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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran wiped sweat off his brow. 
 
    Mucking the stables was a far cry from being a spearman in the Kalaran Royal Army, but it was good, honest work. 
 
    Good, honest, backbreaking work. 
 
    Bran stretched out his back, then leaned against the alley wall at the stable’s entrance. He wasn’t supposed to be working that evening. He’d cleared it with the boss weeks ago. He had plans to meet with some of his squad mates—the ones who had made it back—at one of the less reputable taverns in the lower district, but Mr. Lettrige wasn’t one to care about other people’s plans. An important guest was on their way to the Wayward Inn, and that took priority. It always did. 
 
    But Bran was only working here until the next war broke out and he was called back into service. Nights like this, he felt a pang of guilt at hoping a war would break out. 
 
    No soldier hopes for war, but Bran didn’t fancy being a stable hand forever. 
 
    He let out a sigh and straightened, ready to get back to it, when he noticed the crowd on the street off one side of the alley parting. A few youths were pointing at something.  
 
    Bran frowned. Mr. Lettrige wouldn’t fault him for being away from the stables for an extra minute, would he? He wouldn’t even know—he never sets foot in them. 
 
    Bran shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled to the edge of the alley, peering out at whatever the crowd was looking at, figuring he knew what it probably was. 
 
    And he was right. 
 
    A giant of a man strode down Ealdor’s main street. He wore full-plate armor. Enchanted full-plate. It covered every inch of him, though he carried his helm by his side. The armor glowed a bright blue, illuminating the street better than the hanging lanterns outside the inn. He had a sword strapped to his back. Normally, having a sword sheathed on one’s back wasn’t the best place. They weren’t the easiest things to draw over the shoulder—not that Bran was much for wielding swords. His hands were made for holding a spear. At least, that’s what his sergeant had told him. 
 
    But this sword looked far too big to be strapped to the hip. The damned thing looked as tall as the man wearing it, and was thicker than any sword had a right to be. 
 
    Bran would have trouble lifting that thing, let alone wielding it in battle. And he was no slouch. 
 
    Bran’s gaze went to the man’s bandoleer, strapped around his midsection like a belt, knowing what he would find there. The bandoleer held four glowing crystals of varying colors. Bran knew the colors denoted something about the monsters within the crystals, though he wasn’t sure what. 
 
    The man was a summoner, and a high-ranking one at that, going by the look of him. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He couldn’t help but stare. It wasn’t that he hadn’t seen a summoner before. 
 
    It was that he’d seen them in action. 
 
    They were legends on the battlefield. Gods among mere mortals. 
 
    Bran was a good soldier. A good fighter. But he was nothing compared to a summoner. When they entered the battle, the very ground shook with their power. Bran shut his eyes, and memories of the Battle of Heathland, the last he’d fought in, assailed his mind. 
 
    Summoners were supposed to fight other summoners. When they were let loose on normal soldiers? It was a massacre. A damned bloodbath. 
 
    But the Morkoth Empire didn’t much care for such things as battlefield etiquette. 
 
    In Heathland, the summoner had ridden on the back of a manticore. His hair had been jet-black, black as his eyes. The manticore’s tail had whipped out, running Jed through. The monster had caught Wilson in its powerful jaws, clamping down— 
 
    “Bran!” 
 
    Bran snapped his eyes open. He turned to see Mr. Lettrige staring at him from the inn’s front. His hands were on his hips, his prodigious gut threatening to spill out below his apron, deep lines cutting into his brow. 
 
    “Stop daydreaming and get back to work!” Mr. Lettrige jutted his chin toward the alley. 
 
    Bran stared back at the man with a steely gaze. Any other day, he would have just bowed his head and gotten back to it. 
 
    But he wasn’t supposed to be working tonight. He was missing the anniversary of the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    Sorry Jed, Wilson… 
 
    Mr. Lettrige seemed to deflate at Bran’s steadfast gaze. Was he staring at the scars on the stable hand’s face, wondering how he’d gotten them? Looking at the broadness of his shoulders, remembering he wasn’t just a stable hand, but a soldier? 
 
    After a moment, the proprietor of the Wayward Inn huffed. “No dallying,” he said, pointing a thick finger at Bran, then at the alley, before turning back to enter the inn. 
 
    Nothing about Mr. Lettrige was intimidating, especially to a man like Bran, but Bran probably shouldn’t have stared the proprietor down like that. The job might not be a glamorous one, but he needed it. 
 
    Bran glanced down the street, the summoner’s glowing armor standing out like a beacon among the city’s evening crowds, then headed back to the stables. 
 
    The animals, at least, were quiet tonight. 
 
    Bran finished mucking out the rest of the stalls and checking in on the steeds. The stables were mostly home to horses, the most common mount and work animal to those not of the summoner persuasion—which was most everyone. But there were other creatures in the stables tonight. Monsters. One of which was in the open section of the stables. 
 
    A raptor. 
 
    Bran whistled quietly, low enough not to disturb the animals. He glanced at the end of the stables, at the closed-off section. Hopefully his whistle didn’t disturb anything in there. 
 
    A moment passed, and Bran wondered if he’d see his friend tonight. Then the shadows in one corner of the stables began to darken.  
 
    “There you are.” Bran smiled. 
 
    Something formed within the shadows, becoming almost solid. The dark mass drifted out from the corner and headed toward Bran. It looked like a black cloud, hovering above the straw-strewn ground. 
 
    “An ominous entry as always, Shade,” Bran said to the drifting shadow with a low chuckle. He raised a hand. Shade hovered toward it, increasing its speed.  
 
    Bran couldn’t tell if the shadow was male or female, or if genders even mattered to the creature. Shade nuzzled his hand, becoming solid as he did so. Bran took a cube of sugar and offered it to the creature. A gaping maw formed in the amorphous shadow. Bran tossed the sugar into it and heard a crunch as the shadow chomped down on the cube. 
 
    Bran patted Shade’s head, or where he thought a head might be, and once again wondered what the shadow was. But he was getting distracted.  
 
    He nodded toward the raptor. “Ever seen one of those, Shade?” 
 
    Shade floated to the top of the raptor’s stable door. It tilted to the side a bit. Bran always took that as curiosity. 
 
    The raptor was a monster. But this one was low-level. It would have to be, for a normal human to have it as their mount. 
 
    Must have belonged to a rich merchant. 
 
    Summoners were born, not made. Only a few were lucky enough to be granted the talent of taming a monster. But those who weren’t were still fascinated by monsters. Bran didn’t blame them. He was the same. He’d wanted to be a summoner since he was a kid. That desire had even landed him in trouble as a child. He’d almost gotten himself killed, venturing into a Monster Realm. And he would have died, were it not for sheer luck.  
 
    Even so, it was hard not to dream of being a summoner, even if it were impossible in reality. Their lives were filled with riches and excess, never having to wonder where their next meal would come from. And more than that, they had power akin to that of a god.  
 
