin. My eyes strained for any sign of a fern-like tail among the mass of foliage, for anything that might be the Cockatrice. 
 
    “What does this thing look like?” I whispered, coming close up behind Enwyn. She turned to look at me. The jungle is funny like that, you automatically talk in whispers and muted tones, like you do in a museum, art gallery or library–only, in the jungle, it’s nature that is putting on the exhibition and providing the knowledge. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you see it,” she replied. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, how’s that?” 
 
    “Because it’ll try to kill you.” 
 
    The four of us were moving in a tight group, deeper into the forest. There was no sign of a path that I could see, and I wondered briefly whether Enwyn knew where she was going? Was she looking for some sort of spore, or did she have a general idea about what sort of environment this Cockatrice thing liked to inhabit? 
 
    We’d been walking for fifteen minutes or so, when Enwyn stopped and bent over to examine something in the leaf litter. As I was following close behind her, and my eyes were on the surrounding trees, I bumped into her—my crotch straight into her backside. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, looking down. I smiled at the look that Enwyn gave me. The crook of her mouth said it all. “Are you suddenly getting a severe case of dèjà vu?” I asked. 
 
    The snapping of a twig behind us made us both look around. Janet was standing there, giving us a fairly intrigued look. 
 
    “What did you just mean by that?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    Luckily, Enwyn had us covered. She pointed down at the thing that she had been studying. “Not quite bullshit,” she said, “but along those lines certainly.” 
 
    “Ew,” Cecilia said, coming over, “is that poop?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Enwyn affirmed. 
 
    To my surprise, Janet knelt down and stuck a finger into the lumpy, yellow-green nugget. 
 
    “Still warm,” she said, as if she had been hunting magical beasts ever since she was knee-high to a grasshopper. 
 
    “Oh, gods, Janet,” Cecilia said, wrinkling her pretty nose, “you did not just stick your finger into that piece of fecal matter.” 
 
    “Come on,” Enwyn said, her head moving slowly in an ark. “Our quarry isn’t far away.” 
 
    I felt a thrill of excitement as we continued on our way, moving with a touch more stealth than we had previously. Mentally, I ran through my spells. I wondered what one would be most suited to bringing this Cockatrice thing down. 
 
    After another cautious ten minutes, there was the unmistakable cracking groan of something fairly large moving through the brush ahead of us. We stopped in our tracks and listened as, whatever it was, snapped through a grove of saplings. 
 
    “Alright, Justin,” Enwyn said, “I want you in front of me on your knees—” 
 
    It was beyond my abilities to ignore an opening like that, no matter what the situation. “You know you don’t have to tell me,” I hissed, “just grab my hair and force me down.” 
 
    Enwyn bit her lip in an attempt to stop an unstoppable smile. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Janet said from where she was leaning against the bole of a tree. “Now I get it. You guys have fucked, haven’t you?” 
 
    I said nothing—being the consummate gentleman—but the look on my face must have been enough of an answer. 
 
    “Ha, I knew it!” whispered Janet. Far from looking pissed off, as I thought that she might, she looked amused. 
 
    Enwyn started to stutter a reply, but Janet cut her off. “Hey, I’m not blaming you, Enwyn. I mean, Justin’s certainly got his charms.” She dropped me a lascivious wink. 
 
    Enwyn looked at me, back to Janet and then back at me. “That’s how you came across your Storm Mage abilities,” she whispered to me, the light of comprehension stealing across her face. She kept her voice low so Janet and Cecilia wouldn’t hear her, so I guessed she didn’t want them to know that I was a Creation Mage. I figured it was a secret I could keep, at least for a little while. 
 
    I shrugged. “Iron Maiden and cheap tequila,” I said, loud enough so the other women could hear. “It’s like the common man’s chocolate and oysters.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you just called me common,” Janet said, a mock pout on her lips. 
 
    “Am I the only one here who hasn’t slept with Justin?” Cecilia chimed in. 
 
    “Hey, that’s easy enough to remedy,” I replied. 
 
    There was a deafening roar that cut off our chat in mid-joke. It was the furious screeching bellow of an animal that has caught sight or scent of another animal in its territory and is not happy about it. 
 
    “Ready yourself!” Enwyn said, all traces of humor gone from her face. 
 
    The Cockatrice launched itself out of the undergrowth and twenty feet up a tree. It stuck to the trunk like a gecko, only instead of suction pads at the end of its toes it sported some pretty lethal-looking foot-long claws. They were the same color as tree sap, and I was willing to bet my left nut that they were horribly poisonous. The creature itself looked, essentially like a two-legged dragon, as big as a cart horse, with the head of a reptilian bird. The ragged crest that sprouted from its forehead had a definite rooster comb quality to it. Its wings were small and looked quite useless to me. Sure enough, its tail ended in a series of quite beautiful, organic-looking ferny feathers. 
 
    “We need the tail-ferns for a number of potions and elixirs back at the Academy,” Enwyn said, her eyes riveted on the beast. “Now, go to work!” 
 
    I was the first off the mark and had fired a Storm Bolt at the creature while it sat, crooning to itself in the tree. With the reflexes of a cricket, it bounded off the tree trunk and my Storm Bolt sheared the bole in half, sending the tree crashing to the forest floor. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” yelled Cecilia. She swept her arm around and a rain of icy needles sprayed out toward the Cockatrice, but the creature was too agile and bounded from tree to tree like a cat might leap from chimney to chimney. It roared again, as Cecilia’s needles shredded the canopy overhead and a rain of perforated leaves spiraled down. Within a few seconds the magical beast would be among us and, with those claws, I didn’t much fancy everyone making it out alive. 
 
    Those dusty old fart politicians back on earth could say what they liked about the culture of video games, and the tendency they had for promoting violence in our societies, but I’m pretty sure if it was my love of first-person shooters that honed the hand-eye coordination that enabled me to save Cecilia’s life. 
 
    The Cockatrice made it to the last tree and then launched itself at the willowy elf maiden. 
 
    I tracked it with my hand, as it made its final, terminal spring and then, summoning my will, I let loose with a concentrated Fireball ever so slightly ahead of my moving target. The Fireball shot across the intervening space, growing to its full size in under a second. It punched into the side of the Cockatrice’s neck with a dull thud. Flame splashed across the animal’s side and it spun in the air like it had just been hit by a truck. The creature smashed into a sapling, spun again and crashed out of sight. From the way that its screeches carried up to us, it sounded like it had fallen down a long slope. 
 
    “Nice—nice work, Justin,” Cecilia stammered as I ran past her. 
 
    I sprinted to the edge of the slope, but the vegetation was so thick that I couldn’t see any sign of the Cockatrice. Then, from what sounded like a fair distance, I heard a thin, mournful wail. It sounded again, and then faded. 
 
    “Sounds like you killed it, Justin,” Enwyn said, coming to stand next to me. 
 
    I nodded. I could feel the adrenaline coursing through my body. I felt god-like. That had been exactly the sort of shit that I had imagined learning magic would involve. 
 
    “Now, we just have to go down there and retrieve its tail, right?” I asked. 
 
    Enwyn’s hand, which had been resting on my shoulder, slipped down a little lower. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Janet brushed past me, and I wondered at that because there was plenty of space for her to go around. 
 
    We pushed our way down the slope, crashing through the branches of encroaching trees and hopping over fallen logs. Our spirits, naturally, were through the fucking roof. I doubt there are many legal highs that compare to having an angry Cockatrice bearing down on you, only to blast it out of the air at the last minute, and I was feeling extremely stoked with myself. It wasn’t just the whole saving another person’s life thing that had me jacked up, it was the knowledge that I was actually pretty good at this magic thing. 
 
    It was a shock to me then, when I led our group through a dense clump of bracken—following the trail of destruction that the dying Cockatrice had left in its wake—and ran headlong into a group of trolls. 
 
    I may not have ever seen a troll outside of an illustrated children’s book, but I could tell instantly that that is what these guys were. Anyone could have guessed that that was what they were. They were big, beefy, dull blue motherfuckers, with rings through their noses, ears, and lips. They were about seven feet tall, broad, with long, muscular arms and basically no neck. 
 
    I pushed myself out of the bracken and into the clearing that their group were standing in. The three gorgeous women followed behind me. Immediately, the trolls’ piggy little eyes swiveled as one to stare at me. 
 
    “Ah,” said Enwyn as she stepped out of the brush, behind the off-guard Cecilia and Janet. 
 
    “Is that an ‘Ah’ as in, ‘Ah, my old, blue friends,’ or an ‘Ah’ as in, ‘Ah, fucksticks’?” I asked. 
 
    There was a lot of finger-pointing on their side, a lot of scowls and quite enough leers in the direction of the women for me to realize that the intentions of this band of trolls was anything but honorable. 
 
    “The second one,” Enwyn said, out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    The trolls were muttering darkly among themselves and hefting their rifles. 
 
    “Wait, these guys have fucking guns?” I asked. 
 
    “Mana-rifles,” Enwyn said. “They fire unrefined magic projectiles from a reservoir under the barrel.” 
 
    In spite of the fact that every sense in my body was telling me that these weapons of theirs were going to be pointing our way soon enough, I still couldn’t help but be interested in them. I ran my eyes over the one nearest to me, held in the claws of a big brute who was so scarred up he looked like he sorted tigers for a living. The rifle was the same basic shape and size as the weapons on earth only, instead of a magazine, there was a cylindrical glass canister underneath. This was filled with an opaque blue substance that I took to be unrefined magic. I looked about and saw that some of the other trolls had pistols of a similar design tucked into the bands of their loincloths, and a few even had grenade-type baubles hanging from leather straps at their waists. 
 
    Without even speaking, the four of us had formed a rough square, our backs pressed together so that we could see danger coming from all angles. Next to me, Enwyn had pulled a stone from her pocket. She fiddled with it, but the next moment thrust it back into her pocket with a curse. 
 
    “Shit,” she said, “Chaosbane wasn’t messing around. He’s blocked the return portal until we’ve completed our task. 
 
    “Not a man to do things half-assed,” I said. 
 
    Like me. 
 
    I planted my feet and gripped my staff in both hands. 
 
    Then, to my annoyance, just as I was thinking about getting the party started, there was a noise from behind us. Another group of trolls lumbered into the clearing. They came straight up to us and started yelling at the other trolls in a throaty language that sounded like it hurt to speak. 
 
    “They’re trying to figure out how to decide who gets the honor of turning us in to the shaman,” Enwyn muttered, her brow creasing in confusion as she listened to the trolls arguing. “And which band gets to keep which of the women as...sex slaves.” 
 
    Cecilia wrinkled her nose at this. “Oh, no thank you,” she said with devastating distaste. 
 
    “What are our options?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the distracted trolls in front of me. 
 
    “I think we left our options in the bushes behind us,” Enwyn said. 
 
    I gave her a quick glance and winked. “That makes things easy then.” 
 
    My hand shot out and grabbed the mana-pistol from the belt of the troll in front of me. Before he could so much as grunt in astonishment, I’d pressed the barrel to the underside of his jaw and pulled the trigger twice for good measure. The pistol kicked slightly and made a subdued fizzing sound, and the top of the troll's skull exploded like an erupting volcano. Dark blue brains rained down on the stunned assembly. 
 
    The next bolt of magic went through the throat of a troll a few feet away, leaving a hole in the back of his neck through which I could see the verdant forest behind him. He collapsed as if he’d been lopped off at the knees. 
 
    The girls were sharp. They reacted to my lead in a second, clearing a quick circle around us. Cecilia made a quick hand gesture, turning her wand into a spear that resembled a giant icicle. This punched through the guts of the troll in front of her, causing him to double over. She wrenched it free, spilling troll intestines all over the ground, rolled over his back and impaled the troll behind right through his face. As she twisted the ice spear out of his ruined head, she gave a bloodthirsty cry of glee and whipped about to face her next enemy. 
 
    The sight of her wielding that spear, her face sprinkled with indigo troll blood and an elven battle-cry on her lips, pulled at all the parts of me that had been so interested in Enwyn the night before. 
 
    What a woman! 
 
    “Scatter!” I yelled, seeing that the trolls were recovering from their surprise and swinging their weapons around to bear on us. “Keep moving! They might hit some of their own!” 
 
    I dropped the pistol as a club sailed down and cracked it out of my hands. I parried the next blow, dodged aside and rammed the tip of my staff into a troll kneecap and popped it out. The troll went down howling and I smashed his teeth in with the staff. Then I was off and running, dodging through the mess of trolls as they tried vainly to get their heads around the fact that they were getting their asses handed to them. 
 
    I vaulted a huge fallen tree and ducked into cover, just as a handful of the more switched on trolls let loose with their mana-rifles. Wood exploded around me as the mana bolts chewed into the fallen trunk. I scrambled along the horizontal tree, as my world was reduced to splinters around me and strips of bark and mulched timber rained down. I rolled out of cover and darted across a piece of open space, the ground behind me erupting in clods of dirt and shredded grass. 
 
    Over to my left, I caught sight of Enwyn peppering a quartet of advancing club-wielding trolls with miniature fireballs, forcing them into a tight group. With a practiced flick of her wrist she walled the four trolls in with an advanced version of Flame Barrier and spread a dome over them. Another gesture and the transparent flames turned blue and, as I ducked a stream of mana bolts that fizzled over my head, I saw the trolls within the dome combust, shrieking, their flesh melting from their bones. 
 
    On impulse, I sprinted back toward the milling trolls. One turned toward me, and I swept my staff in his direction. I cast a Paralyzing Zap, but instead of the spell paralyzing him, the blow to the side of his head was so hard that it popped his eyeball clean out of its socket. I was past him before he had a chance to realize just how seriously he was going to need a doctor. A trio of trolls turned, just before I was within striking range. They leveled their rifles at me and fired. My own Flame Barrier appeared in front of me in the time it took me to imagine it being there. The mana bolts smacked, sizzling, into it, orange cracks running across the flaming shield as the trolls emptied their reservoirs. While they were busy reenacting Rambo, their attention glued on the obstacle they were so intent on destroying, I’d already slipped around the side of the barrier and pulled the pin of one of the mana-grenades that hung from a thong at one of their waists. 
 
    The explosion was a doozy. The grenade went off with a sound like someone scrunching the world’s biggest handful of bubble-wrap—a thousand little explosions that formed a greater bang. That bigger bang was wrapped in a neon blue-white particle cloud of expanding gases that was really quite beautiful in a way. The troll whose grenade it had been vaporized, his head shooting off through the tree canopy like a gory champagne cork. His two pals were shredded and flung away, their blood and innards spraying across those trolls standing nearby. 
 
    Janet used my little diversion to unleash her take on a Lightning Skink. Hers was, admittedly a lot smaller than mine had been—I assumed that was because she was a lower level mage than I was, maybe—but still proved effective. It seemed incapable of actually killing the trolls, but every time is ripped at one with its claws the troll would go down like it had been hit with a taser, giving someone else time to come in and finish it off. 
 
    “Fall back to the ruins!” Enwyn cried. 
 
    “Where the fuck are they?” I asked. I fired a couple of Storm Bolts toward a few of the remaining trolls and they threw themselves into the cover of some boulders. 
 
    “Follow me!” Enwyn cried. 
 
    We crashed our way back up the slope and through the forest, turning every now and again to deal with the persistent trolls that were intent on following and capturing us. 
 
    “That’s cute,” I said to Janet, nodding toward her Lightning Skink. “I have one myself, but it’s a little...meaner.” 
 
    Janet cocked her eyebrow at me. “You want to see mean, Earth-boy?” 
 
    She gestured at her smaller Skink and then pointed toward a couple of trolls who, at that moment, opened fire with their rifles at us. I grabbed Janet and hauled her behind a tree as the mana-bolts pulverized the shrubbery around us, small branches and bird nests blown into confetti under the onslaught. I peeked around the trunk just in time to see the cat-sized Lightning Skink open its mouth and spit a crackling sphere of energy at one of the trolls. The lumbering blue bastard froze and jerked on the spot, dropped its rifle and then spasmed so hard that I heard its spine break from where I was standing. 
 
    “Whoa!” I yelled. “Not bad!” 
 
    The Lightning Skink growled and then winked out of existence, spent. I grabbed Janet by the arm, and we dashed after the others. 
 
    The last troll was in front of us now. It looked to be intent on running down Cecilia who was sprinting along ahead of it. 
 
    Cecilia pirouetted as she ran and sprayed out a handful of those ice needles that I’d seen her use before. Most missed, but some lodged in the troll's legs, instantly turning its legs into Popsicles and gluing it in place. As Janet and I ran past, I swiped at the paralyzed troll’s legs and shattered both of them below the knee. The troll roared in anguish, frozen blood crystals littering the forest floor. 
 
    And then, just like that, we burst out into the welcome sunshine. The four of us ran well away from the edge of the rainforest and pulled up, panting hard, right next to the doorway of the stepped pyramid. 
 
    “Damn!” I said, sucking air in through my nose in great gulps. “I know we haven’t completed our task yet, but that was fun!” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Cecilia said, but there was a definite note of admiration in her voice. 
 
    “I’m glad you thought that was fun,” Enwyn said. She was looking above her head to where the air had started to shimmer and crackle. Her face had drained of color. “Because they were just the entree. Here comes the main course.” 
 
    A portal opened in the air. A hole cut out of the very sky itself. A troll shaman, riding on the back of a saber-toothed tiger–at least that’s what my mind labeled it—leapt through the magical doorway and thudded to the ground. 
 
    Before any of us could do a thing, the shaman, who was dressed in feathers and bones and smeared with bloody warpaint, waved a staff of his own and we were instantly stuck as solidly as if we’d been encased in cement. 
 
    “Well, this isn’t part of the plan I assume?” Cecilia said, her voice all icy aristocratic calm. 
 
    “No,” Enwyn said. “Not part of my plan anyway.” 
 
    The shaman slid down from his awesome, prehistoric mount, patted it casually and smiled at us. This was impressive in itself, seeing as he only had two yellow tusks doing the job of a mouthful of teeth. 
 
    “But,” he said, “it is part of my plan.” 
 
    He was a bandy-legged prick, with a face like the back end of bad luck. 
 
    He caught me staring daggers at him and grinned wider. 
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t the man I sent my grunts to find,” he said. 
 
    I frowned but didn’t let him know that he had me flummoxed. “I hope you didn’t want them back,” I replied. “There’s probably enough left on them to scoop into a bucket, if you have one handy.” 
 
    The shaman chuckled. “You certainly have the ego of a Creation Mage, my friend,” he said. 
 
    From behind me, Enwyn whispered, “If you keep him talking, I might be able to free us from this barrier spell he’s trapped us in.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the shaman. “I knew I shouldn’t have updated my LinkedIn profile straight away,” I said. 
 
    The shaman frowned and then shook his head. “I know who you are, Justin Mauler.” 
 
    “Good for you, man. I’m happy to say that I’m entirely ignorant as to who the fuck you are.” 
 
    “That’s not important.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” 
 
    The shaman cocked his head to one side and scrutinized me, as he might examine a bug under a microscope. 
 
    “You're the progeny of the Dark Ones. I can smell your parents’ power on you,” the wizened troll said. 
 
    I was baffled and surprised at the turn this conversation had suddenly taken, but I wasn’t about to show it to this rambling jackass. My parents’ power? What the fuck was he on about? 
 
    “That might just be Dr. Geronimo’s body wash,” I said. “Sometimes people get it confused for the smell of raw power…” 
 
    The shaman growled in his throat. Clearly, my inane banter was getting to him. “You don’t know yet, do you?” he said. “You’re unaware of just how many might willingly bend the knee to you—as they bent the knee to the Dark Ones. However, I have another purpose for you.” 
 
    I sighed, and behind me Enwyn whispered in a strained voice, “Almost there…” 
 
    My head was full of questions, but this was not the time nor the place to ask them, not with the three women in tow. So I said, “I kind of hoped that you didn’t just get us altogether like this just to bore the living shit out of me. What do you want, douchebag?” 
 
    “With your powers, my people, the trolls of Umanur, could become like they once were: the greatest practitioners of magic in all the worlds!” 
 
    “Done!” hissed Enwyn. 
 
    I felt the magical resistance locking my muscles disappear, but for a few seconds longer we all pretended to be stuck in place. 
 
    They’re waiting for my lead, I realized. 
 
    “That sounds like a blast,” I said. “But, there’s a problem.” 
 
    “A problem?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “that ego of mine.” 
 
    My Fireball hit the shaman square in the face—or would have done, if the slippery little feathered cocksucker hadn’t got some sort of shield up in time. It was all good though because it distracted him enough for me to release my own Lightning Skink. 
 
    “Sic him,” I said. 
 
    I would have loved to sit with a tub of popcorn and watch my Lightning Skink tear that troll into pieces, but Enwyn had already grabbed a handful of my jacket and steered me toward the temple entrance. We all made it safely inside, but as we crossed the threshold the shaman dissolved my Lightning Skink with a swift chopping gesture and then fired a triple Fireball of glowing green flames in our direction. 
 
    I tackled Janet and Cecilia into the cover of the temple tunnel as the triple green Fireball hit the stone entrance like an RPG. For a few seconds I lay on top of them, as the sound of sliding earth and the thunder of rock filled our ears. 
 
    After a few long moments I raised my head and looked about. We were in the tunnel—safe, as far as I could make out. I got off of the two prostrate girls and helped them to their feet. 
 
    “You certainly know how to seduce a woman and sweep her off her feet,” Cecilia said, dryly, as she took my hand and got up. “No wonder these two hopped into your bed.” 
 
    Before I could answer Janet asked, “Where’s Enwyn?” 
 
    “Here,” came the reply from further down the tunnel. “And I have good news.” 
 
    “Well, fire away,” I said, dusting off my torn clothing. 
 
    “We’re trapped,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “And that’s good because…” Janet said. 
 
    “Because, for the moment, we are safe from that shaman, and he’s a powerful adversary,” said Enwyn. “But also, because of this.” She held something up to us in the dim light. 
 
    “Is that more crap?” Cecilia asked. 
 
    Enwyn nodded. “There are more Cockatrices in here—a nest most probably.” 
 
    “Which means that we can still fulfill our task,” I said. “We can still get back to the Academy.” 
 
    Enwyn looked back toward the ruined entrance. She seemed worried, if that were possible in such a kick-ass chick. 
 
    “Let’s hope we find a Cockatrice before the shaman finds another way into this temple,” she said. “He knew what you were, Justin. I suspect you are the sole reason why he was in this world. And he won’t be leaving until he has you.” 
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    The exit was blocked by about two-hundred tons of shattered rock and broken masonry behind us, so it was a no-brainer as far as figuring out our next move. 
 
    Enwyn led the way, down the stone corridor that stretched in front of us for only ten or so yards before being lost in inky darkness. We were not wholly in the dark by any means. Enwyn had conjured an impressive little globe of flickering fire, which floated slightly in front of and above her head, moving whenever she turned her head to one side or the other. Always wanting to feel like I was bringing something to the table, I’d looked at the stone set into the tip of my staff and muttered, “How about a light?” and the globe had put forward a soft, illuminating light. 
 
    The temple’s interior walls were made of the same dark gray stone as the outside. The same wrist-thick deep purple ivy crawled across the walls but, without the sun shining down on it, it now became extremely apparent that the vines were glowing. They pulsed with a hypnotic aquamarine light—a bioluminescence of some sort, I couldn’t help but hypothesize, having studied at the National Geographic Channel University under the famed professor, David Attenborough. The pulsing light was as steady and as constant as a heartbeat, and the flow of energy or magic or whatever it was that thrummed through the vines seemed to be flowing from the inside of the temple outward. 
 
    “It’s like we’re walking through the passageways of some giant golem,” Janet murmured, her voice echoing off the rocky walls, her words mirroring my thoughts. 
 
    “Yes,” Cecilia said softly, “and we’re heading for the heart.” 
 
    Enwyn indicated more clumps and piles of Cockatrice dung as we went along. It was after she had pointed out one enormous pile of shit that I suddenly realized that I hadn’t asked what should have been the most pressing question in my mind. 
 
    “Allow me to address the elephant in the room then,” I said. 
 
    The light over Enwyn’s head bobbed to the right, casting stark shadows across the pulsing walls, as she gave me a sidelong glance. 
 
    “What the hell was that crazy troll bastard talking about back there?” I asked. “What was all that stuff he was spouting about these Dark Ones? About my parents? About me?” 
 
    Enwyn carried on in silence for a while. I was a perceptive dude, and I could tell when someone was shuffling their mental cards and getting their hand in sequence, in order to play their best hand. However, I could also be a fairly impatient man, especially when it came to things that I thought I should know. 
 
    “Come on, Enwyn,” I said, “I can tell you know something.” 
 
    “What I know won’t help you, Justin,” Enwyn said, in that infuriatingly cryptic way that people were prone to do at times like this. “Chaosbane has the answers you seek, and he is a rather tough nut to crack.” 
 
    “He’s a nut all right,” I said under my breath. 
 
    I sighed. It was lucky that we had more than enough on our plates at the moment, what with the hunting of the Fern-tail Cockatrice, the navigating of this labyrinthine temple, and the escape of that powerful troll shaman. 
 
    “What’s with the shaman, anyway?” I asked as we turned a sharp corner, only to find the tunnel stretching ahead of us into the gloom. “I thought trolls were meant to be, well, hideous dumb-asses. That old boy on the saber-toothed tiger might have been about as attractive as someone who was inside a public toilet when the lightning hit, but he wasn’t stupid.” 
 
    “A common misconception, perpetrated—on your world—by children’s tales and popular fantasy fiction,” Enwyn said. “Troll shamans are not stupid. Far from it. They are some of the most adept magic practitioners to be found anywhere. There are very few of them, but those that still exist should not be trifled with. Even the soldiery, those that we made such short work of, are not actually stupid. They are just instilled with a sense of duty and purpose by the shamans that is so strong that they don’t think twice about sacrificing themselves—or, sometimes, even defending themselves—when they have an objective to complete.” 
 
    “He seemed to know a lot about me,” I said. 
 
    “I wasn’t just stroking your ego when I told you that you would be the point of focus for many people in this world, Justin,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “Yeah, not really that freakin’ surprising that he knew who you were,” Janet said as we passed a series of archways that branched off from this main passage. “You’re a Creation Mage! When were you planning on telling us that?” 
 
    “I very much would have liked to know that beforehand,” Cecilia said. 
 
    I shrugged. “It didn’t seem all that relevant.” I turned to Janet. 
 
    The Storm Mage’s eyes suddenly widened. “So that’s why you have a lightning affinity and have such similar spells to mine. And. . .” She cast a look at Enwyn. “And it’s also why you’re a dual-mage who can cast both fire and lightning spells.” 
 
    “You, my friend, are a remarkable sleuth.” I gave her a grin. “Now that little bit of my character profile is dealt with, can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure,” Janet said, still reeling from the revelation I’d just told her. 
 
    “You said the shaman would have known who I was,” I said. “Do I leave some kind of magical imprint behind that he can track or something?” 
 
    “The coming of a Creation Mage leaves ripples in the fabric of the magical world,” Janet explained. “If people are actively keeping an eye out for the patterns and disruptions that the appearance of a Creation Mage leaves in his wake, then they can follow these in the same way that someone can follow a single thread to find the ball of yarn.” 
 
    “You sound like you really know what you’re talking about,” I said. 
 
    “My dad is a hard man to please, what can I say?” she said in a flippant voice. “I read everything that I could get my hands on when I was a little girl, and Dad had always been interested in anything dark, rare, and mysterious.” 
 
    “Yeah, I hear your old man’s a real charmer,” I said. 
 
    Cecilia laughed and put a slender hand on her friend's shoulder. ”Oh, yes, Idman Thunderstone is just the man that you want over as a guest of honor at a banquet.” 
 
    Janet laughed at this. 
 
    “Was it your father who got you into the Academy?” I asked. 
 
    “I mean, sure it doesn’t hurt when your dad is the High Warden of the Eldritch Prison,” Janet said. “But I got into the Academy on my own merit. That’s why I’m there. I want to show my dad that I’m not just some helpless little girl, that I can get along fine without him. Ironically, I think breaking away from him and doing my own thing is the only sure way I have to secure the respect and admiration of a man as hard as he is.” 
 
    “Tough nut, is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh Justin, babe, he’d gobble you up for breakfast.” 
 
    “I think he’d find I’d stick in his throat if he tried,” I said, with a challenging smile, “and give him a hell of a case of indigestion.” 
 
    “You know what?” Janet said, reaching up, smoothing a lock of brown hair out of her face and giving me a coquettish half-smile. “The more I get to know you, the more I think that you might be the only man I’ve ever met tougher, stronger, and more motivated than my father.” 
 
    I grinned back at her. It was good that she thought that. I had a feeling that only by being tougher, stronger, and more motivated than everyone else was I going to succeed in becoming the most badass wizard this world had ever seen. 
 
    We seemed to be following the pulsing tangle of vine veins as we moved deeper and deeper into the maze-like temple. It was crazy quiet, so that the sounds of a scuffed boot or someone clearing their throat became loud noises. The passageway that we were following seemed to be a main thoroughfare of sorts. It was the only one lit by the effervescent, glowing, creeping ivy, and the floor was smoothed, polished, and slightly sunken in the middle, as if by the passing of hundreds of feet through the eons. 
 
    “Do you think other things than Cockatrices could live in this place, Enwyn?” Cecilia asked. 
 
    “They must feed on something,” Enwyn replied. “But I thought that you might know more about this place than I do. I hear that the library on the Chillgrave estate almost rivals that of the Academy itself.” 
 
    Cecilia gave a fluting, airy laugh. It somehow epitomized, in my ears, the very sound of the privileged and wealthy. However, I also detected a very faint bitter modulation. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Cecilia said, “our library is vast, but it wasn’t as if I could ever read whatever I liked. That’s the problem about coming from such an imminent family as the Chillgraves; most of my days were arranged and planned well in advance for me. I was always bereft of that element of caprice—I always had to do what was expected of me.” 
 
    I turned around to see what sort of expression was on the young woman’s face and caught her looking right at me. There was a gleam in her eye that, had I been a gambling man, I would have staked a couple of grand on being of the salacious variety. 
 
    “I was never able to act on a whim,” Cecilia continued, not breaking her gaze with me. “Never able to do anything at all...inappropriate.” 
 
    The meaning of Cecilia’s last word could not have been any more obvious had it been dressed in thigh-high leather boots, a crotchless PVC outfit, and holding a whip. 
 
    Speaking of thigh-high boots, she most definitely has the legs for a pair of those. 
 
    “Well, you’re your own woman now,” I said. “The world is your oyster.” 
 
    “Quite,” the leggy blonde elf replied, “and we all know what oysters are known to be good for.” 
 
    In the pulsing, futuristic aquamarine light of the throbbing ivy, I spied something up ahead. The reply that had been forming on my lips withered away as I strained my eyes to see further along the dimly lit stone corridor. 
 
    “What was that?” I said aloud. 
 
    “What was what?” Enwyn shot at me. 
 
    “I thought I saw…” 
 
    I peered forward, dropping the end of my staff down so that some of my night-vision was restored. I walked a little way ahead of the group and told them to give me a moment. I crept softly up the tunnel a way, then crouched down and stared avidly up the corridor. 
 
    There it was again. 
 
    A flash. A sparkle. A glint of light refracting off something shiny. 
 
    I couldn’t tell in the rhythmic pulsation of the vine lights what it was that I had seen. It might have been the end of the corridor for all I could make out. I took a few more steps. Then, I caught sight of it again. It wasn’t a Cockatrice—it wasn’t big enough, or the right shape. 
 
    Another pulsation of light. 
 
    That’s humanoid, I thought. Definitely. 
 
    The next question was the one that I needed to answer as quickly as possible: was it a troll up ahead? If it was, and the big blue bastard had seen us and was going to dash off and warn its pals, then it was imperative that I chase it down and relegate it to the past-tense. 
 
    A few more steps. Another throb of aquamarine luminescent, and I saw, quite clearly, a figure loping along up the tunnel. It was too agile to be a troll—at least any kind of troll that I had seen thus far on this little field-trip—and its skin had been glittery and faceted. In the next burst of phosphorescence, the bounding figure had disappeared around a corner in the tunnel. 
 
    I walked back to the group and reported what I’d seen. 
 
    “And its skin was glittering?” Enwyn asked. 
 
    “That’s what it looked like to me. If an orangutan fucked a disco ball you might end up with the thing I saw.” 
 
    Cecilia laughed and nudged me with a shoulder. “Now, there’s an image I never thought I’d imagine.” 
 
    I looked at the elf. Her ice-blue eyes periodically glowed like radioactive sapphires in the light of the throbbing vines. With those hinting eyes and this nightclub lighting, I found myself imagining quite a few things that I’d like to do with her… 
 
    “Well,” Enwyn said, cutting into my musings, “all we can do is continue on this course.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know what sort of creature it is?” Janet asked. 
 
    “It sounds like nothing I have ever encountered,” Enwyn replied. 
 
    “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I said, hefting my staff and smiling with anticipation down the tunnel. “Might be safe to assume though, that we’ve found whatever it is the Cockatrice feed on.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, “I notice that we’re sticking to this one illuminated passage. Haven’t branched off of it yet. Do you know where you’re taking us, Miss Emberskull?” 
 
    In the sporadic light, Enwyn’s glasses flashed opaque white. “I’m following a hunch, if you want to call it that.” 
 
    “A hunch?” I asked incredulously. “I mean, I’m all for rolling the dice, Enwyn, but I wouldn’t mind seeing daylight again.” 
 
    Enwyn smirked. “Call it an educated guess, then. These plants are all heading in the same direction, along this main thoroughfare. What’s more, this path is also—” 
 
    “Heading slightly downward, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Enwyn said. “I’m willing to bet that this path leads to the center of the pyramid. From there, we should be able to find another one of these main paths leading out. If my memory of the exterior of this place is correct—and it is—there should be four main routes running into the center of the temple. One from each side of the pyramid.” 
 
    I nodded. The logic was irrefutable. 
 
    “So,” I said, “presumably that shaman is also going to be riding that awesome saber-toothed tiger down one of those other tunnels.” 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “Well,” I replied, giving the staff a little pat, “if we meet that fucker again, I’ll tell you one thing; I’m taking his goddamn ride.” 
 
    We followed the tunnel on and on. It only deviated a few times and, when it did, it would correct itself the next time it turned so that it was always heading toward the center of that vast temple. 
 
    After I had sighted the strange, shining figure, we had extinguished our conjured lights and continued on by the sporadic, organic light of the enormous vines. These grew thicker and more clustered as we marched on, and I got the impression that Enwyn was right, and that we were most assuredly heading toward the center of this complex. Every time the light of the otherworldly ivy faded, we were plunged into a darkness so complete that you could almost taste it on your tongue. It was so thick that it pressed on you, in the same way that the weight of water presses on you the deeper into the ocean you descend. 
 
    After what felt like an hour or two, we noticed that the light was growing brighter. Whenever the glow of the ivy faded now, the darkness that flowed in behind it was not complete—it was diffused with a pale glimmer. 
 
    Ahead of me now, Janet stumbled and would have fallen if I hadn’t reached out and steadied her. 
 
    “What the hell?” she said. 
 
    I looked down. The passageway had been perfectly smooth, without even a crack in the floor to show where slabs or stones might have been laid, ever since we had started on our journey. Now though… 
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you ladies,” I said, “but that’s definitely the most diamonds that I’ve ever seen poking casually out of the ground.” 
 
    To be fair, they might not have been diamonds, but when you were looking at a cluster of clear crystals the size of birds’ eggs, diamonds were the stones that sprung to mind. 
 
    “They would make an absolutely darling necklace and earring combo,” Cecilia said, kneeling down to examine the stones more closely. 
 
    “I was thinking that they looked more like a mansion in the Bahamas and a Lamborghini,” I muttered. I looked about, squinting off down the gradually brightening corridor. “Still, it looks like there might be plenty to go around…” 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “I can’t take a few? No one has a spell that could cut a few out of the ground?” In reply, I received declining shakes of the head. 
 
    “Even if we could, we wouldn’t want to disturb the environment,” Enwyn said. 
 
    “Or whoever might live here,” Janet muttered under her breath. 
 
    As we progressed, the outcroppings of precious gems became more abundant. They sprouted from the otherwise perfectly smooth and unmarked stone of the passage like some sort of rash—and I had to admit, if I’d woken up one morning to find that I’d broken out in emeralds I wasn’t sure I would have been too disappointed. Sapphires, rubies, pink, and blue diamonds; precious stones popped out of the ground like glittering fungi as we neared the source of the light. I was no miner or jewelry appraiser, but what the four of us passed as we navigated that last stretch of tunnel must have been worth at least twenty, if not twenty-five, fuckloads. 
 
    “I’ve never really understood the fascination of rubies and the like,” I said to the group, kicking at an emerald the size of a golf ball. Despite my best effort, it didn’t budge from where it was growing from on the floor. “It’s always seemed to me like diamonds were just the product of the most amazing bit of marketing magic ever devised. You know, like, a two-hundred thousand dollar car is worth that much because of the time it takes to make it, the materials it is composed of, and what it can do, but a two-hundred thousand dollar diamond is just a shiny rock that someone cut into a nice shape.” 
 
    “Well,” Enwyn said, “it’s funny that you should say that because Harry Oppenheimer was one of the most brilliant wizards to go through the Academy–but maybe now is not the time.” She nodded ahead. 
 
    We had reached the end of the maze, so to speak. The walls of the tunnel suddenly disappeared. Beyond them was a vast space, lit by dim, twinkling lights that, after our time in the gloom, looked to my eyes like the floodlights in Yankee stadium. Blinking, willing our eyes to adjust, we stepped out of the tunnel and into the under-temple. 
 
    If the structure above ground had been gargantuan, this space that opened before us was just as impressive in scope. 
 
    Exactly as impressive in fact, I thought. 
 
    It became clear, within a few seconds of studying the cavern that we had entered, that this subterranean under-temple was a spitting image of the one above ground, only inverted. In the middle of the temple—below us but rising to our eyeline—where the point of the upside-down pyramid would have been, was a ginormous glowing crystal, four stories tall. It was from here that the phosphorescent light emanated, and to here that the trailing, pulsing vines led to. 
 
    “It’s a village,” I said, the words coming out of my mouth before I had a chance to vet them for sense. 
 
    I was right though. Along the stepped slopes of the inverted sides of the pyramid, caves had been burrowed into the sides of the cavern. They looked very much like the rows of houses that you’d find in any suburban village back on Earth. They even had rockeries—instead of gardens—outside some of them. 
 
    “Um, a village for who?” Janet asked. 
 
    “Or what?” Cecilia butted in. 
 
    “For them,” I said. 
 
    Bizarrely, the creatures—or people—inhabiting this enormous underground township had not been immediately discernible from the rocks, crystals, and gems that comprised their subterranean home. Once our eyes had adjusted to the comparatively bright light of the under-temple though, it became clear to me that there were figures walking about down there. 
 
    “Who are they?” I asked, my words shaded with awe. 
 
    They were the most brilliant, unique, captivating folk that I had ever seen—and that was after rocking around in a world in which elves, trolls, nymphs, and Elementals were par for the course. They were humanoid, but that was about as much as they had in common with us humans. Most, as far as I could judge were about six-feet tall, quite thin—if thin was a word that could be applied to a race that appeared to be made up entirely of igneous rock—and had skin that emulated the shine and texture of all the precious stones that we had seen on our walk down the tunnel. There must have been a thousand of them, each one glinting and glittering in the glare of the massive crystal in the center of the under-temple. 
 
    “I—I don’t believe it,” Enwyn whispered, and to my amazement I saw that there were tears in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re Gemstone Elementals,” Enwyn replied. 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Cecilia said, her eyes round in her perfect, heart-shaped face—I had to hand it to her, shocked awe really suited her. “The Gemstone Elementals were completely wiped out in the Void Wars. That’s common knowledge.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a Gemstone Elemental obviously,” I said, “but if I had to pick one out of a police line-up,” and I pointed at one of the stiffly walking figures marching across the level below us, “it would be the guy who looked something like that that I’d be pointing my finger at.” 
 
    “They’re very pretty,” Cecilia said, her voice sounding a little punch-drunk. 
 