    Bran’s squad had been decimated by a single man and his manticore. He shuddered as he recalled the memory.  
 
    Had it not been for another summoner, one on the side of the Kalaran Royal Army, none of them would have made it out alive. 
 
    A silver haired woman who could summon flames in her hands and control a flight of four dragons. She’d been old enough to be Bran’s grandmother, yet she wielded such ferocious power. 
 
    She was the only reason Bran and the rest of his squad had survived the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    Curious, Bran strolled over to his satchel stashed near the stable’s entrance and pulled his old scanner out. The thing had seen better days. Annie, the monster medic who worked on the other side of the stables, where summoners’ monsters were kept when they guested at the inn, had only given it to him because it was an older model she had no need of anymore. 
 
    The kindly, middle-aged woman was the main reason Bran hadn’t tried to find a job elsewhere. She knew how strong his interest in monsters was—knew he’d tried to become a summoner himself, when he was younger and had deluded himself into thinking he’d had the talent for it.  
 
    Bran shook his head and dusted off the scanner’s crystal. He tapped it lightly, and the dim glow returned to it. The scanner was nothing more than an enchanted crystal at the end of a furled scroll. 
 
    Bran walked back to the raptor, which was sleeping standing up in its stall. “Let’s see what level you’re at.” He leaned over the stall, pointing the crystal at the monster, careful not to wake it. 
 
    The monster standing was actually slightly shorter than Bran’s six foot two. It had a long, sinuous tail that took up almost the entire stall. At the end of its arms were sickle-like claws with three vicious looking talons. 
 
    It was almost strange, seeing a saddle on a monster like that. 
 
    After a moment, a bright glow emanated from the crystal. It moved up and down the raptor in a line. Then the crystal flashed green. 
 
    Bran unfurled the scroll and examined the raptor’s stats. 
 
      
 
    Raptor 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: None 
 
    Strength: 2 
 
    Toughness: 2 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Magic Power: 2 
 
    Personality: Eager 
 
    Summoner Bond: N/A 
 
    Future Evolutions:  
 
    [Mountain Raptor] 
 
    [Glade Raptor] 
 
    [Ember Raptor] 
 
      
 
    Level 0. 
 
    That was about what Bran had suspected, given the monster belonged to a non-summoner. There was no way the monster would remain docile, otherwise. It also explained the monster’s smaller size. 
 
    Bran rolled the scroll back up, then, not for the first time, faced the scanner toward Shade, knowing it would be futile. 
 
      
 
    ??? 
 
    Level: ??? 
 
    Evolution Stage: ??? 
 
    Affinity: ??? 
 
    Strength: ??? 
 
    Toughness: ??? 
 
    Agility: ??? 
 
    Magic Power: ??? 
 
    Personality: ??? 
 
    Summoner Bond: ??? 
 
    Future Evolutions: ??? 
 
      
 
    Bran sighed. Ever since he’d found Shade, alone in the corner of the stables one night, he’d wondered what the creature was. He assumed it had belonged to a patron at the inn and had escaped from the closed-off section of the stables, but Annie had been clueless as to the creature’s origin. He questioned all the patrons of the inn that day, but no one had laid claim to the amorphous shadow. 
 
    The readout didn’t make sense. Not even Annie had a scanner that worked on it. But if it weren’t a monster, the scan wouldn’t return a readout at all. Except it did, albeit one that couldn’t determine any of Shade’s attributes. Bran had avoided telling the authorities about the creature since he feared what might happen if he did so. Annie hadn’t been happy with that, but she had told him that so long as Shade kept out of sight, he could keep the creature. He knew that at some point someone would find out about Shade, and that it could cost Annie her monster medic license, so he’d eventually have to do something about the creature. 
 
    But that was a worry for another day.  
 
    Shade nuzzled Bran’s hand again and hovered around him in a circle. Bran might not know what Shade was, but he was glad he got to look after him. 
 
    The stables being as quiet as they were, each of the stalls mucked out, Bran glanced at the entrance, then shoved the scanner into his pocket and walked over to the closed-off section. He hadn’t seen Annie, the monster medic, that evening, but he knew there were a few monsters over there. 
 
    The closed-off section of the stables was even bigger than the side that housed the horses, which would have been unusual at most inns. 
 
    But most inns didn’t have a monster medic. 
 
    The Wayward Inn prided itself in catering to summoners, and there were always a few to be found in the common room. 
 
    Bran peered through the gaps in the wooden wall, catching glimpses of the monsters on the other side. There were two that he could see. He rarely saw the monsters as they arrived at the inn. The summoners had a private entrance to that side of the stables, and they summoned the monsters into being straight from the crystals on their bandoleers. 
 
    Bran’s eyes widened as he saw that one of the monsters was a small dragon. 
 
    At least, small for a dragon. It was still five times the size of the raptor he had just scanned. 
 
    The monster was resting. Snoring. Each time it exhaled, it released a small puff of smoke. 
 
    Bran stood up straight and let out a sigh. 
 
    He loved being a soldier. Fighting for his kingdom. Even the thrill of battle. And damned if he wasn’t good at it. 
 
    But battles weren’t glamorous things, and he could only make so much of a difference as a simple spearman. What he’d do to become a summoner… but of course, that wasn’t in the cards for him. 
 
    As much as he loved being a soldier, missed being out there with his squad mates, fighting the good fight… battle brought death. 
 
    He’d lost two of his best friends out there. 
 
    That was why Annie’s offer was so appealing. 
 
    Monster medics always had an apprentice. Annie’s apprentice, Marth, was almost skilled enough to ply the trade on his own. It would be hard for anyone to miss Bran’s interest in monsters. And Annie, seeing how keen he was, had offered him the opportunity to apprentice under her when the time came. 
 
    It wasn’t being a summoner, but it might be the next best thing. Especially if he were able to become a field monster medic. He could support summoners in battle, giving their monsters much needed care in crucial moments. Though the training would take him a few years, he was sure it would be worth it. 
 
    It was getting late. Gods, the late shift could be a boring one. He still didn’t know why Mr. Lettrige wanted him here. It was as though he imagined the horses would get out of their stalls and run through the inn the moment anyone important walked through the doors if there wasn’t someone there to mind them. 
 
    That would be a sight to see. 
 
    Bran walked down the stables, checking the stalls’ latches—especially the latch on the raptor’s stall—just to be sure. 
 
    An ear-piercing screech came from somewhere outside, loud enough to startle the horses awake.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” Bran tried to hush the horses. 
 
    The screech sounded again, louder this time. 
 
    He rushed to the entrance and scanned the skies. Bran frowned, unable to see where the noise had come from. As he gave up, turning back around, something crashed into the roof of the stables, creating a massive hole in the roof. 
 
    A giant bird fell onto the ground in between the stalls—no, not a bird. 
 