    “I have a question,” Janet said. 
 
    “I’m thinking that it’s going to be the same as the one that just popped into my head,” I said. 
 
    “At the risk of sounding a bit old and hackneyed,” Janet continued, looking at Enwyn, “are they friends or foes?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Enwyn said. “How can I know what their position is, when I had no clue that they even still existed?” 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” I said, “but never fear.” 
 
    “Why?” Janet asked me. 
 
    “Because here come a bunch of them now,” I said, nodding to our right, “and unless I’m very much mistaken, they look to be of the large, angry soldier cast.” 
 
    “Ready your vectors,” Enwyn said. 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me twice—or once, actually—my staff was already in my hands, humming with the anticipation of potential violence. 
 
    When the shining, multifaceted company of ten guardsmen were about twenty paces away, they halted. Up close, they were even more impressive than they had been from afar–and they’d been pretty fucking majestic even then. These big shiny fellas were about the same size as Rick Hammersmith, my fraternity brother, but without any of his warmth. Now that they were within speaking distance of us, I could see that they looked to be made of rock, but their skin was so encrusted with gemstones that it was hard to see the bedrock underneath. While each Elemental was as different in appearance as one human is from another, they all shared a common physiological trait: their eyes. They were the bright yellow of a hawk’s, but with pure white pupils. 
 
    I decided that, not having any idea as to what had happened to these guys and no preconceived notion as to the relationship between Gemstone Elementals and humans, I was just the man to open diplomatic relations. 
 
    “Hey boys,” I said, stepping forward, an ingratiating smile on my face and my staff held in as non-threatening a manner as possible. “How’s it hanging?” 
 
    It was after I’d opened with this that I realized a couple of things. Firstly, the Elementals were not wearing any clothes. Secondly, there was nothing in their groin regions that gave any clues as to how they were hanging or, indeed, whether they were even ‘boys’. 
 
    “You are human,” one of the front Elementals said. He was a hulking, pinkish-colored guy. His succinctness reminded me more than ever of my friend, Rick. 
 
    “You got it in one, my friend,” I said. 
 
    “No humans allowed here. No humans at all. We do not allow humans entry into this inner sanctum,” Pinky said. 
 
    I held up my hands and nodded in what I hoped was an understanding way. I didn’t much want to fight these rock people, not out of any aversion to the actual fighting part of it—I’d happily scrap it out with anyone if they gave me just cause to do so—but because they seemed to be just doing their thing and minding their own business down here. Coming from a world in which different races, genders, religions, and supporters of sport franchises were always on the lookout for ways to give or take offense at one thing or another, I found it quite refreshing. 
 
    Unfortunately, Pinky seemed to have other ideas. 
 
    “We don’t wish to cause you any trouble,” I continued, in the sort of calm voice that you use on a dog who you aren’t sure wants to lick your face or take a chunk out of your calf. “We were forced inside your excellent temple and had the door smashed behind us. All we intend to do is find our way out again, picking up a single tail from one of those Fern-tailed Cockatrices that we think are running about the place. So, if you could point us to the way out...” 
 
    Pinky glared at me from out of those mesmerizing eyes. Then he said, “No humans in. No humans out.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, feigning confusion. “Seems like we’re in limbo somewhat, aren’t we?” 
 
    Pinky looked stonily back at me. It would be no lie to say that I had never been on the business end of a stonier stare. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have come in,” he said, after what must have been some serious cogitation. 
 
    “Man, you should really put some signs up or something then. You can’t expect people to just know, can you?” 
 
    “But now that you have, you cannot leave.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Pinky uncrossed his arms and took a measured step toward me. We were still a good twenty strides apart, but the gesture was not lost on me. However, if he hoped I was going to back away, then I was glad to disappoint him. 
 
    “Because this is last sanctuary of our people,” he said. “Humans come in and we let them go, next day we have ten humans wanting our stones.” 
 
    I could see what he was getting at. Nothing breeds paranoia and skepticism like genocide. 
 
    “So,” I said, slipping my hand casually into the pocket of my jacket, “what happens next?” 
 
    “You die,” said Pinky. 
 
    I nodded and sighed. “In that case,” I said, “can you hold this for a second for me?” 
 
    And I tossed him the mana-grenade that I’d stolen from one of the trolls earlier. I’d been wanting to take it home as a souvenir for the frat boys but, all things considered, I thought it might come in handy at that point. 
 
    People—all kinds of beings—are funny things. There are some things, some instincts that just cannot be repressed, no matter what sort of world you come from. Take a camera, for instance, and walk into a room full of the meanest motherfuckers you can imagine, say that you are taking photographs for Nat Geo or Time or your local paper, and you can order them around like a bunch of school children. It’s a form of magic that only one in a million can resist. 
 
    The same can be said for catching things. Catch someone off-guard and toss them something and nine times out of ten they will instinctively catch it—even if that thing is a small bomb. 
 
    The mana-grenade went off in that spectacular fashion that I had first seen in the troll glade. Pinky was reduced to gravel, pink grit spraying in all directions as the grenade detonated. The two Gemstone Elementals behind him caught some of the impact too, though they were only blown into chunks. I doubted whether that was much comfort to them. 
 
    I’d cast a Flame Barrier to protect me from any flying shrapnel, and my shield had absorbed a lot of what had formerly been Pinky. 
 
    “Guys!” I cried, “remember that these lot are rock; I doubt fire magic is going to affect them too much.” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing!” Enwyn yelled, firing off a Fireball and catching one of the stunned Elementals in the chest. He wasn’t set on fire, but the force of her spell blasted him off his feet and sent him plowing into the soldiers behind him. 
 
    Cecilia and Janet ran up at the same moment that the Gemstone Elementals started to charge forward. It was quite a sight, the six remaining Elemental guards heading toward us like a priceless avalanche. 
 
    Cecilia waited until they were only a few steps away before she hit the frontrunners with a blast of those icy needles. The two Elementals at the front were struck across the legs and immediately frozen in place. However, the sheer weight of them meant that their bodies continued onward. With a hideous crunching sound, their legs bent the wrong way at the knee joints and then shattered. 
 
    I was already ducking under a blow from an arm that would have pulped my head like a cantaloupe. As I weaved under the punch, I conjured up a fiery hammer using my Flame Barrier spell. Another shining Elemental hand reached toward me, and I whirled on the spot, cracking the flaming hammer into the grabbing hand in a lovely overhead strike that took off the thumb. The Elemental snatched back its hand, roaring in agony. Without a second’s hesitation, I smashed the hammer into the screaming giant’s mouth and enlarged the spell so that the hammer became a horizontal disk two feet across. The expanding spell cracked the Elemental’s skull like a boiled egg and popped the top of its head off. It fell lifeless to the ground. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Janet, arms outstretched in front of her, firing thin fingers of lightning at an advancing Elemental. The miniature lightning bolts were snapping and pinging off the creature’s diamond hide like machine gun fire, chips of translucent stone flying all over the place as it was forced backward. I summoned a Storm Bolt and fired it at the Elemental and caught it plumb in the side of the head. There was no explosion sadly, but the force of the spell sent the giant cartwheeling off the edge of the step we were all fighting on. It plummeted thirty feet and smashed through a market stall. 
 
    I spun, intent on taking out every single one of these suckers if I had to, but before I could land my next blow, a voice that shook the very cavern rang out. Such majesty and undeniable power was in that voice that the limb of me and my friends—and those of the Elementals we were battling—stopped in mid-stroke. 
 
    “Cease this madness!” it roared. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    On the step above us, looking down with a set of burning yellow and white eyes that I was sure I could have seen from the other side of the enormous under-temple complex, was a ten-foot being that I could only assume was the bossdog in these parts. Apart from being bloody huge, what really set him apart was the fact that he was built of gemstone that was so clear that I could see straight through him. He refracted light in a way that baffled the eye—like a moving prism. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” I said, according him my full respect. 
 
    “I am the king of this last pocket of Gemstone Elementals,” he said, in a voice so deep that it would have made Rick sound like he’d been gargling with helium. The King regarded me for a few seconds longer and then, to my surprise, he bowed. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said. “My kingdom, such as it is, is open to you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d had a few questions zipping around my mind after the appearance of the troll shaman, but I now had plenty more fluttering about in there. The questions battled to be the first one that managed to get from brain to my mouth. However, for the time being, I prudently held my tongue. There was quite a difference between seeming ignorant about certain things and opening your mouth to remove all doubt. The Gemstone King might have stopped his shiny soldiers from doing their best to pulverize the four of us, but that didn’t mean I was going to be his best buddy. 
 
    The Gemstone King himself led us away from the scene of the fray, accompanied by half a dozen fresh soldiers. As we walked away from the impromptu battlefield, I glanced back over my shoulder and saw a collection of Gemstone Elementals starting to sweep up the chunks and shards of their fallen brethren. It seemed that, just like Humpty Dumpty, Gemstone warriors couldn’t be put back together again either. 
 
    We were guided through the Elemental’s village, moving down a number of ramps and steps of carved rock. The place, now that our eyes had fully acclimated to the light and we’d gotten over our initial shock, proved to be just as bustling as any other town that I had ever seen. Elementals were out and about, conducting whatever business kept these private people busy. As we passed, gold and white eyes flashed in our direction and Elementals paused in their dealings to mutter in their deep, subterranean voices. 
 
    “What a place,” Janet muttered from behind me. 
 
    “It’s so weird,” Cecilia said, “the closer I look at it, the prettier and more incredible it becomes. How often does that happen?” 
 
    It certainly was a captivating place. As all the habitations were caves—as far as I could tell—it meant that the streets, such as they were, were open and reserved mostly for commerce. I pondered on whether this colony, if that was the correct term, honeycombed out from this central main area. It seemed likely. We passed through a couple of markets where Elementals were buying and selling a host of things that I couldn’t identify. There were glowing rocks, baskets of luminescent fungus, potted mosses, and plants that moved as if they were caught in a non-existent breeze. One stall that I saw had a range of cut crystal tanks at the rear of it, housing a selection of enormous axolotls. I had to thank the good people at Nat Geo University once again for being able to make that identification. 
 
    The Gemstone King said nothing to us as he led us through the streets. He inclined his head at a few of his subjects as we walked through the glinting throngs, exchanged a word here and a smile there. For our part, we all kept our lips tightly shut. It seemed that we were of the same mind that none of us would give anything important away until we knew exactly why the King had called off his troops. 
 
    Suffice to say, I kept my hand tightly gripped to my staff, ready to cast a spell if things turned south. 
 
    Eventually, we wound our way down to the very bottom of the inverted pyramid. We found ourselves standing within the encompassing glow of the enormous, towering block of building-sized crystal. The King turned to us, though he addressed me directly. 
 
    “I would be honored,” he said, in that slow, powerful voice of his, that conjured images of falling mountains and moving glaciers in my mind, “if you and your companions would accompany down to my palace. There’s much we might speak about, you and I.” 
 
    Well, I was a curious man, and it wasn’t as if we had many other options. Plus, I doubted that many humans had ever got a glimpse of the inner sanctum of the Gemstone Elementals home—not with the way that they greeted uninvited guests. 
 
    “Your Highness,” I said, “I think I can speak for all of us when I say that I’d like nothing better than checking out your digs and maybe having a sit down for a little bit.” 
 
    The King gave me a slight smile, and his teeth flashed like polished glass in his mouth. 
 
    “Very good,” he said. 
 
    He turned back to face one sheer, smooth section of crystalline wall and placed his great, sparkling hands on it. It was a gentle touch, a caress almost. He ran his hands over the wall of shimmering rock, spoke a few gravely words in a language that sounded less like a dialect and more the sounds of rock cracking and diamonds forging. He pressed his forehead to the glimmering stone. After a few seconds, the King stepped back. From the very core of the enormous crystal, a ripple expanded outward. Then, with a crack and shattering crescendo, part of the wall that he had been chatting to fell away—like an iceberg shearing of an ice-shelf—and a doorway was revealed. Through it, I could make out a wide spiral staircase leading downward. 
 
    “Follow me,” the King said, and he stepped over the threshold and started off down the stairs. 
 
    It was very cool in the crystal passage. Once we were inside and making our way down the luxuriously carved, semi-transparent stairs I heard a bizarre noise, which I could only describe as a shattering in reverse. Behind us, the doorway had sealed seamlessly shut. Down and down we went, in a long, sweeping series of spirals that seemed to take us through the pure crystal until eventually we emerged from a large fissure. There was no fancy magical door here, just a crack big enough for a couple of Gemstone Elementals to pass through abreast. Clearly, the incantation that sealed the crystal door above had proved more than enough for eons. 
 
    If we had thought that the upper part of the Elementals underground town had been impressive, the level below was truly jaw dropping. There came a point when your awe-bucket filled and then started to overflow, and your mind just couldn’t take in anymore wonder. I was fast approaching this level. 
 
    I was the first to step out through the fissure after the King. What I saw quite literally stopped me in my tracks. That had never happened to me before—I mean, I had heard of the expression before, but I had never actually been arrested mid-stride by the sight of something. 
 
    Enwyn walked into the back of me and said, “Hey, what do you think you’re do— Oh…” 
 
    We were standing at the top of a hilltop of sorts—a huge humped dome of smooth obsidian that led down to a cavern that was so vast the far wall was shrouded in dark shadow. Across the planes that stretched from where we stood atop the hillock in the center of this massive circular cavern, were farms. I couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing. 
 
    “Welcome,” the King said, pride etching his words, “to the very heart of the Gemstone Elemental’s kingdom. I am pleased to welcome you here. You are the first humans to see this sight since the culmination of the Void Wars. May I formally introduce myself,” the giant glittering being said bowing at the waist, “I am the Prophet King.” 
 
    I held out my hand, without thinking, and said, “How’s it ha— How’s it going?” in a slightly stupefied voice, my eyes still on the patchwork of fields spreading out from us, trying to figure out exactly what it was I was looking at. 
 
    The Prophet King took my hand and shook it, and I was surprised to feel that his touch was gentle and quite smooth. It was like being given a handshake by someone wearing a glove made up of tiny pearls. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, son of the Twin Spirits,” he said in an overly formal tone that I found a little uncomfortable. I didn’t like to stand on ceremony if it could be helped. 
 
    “Justin,” I said. “You can call me Justin.” 
 
    “Very good, Justin.” 
 
    “We can save all the ‘son of the Twin Spirits’ for when I know exactly what the hell you’re talking about. Speaking of which, that conversation strikes me as the sort of chat in which it’s going to be advantageous for me to have a drink in my hand.” 
 
    The Prophet King chuckled; a sound like a particularly friendly avalanche just starting off down a ski slope. “Very good,” he said. “It was my intention that we should make our way to my palace. It is not far, only a little way across the farming flats there. Can you see it?” 
 
    I followed where his shining finger was pointing and saw, not too far away, a great confection of shimmering crystal and towering rock. It was quite the pad and I said as much. 
 
    “Pad?” he asked, a questioning gleam coming into his eye. 
 
    “A very, ah, excellent-looking home,” I clarified. 
 
    The Prophet King nodded. “Thank you. Once we are there, we shall take our ease, eat and drink and—” 
 
    “Make merry?” I chimed in. 
 
    “What I had in mind was some talk,” the leader of the Elementals said, “and to show you something that I think you will find interesting. After, I’m sure, there will be time for you to make merry.” 
 
    “Well, all right,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The Prophet King did so, and I followed just behind. As we started off down the hillside, Enwyn came up and flicked me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Ouch,” I said, though it didn’t really hurt. 
 
    “Make merry?” she asked, a smile playing across her face. 
 
    I grinned and shrugged. “Kurt Vonnegut’s one of my favorite authors, what can I say?” 
 
    We walked down the obsidian hill and found ourselves on a road that stretched, flat and smooth as a ruler, in the general direction of the Prophet King’s ludicrously opulent-looking residence. 
 
    Is it actually that fancy here though? I wondered. Maybe building your house out of diamond is like building in brick in the world above, or wood? 
 
    These speculations were mercifully cut short because it was not long before we started passing the fields that I had seen from the top of the hill. They were neatly laid out paddocks, as uniform as any farm that I had ever seen, but it contained vegetation and animals which I had never laid eyes on. There were fields of neatly ordered rows of some sort of blooming moss, which popped up from the ground like cucumbers. There was another field where rounded rocks had been spaced every two-feet or so, and on them a thick, dark crimson lichen was being carefully cultivated by the Gemstone Elemental farmhands. 
 
    We passed a stone-fenced paddock in which forty or so lumbering pale gray beasts grazed contentedly on vivid yellow moss. My initial comparison was that they were the subterranean version of cattle on Earth, although they looked absolutely nothing like our cows. For one, they had no visible eyes and a snout that looked like a shortened, wider version of an elephant’s trunk. They snuffled their way through the paddock, obviously using this big old schnozzle to sniff out the choicest pieces of moss, which they would then mow over with their mouths. Their legs were short and stumpy with the sort of feet that you’d expect of something that spends all day walking over sharp, crushed rocks to have. 
 
    “You eat these things?” I asked the Prophet King. They had the look of something that would go quite nicely inside a burger bun with a slice of cheese, some ketchup and mayo and, if you were feeling very naughty, a pickle or two. 
 
    He nodded and carried on, leading us past a few more paddocks, which held another kind of beast. These odd creatures that sat somewhere between worms and snakes—if there were worms or snakes that were about fifteen-feet long and as wide around the middle as a banana boat. They moved fluidly over the lumpy, hard ground. Every now and again they would bury their sharp noses into the ground and root around, before coming up champing on something or other. 
 
    “They are basilisks,” the Prophet King said, before I could ask the question. “The Gemstone Elementals have trained, bred, and ridden them for thousands of years. We use them to hunt the Cockatrice.” 
 
    This sounded promising, but I thought it best to wait until all parties were a bit chummier with one another before we started asking the king for favors. 
 
    When we reached the Palace of the Prophet, as the Prophet King informed us it was called, we were led through a series of decadent hallways filled with sculptures of Prophet Kings gone by. Paintings hung the walls, as well as older tapestries, which must have depicted times throughout the Gemstone Elemental’s history. There were paintings of battles, of families, of Elementals of all sorts—Gemstone, Flame, Storm, Frost, Stone, and Wind—standing side by side in natural and staged positions. There was even an enormous painting that illustrated a Gemstone Elemental charge, the riders whisked along on the back of the basilisks that we had seen outside in the fields. The basilisk-borne soldiers waved clubs and stone axes above their heads. 
 
    Ethereal light cast across the diamond walls, so that my eyes were bewildered and the whole palace complex took on a dream-like quality. The Prophet King, being made of the same sort of transparent rock as his grand abode, flitted in and out of my vision as I gazed about. It was not the sort of place that you’d want to walk through after ingesting a hallucinogen, or if you were seasick. 
 
    We paused outside a set of enormous frosted doors, and the Prophet King dismissed his retinue of six guards. You could tell that they were well-trained lads, because not one of them gave the four of us a sideward glance and said something like, “Do you really think that’s a good idea, boss?” or “Your Majesty, are you quite sure?” They turned on their impeccably polished heels and tramped off down the corridor, leaving me and the three ladies alone with the Prophet King. 
 
    The Prophet King nudged the giant doors, and they glided silently open. 
 
    “Inside is my throne room,” the King said. “It is this room which I was most interested in showing you, Justin.” 
 
    “Well, I’m on the edge of my seat, your Majesty,” I said. I was doing my best to be polite, but all this enigmatic posturing was sort of starting to wear on my nerves. 
 
    The Prophet King walked inside, and the four of us followed. We walked into the middle of a perfectly circular room, its ceiling lost in a blaze of white light high above. The Prophet King took me by the shoulder and turned me until I was facing a couple of paintings—life-sized, each canvas about seven feet high, one depicting a woman and the other a man. 
 
    “Do you recognize these two humans?” the Prophet King rumbled. 
 
    The man was wearing a dashing yet understated get-up of all sable—breeches tucked into silver-buckled boots, shirt topped with a waistcoat, and a thigh length coat over it all. The woman was dressed in similar garb, though her breeches were slightly baggier, reminding me of Sinbad the Sailor, and the deep purple of sky at dusk. They looked very impressive, very...capable, but when I tried to concentrate on their faces, I found that my eyes could not focus. 
 