    A griffin.  
 
    The horses went wild, rearing up in their stalls. The raptor woke and let out a screech reminiscent of the griffin’s. 
 
    An old man sat astride the griffin, trying to wrangle it as it thrashed beneath him. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but stare at the monster. The front of its body was that of an eagle, sharp talons gripping the wooden floor as it thrashed its wicked-sharp beak from side to side, trying to dislodge the old man from its back. The rest of its body resembled a lion. Its back legs looked powerful and had vicious claws at the ends of them, its tail whipping back and forth as it struggled. 
 
    Taking a step forward, Bran tried to see if he could get hold of the griffin and help. 
 
    “Get back!” shouted the old man atop the monster. 
 
    The griffin’s beak flashed. Bran sprang backward, only just making it out of the way. This was no normal griffin. Bran still had his scanner on him, and the crystal was flashing brightly in his pocket. Bran took another step back. He whipped the scanner out of his pocket, unfurling the scroll in one swift flick of his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Galeforce Griffin 
 
    Level: 10 
 
    Evolution Stage: Legend (5th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Air 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Toughness: 60 
 
    Agility: 80 
 
    Magic Power: 60 
 
    Personality: Aggressive 
 
    Summoner Bond: 0% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Level 10? In its fifth stage of evolution? 
 
    That was when Bran realized its feathers looked… almost like armor. Even if he had his spear, he doubted it would penetrate the monster’s natural armor. 
 
    Bran’s gaze snapped to the old man’s belt. He wore a Summoner’s Bandoleer, with four crystals inside of it. The brightest of them glowed yellow with streaks of silver. 
 
    That’s where the griffin was summoned from, Bran thought. 
 
    He took in the old man. He looked strong, wiry. He wore deep, red robes. 
 
    A summoner. 
 
    The monster was turning on its master! 
 
    The griffin bucked, and the old man tumbled off its back. The summoner landed hard on the ground but made it swiftly back to his feet. He raised a hand. It glowed, a golden light emanating from it. 
 
    Chains sprang into being, glowing the same gold as the light coming from the old man’s hand. They encircled the monster, wrapping around its beak, neck, body, and wings, contracting tightly. 
 
    Bran stared in awe. 
 
    The summoner was taming the monster. 
 
    Then the griffin let out another screech. 
 
    Its wings snapped out, stretching wide, breaking the golden chains. The chains lost their glow, then turned to dust as they flew through the air. 
 
    The griffin eyed the old man, anger radiating from it. It took a step toward him as the summoner assumed a fighting stance. But he was faltering, beaten and battered. 
 
    The griffin slapped the old man with its wing, sending him back to the ground. 
 
    Bran needed to act. 
 
    His gaze shot about, looking for something to use as a weapon. He spotted the shovel he used to muck out the stable. It was no spear, but it would have to do. 
 
    Except it was on the other side of the griffin, and there was no time to get it. Besides, Bran might be a soldier, but he was just a man. What could he do to a magical creature? Jed and Wilson had died facing a monster like that. 
 
     The griffin raised one of its forelegs, razor sharp talons glinting in the lantern light. The old man struggled backward. He was hurt, unable to get out of the way. 
 
    There was no time to think—only to act. 
 
    Bran dashed forward. As he did, he felt the familiar presence of Shade resting on his shoulder. The amorphous shadow had his back. 
 
    Not that that was very comforting. 
 
    Bran put himself between the griffin’s talons and the old man, raising his arms to block the strike, knowing his flesh would be torn to shreds. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he’d done something like this. Jumped into a situation he’d known might cause his death to save another. If it weren’t for that silver-haired summoner, back in the Battle of Heathland, he would have lost his life a year ago pulling a stunt like this. 
 
    Guess I’ll be seeing you soon, Jed and Wilson, Bran thought. 
 
    The griffin’s talons came down. 
 
    Bran anticipated blinding pain. 
 
    What he didn’t anticipate was what happened next. 
 
    The moment the claw touched Bran’s skin, the griffin… started to change shape. It lost its solidity, becoming smaller and smaller as it began to spin around. 
 
    Then it swirled into Bran. 
 
    He’d seen a summoner call their monster back into its crystal before, and this was much the same. 
 
    Only Bran had no Summoner’s Bandoleer, and he was certainly no summoner. 
 
    Bran realized—the griffin wasn’t going into him, it was going into Shade, the amorphous shadow creature who was hovering atop his shoulder. 
 
    “What the…” Bran stumbled a step as Shade floated forward to hover in the air in front of him.  
 
    As the griffin swirled into Shade, the shadow creature began to take on a bright glow that only grew in intensity as the seconds passed. It grew so bright Bran had to shield his eyes with his hands. When that wasn’t enough, he scrunched them shut. 
 
    How was this possible? The griffin was… entering Shade? Bran thought that was only possible with a summoner’s crystal. Was it some sort of magical attack the shadow creature possessed? Was it somehow consuming the griffin? Shade was a monster, after all, even if Bran had never been able to get a reading that made sense from it. 
 
    Slowly, the light began to dim, and Bran opened his eyes. 
 
    What he saw stole his breath right from him. 
 
    Shade was still there, hovering in front of Bran, but the amorphous shadow had… changed. The griffin hadn’t just swirled into the creature, it had made it larger as well. Where the shadow had been twice the size of Bran’s head before, now it was as large as a wolf. 
 
    And that wasn’t all. 
 
    The shadow had taken on some of the griffin’s features. 
 
    Bran had seen the shadow creature shift its shape before, when it created a mouth to eat the sugar cubes. But this… this was something else entirely. 
 
    It had wings, a beak. Talons. 
 
    The shadow-griffin floated down to the floor, landing on its feet. It moved its head to look up at Bran, then tilted it slightly to the side, in an identical movement to what Shade would make when he was curious. 
 
    Shade and the griffin had fused into one monster. 
 
    Now that the threat had gone, almost absentmindedly, Bran pulled the scanner back out of his pocket. He waved the crystal in front of the shadow-griffin. Light spread forth, moving up and down the fused monster. The crystal flashed. 
 
    Bran had scanned Shade countless times, never returning an accurate result. It had always puzzled him, especially since even Annie’s newer scanner didn’t work on the shadow creature. 
 
    He unfurled the scroll, not knowing what to expect. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 40% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    An Amalgabeast? Griffin form? He didn’t understand what any of it meant. 
 
    Bran lowered the scanner, staring at the shadow-griffin. The… Amalgabeast. The horses in their stalls had calmed down, all at once, when the griffin had lost its shape and swirled into Shade. Fortunately, these animals were used to the presence of monsters. Of course, the monsters were never usually so close, nor that aggressive. 
 
    All the aggression the griffin had presented had completely disappeared once it fused with Shade. 
 
    Bran looked at the state of the stables—the stables he was responsible for. Fortunately, none of the animals had escaped, and the wall between his part of the stable and the part where the monsters were kept still held. 
 