    “What the…” I breathed. I’d seen the people depicted in the paintings before, but I couldn’t remember where. It felt like something was blocking my recognition of their faces, along with the memory of where I’d seen them—including whether I’d seen them in real life or in a different painting. 
 
    I tried again to discern their faces, but every time my gaze slid from the necklines of their attire up to their countenances, my eyes slid out of focus, or my gaze tweaked off, or my attention wandered, as if I had seen something more interesting out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    “I can’t—I can’t make out the faces,” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    I looked around at Enwyn, Cecilia, and Janet. All three of my companions seemed to be having the same problem. Enwyn’s eyes were watering as she tried valiantly to make out the faces of the people in the paintings, while Janet had gone cross-eyed. 
 
    “Such is the magic of the Avalonian Kingdom,” sneered the Prophet King, shaking his head. “They would hide from you the saviors of all worlds.” 
 
    I looked at Janet again. She was no longer looking at the paintings, but at the ground. There was a deep frown creasing her forehead. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Janet looked up at me. There was confusion in those stunning hazel eyes of hers. “It’s just that… I’ve got a feeling that I’ve seen these pictures before, you know?” 
 
    “Well, who are they then?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” Janet said, “the names are on the tip of my tongue, but the harder I try to remember what they are, the further they slip from my grasp.” 
 
    The Prophet King seemed to be having himself a good old laugh at our expense, chuckling in that deep bass way of his and shaking his head in that vaguely infuriating way that people do when they know something that you don’t. 
 
    “What?” I said. “What’s so funny? Who are these people and why can’t we see their faces?” 
 
    The Prophet King looked at me. “You know of the Void War, yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve heard mention of it,” I said. “Sounds like it was one giant fuck-off brawl that ended shittily for almost everyone. That about right?” 
 
    The Prophet King nodded. “Not the most eloquently worded explanation of it that I have heard, but you have the bare bones of it, yes.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, trying to keep my temper in check. “What of it?” 
 
    “The reason that none of you are able to see the faces of these two people, and struggle to remember their names—though all of you know them—is because the Arcane Council stop you from doing so.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Enwyn asked. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly what you call up-to-date with who exactly the fucking Arcane Council were, but I had the brains to speculate that they were probably something akin to the government in these parts. Naturally, this made me trust them about as much as a screen-door in a submarine. 
 
    “After the Void Wars, the Arcane Council banded together,” the Prophet King said. “Using some extremely questionable Creation and Chaos magics, the council strove to erase the two mages that they blamed for the Void Wars from history. They did this by blurring and wiping people’s memories, by making any artifact that depicted either of them slip through peoples’ eyes, minds, and hearts.” 
 
    “Sounds a little ethically dicey,” I muttered to the three women next to me. 
 
    “The reason that they did this, is so that no one who came after would ever be tempted to take up where these two powerful mages left off,” the Prophet King said. 
 
    I nodded, not really sure what this enormous glittering king was driving at. 
 
    The Prophet King reached out once more and turned me away from the pictures of the blurred mages, ninety degrees to my right, so that I was now staring up at a throne on a dais. It looked organic, almost, as if clear stalagmites had happened to grow up from the floor into the shape of a chair. 
 
    The Prophet King though, was not drawing my attention to the chair. Instead, he pointed to an all-black staff that hung just behind the throne. A dragon’s head was fashioned into its top. The staff was within easy reach of an Elemental, but I would have had to jump to get a hold of it. It glistened as if it was wet, so shiny was the obsidian from which it was carved. I wondered if it had been carved from the obsidian hill on top of which I had stood only an hour or so before. 
 
    “Nice staff,” I said. 
 
    The Prophet King snorted. “Yes. It is not obsidian, as I’m sure you thought, but made from black diamond—the rarest stone to be found anywhere in our worlds. It was given to me by the most powerful Mage of all time.” 
 
    He looked at me expectantly. 
 
    “You might want to consider putting it on eBay or something then,” I said. “Is it signed?” 
 
    The Prophet King’s nonplussed expression could have been pasted into the dictionary to define the word. 
 
    “Who gave it to you?” I asked. 
 
    “It was Zenidor himself!” the King said. He looked around at the four humans, waiting for some sort of reaction. 
 
    I was glad to say that I was not the only one who remained silent. I’d never heard of the bloke. 
 
    “I know that I have heard the name before!” Janet said. She sounded infuriated with herself. 
 
    “You know, I think I have too,” Cecilia said slowly. 
 
    I looked at Enwyn, but she said nothing. It was clear that she was doing some swift and serious thinking. 
 
    “Bah!” the King exclaimed. “There you have it. The magic of the council doing its insidious work.” 
 
    The Prophet King strode quickly up the steps of the dais and grabbed the staff from where it was hanging in mid-air. Then he came back down and held it in front of my nose. 
 
    “Zenidor,” the monarch of the Gemstone Elementals said to me, “gave me this staff. His staff. Your father’s staff, Justin.” 
 
    For a moment, it felt like the world was holding its breath. 
 
    “My father?” I repeated. 
 
    “That is correct,” the Prophet King said. 
 
    I shook my head. “I think you must have got your wires crossed somewhere, your Majesty,” I said. “It can’t be my old man’s. I’m from Earth. My parents died in a plane accident before I could even remember them.” 
 
    The Prophet King held out the staff to me. “That is not so.” 
 
    I snorted in disbelief. “Look, I’m not quite sure how to prove it to you but–” 
 
    The King thrust the staff into my chest. “Your blood will out,” he said. 
 
    Reaching up, I took the black diamond staff in my hand. 
 
    A staccato rush of images. An unreeling of history and memories and events that I had never seen rushed past my mind’s-eye, quick as machine gun fire. 
 
    A faceless couple holding hands; running, laughing, chasing each other through corridors that I recognized as belonging to the Academy. Grunting, sweating, moving flesh—was that two people fucking? A swirl of darkness, a kaleidoscope of stars. The faceless man floated in a void, the staff outstretched in front of him, a cape billowing about his shoulders. A galaxy burst into being, a world. The woman appeared, and she ripped mountains up from the bones of the Earth before she filled the holes with water. A snap of fingers, and forests bloomed. Then there was blood, screaming, fire, and death. I felt sorrow. Deep sorrow. I looked down and saw that I was holding the staff in my hands, while next to me, the faceless woman held a baby. I looked closely at the baby’s face, and it morphed into— 
 
    Me. 
 
    I gasped, coming out of the vision or trance like I was surfacing from an ice-bath. My heart was hammering in my chest, but there was a warmth spreading through my belly. It felt like a key had been turned in my consciousness, a door opened, and sudden comprehension was flooding in. I wondered how long I had been trancing out for. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I said, looking up at the Prophet King. “Those two people, they’re my parents?” 
 
    The Prophet King nodded slowly. “Yes. Zenidor and Istrea. They are your parents,” he said. 
 
    Wordlessly, I passed the staff over to Enwyn. She took it and instantly went rigid. Her eyes were wide open behind her glasses. Then, suddenly, she relaxed with a great gasp. 
 
    “Did you see them?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded slowly and passed the black diamond staff to Cecilia, who in turn passed it on to Janet. 
 
    “Can you believe it?” I asked excitedly, when Janet had come back to herself with a sharp gasp. “My parents were from your world!” 
 
    “With this vision, the High Council’s spell should have at least been lifted from your minds to some degree,” the Gemstone King said. 
 
    “I think I saw some paintings of my parents in my frathouse. I thought maybe I was drunk or that the artist couldn’t draw faces, because the faces on the painting were blurry. But it must have been the High Council’s spell.” 
 
    “Yes…” Janet said, nodding. “I remember Zenidor and Istrea now, remember their names at least.” She snapped her fingers. “That’s where I saw them! In my father’s sacred room in the Eldritch Prison. No one is allowed in there, not even me, but I snuck in there once.” She shivered. “Never again. There was some crazy shit in there. I still don’t remember much about it, but I do remember seeing portraits of those two—of Zenidor and Istrea. Of your parents.” 
 
    To my surprise, she fixed me with those big hazel eyes of hers, and I saw that there was a mix of fear and awe in them. 
 
    Before I could ask what she was looking so worried about, Enwyn touched me lightly on the shoulder. In her face too, I could read a little consternation. 
 
    “Justin,” she said, “this is...this is a momentous revelation.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I said, “I’m the one who just found out that his parents had the magical abilities to birth galaxies and build worlds and— 
 
    “Destroy them,” Enwyn said. “Zenidor and Istrea were the Creation Mages who brought about the Void Wars, and if you’re their son…” 
 
    I frowned and then laughed. “What? You think that I might be a chip off the old block and have a bit of a penchant for universal destruction?” 
 
    Enwyn didn't say anything but gave me an appraising look from under those sexy, sharp eyebrows. 
 
    I was feeling pretty buoyed up by this sudden piece of unexpected family history, and I didn’t want to have the feeling hijacked and taken off to Negative Town. My parents might have been these badass mages. They may have done some pretty gnarly stuff and brought about a war from which the magical worlds were only now just recovering from—and that was a bummer, sure. But they were both dead and gone now, and I knew my own heart, knew myself. There was too much potential to have a good time with magic. There was no need to go all dark with it, even if I’d known how to. 
 
    I turned to the Prophet King and handed him back the diamond staff. He took it reverently, then cast it back into the air so that it hung once more suspended just behind the throne. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” I said, “after having you show me this vision of my parents—of my history—can I presume that you won’t be mushing us into dog-food today?” 
 
    The Prophet King shook his great boulder of a head. “None of you shall be harmed this day. You are the son of Zenidor and Istrea. In fact, I have something else planned for you; a feast in your honor.” 
 
    “That sounds great,” I said, “but if it’s all the same to you, we really need to get our hands on the tail feathers of a Cockatrice so that we can get back to the Academy. Any chance you have some lying about?” 
 
    The King shook his head again. “It is growing late,” he said and, indeed, the light was fading. I supposed that the enormous central crystal mirrored the sun in the outside world. The phosphorescent vines probably transferred the solar energy from the outside of the temple to the central core. “Tomorrow, I shall furnish you with everything that you need to safely hunt a Fern-tailed Cockatrice, but for tonight, I would be honored if you made use of my hospitality. Feast with us. Then you may retire to the chambers that we have made ready and rest in safety.” 
 
    I looked at the women. They all looked in need of something to eat and, more importantly, a drink. Cecilia in particular looked captivated by the idea of a lie down. Her bright blue eyes were fastened on mine, a smile playing about her suggestive lips. 
 
    I swallowed, wrenching my brain from where it was rolling about in the gutter with Cecilia’s brain, and smiled at the Gemstone King. 
 
    “Who could refuse an offer like that?” I asked. “Let’s eat!” 
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    I had never been to a feast before—there’s not a huge call for them within the second-hand occult bookstore trade on Earth, and my uncle had always been more of a nachos in front of the football kind of guy—but I had my expectations as to what one should include. These expectations were met and, I think, surpassed by the spread that the Prophet King had waiting for us in his banqueting hall. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what any of these foods are?” I asked Cecilia. 
 
    She shook her head. “I wouldn’t worry though, you seem to be the King’s new favorite,” she said slyly, “so I doubt he’d go to all the trouble of cooking this lot only to poison you.” 
 
    I hadn’t actually been thinking of poison but had merely been curious to know if there was a steak among the plethora of strange dishes arrayed before us. 
 
    “Justin, do not fear,” the Prophet King said, “everything at this table is safe for the consumption of humans.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I said thickly, speaking through a mouthful of some sort of meat kebab. 
 
    I had been sat at the place of honor, on the Prophet King’s right. Opposite me was one of the most singularly arresting women that I had ever seen. She was a Gemstone Elemental, that much was abundantly clear—the radiant semi-transparent body, the gold and white eyes, and the opalescent sheen to her skin were dead giveaways—and I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. She was wrapped in a misty dress that was more water vapor than fabric, and it kept drawing my eye like the flashiest ring in the jeweler’s window. 
 
    “This is my daughter, Alura, the Princess of the Gemstone Elementals, Justin,” the Prophet King said, making the introductions. “My dear, this is Justin Mauler, son of Zenidor and Istrea.” 
 
    I was about to ask the king how he knew my surname, but as someone who called himself a prophet, I figured I already knew how he’d learned it. Besides, I had other things on my mind, like his beautiful daughter whom I turned to and gave my most charming smile as she offered me her hand. I gave it a shake and was on the verge of actually kissing the hand that she offered me, but I thought that might be going a bit over the top. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure,” I said, smiling. 
 
    She smiled shyly back at me. Unlike the King, she openly wore a crown of gold and sapphires on her head. Her grip was cool as marble, but smooth like her fathers, like tiny, smoothed river stones inside of a silk glove. 
 
    “The pleasure is very much mine,” she said. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder whether the eye-contact we exchanged was slightly lengthier than the occasion called for. 
 
    It’s very hard not to enjoy a feast. My uncle had always said that I was about as cultured as yogurt but, to my mind, a feast is basically your more upmarket buffet dinner. It’s like Sizzler with silver plates and free booze. 
 
    What’s not to love about that? 
 
    The food was delicious if not mostly mysterious to me. There were mounds of roasted pink tubers, tureens of fluffy moss that reminded me of cous-cous, roasted meats, and crystal platters of sweet delicacies. 
 
    I made a little conversation with Princess Alura, but she answered sparingly. I wasn’t sure whether it was because she was shy or because her old man sat gleaming right next to her, but all I managed to get out of her was that the delicious frothy ale that we were drinking was made by fermenting some sort of cave moss. Once she had told me, I definitely became aware of a quite mineral edge to the brew, but it was far from unpleasant. It was not long before the whole room took on a nice warm glow. This might have had something to do with the enormous golden glow-worms that were ushered across the ceiling as night fell, and gave off the same cozy ambiance as a candle chandelier might have, but I thought that most of the credit could be placed in the moss-ale’s lap. 
 
    I kept exchanging lazy smiles with Janet, who was sitting across from me. As I drank more of the tasty ale, my mind started wandering down Memory Lane, back to the night when we first met and first got together—the turning point in my magical career, and my life. At times, as the music supplied by the Gemstone Elemental quartet in the corner swelled, I found myself unconsciously recalling what she looked like naked. We’d had a lot to drink that night, and I was not at all adverse to having another go and refreshing my memory. 
 
    Suddenly, just when I was thinking of the best way to broach the subject, I felt a hand slide smoothly up my thigh and come to rest a bare inch or so from where Justin junior was residing in my pants. I glanced to my left and found Enwyn looking at me over the top of her spectacles. She leaned toward me, and I felt her breath tickling my ear as she whispered, “Janet and I are sleepy. You wouldn’t mind escorting two defenseless females to their chamber, would you?” 
 
    I was feeling a little lethargic myself and thought that walking the two women back to wherever it was we were all staying might be just the thing to wake me up a little. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    In a twinkling—literally, because the guy was extremely well-polished and buffed to a mirror shine—there was a page at my elbow. 
 
    “Are you wishing to retire, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “Just need to take these ladies back to their room, if you’re able to show me the way?” I said, managing to get my tongue under some semblance of control. 
 
    The Elemental page bowed slightly and set off out of the main doors to the banquet hall. We followed, leaving Cecilia to work her aristocratic magic on the Prophet King’s daughter. 
 
    The page left us outside the door of Janet and Enwyn’s room with another obsequious little bow. I felt like I should tip him but, of course, I had neither money nor any idea what passed for currency in this place. 
 
    I was on the verge of saying goodnight, when Janet grasped me by the hand and pulled me into the room, Enwyn shutting the door behind us. The apartment that the women had been furnished with was as lavish as the rest of the palatial complex had been. I didn’t notice much of the interior decor if I was honest though, because within ten seconds of the door closing, Janet had unlaced the front of her top and pulled her shirt open to reveal a pair of fantastic breasts. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said. 
 
    I was inclined to agree with her. 
 
    I looked around, keen to see what Enwyn, our Induction Officer, was going to make of this sudden nudity, but to my delight, I found that Enwyn—somehow—was already butt-naked and heading for a set of doors on the other side of the room. Her ass moved in that particularly sensual way that women were able to employ as they walked away, the way which turned the brains of most red-blooded males to porridge. 
 
    “Anyone joining me for a bath?” she threw out casually over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, a bath would be just the thing,” Janet said, grinning wickedly at me. She slipped easily out of her clothes so that she too was dressed only in her birthday suit and headed toward the door that Enwyn had disappeared through. I could already hear the sound of water gushing. 
 
    With literally no conscious thought, I tore off my jacket, pulled my shirt over my head, kicked my boots off, and flung my staff onto a nearby couch. My cock was already shaking off the booze, even if my mind was still drunk, and I walked into the large bathroom sporting an erection that you could have moored a boat too. 
 
    There are some sights that do not need flowery language or any real explanation as to why they are so fantastic, and the spectacle of two women soaping each other’s breasts is one of them. 
 
    “And here’s me thinking that I skipped on dessert,” I said, leaning against the wall and allowing my eyes to move slowly over the glorious sight in front of me. “When the hell did you two cook up this plan?” 
 
    “Well, we were just chatting over dinner, you know,” Janet said, “and with more and more of that moss-ale the better and better it sounded...” 
 
    It was looking better and better the more I looked at it. 
 
    Enwyn was sat, leaning against one end of an enormous sunken stone bathtub while, at the other end, steaming, geothermally heated water gushed out of a stone pipe. Enwyn’s legs were spread, and Janet sat nestled up against the Gothic older woman, while Enwyn rubbed Janet’s tits with soap and flicked her fingers across her nipples. 
 
    “You better get in here and join us, Mr. Mauler,” Enwyn said, giving Janet’s nipples a firm tweak so that the younger woman gasped and writhed against her. “You look dirty.” 
 
    I stepped into the beautiful warm water and sat down, my cock throbbing with sudden lust. 
 
    “You just sit back and let us clean each other up,” Janet purred, that wicked grin still on her face. “Then we’ll take care of you. You just sit back and enjoy the show.” 
 
    And so I did. 
 
    Janet squirmed against Enwyn’s wet body as the bath slowly filled up. Enwyn’s hands glided over Janet’s skin, leaving bubbles in their wake. She toyed with Janet’s nipples for a while, until I could see that they were stiff enough to cut glass, then she slowly, deliberately, moved her hands down, under the water. Janet moaned loudly and started to hump Enwyn’s hand as Enwyn fingered her. I couldn’t see much, but the whole thing was almost sexier because of that. It was all I could do not to jump in there myself, but the longer I held out, I was sure, the better it’d be when I subbed into the game. Both women were looking directly at me as they played with each other. 
 
    Janet started bucking more and more forcefully against Enwyn’s hand. 
 
    “That’s it, there’s a good little mage,” Enwyn muttered into the other woman’s ear, all the while looking at me. 
 
    Suddenly, Janet convulsed and let out a little scream. Then she relaxed into the bath, grinning at me. 
 
    “Now, it’s the IO’s turn,” she said. 
 
    Enwyn hoisted herself up out of the bath and sat on the edge, spreading her legs in a pose more often found in the dirtiest types of magazines. Water ran down her toned stomach and into the thin strip of hair that led down to her sex. 
 
    “I think that this general area could do with some close attention,” she said, and pulled Janet’s face hard up against her crotch. Janet instantly went to work, tonguing Enwyn’s box while the older woman ground her pelvis into the Storm Mage’s face. 
 
    I undoubtedly had the best view in the house. Sitting at the other end of the capacious tub, Janet’s ass was right in front of me, wet and shining, her immaculately shaved vagina gaping obscenely. I reached out and gave her backside a playful swat. Janet gasped, but carried on giving Enwyn head. 
 
    After only a few minutes of this, I found that I couldn’t take it anymore. This feeling coincided with Enwyn breathlessly saying, “Get in here, Justin, this is lovely, but it could be so much better.” 
 
    I sat up and, in one smooth motion, thrust into Janet’s gaping sex from behind. With that insertion, I felt a surging tingle of electricity flow through me, from the tip of my cock all the way to the ends of my hair and toes. Janet cried out in ecstasy as I began pumping away at her doggy-style. With every stroke her face was forced into Enwyn’s crotch, and soon all three of us were grunting and gasping like we were running some sort of epic marathon. The weird energy that I had felt on first entering Janet was building and building. At times, out of the corner of my eye, I thought that I could see ripples of faint blue light periodically rippling across areas of our bodies, jumping from her skin to mine. At one point, Janet reached back with both hands and spread her asscheeks so that I could penetrate her as deeply as possible. I took the hint and started fucking her with a renewed vigor. 
 
    “I’m close, I’m close!” Enwyn cried out after a while. “Justin come here and finish me off!” 
 
    I didn’t need asking twice. I pulled out of Janet, who moved obediently aside, while Enwyn lay back on the floor—still on the edge of the sunken tub—and opened her legs to the heavens. I grabbed her ankles, forced her legs as wide as they would go, and speared her with my cock. It took only a few minutes of furious fucking on my part before Enwyn started moaning. Then, as I thrust into her, she convulsed and screamed a couple of times in pure unadulterated satisfaction. I pulled out, and a gush of liquid followed my cock as Enwyn came. 
 
    It was one of the most erotic things I’d ever seen, and I turned quickly to find Janet right behind me. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she said simply. 
 
    She was the smaller of the pair; petite and athletic. She wrapped her legs around me, and I picked her up and entered easily. I stepped out of the bath and pressed Janet up against the rough stone wall, pounding into her with a savagery that she clearly relished. Her nails dug into my back as I spun around, and we knocked a shelf full of unguents and lotions clean off the wall. With the impact, I felt a surge of electricity pass through me, vibrating through every cell of me. It was far from unpleasant. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and the skin along Janet’s arms and legs turned to gooseflesh. 
 
    “Yes!” she screamed and, at the exact same moment as her, I came. There was a crunch as I pressed her up against a mirror and shattered it, but both of us were too far gone in the moment to give a shit about that. Dancing, miniature tendrils of bright blue lightning flickered and crackled across our bodies, as to illustrate the breaking of the lustful storm that we’d just unleashed within each other. 
 
    After our heart-rates had returned to their resting rates, Janet unhooked her ankles from around my ears, and I lowered her to the ground. 
 
    We looked around at the damage that we had caused and started to laugh. Enwyn handed us towels, and we wrapped them around ourselves and walked out of the bathroom. We sat ourselves down on the sofas, which were covered in the furs of some unknown animal. 
 
    “Well,” Enwyn said, “I don’t know about the two of you, but I’m going to sleep like a log tonight.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Breakfast the next morning was a thoughtful, peaceful, and intimate affair. Enwyn, Janet, Cecilia, and I sat with the Prophet King and his daughter, Princess Alura, at a round quartz table and sipped on pottery mugs full of what must have been the Elemental equivalent of coffee. The liquid was the same dark brown color as coffee, only slightly more viscous and with a much more robust and earthy taste. I sweetened mine with a couple of spoonfuls of some sort of plant-based sweetener, which reminded me of agave. 
 
    I was feeling as rested and content as I had ever felt. The memory of the preceding evening’s antics was still fresh in my mind and I kept running over it in my mind’s eye, replaying the sight of Janet pleasuring Enwyn—as well as Janet and I bucking up against the wall and destroying the bathroom fittings—in my head like the morning sporting highlights. Whatever the moss-ale was made from or however it was brewed, it seemed that it was hangover-free too so, all in all, I was feeling about as relaxed as a two-minute egg as I tucked into some sort of bacon and mushroom medley. 
 
    Cecilia looked from me to Janet to Enwyn and back again. 
 
    “So,” she said, “what did you three get up to after leaving the feast? I noticed that you didn’t come back after escorting these two to our apartments, Justin.” 
 
    Her voice was as cool and aristocratic as it ever was, but I could most definitely detect a slight frost that coated her words. I resisted the urge to grin cheekily—knowing enough about women to realize that Cecilia had hung a noose in the air and was waiting to see if I was going to stick my neck through it. Obviously, she knew what had happened the night before or, at the very least, had a fairly definite idea as to what had gone down. 
 
    I swallowed my mouthful of deliciously sautéed mushrooms and took a drink from my glass of crystal-clear spring water. The last thing that I wanted was any sort of friction within our group. I thought very highly of all these women, both for their prowess in combat as well as their physical charms. 
 
    And I would still very much like to see what sort of sexual appetite lurks under Cecilia’s propriety, manners, and thinly veiled innuendos, I thought. Don’t do her a disservice by bullshitting her. 
 
    “Well,” I said, making sure to keep my eyes locked with hers so that she knew that I wasn’t treating her annoyance as a joke, “I guess that while you were practicing diplomacy with the Princess here, the three of us were practicing polygamy.” 
 
    Cecilia snorted, but I could see the light of amusement kindle in her eyes. She had half-thought that was going to spoon feed her some crap about hitting the hay early or something, I could tell. 
 
    “I knew it,” she said. “I knew something like that was going to happen when I saw these two wanton hussies,” and Cecilia gave Enwyn and Janet a mock-furious look, “walk away giggling and nudging each other like a couple of tipsy teens.” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. “You’re an astute woman, Miss Chillgrave,” I said. “More astute than me, that’s for sure. It’s not often that I can say this—though it seems like it’s happening more and more ever since I learned that I was a mage—but I was taken completely by surprise.” Then I gave her the shadow of a wink from over the top of my coffee mug, swallowed, and said, “There’s no doubt in my mind that you would’ve added a certain something to the proceedings.” 
 
    Cecilia bit her lip. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Princess Alura of the Gemstone Elementals turned to me then, and, gesturing to Enwyn and Janet, said, “Ah, so you and these two companions of yours copulated last night after the feast?” 
 
    Somehow, the Princess using the word ‘copulate’ made me feel that what we had done was even dirtier than it had been—and it’d been pretty damn dirty in the first place. I looked at the Prophet King. I was not sure if this was quite breakfast table talk, especially seeing as the breakfast table we were all sitting around was a royal one. The glittering giant King seemed quite unmoved, however. In fact, he had set down the knife that he was using to peel some sort of glowing fruit and was gazing at me intently with those piercing gold and white eyes. 
 
    “I, uh, well, yes, I suppose we did,” I said, through a fresh mouthful of bacon-like broiled meat. 
 
    Princess Alura’s eyes gleamed with interest. I wondered, just for a moment, whether she was going to ask for the juicy details. I was an open-minded man, but even I had reservations about going into a play-by-play of a threesome next to a King. However, the Princess asked me a different question, one that I found delightfully insightful on her part. 
 
    “You’re a Creation Mage?” she said, in her calm, quiet voice. 
 
    I nodded, finding myself leaning forward to engage with her. Now that I really came to look at her—under the clear light of what passed for day in this underground land—I saw that she was more beautiful than I had first perceived. She was dressed today in another garment of swirling white, which seemed to swirl about her as if it was caught in a light breeze. Every now and again it would cling in certain places that would draw my attention to just how very female this fine-looking sparkling creature was. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I’m a Creation Mage, as your dad knows and has no doubt discussed with you.” 
 
    The Gemstone Princess nodded. “Yes. It is my understanding that a Creation Mage, rare practitioners as they are, take on the abilities of those they couple with. Is this true?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. Deciding that being all coy about the subject was pointless, I nodded sideways at Janet. “Miss Thunderstone here is a Storm Mage, and it was thanks to our little drunken dalliance after an Iron Maiden concert—incredible live performance, by the way, well worth seeing if you get the chance—that my magical skills manifested themselves. I took on her Storm magic as a result of our, um, coupling.” 
 
    “I see,” Princess Alura said thoughtfully. “And, after the threeway experience that you enjoyed last night, have you gained anything in the way of new abilities through that?” 
 
    My eyebrows raised of their own accord. 
 
    “I, uh, well, to be honest I hadn’t really thought to check.” 
 
    “But, surely, Miss Emberskull here is a Fire Mage?” the Princess asked, politely inclining her glittering chin toward Enwyn. 
 
    “Yes, I am, your Majesty,” Enwyn said, “but, as a matter of fact, Justin and I have also already been together…” 
 
    Princess Alura arched one sharp eyebrow and turned to me in amusement. “My, my, Mr. Mauler,” she said in her soft voice, “you are not a human that wastes time it seems. You are much like your parents in that regard.” 
 
    I wasn’t one-hundred percent whether she meant I was like my parents in the way that I didn’t like to waste time beating around the bush once I had found something I was interested in taking a closer look at in general, or that I was a chip off the old block when it came to satisfying my lustful desire—but I thought it likely that it was the former. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” I shrugged, “I’m a staunch advocate for making the most of your life while you’re living it, you know. Just think of all those poor people who passed on dessert that night on the Titanic.” 
 
    Janet laughed at that and then said, “That’s actually quite insightful in a macabre sort of way.” 
 
    The Princess surfed smoothly over this mammoth gap in our worldly upbringings with the poise of the born and raised diplomat. “Ah, I see,” she said. “So, you had already partaken somewhat of both of their separate powers. Interesting. Then, after last night, have you not found yourself in possession of some sort of hybridized magic?” 
 
    I felt, rather than saw Janet and Enwyn look at me. This thought had not even occurred to me. Without answering, I reached into the pocket of my jacket and extracted my little spellbook. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for—if anything—but as I slowly flipped through the crisp parchment pages, my gaze was arrested by a section that I could have sworn had not been there before. 
 
      
 
    SPONTANEOUS HYBRID MAGIC 
 
      
 
    When my eyes alighted on this section, my thumb shot out and stopped the pages from the flipping. 
 
    I looked up at Princess Alura, who was staring at me, those intense Gemstone Elemental eyes as cool and unreadable as a couple of orbs of granite. Had her use of the word ‘hybridized’ been coincidental? My gut told me that this sparkling woman was definitely not as dumb as a box of rocks, but played her cards very close to her chest and let on less than she knew. 
 
    My eyes went back to the page. To my amazed delight, I saw words forming, even as I gazed at the previously blank sheet. 
 
      
 
    BLAZING BOLT 
 
    Combination Spell 
 
    A purely mentally composed spell (no gestures needed) fired straight from the practitioner’s vector. Spell is similar to that of the Storm Bolt–though manifests itself as a burning red sphere of crackling energy. Spell can be deployed to home-in on a target's mana imprint even to the point of following the target around corners/over and under obstacles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Instantly, my mind—fueled with a hearty breakfast and an evening spent rolling around a bathtub with two gorgeous women—fired into a list of the possible uses for this spell. Top of that list was how handy it would be in hunting a Cockatrice. If my understanding of what the spellbook was saying was correct, this spell would enable me, once I had seen a target, to paint it—much as a laser-guided missile could be locked to a target. Then I could fire the spell and forget about the target. 
 
    “Invaluable,” I muttered. “The next one of those leaf-tailed bastards to cross our path will be toast. We’re as good as back home.” 
 
    I shook my head at how great this world kept getting. Not only did I get to partake in a sizzling threesome, but I got magically rewarded for it! 
 
    The rifling of pages from across the table made me look up. It seemed that my new spell had acted as a catalyst for Janet to start skimming through her own spellbook—a beat-up, fashionably dogeared tomb with a suede cover and metal studs. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t think that it works like that, sugar,” I said apologetically. “I’ve got a feeling that, unlike the pleasure and fun, the magic transference is only a one-way deal.” 
 
    Janet’s hands continued flying as she tore through the pages of her spellbook, and then she suddenly stopped, her hand slamming down on a page with evident satisfaction. 
 
    “Hah!” she said, grinning over at me. “Handsome? Yes. Mouth-watering physique? Sure. Charming? Undoubtedly. All-knowing? Not yet.” 
 
    She spun her spellbook around and pointed to the page. I craned forward in my chair. 
 
      
 
    STORM RAIN 
 
    Fires a series of lightning bolts at a targeted position from above, causing area damage to anyone caught within its radius. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at the sexy brunette who was gazing at me with glee. 
 
    “Firstly,” I said, “that spell sounds fucking sweet. Secondly, judging by the way that you’re grinning at me like the Cheshire Cat, am I right in guessing that you didn’t know this spell until this morning?” 
 
    Janet nodded. “That’s correct, sir.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s pretty helpful, huh?” I said. “That’s going to come in handy if we have any more trouble with monsters on our way to hunt the Cockatrice today.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say that it’ll come in handy in any battle I find myself in from now on,” Janet replied. 
 
    “True,” I said, mulling over the spell. “Especially in a group battle with a lot of enemies. I’m picturing it coming down like a storm of arrows, you know. Perfect for thinning the herd.” 
 
    I had to admit, I was a bit jealous. I was quickly starting to view spells as almost collectable items. I wanted as many as I could fit in my spellbook. I snapped my fingers, a thought forming. 
 
    “Enwyn,” I said, turning to the bespectacled Goth, my eyes only resting on her perfect cleavage for a fraction of a second, such was the importance of my thought. “Enwyn, have you checked your spellbook this morning?” 
 
    Enwyn shook her head. “You think that I would have acquired a new—” 
 
    “I can’t see why the hell not,” I said. 
 
    Enwyn pulled out her own spellbook. It looked exactly how I imagined such a thing belonging to her might look. It was all plain, sleek black leather with an understated buckle in worked silver. She opened it at the first page and then systematically started leafing through. Before long, she placed an elegant finger at the top of a page. Her pretty dark eyes scanned from left to right quickly. Then she smiled a smile that could have illuminated a coal mine. 
 
    “Flame Armor,” she breathed, her voice tight and hoarse with barely controlled delight and disbelief. She looked up at me, as if I’d purposefully set out to give her the greatest most unlooked for gift that I could have thought of—rather than just fucked her as directed. “Flame Armor!” 
 
    Something about the name of the spell set a bell to ringing, but before I could ask any questions Enwyn said, “Justin, this is a rare spell, a very rare spell. It is known to only a couple of Inscribers—perhaps only one.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s easily explained,” Enwyn said, continuing to beam at me. “This particular spell has been a magical family heirloom of sorts, held almost exclusively for the past however many hundred years by the Flamewalker family.” 
 
    Ring-a-ding-ding went that bell in my head. 
 
    “More accurately, I should say that it has been held by the Flamewalker family’s private Inscriber and passed down from one Inscriber to another through the ages.” 
 
    I nodded my head. “I’ve seen that spell in action,” I told her. “I was on the receiving end of it, in fact. It’s a nice little bit of magic to use when you’re in a tight spot.” 
 
    “You’ve seen it in use?” Enwyn asked. “How?” 
 
    “Bradley Flamewalker is in my fraternity,” I explained. “We didn’t start off on what you might call cordial terms. It looked to me to be a more complex version of the Flame Barrier spell.” 
 
    “It’s in a similar vein certainly, though far more intricate than that spell, and far more powerful.” 
 
    Enwyn nodded, bent down, and ran her hands lovingly along the page, as if to stroke the words written there. “Deary me, the Flamewalker family are going to be quite acerbic when they find out that one outside of their clan has the knowing of this spell.” 
 
    I wanted to ask Enwyn to elaborate on this—I’d always found the hoarding of knowledge to be a singularly selfish and confounding way to act—but, before I could do so, the Prophet King had got ponderously to his feet. He cleared his throat, making a sound like a cinder-block being dragged across a concrete floor, and then spoke. 
 
    “Now that we have broken our fast together, it is time for me to help you in the way that I promised,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll show us where we can find a Cockatrice whose tail feathers we can collect?” I asked. 
 
    The Prophet King nodded. “Yes,” he said. “You and your companions shall ride with me, my daughter, and a contingent of our men. We shall hunt the Cockatrice Elemental-fashion, showing our quarry the proper respect even as we take its life. We are a people who do not like to waste a life if it can be helped, and so once you have the fern-tail we shall bring the creature back here to be butchered.” 
 
    “You eat those things?” I asked. 
 
    The Prophet King shook his head. “The meat is not fit for Gemstone Elementals, but our basilisk mounts love it and it makes them strong.” 
 
    “So, it’s a win-win?” I asked. 
 
    “Except if you’re the Cockatrice,” Janet said with a grin. 
 
    The Prophet King strode from the room, his massive feet echoing as he made his way swiftly down a side passage. 
 
    “Come,” the Princess said, looking back at me over one glistening shoulder, “we must get you mounted.” 
 
    I snatched up my staff from where it had been leaning against the table and followed the Princess as she glided gracefully from the room. She moved with light footfalls for someone who could very well have weighed a quarter of a ton, and I couldn’t help noticing the suggestive way that her hips moved under the misty, floating dress. 
 
    A touch on my arm brought me back from the edge of quite a pleasant daydream. It was Cecilia walking next to me. 
 
    “Hello there, Miss Chillgrave,” I said, in a mock aristocratic tone that I tried to emulate from the five minutes of Downton Abbey I had tried to watch one time, before flicking back to the latest episode of Game of Thrones. “Are you ready to partake in a spot of hunting?” 
 
    She nudged me with an elbow and shot me one of those looks, the kind that would have had a detrimental effect on the rate of the icecaps had we been on Earth. 
 
    “You know you owe me now, don’t you?” she said. 
 
    “Is that right?” I asked, as we made our way down a slightly sloping corridor toward a set of carved sapphire doors. 
 
    “Well, the other girls got spells.” 
 
    “You don’t know what they had to do to get them though, do you?” I said, glancing at her out of the corner of my eye and flashing her a smile. 
 
    “I was at breakfast,” Cecilia said. She stepped close to me, put a hand on the nape of my neck, and whispered, “And who knows, maybe the better time you have the better spell a girl gets? There’s only one way to find out...” 
 
    Her breath was like a warm summer breeze in my ear, and I felt my stomach clench. It might have been a bit of an elvish trick but, the way that it made me feel, I found that I didn’t really care. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied as we were ushered through the set of sapphire doors and found ourselves confronted by a large, apparently empty room. “In the very, very forefront of my mind.” 
 
    Once the four of us, the King, and the Princess were inside the large empty room, we were joined by a company of thirty Gemstone Elementals. They wore no clothes—as seemed to be par for the course with this race of peoples—but their heads were adorned with some rather snazzy helmets that looked to be carved out of cobalt blue lapis lazuli. They also carried bows made from some sort of resinous-looking material, a quiver of arrows on their backs and a short war-axe on a leather belt around their waists. 
 
    The door shut behind them. What with the press of Gemstone soldiery that we were suddenly sharing the space with, I found myself squashed up next to Cecilia. 
 
    “This is cozy,” I said. 
 
    The young elvish woman’s hand slipped down between us, moving surreptitiously around to the front of my pants. Due to how squashed up we all were, nobody saw exactly where she squeezed me. 
 
    “Nothing wrong with a bit of intimacy, is there?” she asked. 
 
    I didn’t have time to reply in the affirmative, because at that moment the entire room gave a lurch and my stomach dropped a notch. The lack of an exit door was suddenly explained; we were in a magically powered elevator. 
 
    When the door opened, and the company filed out of the sapphire doors once again, I found myself standing in a long rectangular space, at one end of which I could discern a square of light that I took to be the end of a tunnel. 
 
    “Welcome to the Basilisk Pens,” the Prophet King said. He gestured toward the rows of stalls that lined either side of the enormous room. “Pick a mount that you like the look of and one of my men will help you mount. 
 
    “Do we not get a quick demonstration on how to ride these things?” Janet blurted out. 
 
    I’m about to ride a fucking snake-lizard—a fucking basilisk! I thought. 
 
    “Do not fear,” the Gemstone Princess said in her soothing voice. “You will find that basilisks are a beast that a rider adapts to quickly. They are intelligent creatures and adapt to the way their riders sit them. They will respond to your lightest touch, to the slight shifting of your muscles, so that it almost feels like they are reading your mind.” 
 
    “Let’s get cracking!” I said, on hearing these promising words. 
 
    I walked over to the nearest pen door and looked inside. The basilisk that was stabled looked up as soon as I stuck my head in. In response to my presence, it gave a slight hiss. Up close and personal, it was as fearsome and formidable-looking creature as I had ever seen. Only the fact that the Prophet King had assured us that these things were quite rideable and had been tamed and trained for years stopped me from backing instinctively away. On closer inspection, it looked more like a lizard with no legs than an actual snake. Its head was like a wedge, its eyes sharp, intelligent, and with vertical cat-like pupils. This particular specimen was at least twenty feet from snout to tail tip and was a scintillating deep bronze color. It hissed at me again as I ran my eyes over it, and it bared needle sharp, six-inch long teeth. 
 