    The roof, however, was a different story. 
 
    There was a massive hole in it. Honestly, given the amount of noise that had been made, he was surprised Mr. Lettrige hadn’t stormed out here to berate him for the commotion. If the inn’s proprietor saw this giant hole, no doubt his first instinct would be to blame Bran. 
 
    Bran looked at the old man. The summoner’s eyes were wide, staring at the Amalgabeast, his mouth open. After a moment, the old man closed his mouth, and deep lines formed on his brow. He turned his gaze to Bran. 
 
    The weight of that gaze almost made Bran falter. The man seemed to be looking straight into his soul. Bran took in the man’s fine robes, the Summoner’s Bandoleer at his belt with four crystals inside it. 
 
    This man was a summoner. By the looks of his fine robes, a high-ranking one at that. 
 
    And Bran’s shadow creature had just… consumed his griffin. 
 
    Bran straightened, almost instinctively, and raised his chin to stare back at the man. 
 
    The summoner tilted his head to the side, in a similar movement to the one the shadow-griffin had just made. “I think we need to talk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadow-griffin seemed content to remain in the stables, but Bran ushered it into one of the stalls just to be safe. He still had no idea what had happened. Shade had never been dangerous, not that he had seen, but if the two monsters had truly fused, he worried about what might happen if the griffin’s poor temperament gained control. 
 
    When he closed the stall, he sighed, realizing the futility. Both the griffin and the shadow creature could fly. If it wanted, it could easily make it out of the stall. Bran was sure that Annie had some tools that could keep a flying monster secured to the stables, but she wasn’t here right now, and he didn’t want to go digging around her belongings.  
 
    The summoner clapped Bran on the back. “Don’t worry about the Amalgabeast, it appears to be tamed.” 
 
    Bran frowned. How did the man know what the monster was called? Perhaps he had scanned it when Bran hadn’t been looking. Then again, he was a summoner, he might simply know. Summoners trained and studied for years in their academies. Bran couldn’t imagine the depths of knowledge they had. More knowledge than a simple stable hand, that’s for sure. 
 
    Bran took the old man’s word for it and led him into the Wayward Inn’s tavern through the door in the stables. 
 
    When the door opened, Bran drank in the feel of the place. A minstrel was playing a fine drinking song on the inn’s small stage and had gotten the patrons singing along, tapping their mugs on the table. A fire was roaring in the hearth, lending its warmth to the entire common room. A few off-duty guards were playing cards in the corner. Bran recognized some as former soldiers from his division, and one gave him a stiff nod as he walked by, no doubt eyeing his scars, knowing where they had come from. 
 
    The tavern was loud enough that Bran had trouble hearing his own thoughts, which right now wasn’t a bad thing, as nothing that had just happened made much sense. The noise went a long way to explain why no one inside seemed to have heard what happened in the stables. 
 
    To Bran’s relief, Mr. Lettrige wasn’t in sight. He was probably shouting at one of the cooks in the kitchens. 
 
    Bran found them a corner table and sat against the wall. It gave him a good vantage point of the entire tavern. His gaze wandered about, idly searching for threats out of sheer habit. 
 
    One of the serving girls, Petra, strolled on over, giving Bran a curious look and a small smile. She put her hands on her hips. “Shouldn’t you be in the stables? If Mr. Lettrige sees you out here, he’ll have a fit.” 
 
    “I can handle Mr. Lettrige,” Bran said. 
 
    Petra looked him up and down appraisingly, not for the first time, then leaned forward, a hand on the table. “I’d definitely like to see that,” she said in a low voice. When she noticed the old man sitting across from Bran, her gaze quickly darted from his fine robes to his Summoner’s Bandoleer. She straightened, clearing her throat. Must have been an odd sight, seeing a summoner talk to a stable hand. “What’ll you have?” she asked them both. 
 
    Bran figured now was as good a time as any to knock back a drink. Drinking had been his plan for the night, after all. He could say a silent prayer for Jed and Wilson and shake off the nerves from his first near death experience since the Battle of Heathland. “Mug of the house ale, please, Petra.” 
 
    Petra nodded, then eyed the summoner. 
 
    “Drab of whiskey, if you would,” the old man said. 
 
    When Petra strolled off, Bran leaned back in his chair, staring across at the summoner. Would this man hold him responsible for what had happened to his monster? 
 
    Or would he hold Shade responsible? If he reported the monster’s existence, untamed, to the authorities… 
 
    “I’m sorry for what happened to your griffin, sir. I’ve… never seen Shade—the shadow creature—do something like that before. If you think the monster should be punished, I’d rather you punish me, as I am responsible for it. But…” Bran tilted his head to the side and figured he would try his luck. “Well, technically, the griffin was about to kill you. So, if anything, Shade saved your life,” he said, thinking, it saved my life, too. 
 
    It was rare that Bran ever spoke to a summoner, and he’d certainly never been so blunt with one, but this man would be dead if not for him and Shade. 
 
    The old man raised an eyebrow, then shook his head and chuckled. In that moment, the tension seeped away. “Aye, that shadow creature of yours certainly saved my life. And the way you jumped in front of me? Don’t worry, there certainly won’t be any punishment. In fact, I should be thanking you. I haven’t had a monster turn on me like that since… Well, to be honest, I have never had a monster turn on me like that.” He sighed. “But things are changing, that much is clear. The whole world is being upended…” He seemed to drift off, his gaze turning glassy, then he shook his head. “As for the griffin, don’t worry yourself about that. To be honest, the monster wasn’t actually truly mine to begin with.” The old man chuckled again. 
 
    Bran relaxed. Annie wasn’t about to lose her monster medic license anytime soon, not if this summoner was as grateful as he seemed. Though Bran still wasn’t sure what to say to the man. All his life, he’d wanted to be a summoner, but summoners weren’t made, they were born. No matter how thankful the old man was for Bran and Shade saving his life, he wouldn’t be able to change that.  
 
    “The griffin isn’t yours?” Bran asked, hoping to keep the conversation going. After all, it wasn’t every day he got to speak with a summoner. 
 
     “That’s a long story.” The old man waved the question away. “But truly, thank you for saving my life. My name is Urslan. I’m a summoner from the Ketria Academy. A Mage.” He spread his hands in a shrug. “Hence why riding the griffin didn’t exactly go as planned.” 
 
    Petra, drinks in hand, stopped by the table again, silently placing a mug of ale in front of Bran, and a tumbler of whiskey in front of the summoner. 
 
    The Mage summoner. 
 
    Bran didn’t know half as much as he wished he did about summoners, but he did have a passing knowledge of the different classes, enough to know Mages didn’t typically ride their monsters. 
 
    Bran held the mug of ale with both hands, he shut his eyes briefly, thought of his fallen comrades, then took a generous sip. 
 