    “What the hell are you looking at?” I growled back, staring it dead in the eye. For a moment, we locked gazes. I could almost feel the strain of our opposing wills. Then, with a low whine, the basilisk dropped its eyes and bowed its head. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said. 
 
    Then I said two words that I figure every man had ever wanted to say; ever since animals were first domesticated, ever since the invention of the motorcycle, ever since we climbed out of the trees and stopped eating our meat raw. Two words that send shivers down the spine of even the most timid individual. 
 
    “Let’s ride!” 
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    Riding the basilisks was just as the Princess had said; very intuitive and easy to get used to. The magical creatures did not have a gait as such—seeing as they moved fluidly across the ground like snakes—and so riding them was extremely comfortable. It was very much a cross between riding a bike and a horse, in the way that they turned the way you leaned, but also responded to the pressure you exerted on their flanks with your knees. They were obviously perfectly suited to the terrain, having undersides that were both supple and tough. The jagged rocks of the wide plain that we boosted over caused them no problem whatsoever, and they moved at an easy forty miles per hour. 
 
    The Prophet King led the hunting party on for a few miles, riding hard past the farms, orchards, and other agricultural enterprises that must have fed the entire colony above. The King and Princess headed the column of hunters with me and the three women following. Behind us were armed hunters of the King’s guard. 
 
    Before too long, we came to one of the walls of the ginormous cavern. Passing through a series of tumbled boulders and shards of crystal as big as houses, the Prophet King led us to an ominous-looking crack. 
 
    “Through here is a single burrowed root through which the Cockatrices sometimes come scavenging,” he told us as we all reined in for a moment to let our mounts have a breather. “They never hunt Gemstone Elementals—our make-up not being one that they find appetizing—but they try to carry off our meat animals from time to time.” 
 
    “Is this the only way that they can get into your under-temple?” I asked. 
 
    The King shook his head. “All sorts of creatures honeycomb the underground passageways around our home,” he said. “There are far too many routes for us to patrol. All we can do is be vigilant and stamp out hard on any Cockatrices that stray too close to our sanctuary.” 
 
    We traveled through the fissure and into the gloom of the tunnel beyond. A dozen of the Gemstone hunters moved to positions on the outskirts of the group and lit strange chemical lamps that they hung from poles and illuminated our surroundings. After a while, we came to a halt yet again. 
 
    “We are on the perimeter of one of the Cockatrice nests,” Princess Alura informed us. “We try not to venture too close to the heart of this nest as we believe that it might be the one that the Alpha—the male that breeds with the Queen that rules all the nests in this area—lives in. If we are careful and quiet, we should easily be able to surprise one of the younger ones and collect its tail feathers.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, darling,” Cecilia said. “I can’t speak for anyone else, but I’m simply dying to get myself a change of clothes back at the Academy.” 
 
    We moved along in relative silence now. The only sound was the rustling slither of the bellies of the basilisks against the gravelly floor of the tunnel. As we came to the end of the tunnel, and it emerged out into a spacious cavern beyond, we were greeted by the welcome sight of a jade-colored Cockatrice hanging from the ceiling. It was slightly smaller than the one that we had met in the forest. Its color was a more ghostly green due to the ethereal light of the Gemstone hunter’s lanterns, but it had the same frill of fern-like spines at the end of its tail. 
 
    In the time that it took me to spot the thing, ascertain that it was, indeed, the type of creature that we were hunting and raise my staff to give it a Storm Bolt right in the kisser, the King had already risen in his saddle. As he stood up, armor flowed like quicksilver from a central spot on his chest and spread until his entire chest was encased in a chest plate of gleaming mercury. 
 
    This guy has some serious magic of his own. 
 
    The great glittering figure whipped out a staff from a sheath on his back, and I saw that it was the black crystal staff he had shown me in his throne room. He raised it in both hands and pointed it calmly up at the hanging Cockatrice. Then he twisted it, as if he had already impaled the beast and was making sure of its death. 
 
    To my amazement, the Cockatrice opened like a split bag of chips. Its claws were clearly embedded in the rock of the cavern ceiling pretty securely because the monster continued to hang there for a few moments, even as its intestines uncoiled out of its ruptured stomach and dropped out of it. They hit the ground about fifty yards away from us with a resounding splat. The Cockatrice—somehow—managed to let out one last, long, blood-curdling shriek and then dropped on top of its spilled entrails with a dull thump. 
 
    The smell that wafted out to greet us was appalling. 
 
    “Wowza,” I said, scrunching up my eyes, “that is a smell strong enough to hang your goddamn washing on, isn’t it?” 
 
    Enwyn edged her basilisk over to me and said, “Not much of a hunt was it?” 
 
    I tried to hide my own disappointment. I had really wanted to be the one that brought down our ticket back home, preferably after a good long fight in which I acquitted myself admirably, but you couldn’t have everything out of life. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as a couple of the Gemstone hunters got down from their mounts and started to plod over to the carcass of the Cockatrice, “at least we get to head back to the Academy n—” 
 
    My sentence was drowned out by a long, ridiculously loud shriek that reverberated off the walls of the cavern and set the basilisks to swaying and hissing in alarm. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” I said as the furious roar faded, leaving only a slight ringing in my ears. 
 
    “What is going on, Father?” Princess Alura asked the Prophet King. 
 
    The King turned in his saddle, a frown on his face. “Something that should not have happened at all. We are too far from the hub of the nest for the slaying of that smaller creature to have caused any sort of alarm. Unless my ears deceive me though…” 
 
    The mammoth bellow echoed through the tunnels and caves once more. It actually sent the lanterns to rocking on the ends of the poles and a man-sized stalactite cracked away from the ceiling and crashed to the cave floor. 
 
    “No, I am right,” the King said. “It is the Alpha.” 
 
    “What?” the Princess gasped. Just for a moment, the mask of unruffled serenity slipped from her face and she looked scared. “But how is that possible? The Alpha never comes forth. That’s the job of the drones!” 
 
    “It would seem,” the King said, “that ‘never’ is the wrong word.” He turned swiftly to his assembled men. “Ready yourselves for the fray!” he roared. “Three of you guard my daughter. For the guests—” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about us,” I said with grim surety. “We can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    The King did not even try to argue with the look on my face, but simply nodded. There was no time for anything else, because at that moment the Cockatrice Alpha smashed its way out of a side tunnel and voiced its displeasure at seeing us all gathered there. It let loose a roar that would have made the T-Rex at the end of Jurassic Park walking away with its hands in its pockets in embarrassment—if it had pockets. Or arms long enough to reach them. 
 
    “I thought the smell of the little one’s guts were bad,” I shouted, “but that thing’s breath is a whole other level!” 
 
    I thought I knew a lot when it came to battling monsters—RPG games on the PS4 being a favorite of mine—and so I got my retaliation in before the Alpha had a chance to strike. I sent one of my shiny new Blazing Bolt spells right at it. The monster was fucking massive–at least four times the size of the Cockatrice that the King had downed–and made an excellent target. My spell hit it square in the chest and— 
 
    —ricocheted off. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I said, looking at the staff as if it was a gun that had just jammed on me at a key moment. 
 
    “The Alpha cannot be damaged by magic!” the King bellowed. “It’s hide is imbued with an intrinsic magic that repels all other spells. It can only be brought down by arrows.” 
 
    I looked at the bows and arrows in the hands of the Gemstone warriors and then up at the mammoth creature sitting in the mouth of the tunnel it had just enlarged with its body. 
 
    I hoped there were some really good shots among these motherfuckers. 
 
    The Alpha charged forward, and the group of hunters scattered. 
 
    A few arrows, fired by some of the ballsier Elementals, sped through the air and embedded themselves in the Alpha’s flanks. As they were fired in haste, they did little more than piss the monster off. It manifested its annoyance by lashing out with a clawed foot and eviscerating one of the bowmen that had had the temerity to have a go at it. He fell with a strangled yell of agony. Guts, which looked like ropes of dripping, slimy beads spilled across the ground. Another one of the archers was crushed by a ruthless tail strike, his arms and legs spinning off in a spray of stone chips. 
 
    I rode my basilisk around the great beast, thinking vainly of a way that I could take it down. As I circled it, I saw Enwyn activate her own new spell. The orange armor that I had last seen Bradley wearing encased her in a glow of orange. I had to say, as the Alpha neatly decapitated another Elemental and bit another screaming Gemstone warrior in half, a suit of armor looked pretty good right about then. 
 
    To try and distract the giant monster, I conjured a flaming axe using the Flame Barrier spell, moved my basilisk in behind it, and slashed at the back of one leg with my magical weapon. The creature roared in discomfort, but my axe burst apart in shards of fire. 
 
    “Shit!” I said, wheeling my basilisk out of harm’s way as the great tail whipped in to try and squash me. 
 
    One thing could be said for our futile attempts to magically bring the Alpha down, and that was that it distracted it from totally annihilating the Gemstone warriors within a matter of minutes. What with the rain of spells from us four humans and the arrows that peppered it whenever one of the Elementals had the time and space to let a shaft fly, the Alpha was left a whirling, confused mass of rage. Its bird-like head darted out every now and again as it spun on the spot, snapping at any warrior that came within range. 
 
    The monster managed to corner a pair of Elementals and snatched at one with its clawed foot. It impaled the unfortunate hunter with a talon, punching through him like he was made of marshmallow instead of crystal. The other warrior lunged in with his axe and hewed at the Alpha’s other foot. His axe bit deep into one toe and yellow blood sprayed out. The Elemental’s roar of delight at wounding the creature—full-throated and manly as it undoubtedly was—was cut short when the avian head ducked down and ripped his face off. Even without the usual human gore that looked like an ugly way to go. The warrior fell gurgling and was trampled into grit by the furious Alpha. 
 
    “At this rate, you’ll be out of men before we’ve so much as given it a black eye!” I yelled at the King. 
 
    He had picked up a bow and arrow from a fallen hunter. As I watched, he nocked an arrow to the string and sent it speeding into the Alpha’s neck. The monster roared, turned, and lumbered toward him. 
 
    And it was then that inspiration struck. 
 
    “Hey, girls,” I yelled at my three female companions, “I’ve got a plan, and I could use your womanly wiles.” 
 
    “Again?” Janet quipped. 
 
    The three of them brought their basilisks alongside my steed and, within a few seconds, I had outlined my plan. 
 
    “There is only one thing that could go wrong with that,” Cecilia said, “but that one thing could go seriously wrong. You better have a good eye.” 
 
    I gave her a roguish smile. “The best.” 
 
    The girls, riding as one, flanked the Alpha as it continued its slow advance toward the King. When they were level with its head, they all started firing spells at it. Frost, Storm, and Fire magic pelted the flanks, head, and neck of the Alpha. It must have been like being singled out by all the gnats at a barbecue. After only a few moments, the Alpha turned its attention on the three women and made tracks toward them. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled. 
 
    They fled, still riding together to present a bigger target to the Alpha male. The animal must have been weakened somewhat by the arrows and the noise and the magic, because its pace had definitely slackened. It wormed its way across the gravel ground, roaring in frustrated anger at the three retreating women. 
 
    I waited as it crossed in front of me. My staff twitched in my hand. 
 
    “Almost,” I muttered. “Almost...” 
 
    My staff gave an impatient thrum, raring to get back into the fight. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    The three women had reached the far wall of the cavern and turned like three very foxy foxes at bay. 
 
    “Now!” I cried and raised the staff. 
 
    A Blazing Bolt erupted from the tip of my vector, flew through the air like a sizzling beach-ball and crashed with a satisfying boom into the huge stalactite that I’d had my eye on. It blew the base right out of it, and the hanging spike of rock sheared away from the ceiling. 
 
    The Alpha reared back, its glass-like teeth gleaming as it opened its mouth to strike at my three friends. 
 
    The massive stalactite dropped like a planet onto the top of the creature’s head. Tons of limestone speared downward and punched the Alpha’s head into the cave floor. Blood and brains exploded out from under the gigantic triangular piece of rock, spraying up the wall and covering my three female companions in a glutenous gory soup. 
 
    The Alpha’s body twisted and thrashed spasmodically in its death throes and then lay still, leaving only a ringing silence in its wake. 
 
    Cecilia wiped pulped Cockatrice eyeball from her face. Her countenance was an interesting mix of admiration, relief, and disgust. It was a combination that I didn’t think I had ever seen before. 
 
    “Uh,” she said, spitting yellow blood from her mouth. “Justin, you are so picking up this laundry bill.” 
 
    “That was masterfully done, Justin Mauler,” the King said, riding over and smiling widely at me. “Masterfully done indeed!” He shook his head, as if he could not believe that such a gambit had paid off. “I wish I knew what had made such a disturbance that the Alpha had been stirred from the depths of its nest though.” 
 
    “Um, I think I can solve that mystery,” I said, and pointed over his broad shoulder. 
 
    Trolls. Lots of trolls. 
 
    The Prophet King had, perhaps, twenty of his hunters left—twenty-five tops. The trolls that came streaming into the cavern must have outnumbered us by four to one. 
 
    “Oh, look,” I said, “if it isn’t our old mate, the Nutty Shaman.” 
 
    The shaman, riding atop that fantastic saber-toothed tiger that I so coveted, trotted nonchalantly in behind his hoard of trolls. Half a dozen trolls mounted on similar, but lesser, beasts accompanied him. 
 
    A deep rumble from the King told me that this shaman was known to him, and he was not the flavor of the month. 
 
    “Justin!” I looked around and saw Enwyn holding up a handful of feathery green quills that she ripped from the tail of the dead Alpha. They looked so much like giant fern fronds that I had to look closely to tell that they were feathers. 
 
    “We can leave. We have the feathers. Our task is complete. All I have to do is activate the recall stone, and we’ll be transported back to the Academy. What do you think?” 
 
    I looked from my gore-covered companions to the hoard of freshly arrived trolls to the reduced number of Elementals. 
 
    “If we leave,” I said slowly, “the Gemstone Elementals will be wiped out for sure. “ 
 
    Enwyn gave me a long, calculating look. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “if it wasn’t for us, the trolls wouldn’t be down here, would they?” 
 
    Enwyn sighed softly through her nose. She gave me a little nod. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “let’s see if we can’t get you covered in a little blue troll blood to complement those yellow brains you’re wearing so well.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no rousing speech. No posturing between the two sides. No steady drumming of clubs on shields to get the blood pumping on the part of the trolls. No checking of weapons, roaring, or otherwise getting amped up in any discernible way. 
 
    Battle, it seems, only starts like that in fiction; it gives the reader or watcher a chance to settle back in their seat and prepare themselves for the carnage that is about to unfold. In reality, each side is far too engrossed in the pressing business of getting the first hit in, of staying alive while killing as many of the opposition as they can, of winning. 
 
    The hardened resin bows the remaining Elementals carried sang with one voice. A shower of arrows drifted through the air toward the troll ranks. The troll shaman cast a spell, and the basilisks between our legs started to shift and scream. 
 
    “Get off the basilisks!” yelled the Prophet King. “The shaman has cast a hex on them!” 
 
    Immediately, I leaped from my mount, as did everyone else. The Prophet King cast his own spell, which made the basilisks flee back the way we had come through the tunnels. 
 
    “They would have turned on us had we not sent them away,” he explained. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Janet, spellbook clasped in one hand, form a symbol in the air. As the arrows of the Gemstone warriors fell toward the trolls, a small patch of low, localized cloud instantly coalesced above a section of the troll hoard and lightning bolts started zipping down at our milling enemies. 
 
    “Storm Rain!” I yelled over the sudden swelling clamor of joining battle. “Fucking show ‘em, girl!” 
 
    The magical lightning ricocheted and tinged and sparked off the crude armor that the trolls had donned for this war expedition. It seemed that while Janet’s new spell worked, her lower level magic ability meant that it only discomforted the trolls rather than killed them—and only the few in the small radius that the little storm clouds covered. To my eye, it looked as if the group under this storm were experiencing the distracting sensation of being wrapped in electric fencing—they were yelping and twitching and jabbering furiously. Their weapons lay discarded on the ground as they attempted to force their twitching muscles to run away. 
 
    Then the trolls charged en masse. The Elementals let loose one last controlled volley, slung their bows over the backs, hefted their clubs, and lumbered out to meet their foes. The King led the Elemental counterassault, but with only twenty-five or so warriors, against close to one hundred, I thought that things looked pretty grim. 
 
    They would have been a lot grimmer, however, if the Elementals had not been backed up by me, Enwyn, Cecilia, and Janet. 
 
    Just as the two opposing battalions were about to meet, I let loose with the newest addition to my spell arsenal: a nice, juicy Blazing Bolt. The ball of crackling red energy streaked past the ear of the Prophet King, as he raised the black crystal staff above his head and punched into the lead troll. For the space of a heartbeat, the troll froze in mid-stride, then he burst apart—just as Bernard had done in my uncle’s store. Unlike the Storm Bolt though, which had been the spell I had accidentally brought about Bernard’s untimely demise with, the Blazing Bolt also produced a few shrapnel-like bursts of flaming energy on impact. These caught a couple of the trolls running alongside the one who’d been blown to pieces and sent them tumbling over into their colleagues behind. 
 
    The next moment, the two sets of adversaries came together in a snarling, rending, smashing crash of stone and metal and flesh. Troll and Elemental grappled at one another, swinging clubs and axes, stabbing with unrefined daggers and cudgels. Cries of rage and pain rang out on both sides. The unmistakable, indescribable smell of fear hung like a miasma in the air. Seemed that no matter what race you were, or how badass you looked, when it came to a good old-fashioned mass fight to the death like this everyone got a bit nervous. 
 
    Seeing as the trolls were sporting more of their mana-loaded rifles and pistols, I had expected them to make short work of the Elementals. However, as I watched the combat unfolding—every now and again firing spells into the fray to help the beleaguered Elementals as needed—I saw that the mana rounds had very little effect on the Gemstone Elemental’s bodies. 
 
    One troll pumped five pistol rounds into the chest of an Elemental warrior not ten paces from me, but the mana bullets just deflected off of his multifaceted chest. One of them sizzled past my face as I ducked backward to avoid it, setting my fringe on fire as it zipped past. The Elemental seemed quite unfazed by the shots though, as he batted the troll’s mana-pistol out of its hand, cracked it a devastating blow to the leg which snapped its thigh bone in half, and then crushed its chest in like a coke can with a vicious stomp. Even over the noise of the battle, I heard the troll’s ribs break with the same sound you might hear if you closed your fist around a handful of Doritos. 
 
    It seemed that the only immediately fatal weapon that the trolls were carrying were the mana-grenades, but as the fighting was close-quarter, these were essentially useless. It was axe against axe, club against club. 
 
    Magic against magic. 
 
    The Prophet King looked to be an unstoppable force. He moved through the press of trolls, batting them aside with the staff, swatting at them with his huge fists. However, whenever he tried to cast any sort of substantial spell, the troll shaman—who was prowling around the outskirts of the battle with his guard of mounted cronies—would cast a counter-spell and block him. 
 
    Before Janet, Enwyn, Cecilia, and I had scattered at the start of the clash, I’d recommended to Janet that we unleash our Lightning Skinks. 
 
    “We’re going to need every body we can find, girl,” I said. “Let’s let these babies off their leashes.” 
 
    And so we had. 
 
    Now, both our Lightning Skinks roamed the battleground, attacking trolls at will and leaving confusion and chaos in their wakes. 
 
    It was like a game of chess—except with more explosions, blood, screams, and random magical gunfire. So, basically better in every way than conventional chess. I was under no illusions; I knew that the key to having even a prayer of defeating the blue bastards was to take down the shaman. He was powerfully magical and adept at casting multiple spells at once. Currently, he was more engrossed with keeping his own units alive than focusing on attacking us, but it would not be long before the Elementals had suffered enough casualties for him to go on the offensive. 
 