    “You seemed pretty handy back there. What kind of summoner are you?” The old man held his glass in his hand but had yet to take a sip. 
 
    Bran held in a sigh, about to explain he wasn’t a summoner, but before he could say a word, Urslan continued talking. He pointed down at Bran’s pocket with a raised eyebrow. The scanner’s crystal was sticking out. 
 
    “That’s an old model. Very old. A relic of the past, to be honest. Surprised to see it still works.” The summoner rummaged through the pockets of his robes. “I think I have another one somewhere…” He muttered. “Ah, there we go.” He produced a spherical crystal from one of his pockets and placed it on the table between them. “That’ll give you a much cleaner scan.” 
 
    Bran blinked down at the crystal. It didn’t look like any scanner he had ever seen before. There was no scroll, just a clear crystal. Where exactly was the information displayed? Curious, he picked it up. He knew a scan of himself would show the Mage summoner what he truly was—just a normal person. 
 
    Still, what if he’d been wrong all this time? What if he did have the talent, and it had just… presented itself late? Surely there must have been times when that had happened before. 
 
    He held the crystal in his palm, and it began to produce a dim glow. Light radiated from it in a thin line, facing him. 
 
    “Should only take a moment.” The Mage finally took a sip of his whiskey. As he did, his face soured. “Not exactly the good stuff, but it’ll do in a pinch.” 
 
    Bran smirked at the man. He wondered what Lettrige would think if he heard a summoner badmouthing his whiskey. Urslan was not what Bran had been expecting. He’d always thought summoners were gruff and serious, with the worst of them being plain arrogant. With that much power, Bran wasn’t surprised it affected some so. But this man was just plain, well, affable. 
 
    The crystal flashed brightly. Then it disappeared. 
 
    No, it didn’t disappear. 
 
    It was absorbed through Bran’s skin. 
 
    A tingling feeling spread up his arm, then through his entire body. His vision momentarily went white. For the split second that it did, he worried he was going blind, but it cleared just as quickly. Finally, the tingling feeling settled in his stomach and eased until it dulled into nothing. 
 
    Then text transposed itself over his vision. 
 
      
 
    New User! Identifying summoner class... 
 
      
 
    Lancer? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    Hunter? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    Mage? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    Protector? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    Ranger? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster? 
 
    Invalid 
 
      
 
    System Error. Stand by... 
 
      
 
    Then the text faded to nothing. 
 
    Bran let out a long sigh. Of course, he had known this would happen. Still, he had let himself feel a small spark of hope for a moment there. At least being a monster medic was still in the cards. Maybe this Urslan would put in a good word for him, get him fast-tracked onto the field after his training with Annie had been completed… 
 
    Now he was getting ahead of himself. He hadn’t even begun his training with Annie. 
 
    The mage’s eyes narrowed briefly.  
 
    He’s scanning me, isn’t he? Bran thought. That was why he hadn’t seen Urslan scan the Amalgabeast—his scanner was a part of him. 
 
    “Strange. It looks like the system is having trouble identifying you.” Urslan put his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers. “Hmm, of course. Some summoners are harder to read. Something about the internal bioalchemical mixtures being unique to each person. Did they do a manual scan on you when you began your training? Must have done. Tell me, what class were you assigned in summoner school?” 
 
    Bran let out another sigh. This had gone on too long. As much as he liked pretending things could change, there was no use lying to the old man. “Sorry to say, you have this all wrong, sir. I never went to summoner school.” 
 
    “That’s… highly unusual. It’s not often I encounter a self-trained summoner, especially one with skills such as yours. To do what you did with that shadow creature and the griffin, fusing them as one… Well, I’ve seen a lot in my time, but never that. Is that a special ability of your shadow creature? Or did you purchase the spell from a scroll? Either way, it was a wonderful bit of magic. Now, who did you apprentice under? Perhaps I know of them? Apprenticing is not traditional, but I’ve heard it still happens in small towns—” 
 
    “You misunderstand me, sir, but I’m no summoner. I’m a stable hand. Nothing more. I was working when you and your griffin fell from the sky. I wouldn’t know the first thing about monster magic, and I certainly don’t possess any.” 
 
    Urslan frowned. “A stable hand? I’m not sure what kind of game you’re playing here, but—” The old man’s brow furrowed as he noticed the blank expression on Bran’s face. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” He shook his head, then took a sip of his whiskey, face souring once more. “I’ve never seen an ability like that before. Perhaps your creature… no. No, it wouldn’t have been able to do that. And if you’re not a summoner, then it’s not a spell you could have purchased either.” He stared into the drink, and now seemed to be talking to himself. “I’ll have to check the archives at—” 
 
    “Bran!” Mr. Lettrige slapped his hand on the table, his face red. “What in the hell are you doing, having a drink on shift? I already saw you slacking off once tonight!” He pointed a shaking finger at the stable hand. “I just had a customer tell me the stables are in shambles! A hole in the roof!” 
 
    Urslan raised a finger. “I can explain—” 
 
    Mr. Lettrige cut him off, holding a hand up to silence the old man. He continued his tirade. “Now, I’ve been good to you, Bran, gave you a job when you were fresh out of the army even when you had no experience as a stable hand. But I figured, the man’s served our country, fought in the Battle of Heathland, even, may as well give him a chance. Well, this is your last one! If that stable isn’t fixed before our prestigious guest arrives—” 
 
    As the Wayward Inn’s proprietor’s face grew even more red, Urslan quietly placed a badge he had pulled from one of his robes’ pockets onto the table. 
 
    Mr. Lettrige noticed the badge, then stared at Urslan. As he did, all the air seemed to fall out of him. 
 
    “Bran bears no responsibility for the damage to the stables,” the summoner began. “As for the drink he’s having, well, you’ll have to excuse that. You see, it’s the anniversary of the Battle of Heathland, and when I realized this man had served, I all but forced him into the tavern.” He stared at the proprietor. “It’s a crime that someone who fought for our country should have to work on a day like this, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mr. Lettrige’s red face paled, and he actually quavered at the old man’s words. “Oh, um, a crime, is it? Well, certainly, yes. Sorry for interrupting. Actually, I was going to offer him some time off. Yes. The rest of the night. Tomorrow, too. Yes, that should suffice, no? Now”—he eyed the badge—“is there anything I can do for the G-Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy? Anything at all? The Wayward Inn is at your service.” He gave a hastened, ugly bow. 
 
    The old summoner straightened in his seat, raising his chin, giving Mr. Lettrige a steely gaze that would have made even a military commander shiver in their boots. “There is something you can arrange, yes. Urgent passage back to Ketria Academy.” He looked at Bran, then returned his gaze to the proprietor. “Urgent passage for two. Contact the academy and tell them to have my ward bring the airship here immediately.” 
 
    Mr. Lettrige bowed again. He was about to slink away, when Urslan raised a finger. “Oh, and I’ll leave some money for stable repair on my way out. Sorry about that.” 
 