    I had come up with a rough plan in the opening moments of the skirmish, and I needed to tell it to my three fellow mages. With this in mind, I started to weave and fight my way through the periphery of the battleground. One thing that I found my first battle really good for—and you have to look for the silver-linings in these sort of situations—was for honing my own skills and building my self-confidence in my spell-casting abilities. As I moved through the edge of the battle, I blocked a thrust from a sharpened stake—which apparently passed for a spear with the trolls—with my staff, fired a Storm Bolt with my usual gusto at a troll that was about to brain an Elemental from behind and blew his arm clean out of its socket, and then hit the troll that had just tried to skewer me in the face with my staff. As he stumbled back, I conjured a Flame Barrier, which absorbed the mana rounds from a troll rifle I had noticed swivel in my direction, then knocked the stumbling troll senseless with a brutal overhand strike with my vector. The staff flashed with coldblooded delight as the troll’s skull caved in like a smashed egg, its brain gleaming wetly as it fell to the ground. I spun, ready to take out the troll who had fired the mana-rifle at me but, before I could loose one of my tasty little Storm Bolts in his direction, Enwyn jumped in and engulfed the rifle-bearer in flames with a perfectly executed Fireball. The troll dropped its weapon and commenced writhing on the floor in a futile attempt to stop its skin blistering and its melted eyeballs from running out of their sockets. 
 
    “Just the woman I wanted to see!” I yelled as Enwyn strode over to me. 
 
    “Is that right?” she asked. Her pupils were wide with the adrenaline coursing through her, and she had a streak of troll blood across her already gore-covered face. She was cloaked in the strange magical, almost gelatinous armor that Bradley had conjured that night in the graveyard. I ran my eyes over the impressive magical protection, noting that it fit Enwyn differently than it had Bradley. Bradley’s had been chunky—slabs of inch thick armor that protected him against the rending, persistent fingers of the skellies—but encumbering. Enwyn’s seemed to be sleeker somehow. There were more plates to the armor, they were thinner, and they fitted together with the same ease that an armadillo’s did. There was also something else about Enwyn’s armor that Bradley’s had lacked—it was, in some way that I couldn’t put my finger on, sexy. 
 
    The armor equivalent of a panties, bra, and stocking combination, I thought. 
 
    “Justin?” Enwyn prompted, nudging me out of my thoughts—which just goes to prove, perhaps, that old line about men having sex on the brain even in the most inappropriate circumstances. 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah. So, here’s what I think we need to do to swing this fight before it gets away from us,” I said. 
 
    Enwyn raised an eyebrow and pointed. I followed her magic-plated finger and watched as one of the Gemstone warriors was swamped by five trolls and brought to the ground. It would have gone pretty badly for him indeed, if it hadn’t been for the fortuitous arrival of a hail of those icy needles that was fast becoming Cecilia’s calling card. The trolls howled in dismay and pain, as the stinging, stabbing sleet drove them backward, away from the downed Elemental. Before they could recover themselves, Cecilia summoned a twelve-foot-tall defensive Ice Wall that ringed them in. Suddenly inspired, I fired off a Blazing Bolt, which I guided up and over the ice wall and dropped into the laps of the panicking trolls. It killed a couple outright, and the remaining three that were maimed were finished off by Janet collapsing the ice wall on top of them with a few sweetly aimed Storm Bolts. 
 
    “All right, we’re all together again!” I said. “Huddle in, team, I think I’ve got a game plan.” 
 
    The girls, all of whom were still caked in the yellow blood of the Alpha, moved in closer. 
 
    “Does it involve getting covered in more brain-matter?” Cecilia asked. “Because, I’m not sure that there’s enough shampoo in the world to get any more blood out of my hair.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t make any promises,” I said, grinning. “Basically, we need to get rid of that fucking shaman, agreed?” 
 
    The young women around me nodded. Their faces were suddenly illuminated by the neon-cobalt flash of a mana-grenade going off from somewhere behind me. Grit came down like rain. 
 
    “We haven’t got long!” I yelled over the growing din. “We have to take out his six outriders, then I say we converge on him and work together to smoke him. I’ll let the King know of our plans. If we can distract that little shaman a-hole for just a second, it might be enough for the Prophet King to take him apart with the black crystal staff. Everyone clear on that?” 
 
    The other three nodded. 
 
    “Slaughter his crew and then butcher him,” Cecilia said, flashing another one of those surprisingly bloodthirsty smiles of hers. 
 
    “That about covers it, yeah,” I said. “Good luck!” 
 
    The sheer weight of numbers was clearly starting to tell in the battle. As fierce, hardy, and courageous as the Gemstone Elementals were, there was no getting around the fact that each one of them was going to have to kill at least four trolls to win the fight. The trolls, as I had recently discovered, were a pig-headed bunch, but not unintelligent. They may not have been able to count, per say, but they could see that if a bunch of them swarmed one Elemental at a time, they would eventually kill all of the Prophet King’s warriors. 
 
    I could feel a mood settling on me. It was the sort of feeling that I’d had a few times before in college. It was the feeling that you get when you’re at a bar and some bullying, loud-mouthed prick won’t shut the fuck up. You put up with him for a little while but, at the end of the day, you know that the only way you’re going to get him to shut up is by taking him outside and use him as a mop to clean the street. 
 
    It was this feeling, concerning the shaman, that was filling me up now. He was just another annoying prick, standing at the bar of life, getting in the way of me having a really good time with my friends. 
 
    Still, who would I hone my magic skills on, if not the a-holes? I thought. 
 
    Once more, I found myself skirting the edge of the main battle. I would have liked nothing more than diving in there and getting among the trolls that were fighting with the remaining Elementals, but time really was of the essence. The precious minutes that I might spend knocking over a few troll grunts, could be all that separated us from the shaman unleashing some fresh and unstoppable hell. 
 
    I contemplated what might be the best tactic in dealing with his half a dozen mounted guards. In the end though, in true Millennial style, I just decided to go in there and see what happened. Plans were all very well up to a point, and that point was the point when everything went tits up. Being a man in whom optimism sprung eternal, I bypassed the whole planning stage and jumped with both feet into the part where the shit usually hits the fan. 
 
    My first Storm Bolt hit one of the outriders squarely in the chest and sent him spinning off his saber-toothed mount with a cry of surprise. I would have uttered a cry of shock myself—shock at not blowing the little motherfucker into at least fifty pieces—but at that moment the shaman casually flicked his wrist at me and sent a shower of electric-yellow sparks my way. I threw myself to the side, and the sparks punched into the ground not far from where I had been standing. The earth kicked up like it had been raked with fifty-caliber machine gun fire, and I rolled behind a boulder. Peering out, it was only then that I noticed that, whereas some of the trolls had donned armor that looked like it had been knocked up out of a bunch of scrap metal, the shaman’s bodyguard were sporting some rather nifty-looking chestplates that looked to be made of beaten bronze. You didn’t have to be a genius to work out that they were resistant to magic up to a point. 
 
    The attention of the outriders was now firmly fixed on me. To attest to this, the rock that I was crouching behind, while I waited for my next brilliant brainwave to amble along, was pummeled with mana-rifle fire. Chunks of rock pinwheeled over my head and dust filled the air. I chanced a quick glance around the fragmented edge of my cover, got a clear picture of the guys trying to terminally perforate me with raw magic, and then ducked back again. Then, I summoned a Blazing Bolt and sent it looping over my head and toward where I’d seen a couple of the outriders sitting atop their saber-tooths and firing at me. There was a dull whumpf as the bolt impacted, followed by some concerned yells from the trolls. 
 
    Another quick glance around the boulder showed me that I’d thrown another guard from his saddle, but not killed any of them. Of more interest, was the fact that the shaman had wandered off a little way, prowling around the battle as if he were looking for the Prophet King. Clearly, he didn’t hold me or my three mage friends in much regard. 
 
    There’s your first mistake, I thought. And the thing about that first mistake is that it means you don’t get to make a second. 
 
    From behind the half a dozen outriders—who were still concentrating on me—I saw Enwyn and Janet converging. 
 
    Those ladies do like to work together… 
 
    I set a Flame Barrier to shield me as I emerged from the cover of the boulder, and dashed out and toward the six outriders, just as Enwyn and Janet filled the air with fire and lightning. 
 
    All that was going through my head was that I should at least close the gap between myself and the outriders so that it was harder for them to use their mana weapons. I figured that, the closer I was to them, the more powerful my spells would be, and the less likely I was to miss my foes when I fired one off at them. 
 
    Enwyn was lighting things up with Fireballs, while Janet was making a real nuisance of herself with her Storm Rain spell. However, no matter how they pummeled the outriders, the magical chestplates worn by the trolls deflected the worst of the magic. Most of the beasts they’d been riding had fled or lay dying, but the trolls themselves were still very much alive and kicking. 
 
    “Fuck, what I’d give for just a few more mages!” I yelled at no one in particular. 
 
    One of the saber-tooths was stalking toward me. It was riderless, but that did not seem to have dampened its appetite or its desire to have me for lunch. It leapt at me before I had time to compose myself sufficiently to blow it to pieces with a Storm Bolt, and it plowed into me, knocking me backward with paws the size of trashcan lids. I rolled with the attack and came to my feet in one smooth motion, just as the creature turned and launched itself at me again. I thrust my staff into its side and hit it with a Paralyzing Zap. The beast dropped, shook its head, before it came at me again in a great leap. 
 
    I wasn’t sure whether it was the saber-tooth itself that inspired me to craft the Wolverine claws with the Flame Barrier spell, or whether it was just a luck of the draw sort of thing. Whatever the reason, I dropped my vector and punched both hands upward as the saber-tooth hit me. The instantaneously appearing claws—three on each hand—sank, burning, into the throat of the monster. I turned as the saber-tooth hurtled past me and ripped the claws out of its neck with a savage twist, tearing out most of the creature’s throat as it passed. 
 
    A stream of mana-bullets flew toward me like tracer rounds. The outrider that had fired at me leered unpleasantly down the ironsights of his weapon. 
 
    “Ah, sh—” I began to say, before another one of Cecilia’s timely Ice Walls magically appeared in front of me. The mana-rounds zipped into the ice wall, peppering it with holes before it shattered completely. As it fell away, cascading in a million diamond shards to the ground, I was already running through it, roaring, toward the outrider who’d just had the audacity to try and plug me. 
 
    The outrider’s piggy eyes widened as I burst through the tumbling ice wall. He pulled the trigger of his rifle and was rewarded with a dull click and a sad little psst noise. 
 
    Dead Man’s Click. 
 
    I spear-tackled him, bellowing my fury like a Dothraki berzerker, and slammed him off his feet. 
 
    It was a sudden lesson, but in that moment I learned that, on occasion, magic can go and fuck itself. Sometimes, it’s the old ways that are the best. 
 
    I headbutted the troll right in its face—once, twice, third time’s the charm. He’d been as ugly as my uncle’s toenails to begin with, but the third headbutt smeared his nose across his face so widely that the only way he was going to be blowing it in the future was with the help of a handkerchief on the end of a long pole. 
 
    Not that he had much of a future. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and brought my booted foot down as hard as I could in the center of the porcine face. The heel of my boot crunched satisfyingly through the bridge of the troll’s shattered nose, blue blood welling up. The outrider squealed and struggled, but a sharp, vicious thrust with the end of my staff caved his teeth in. The next thrust went right out the back of his neck. 
 
    “Fuck!” I bellowed again, staring around. I felt a sweet madness on me. It was almost a desperation—almost panic. It was frustration at not being able to be all over the battlefield at once, at knowing that, no matter how hard the four of us fought or how stalwart the Gemstone Warriors were, we would eventually be worn down by the numbers of the trolls. Time slowed. My eyes moved about, looking at the scene unfolding at glacial pace around me—at such a slow speed that it was almost like reality had frozen into a bloody tableau. 
 
    The Prophet King’s diamond teeth were gritted as he pummeled a troll with one hand and slammed another into the wall of the cavern with the other, its torso pulping under his meteoric strength so that its intestines burst out off the side of its pot metal armor. 
 
    Cecilia’s beautiful elven face was contorted in concentration as she punched her icicle spear through one troll’s thigh, pinning it to the ground like a particularly hideous butterfly, while she simultaneously sent a stream of concentrated icicles into the face of one of the five remaining outrider’s mounts. 
 
    Enwyn had just finally managed to penetrate the armor of one of the other outriders and set the bastard on fire. She was snarling as she turned to find her next foe, her spectacles flashing under the transparent orange visor that was protecting her face. 
 
    Lightning crackled from Janet’s fingertips as she sent another Storm Bolt at one of the other outriders, bowling him ass over tit, gravel spraying in all directions. 
 
    Trolls were falling to the brutal ministrations of the Gemstone Elementals. Crucially though, there were more trolls to replace those that were killed. Every time that an Elemental was overwhelmed and driven to the floor, hacked ruthlessly apart with axes or otherwise killed, the void that they left would be filled with more trolls. 
 
    We just need a little more help. A little more time. 
 
    The shaman kept slipping in and out of my vision. He looked to be searching specifically among the chaos for something, but I couldn’t think what. 
 
    Just a bit more time. Just a little help… 
 
    Time flowed back in a sudden, deafening rush as I heard a voice that took me completely by surprise, but was no less welcome for that. 
 
    “J-Jiminy Crickets, Justin, how in the hell do you manage to get yourself into these sorts of messes?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, toward the tunnel that the Alpha and then the trolls had made their entry. 
 
    “Nige?” I exclaimed, completely failing to retain my appearance of outward calm and resorting to nonsensical cursing. “Fuck a duck with Christmas tree! What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    My jaw dropped an inch or so lower when, coming up behind the floating Wind Mage, strode the rest of my frat brothers; Damien, Bradley, and Rick. 
 
    “No time for whats and hows, friend,” Rick rumbled. “We help and then we can sit around slapping each other’s backs after. As the people on my island say, ‘There is a time to fuck spiders, and this is not it.” 
 
    I didn’t have a clue what Rick meant specifically with that, but I got the rough idea. 
 
    “Fellas,” I said, “the trolls with the fancy bronze armor—those four—we need them dead and we need them dead now.” 
 
    Damien nodded. “Consider them toast, bro,” he said. 
 
    “Then,” I said, “you find the little creep who looks like the love child of Christopher Walken and a gremlin and we take him down together.” 
 
    “Christopher who?” Nigel asked. 
 
    I shook my head, already heading off in the direction I’d last seen the shaman. “Just come and find me,” I called, “and you’ll see who I mean.” 
 
    Nigel gave me an ironic salute. Behind him, Rick had just unleashed one of his earth rippling spells right into a massed group of fighting Elementals and trolls. The trolls were all thrown off their feet, but the Elementals took almost no notice of the surging ground. They did, however, take advantage of the suddenly horizontal trolls and pounced on them as fast as a people made out of crystal could; crushing skulls and snapping limbs with impunity. Bradley, having grown a foot and now encased in his armored plating, followed the Elemental Warriors and crushed any of the surviving trolls in that area. 
 
    I ducked and wove through the last few fighters, trusting in the Elemental’s strength and invulnerability to get them through the rest of the fight. With another four mages—untrained, but far from useless—on hand, I felt that the only obstacle to the Gemstone people getting through this fight was that goddamn shaman. 
 
    But where is he? 
 
    I looked wildly about. I could hear the blood pounding in my ears, the breath rushing in and out of my nose, the lust for blood singing through my head. At a slight vibration from my vector—a slight hint that tugged at my mind more than any part of my body—I looked down. There were heavy animal tracks set deep into the gravel of the cave floor and leading around a slight outcropping of jagged stone. Putting on my Davy Crockett hat, I jumped to the conclusion that those were most likely left by some large, saber-toothed animal. I looked behind me, entertaining the notion of going to look for backup in the form of one of my fellow mages or the Prophet King, but I couldn’t see anyone to hand. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said, and followed the tracks. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find the shaman, and when I did, he was being just as much as a pain in the ass as I might have expected him to be. It became apparent who it was that he’d been searching for among the crowds of fighters. 
 
    The Gemstone Princess. 
 
    “Typical diabolical villain maneuver,” I said as I approached. There was no way I was going to stealthily sneak up on this guy. The gravel crunched under my feet, and his enormous and highly dangerous-looking saber-toothed beast’s head had swung around as soon as I’d come into view. 
 
    “Ah, Justin,” the shaman crooned, his voice dripping with a delight that made me feel far from comfortable, “just the, ah, man, I was hoping to see again. We parted so abruptly last time.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sure was too bad,” I replied, stifling a huge fake yawn. As I acted out this piece of inflammatory theater, my eyes darted around for anything I could take advantage of in this situation. There was nothing promising about it in the least. 
 
    The shaman, bandy-legged and crooked as he appeared, was obviously imbued with prodigious magical strength because he clasped the Princess by the throat as easily as if she was made of paper mache instead of very solid precious stone. The Prophet King stood a dozen yards from the shaman, clearly as coiled and tense as a four-hundred kilo mousetrap. It was obvious to all of us that, should he move a single inch closer, the shaman would crush the Princess's neck in his fist. 
 
    “Why did you want to see me again, you blue fuck?” I asked in my most polite dinner party voice. 
 
    The shaman’s expression twitched. “You know why. I told you before. I want to tap your powers and help my people rise to take their place as the greatest magical race. Just as it was before we fell into ignominy.” 
 
    I nodded. I needed to keep this crazy prick talking, needed to buy the King some time in which he could act and save Princess Alura. Just how the hell he was going to do that though was something that I hoped he was working on too, because I was drawing a big fat blank as far as that went. 
 
    “Right,” I said, “well, I guess that puts us in a fairly straightforward position, doesn't it?” 
 
    “How do you mean? You have a proposition?” the shaman asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s obvious, isn’t it?” I said. “You hand over the Princess and I’ll come and work for you. I’ll help you whip up whatever bullshit magic you think you can accomplish with me to help restore your people, but only if you release the Gemstone Princess. A straight swap.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence. “How can I trust you in this?” the shaman asked. 
 
    I laughed at that one. That was rich. “Trust me? You can’t trust me! Are you nuts? No. But, the way I see it, you can either give trusting me a go, or things get bloody. Chances are you’ll be the only one to limp out of here, but what will you have gained really? Nada.” 
 
    “You would willingly sacrifice yourself for this female?” the shaman sneered. 
 
    “Sacrifice?” 
 
    The shaman chuckled in such a greasily supercilious manner that it took all the self-control I had not to shoot a Storm Bolt right into his beanbag. 
 
    “The tapping of your powers would drain you to such an extent that, after the ritual was complete, you would be little more than a desiccated husk,” he said. 
 
    “Dead you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Extremely so.” 
 
    “Hm, well in that case—” 
 
    “In that case, you can go and smoke a dick, you troll bastard!” 
 
    Nigel Windmaker streaked around the corner of the rocky outcrop, about two feet off the floor, gravel flying out behind him in the wind of his speed. His appearance caught everyone on the hop—especially the saber-tooth, who found itself caught in a localized tornado and thrown spinning toward the shaman. 
 
    For a being that had about a quarter of a ton of spitting-mad carnivore, bristling with teeth and claws, flying toward him, the shaman was remarkably calm. With a wave of his hand, as if he was simply shooing off a fly, the shaman sent his steed somersaulting over his head, to land in a spray of rock and dirt about thirty feet away. With another annoyed flick, he seemed to pluck Nigel from the air and hurl him against the cavern wall. My most timid fraternity brother crumpled to the floor, senseless. 
 
    This little sideshow had not been without effect, however. The Prophet King moved with the speed of a striking rattlesnake. Raising the black crystal staff, he fired a spell at the shaman, a spell that seemed to distort the air between them as it moved. It reminded me of the cool bullet-time effect that they used in the first Matrix movie. 
 
    With impossibly fast reactions, especially for something that looked like it had already been old when Morgan Freeman was a boy, the shaman wrenched the King’s daughter around so that she was in the path of the oncoming incantation. The King cried out and, at the last moment, diverted the spell so that it left a bubbling crater in the rock wall just behind the troll shaman. With a gesture, the shaman brought the King to his knees and tore the staff from his hand so that it bounced and spun across the stony floor. 
 
    And landed at my feet. 
 
    Without a single moment’s conscious thought, I snatched up the length of black crystal—curiously warm and curiously light—and brought it up to bear on the shaman alongside my own extended vector. 
 
    “Please, boy,” the shaman said, “you can see that you have no power that can match me. You’re a novice and a peasant, and I have just disarmed a master and a king.” 
 