    When the proprietor was out of earshot, Bran couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle. “I’ve never seen Mr. Lettrige pale like that.” 
 
    He tried not to think of the implications of who this man was. Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy… There were few in the kingdom who held more power than one of the academy heads. But it wasn’t Bran’s first brush with power, and he doubted it would be the last. Though he hadn’t expected to run into such a man in the stables, of all places. 
 
    “Weak men like that hold onto every inch of authority they have, digging their claws in and never letting go, lording it over anyone they can.” There was a hint of anger in Urslan’s gaze as he watched the proprietor disappear behind the bar, then he got a faraway look in his eyes. The anger faded as quickly as it came, and he stared at Bran. “A veteran of the Battle of Heathland? I knew there was more to you than being a simple stable hand.” 
 
    Bran sipped his ale. He didn’t much want to talk about the Battle of Heathland, though he had to say he’d appreciated the man’s words. Watching Mr. Lettrige squirm… well, Bran wasn’t too proud to say he’d quite enjoyed the scene. And he could use the night off. Maybe he’d be able to catch up with his squad mates in the lower district. Hell, he could use some time off, after what had just happened… 
 
    Then he remembered what else the summoner had said. He placed his mug of ale back on the table.  
 
    “Passage for two? Are you… taking the Amalgabeast?” If so, Bran would lose Shade in the process. Maybe it was for the best, the monster being with someone who could properly train it. Maybe the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy would know how to identify what it was. 
 
    “I won’t be taking the Amalgabeast,” Urslan said. “You will be.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “As I said before, I’m no summoner.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. Look, Bran. You’re seasoned. Those scars, the Battle of Heathland?” The Grand Archmage narrowed his eyes. “You’re the man who received the Silver Star, aren’t you?” 
 
    Bran eyed the man, not saying a word. 
 
    That was enough to confirm the Archmage’s suspicions. 
 
    Yes, Bran had gotten that damned medal. But for what? Almost getting killed by a summoner and his manticore? He had stood his ground, spear in hand, as the monster had bounded toward him, as it had given him the scars on his face. 
 
    He had even landed a blow. 
 
    But it hadn’t been enough. It hadn’t done a damned thing to save his friends. He clenched his fists on the table, then forced them to open. Forced himself to relax. 
 
    “Yes. I knew there was something familiar about you. I have helped countless summoners come into their powers, fought in more wars than you’ve been alive for, seen… so many things. What I have never seen is what you pulled off in those stables.” Urslan shook his head. “Those monsters didn’t fuse on their own, and it wasn’t your shadow creature who did it. The power came from you. I know. I saw it. The archives at Ketria Academy are extensive. If there’s anywhere we can find out more about your powers, it’s there. I’ll have to teach you a thing or two along the way, lest people ask too many questions… I don’t have to tell you that a novice summoner of your age is unusual. And before you say another word, this isn’t optional. Whatever you think you are, you are far more. I have the authority to order you to come with me, but I’d much rather you do it voluntarily.” 
 
    The Archmage stood, downed the last of his whiskey, then placed it back on the table. “So, what do you say, will you come willingly?” 
 
    Summoner. 
 
    Did this man really think the power had come from him? 
 
    Bran stared at Urslan. 
 
    This was no joke. The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy wouldn’t make a habit of pranking lowly stable hands. 
 
    In that moment, Bran didn’t feel entirely capable of speech, and he found it was best to keep quiet rather than look like a fool—especially in front of someone as high ranking as this. 
 
    So he just nodded. 
 
    “Gather your things. We leave in the morning.” The Archmage straightened his robes, then touched a hand to his bandoleer, placing a finger on each crystal. It looked like an old habit. Bran’s eyes were drawn to the crystal that had held the griffin. Where before, it had glowed a brilliant yellow with streaks of silver, now it was devoid of color entirely and utterly clear—as though the life had been drained right out of it. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Bran hesitated a half-second. “Sir.” He had questions. A lot of them. Was Urslan really dropping all this on him in one second, then leaving the next? 
 
    “I have business in the city to attend to, and not as much time to do it as I had thought.” The Archmage paused. “I’ll be back here in the morning. Make sure you get some sleep. It’ll be a big day.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy turned on his heel, his robes swishing about him. More than a few patrons looked the man’s way, noticing the fine robes, the Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    Bran sat there a long moment, finished the rest of his ale, then ordered another. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran left two empty mugs of ale on the tavern’s table and walked up the Wayward Inn’s stairs to his room. One of the benefits of being a stable hand at an inn like this was free board. It also meant he didn’t need to find more permanent residence, as he was always expecting another war to break out and to be called back into service. 
 
    Saving the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy from one of his monsters going rogue on him, then being told he was a summoner? That, he hadn’t been expecting. 
 
    He opened his door, surveying his room. There wasn’t much to it. A tiny bed tucked into the corner, a chest at its end. One small window. There wasn’t even enough room for a writing desk or a wardrobe—not that he had many letters to write, or possessions. He liked traveling light. 
 
    That was a good thing, he supposed. 
 
    As he packed his few possessions into his travel bag, he went over the unlikely events of the evening. 
 
    Summoner. 
 
    It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    The Grand Archmage must have been mistaken. He was sure he didn’t possess any monster magic. He’d tried, countless times, to manifest powers, to tame monsters, but he’d never been able to. 
 
    Urslan’s words replayed in his mind: The power came from you. I know. I saw it. 
 
    But that couldn’t be right. He had been scanned a dozen, a hundred times! He’d had his friends use Annie’s old scanner on him, hoping it might identify something. He’d done it so many times that they’d taken to making jokes about it. Even tonight, the new scanner he had been given hadn’t been able to identify his class. Though Urslan had said some summoners require a manual scan to identify their type of monster magic, if that were true of him… 
 
    Bran plopped onto his small bed. He looked at his hands. Rough, calloused. First, from wielding a spear. Then, from holding a shovel. 
 
    The power came from you. 
 
    What if the Archmage was right? 
 
    What if these hands were capable of more than he had thought? 
 
    What if, all this time, Bran had been a summoner, but his magic just… hadn’t manifested? 
 
    He bent down, staring into the chest he’d almost emptied into his bag. There was a small pouch at the bottom of it that housed the few valuables he had. He grabbed the pouch and untied the string, taking out something from inside. 
 
    The Silver Star medal. 
 
    If he had been a summoner during the Battle of Heathland, he could have made a real difference. He could have actually saved his friends. Instead, all he’d gotten were scars and a piece of silver. 
 
    He gripped the star tight in his hand. 
 
    Summoner. 
 
    When the next war came, he needed to be ready. 
 
    He needed to be stronger. 
 
    He thought his dreams of being a summoner were long dead, given up on when he’d been a youth, before his days as a spearman in the Royal Kalaran Army. 
 
    But if he truly was a summoner… who better to teach him than the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy? 
 
    The Ketria Academy was one of the best schools in the kingdom. Hell, it was one of the top three schools in the entire world, alongside the Dreadmorth Institute and the Raugrite College—battles had been fought to decide which of the three should be considered the best, and opinion always shifted on that, with no one ever coming to a consensus. Though if you asked the students of each of the schools, they’d tell you theirs was the best. 
 
    What opinion didn’t shift on was the fact that graduates from the Ketria Academy were some of the strongest summoners across the kingdoms and empires that called this world home. Even the famous Mage, Ganadon, had been a graduate of the academy, and there were statues of him all over the nine continents, after he’d kept that Monster Realm portal from collapsing and unleashing… well, hell into the world. 
 
    Bran didn’t know much about the Ketria Academy. Though there wasn’t much for a normal person to know. Summoners weren’t all that talkative with those who weren’t of their kind, but rumors slipped out on occasion. One of those rumors said the academy had an absolutely brutal training regime, and that only one in a thousand students actually managed to graduate. Those that failed to reach the school’s high standards were turned away, forced to enroll in lesser academies or become wandering summoners of questionable qualifications. Urslan must have thought that was what Bran was, a wandering summoner who had never even attended a school. 
 
    Bran relaxed his hand. The star had dug into his palm, drawing a drop of blood from each of its five points. He wiped the blood off on his trousers after placing the star back into his pouch, then took out the other item within. 
 
    A crystal necklace. One he’d been given when he was a child, by his mother. It was the only thing he had left of hers. The only thing he had left of either of his parents. He didn’t even remember what she looked like, but at least he had this item of hers. The crystal was clear, its clarity perfect. It didn’t glow like the crystals on a Summoner’s Bandoleer. Bran had always wondered where it had come from, but only knew it had been a part of his family for many generations. 
 
    He hadn’t worn the necklace since leaving the service. 
 
    Bran stuffed the pouch with the Silver Star into his pack, then put the necklace on, tucking the crystal under the hem of his shirt. 
 
    He should try to sleep. There were still a few hours before dawn, but he was far too wired after the griffin attack, and the talk with Urslan. 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy. 
 
    So he headed down to the stables to check on the shadow-griffin—the Amalgabeast. 
 
    As he did, he wondered what he would be learning in the morning, what Urslan might be able to teach him. He knew the basics of monster taming. At least, he knew the theory. He’d certainly tried his hand at it before… 
 
    To tame a monster, a summoner must venture into the Monster Realms. There, they must conquer a monster in combat. Once the monster concedes its power to the summoner and has been “tamed,” a bond is created, and the summoner can trap the monster inside one of their four crystals. 
 
    Then, the summoner can summon these monsters from their crystal at any time, whether in a Monster Realm or the mortal world. 
 
    But only a summoner can create such a bond, and that was something Bran had never been able to manage. 
 
    Of course, he had heard there were other ways to acquire monsters. They could be bought, like the raptor in the stalls—though a normal human could never properly tame such a monster. And if one were a summoner, they could purchase their monster. Bran had even heard that in some high families, children with the summoner talent inherited monsters from their parents, giving them powerful monsters far beyond their level. 
 
    Bran stepped through the tavern. It had quieted much since he’d been in his room. The minstrel had gone home, taking his lute with him, and many of the patrons had turned in for the night. Some of the more… persistent regulars were still deep in their mugs, and the off-duty officers hadn’t stopped playing cards. Which made Bran wonder—could he still catch his squad mates in the lower district? Should he explain to them what had happened tonight? 
 
    No. They would ask too many questions. Questions he didn’t have answers to himself yet. 
 
    The stable was even quieter than the tavern. When he reached the stall he’d left the Amalgabeast in, he found it fast asleep. He leaned on the stall’s door, staring at the sleeping monster. 
 
    There were so many things about summoning he didn’t know—so many things he wanted to know. That spark of hope in his heart that this could be real was turning into a raging fire the more he thought on it. 
 
    He knew little of the different classes. Urslan was a Mage. Would that be what Bran turned out to be? He tried to recall the names of the others when text suddenly appeared over his vision: 
 
      
 
    Lancer 
 
    Formidable fighters who ride their monsters into battle. Eventually, these monsters can become terrifying titans; the most legendary of which are large enough to rival the size of castles. 
 
      
 
    Hunter 
 
    Use traps and utility-type spells alongside their monsters. Adept at taking down enemies using stealth and traps. 
 
      
 
    Mage 
 
    Using the elemental affinities of their summoned monsters, Mages cast powerful offensive spells. 
 
      
 
    Protector 
 
    These summoners adapt the elemental affinities of their monsters to strengthen and bolster the defenses of themselves and their allies. 
 
      
 
    Ranger 
 
    Masters of ranged combat, Rangers utilize their monsters to enhance and empower their ranged attacks. 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster 
 
    These rare and unique summoners practice the dangerous art of bioalchemy. They combine elements of their monsters in their own bodies, creating a synthesis between monster and man. 
 
      
 
    Bran stared at the different classes, taking his time to read over the descriptions of each several times. Summoners… They wielded such amazing power! 
 
    Gods among mortals. 
 
    He had seen what they were capable of. Come face-to-face with them on the battlefield, and from reading these descriptions, he realized he had encountered most of the different classes before. 
 
    The dark-haired summoner who had ridden the manticore into battle. The man who had killed his friends. He must have been a Lancer. For a moment, Bran wondered what that fight would have been like had he been a Lancer too. Could he have ridden a dragon into the battle while wielding a giant halberd? Could he have decimated the man with dragon’s flame from above? 
 
    The silver-haired woman who had saved him and the rest of his squad… She must have been a Mage, like Urslan. In fact, the two probably knew each other. Bran had never gotten the opportunity to thank the woman for what she had done. 
 
    Was there a chance she might be at the academy? 
 
    Out of habit, Bran walked down the stalls, checking the latches, ensuring all the animals were safe within. The stable was colder than it usually would be, what with the giant hole in the roof. While he was there, he cleaned away the fallen debris, stacking it all by the corner, then swept the splinters from the floor. 
 
    He didn’t do it for Mr. Lettrige. He did it because he’d taken a certain pride in looking after this place. 
 
    As he cleaned up, he remembered the lone Beastmaster he’d met. That was something he would never forget. 
 
    The man had green horns sprouting from his head, and a large, lizard-like tail. His face had looked as rough as tree bark, and his voice sounded more like a dog’s low growl than that of a man. Annie had been tending to one of the Beastmaster’s monsters, giving Bran a rare opportunity to observe. 
 
    When the cleaning was done, Bran sighed. He’d best get some sleep, else he would be useless in the morning. That would make for a poor first impression. He trudged back through the tavern toward his room, the wood of the inn’s stairs creaking under his heavy footfalls. 
 