    I had the strangest sensation that the staffs in my hands were communicating with each other in some way. The two of them felt quite different in my hand—and it wasn’t the obvious differences between wood and crystal. The vector that had come to me in Barry’s magical paraphernalia store felt like an acquaintance that I’d just met but hit it off straightaway, while the black crystal staff somehow gave off the impression that we’d run into each other a long time ago. 
 
    I cocked my head to one side and hit the shaman with a stare you could have bent a horseshoe around. 
 
    “Did you just call me ‘boy’?” I asked. 
 
    “A slip of the tongue,” the shaman said, with mocking obsequiousness, “but the fact remains; you cannot harm me, you know no magic that can penetrate my wards. Submit to me or the Princess dies.” 
 
    I sighed and gave the shaman a cold smile. “You can’t help being ugly maybe, but you could’ve stayed at home.” 
 
    With a flourish of the staffs, which came to me in the moment, I unleashed a bolt of spiraling magic that pulsed across the space between us in the blink of an eye. It hit the shaman and, with the little smirk still on his wizened face, twisted his head around seven-hundred and twenty degrees and then popped it off his neck. The troll’s head flew into the air like a champagne cork designed by Hannibal Lector, ripping out his spinal cord as it went, and landed some twenty strides away. The shaman’s body keeled slowly over backward, and his hand released the Princess. 
 
    It was, of course, at this point that the cavalry arrived in the form of Cecilia, Enwyn, Janet, and the three other frat boys. Rick went over to the groaning form of Nigel and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “You killed the shaman?” Enwyn asked, looking amazed and delighted. 
 
    “You didn’t see it?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Ah, man, that’s typical,” I said. “That was probably the most bad-ass thing I’ve done since I found out I had powers!” I turned to look at my fraternity brothers. 
 
    “How are you here?” I asked simply. 
 
    “Luck,” Damien said. “We were tasked with finding this weird kind of blood-clotting moss”—he extracted a handful of bright white moss from his pocket—“and Bradley heard noises coming from this passageway near the temple.” 
 
    “Next thing we know,” Bradley said, “we were in the middle of a damned slaughterhouse!” 
 
    I shook my head at the workings of the universe. I was suddenly pretty keen for a sit down and a beer. “You saved our asses,” I said. I looked around at the gathered mages; seven of the toughest men and women I’d ever met. “How about we get the fuck out of here and back to the Academy for a drink and a debrief? I assume the rest of the trolls are dead?” 
 
    Enwyn nodded and held up the Alpha’s tail feathers and grinned. “Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    I grinned. “I’m always ready, Enwyn, you know that.” 
 
    A touch on my hand made me turn. 
 
    Princess Alura was looking at me with those fantastic eyes of hers. 
 
    “Justin,” she said hesitantly, as if she was fishing for the right words, “I have to say...thank you.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” I said. “You didn’t think I’d let that bandy-legged fuck do anything to you, did you?” 
 
    She smiled, turned away, and addressed her father. “I wish to return to the Academy with these humans, Father, if you’ll allow it.” 
 
    The Gemstone King had gotten to his feet. He looked from his pretty sparkling daughter to me. 
 
    “I can think of no more fitting a classmate to learn magic with,” he said, in his deep, slow voice, “than the son of Zenidor and Istrea.” 
 
    Enwyn stepped forward. “I think, your Majesty, that I can pull a few strings and find a place for your daughter in this year’s enrollment.” 
 
    The King bowed his head. “I am much obliged, Miss Emberskull.” 
 
    It seemed that all the necessary chit-chat had been made, so I turned to follow Enwyn and the others as they trooped out to the more open space of the cavern to summon the portal back to the Academy. I stopped though, when I realized I was still clutching the black crystal staff. I turned around and held it out to the Prophet King. The King, however, crossed his mighty arms across his armored chest. 
 
    “A Creation Mage must have a vector to match, Justin,” he said. “This staff once belonged to your father, Zenidor. He gave it to me on the eve of our first campaign together. Now, it is yours.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    “It does not matter if I am sure or not. It is clearly the will of the staff. You could not have defeated the shaman without the staff’s willing obedience to grant you magic. It is meant to be.” 
 
    I nodded. I wasn’t going to make too big a deal out of it. What the Prophet King said made sense. I figured that if anyone knew whether something was meant to be, it was probably him. 
 
    I hurried to catch up with the others but was stopped once more by another voice. This was a woman’s and one that I had never heard before. It was sensuous and smooth but edged with a lethality that only awaited an excuse to burst forth. The real thing that captured my attention though, was the way that I heard it in my head and not with my ears. 
 
    “Take me with you,” a female voice said. 
 
    I looked about and saw the shaman’s massive saber-toothed tiger staring avidly at me. 
 
    What am I, fucking Doctor Dolittle now? 
 
    I looked at the majestic, powerful creature for a few moments. Hell, after the day that I’d already had a talking saber-toothed tiger barely registered as odd. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, “why not?” 
 
    The saber-tooth walked toward me and, as it did so, it shrank and morphed until it looked like nothing more than a little domestic kitten. It stopped at my feet and mewled. Raising my eyebrows and snorting amusement at what my life entailed these days, I picked up the kitten and put it in my pocket. Then I trudged, tired but satisfied, after the others. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The nine of us stepped through the portal, looking far more disheveled than when we left. Enwyn, Cecilia, and Janet were covered in crusty yellow gore from the Alpha Cockatrice, as well as streaks of blue troll blood. I could feel troll blood coating my own face, cracking and flaking off where it had dried. 
 
    If I was honest with myself, I had thoroughly enjoyed the time that we had spent on our quest. Winston Churchill had it dead right when he said, ‘Nothing in life is so exhilarating than to be shot at without consequence.” We had gone out into a foreign world which, to our surprise, had turned out to be extremely hostile. We had fought for our lives and fought for each other. We had forged new alliances and made new friends. Some of us had learned new spells—in the remarkable manner of a Creation Mage. We all had each other’s backs. In spite of numerous unforeseen obstacles, we had completed the task that we had set out to accomplish. 
 
    And, most importantly of all, we had all come back alive. 
 
    I was the last to step back through the portal, behind Enwyn, Cecilia, Janet, Rick, Damien, Nigel, Bradley, and Alura the Gemstone Princess. A slight change in pressure behind me told me that the magical doorway had sealed shut on my heels. When I turned, I saw that there was nothing left now except the crude chalk drawing on the wall of the amphitheater. 
 
    The amphitheater itself was almost completely empty. This came as little surprise when I thought that it had been almost two full days since we had set out on our little task. No doubt, the other teams would have come back the day before. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, tapping Bradley on the shoulder, “how is it that you guys were rocking about without an Induction Officer?” 
 
    Bradley gave me a wry smile and ran a hand through his thick sandy hair. “We were the last team to be sent through the portal,” he said. “They ran out of IOs, but Chaosbane said that the little white moss he was sending us to get would be a walk in the park, and the four of us should make light work of finding it.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said, gesturing at the gore-splattered young women in the group, “it was a fucking walk in the park all right. Except that it was a walk in one of those parks where there’s a body floating in the ornamental duck pond, people shooting up under the scenic footbridge, and kids with a penchant for mugging old people lurking about.” 
 
    Bradley snorted and ran his hand through his hair again. 
 
    What is it with the upper crust and their addiction to their hair? I wondered. 
 
    “Fucking Chaosbane…” I said, shaking my head bemusedly. “How the hell did he end up running this place? He must have students getting killed left, right, and center if this is the sort of shit he has them doing on day one.” 
 
    “Oh me oh my,” said a smooth, languid voice from up on the top tier of seats that ringed the amphitheater, “my ears are burning.” 
 
    Reginald Chaosbane, Headmaster of the Mazirian Academy, hopped, jumped, and tripped down the rows of seating with the nimbleness of a mountain goat. He was holding a half-empty bottle of some sort of reddish-purple liquor and had another empty bottle tucked into his leather belt like a pistol. With a flamboyant twirl, he jumped down from the last row of stone benches and landed in the middle of the floor in front of us. He gave a low bow, as if we’d just had the good fortune to witness an impromptu performance of some magnificence, and then straightened up. 
 
    “It’s about bloody time,” he said. “As soon as I was done with this bottle of rotgut, I was going to send in the search party.” 
 
    Now that he was up close, I noticed that he had something that looked suspiciously like a joint tucked behind his ear. Despite his seemingly indifferent attitude to us having just been put through the ringer, I couldn’t help but admire the eccentric prick’s style. 
 
    “Justin, my dear boy,” he said to me, suddenly turning that x-ray stare of his on me, “it’s only been a couple of days—surely you aren’t that glad to see me?” 
 
    “What the hell are you—?” I began to say. 
 
    I followed the headmaster’s gaze and saw where he was looking. The front of my robes were squirming. I reached down and into the deep pocket of my robes and extracted the kitten that had, until only a few moments before, been a couple of hundred kilos of man-eating saber-tooth. 
 
    As one, the four women all said, ‘Ahhhh,’ in that instinctive way that women do when they see something small and fluffy. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Chaosbane said. He took a swig from his bottle—I could see that the label identified the spirit as Gods’-Know-What. That sounded about right as far as this character was concerned. “Yes, extremely, ah, cute.” 
 
    His eyes flicked up from the saber-tooth cub and ran across the group until they alighted on the flawless face of Princess Alura. His face lit in sudden recognition. 
 
    “Ah, you ran into the Gemstone Elementals, I see! I wonder, did you happen to set tongue to some of that moss-ale of theirs? I’ve tried it just the once, but every other beer I have ever sampled since has always seemed to be lacking to me. I’d give much to know the secret of that particular brew. It unlocks truths within oneself. All alcohol, of course, invites a certain amount of introspection, but the moss-ale of the Gemstone Elementals opens up and uncovers yearnings within ourselves that we might never have realized we had.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I glanced over at Janet and Enwyn. They grinned back knowingly. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Princess…?” Chaosbane said, holding out a hand. 
 
    “Princess Alura,” the daughter of the Prophecy King said. She looked, as far as I could tell, completely nonplussed as to how Chaosbane even knew what sort of Elemental she was, let alone the properties of the moss-ale. 
 
    Chaosbane took her hand and shook it. “Like I say; a pleasure. And an exceedingly rare one at that.” 
 
    It was at that point, the formalities presumably having concluded, that Enwyn stepped from the group and strode out to meet the Headmaster. 
 
    “Miss Emberskull, how glad I am to see my favorite IO with all her limbs still attached firmly to her body. How—” 
 
    Enwyn’s hand shot out and cracked into the side of Chaosbane’s face. It was as fine an example of a slap as I had ever seen, and the sound of it echoed satisfyingly around the amphitheater. 
 
    Chaosbane’s charming smile didn’t falter, but a slight frown appeared between his eyebrows. 
 
    “Miss Emberskull,” he said, his lightning fast tongue beating her to the first word, “my usually crystalline perspicacity may have been dimmed somewhat by the copious amounts of stimulants I have imbibed, but I get the feeling that something sits ill with you?” 
 
    Enwyn looked as if she was trying to sort a whole tangle of sentences out in her mind, trying to figure out exactly which question or insult she was going to throw out first. 
 
    “Are you drunk?” she asked eventually, in a low, dangerous voice. 
 
    “I could very well be,” Chaosbane said grudgingly. “I feel quite sophisticated, but I’m not sure that I could spell the word.” 
 
    “You left us out there! You locked the stone that could have brought us back—before we had to wade through an ocean of blood to get those damned tail feathers. Why?” 
 
    Chaosbane took another swig from his bottle and swallowed slowly. “Because I had every confidence in your abilities to get the job done,” he replied. 
 
    “But we might have been killed!” 
 
    “Ah,” Chaosbane said, smiling broadly and patting Enwyn chummily on the arm, “now we are straying into the murky waters of the hypothetical. You may have been swallowed by an earthquake, the world you were on may have been struck by a meteor, you may have stumbled across a long-lost relative who was insistent on catching up with the latest family news over a fish supper. There are a plethora of things that might have happened. The point is that you survived your adventures and are now standing before me.” Chaosbane looked at me and tipped me a wink. “Mission accomplished, mate.” 
 
    Enwyn seemed unwilling to be defeated by Chaosbane’s infuriating logic and reluctant to waste the head of steam that she had built up. 
 
    “But you knew?” she snarled. 
 
    “Knew?” 
 
    “About Justin?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “About his parents being goddamn Istrea and Zenidor!” Enwyn yelled, trying to keep her voice under control with some effort. 
 
    Chaosbane took another long swallow from his bottle. “Yes, I did,” he said. 
 
    “And you don’t think that piece of information is something that I might have wanted to know? Did you not think it was a serious piece of intelligence?” 
 
    Quick as a scalded cat, Chaosbane drew the empty bottle that he had tucked into his belt, threw it high into the air, and fired a small bolt of green fire at it from the tip of his finger. The bottle exploded, glass shards raining down but, before they reached our upturned faces, they vanished like snowflakes melting above a fire. 
 
    “Serious as the business end of a forty-five,” he said, in a stunningly good impersonation of Clint Eastwood. He blew at the end of his finger as if it was a smoking gun barrel. 
 
    “Then why the hell didn’t you tell me?” Enwyn said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Suddenly, Chaosbane’s demeanor became as chilled and focused as the edge of a scalpel. His eyes twinkled like a pair of distant stars; cold and remote and yet burning with the intensity of the sun. 
 
    “I said nothing to you about it because it had nothing whatsoever to do with the acquisition of tail feathers from a Fern-tailed Cockatrice,” he said. “It was not something that you needed to know.” 
 
    His gaze swept through the group like a wildfire through grassland. Each and every member of the assembled mages looked away, shriveled under the intensity of that stare. 
 
    All except me. 
 
    Perhaps it was because he was talking about my parents—people who I thought had been run-of-the-mill humans, but were turning out to be a couple of the most accomplished and dangerous mages in the history of Avalonia—or maybe I just had the sort of personality that refused to be cowed by a mysterious manner and some ominous words. 
 
    “Yes,” Chaosbane said, his eyes locked with mine, “it was of no consequence when you set out. But now…” 
 
    He turned to look at each member of the company in turn and gave them a long penetrating gaze. I got the impression that he was subjecting them to some sort of weighing. 
 
    “This secret, for lack of a better word, is extremely sensitive,” the Headmaster said. He took another deep pull from the bottle of Gods’-Know-What and grimaced. “How I despise secrets,” he muttered, more to himself than the people around him. “Weighty, annoying, dangerous things. Words that can be used as weapons. To most, they are so much breath and meaningless noise, but to a few, they can act as keys to the future, as a staircase to the stars or a trapdoor to hell.” 
 
    “So, what you’re getting at is that this little nugget of information should not go beyond this group?” I asked. 
 
    Chaosbane snapped his fingers and a little light flared above his head. “There’s a good idea,” he said. 
 
    I smiled thinly. His words might have been full to the brim with foreboding, but I could still appreciate a humorous bit of magic when it popped up. 
 
    Chaosbane continued. “Creation Mages are few and far between—but they do exist—and no one would suspect that Justin, being a Creation Mage himself, is the son of Zenidor and Istrea. The Arcane Council did a spot of magic on the entire world, so the secret should remain safe, even with a little tongue-wagging on the behalf of you lot. Still if this were to get out, if it becomes common knowledge that Justin Mauler is none other than the son of Istrea and Zenidor, it could prove to be catastrophic for all the worlds. So, please,”—he pressed the neck of the bottle to his lips—“shhhhhh.” 
 
    I looked around at the men, women, and Elemental that I’d fought alongside. It had been the hairiest episode of my life, but with these fine folk around me, I had survived. 
 
    “I think everyone here can be trusted,” I said. “So, what now?” 
 
    “Now?” Chaosbane said. “Now we go about our business as usual. The Mazirian Academy will remain the playground of a Creation Mage. There are others—as I have said—but none within our beloved Kingdom. Perhaps a few more on this world, if my intel is correct. And perhaps a few dozen more on the other worlds. But their powers are limited—gotta keep such potent mages in check, you see. Me, however, I am not a strict man, nor am I interested in anything being contained. I am, after all, a Chaos Mage. And what better way to allow nature’s chaotic work than to encourage the path of you, Justin, Mazirian’s very own Creation Mage? I say to you once again, Justin: make sure that you are the consummate gentleman when it comes to the ladies in your life. Remember, with each new, ah, union, you will gain power and the harder it will be to keep this secret.” 
 
    I nodded. I understood just fine. He didn’t need to spell it out to me. “I’m a gentleman,” I said with a grin. “You don’t have to worry yourself on that score. I’ll keep them close.” 
 
    “Excellent. In that case, might I suggest that Miss Emberskull accompanies the young women here back to their frat house, so that she may show Princess Alura where she is staying. Justin, you lead your fraternity back to your house.” 
 
    “Our frat house, you mean,” I corrected him automatically. 
 
    “Ah, that is another thing that I suppose would be apt to mention at this juncture,” Chaosbane said. “That house—your frat house—was in fact the property of your parents. It was, for a fleeting time, your family home, Mr. Mauler. It has been your family seat for some generations.” 
 
    I blinked. The old awe-bucket, as previously mentioned, was already well past overflowing point, and the fact that I had suddenly become a proud homeowner was slightly lost on me. 
 
    “The house is yours,” Chaosbane elaborated. “I had it moved here at the start of the year and placed at the top of that hill. I know, I know, I must be getting sentimental in my old age.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me why we’re at it?” I asked. “Do I have a Golden retriever too somewhere?” 
 
    Chaosbane gestured to my robes, where the saber-tooth cub was still squirming sleepily. “You have something far better than a domesticated dog,” he said. 
 
    “Good point,” I said. 
 
    Chaosbane drained his bottle. 
 
    “That,” he said, “will just about do it.” 
 
    We had parted company with the ladies—a deep kiss to both Janet and Enwyn, while Cecilia looked on enviously and Princess Alura waited in anticipation, as though I might dance tongues with her too. I didn’t, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t planning on doing so at some point in my Academy life. 
 
    The beautiful mages—and the lone Gemstone Elemental, whom I assumed was also a mage—then walked away, hips and asses moving with that delightfully hypnotic female rhythm, safe in the knowledge that we’d be looking after them, and us, well, watching them go. 
 
    I walked out through the front gates of the Mazirian Academy with Rick, Nigel, Bradley, and Damien beside me. The afternoon was setting in, and I let out a long sigh. The most exerting thing that would partake in for the rest of the day was opening a bottle or picking up a glass. The sky was an agreeable deep blue with a few fluffy white clouds strewn about the heavenly vault for decoration. 
 
    The five of us strolled along, reveling in the serenity that seemed to abound when there was nothing and no one actively trying to kill you. 
 
    A question kept bouncing lazily around my head as we walked along in companionable silence, one that I knew would take a deal of answering—which was why I had refrained from asking Chaosbane it back at the amphitheater. 
 
    Just who the hell were my parents? 
 
    It was a question that was bound to take a helluva lot of answering. So, as well as I could, I pushed it aside for the time being. I looked up at the sky, took a deep breath, and exhaled happily. 
 
    “Shit,” I said to all of my frat brothers, “life doesn’t get much better than this, huh?” 
 
    “Well, I know how it could be slightly improved,” Nigel said. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I laughed, “you know how being young, alive, surrounded by gorgeous women, and imbued with some fucking sweet magical abilities could get better, do you? You know what would make coming off the back of our first serious wizarding test victorious even cooler?” 
 
    “How about the barrel of mead that I had stashed under the stairs of your house?” Nigel said smugly. “Would that add a certain cherry to the sundae that is life at the moment?” 
 
    “Nigel,” I said, patting the little dude on the back, “did I ever tell you that you’re a fucking genius?” 
 
    Oh yeah, the future was bright alright, but I was in no rush to dive into it. I was intent on savoring every moment as it came my way. Every spell, every drink, every woman, every moment of magic—inside and outside of the bedroom. There was going to be new adventures to have, new people to meet, new incantations to master, and new conquests to make. My languid thoughts settled upon the faces of Cecilia and Princess Alura. 
 
    Yeah, I thought, it’s going to be a good time, that’s for damn sure. 
 
    And the beauty of it was, that the year had only just begun. 
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