    He laid back in his bed, his mind still turning, and realized something. 
 
    He had thought he’d never been able to tame a monster, make a bond with one… but if he had fused those two monsters, as the Archmage had said, then he must have bonded Shade. Bran might not have been able to get an accurate reading from the shadow creature, but he was a monster. That much was clear. 
 
    If that were the case, then what was the harm in trying to summon the monster? 
 
    Closing his eyes, resting his head on his pillow, Bran envisioned the shadow creature, calling it forth with his mind. He had no idea how a summoning was supposed to work, but he imagined if a bond was true, it wouldn’t be all that difficult—it seemed effortless enough for the summoners he had seen perform the feat. 
 
    He focused his mind as hard as he could for what must have been several minutes and… 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. Perhaps I’m not a summoner after all. Perhaps the Grand Archmage was wrong… 
 
    Then something occurred to him—he had envisioned Shade, not the Amalgabeast. 
 
    He tried, one last time, conjuring an image of the shadow-griffin in his mind and calling to it as he had before. 
 
    Again, nothing happened. 
 
    There was a commotion downstairs. One of the drunks shouting, by the sounds of it. Then Bran heard what must have been a table being overturned and the clatter of drinks falling to the tavern’s floor. He almost got up, then he remembered the off-duty officers playing cards—they would deal with whatever trouble was going on down there. Unless they’d gotten deeper into their cups than he had thought, and one of them had lost too many hands… wouldn’t be the first time he had seen a guard throw a punch over losing some coin. 
 
    Something thudded against his door. 
 
    Bran sat up. Instinctively, he reached for the dagger he kept under his bed. He would be a poor former soldier not to keep a weapon close to where he slept. 
 
    The thud came again, louder this time. 
 
    Then the door came off its hinges. 
 
    Bran thundered to his feet, assuming a fighting stance, the dagger’s hilt digging into his palm— 
 
    The shadow-griffin padded through the doorway. It expanded its wings, looked up at Bran, then tilted its head to the side in a curious gesture that seemed to say: You called? 
 
    Bran put the dagger down and let out a loud chuckle, then patted the Amalgabeast on the head before picking up the door and placing it back on the frame. It seemed Mr. Lettrige would have more than just the stable’s roof to fix after the night’s events. 
 
    But Bran didn’t care about that. 
 
    He was a summoner. 
 
    He had seen proof of it now. 
 
    That night, he slept better than he had in months. He still dreamed of the Battle of Heathland, as he often did, but instead of seeing his friends die again, in the dream, he was riding atop a dragon, wielding a massive halberd… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran woke to a gentle tapping sound, as though someone were gently rapping at his window. He rubbed his eyes and stared up at the small window. 
 
    The shutters were closed. He always kept them closed at night. A small line of light entered through the slit in the middle. 
 
    He didn’t feel like he’d had enough rest for it to be morning yet. 
 
    In the army, Bran had learned how to wake quickly, and was used to operating on little sleep when he needed to, so it only took him a moment to make it out of the bed, across the creaking floorboards, and to the shutters. He unlatched them and pulled them wide, then stared openly at a large bird standing on his windowsill. 
 
    It was so large, in fact, that he couldn’t see its head, only the claw that had been raised to tap at the shutters. 
 
    The shutters open, the bird swooped away, its wings spread wide, and glided for a man standing down on the street. 
 
    Urslan, the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy. 
 
    The bird was beautiful, but at the same time looked fierce. Its wings were a vibrant red, and its talons razor sharp. Bran brushed a hand against the scar on his cheek. He wouldn’t want to be on the other end of those talons. As the majestic bird flew toward the Archmage, it began to glow, brighter and brighter, and it wasn’t slowing down. 
 
    If Bran didn’t know any better, he would think the bird was attacking the old summoner. 
 
    The monster shot right at Urslan’s chest, then began to change shape just as the griffin had the night before. It contracted in size, swirling into the Archmage’s chest. One of the crystals on the man’s Summoner’s Bandoleer flashed yellow and with rings of red. 
 
    Bran blinked. He’d seen summoners at work before, of course. But now, it all felt so different. 
 
    Now, he was a summoner, and soon, he would be learning how to do this very thing. 
 
    It was still hard to imagine. 
 
    Bran felt a giddiness in his heart at the thought. An eagerness he hadn’t felt since he had first joined the army, thinking the battles would bring him glory, when all they ended up bringing was death. 
 
    Perhaps he was naïve to feel this excited, but he didn’t care. He relished the feeling. 
 
    Urslan waved for him to come down, and Bran slung his travel bag over his shoulder. He took a last look at his tiny room, saying a silent goodbye to his life as a stable hand. He whistled at the sleeping shadow-griffin, who had been curled up at the end of his bed, sleeping soundly like an over-sized, contented house cat. 
 
    Bran rushed down the stairs, the shadow-griffin padding right behind him, and headed through the quiet tavern. It was still early morning, and only a few of the guests of the Wayward Inn had made it to breakfast. Bran got a whiff of eggs and bacon cooking in the kitchens and realized in all the excitement that he had skipped dinner the night before, but he wasn’t about to keep the Grand Archmage waiting. He had marched on an empty stomach his fair share of times; he could wait a little longer. 
 
    A few guests looked up at him, their eyes slightly widening at the sight of the shadow-griffin on his heels. Did they assume he was a summoner with his monster? 
 
    He supposed he was, now. 
 
    Bran opened the heavy door to the Wayward Inn and stepped out into the early morning chill. 
 
    The Archmage raised his head as Bran walked out. A breeze rolled in, billowing the sleeves of his robes, catching the hem at the bottom. “I hope you were able to get some sleep,” Urslan said. “It is going to be a big day.” 
 
    He crouched as Bran approached, examining the Amalgabeast. “This is truly remarkable.” He tilted his head to the side. “This creature has properties from both your shadow creature and the griffin. I really have seen nothing like it before.” He looked up at Bran. “You may not realize it now, but this… this could be quite a powerful ability.” He stood back up. The night before, the old man had been in bad shape, stumbling back when the griffin had attacked him. Now, he moved like a younger man. 
 
    Or like a summoner, Bran thought. He looked at the shadow-griffin. “I’m really not sure how I did it, Grand Archmage.” 
 
    The Archmage waved a hand. “You can drop the title, at least until we make it to the academy. Please, just call me Urslan.” 
 
    Bran nodded stiffly. Calling the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy by his name instead of his title, well, that went against his training. Of course, it wasn’t the first time someone of a higher rank had tried to be overly familiar, taking the I’m your friend approach. It made Bran feel a little uncomfortable, if he were honest. But an order was an order. 
 
    Urslan pulled something from his robes. A Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    Bran’s eyes widened at the sight of it. 
 
    The bandoleer was made from simple leather, with intricate runes Bran didn’t understand artfully worked into them. He’d never noticed the runes before, his eyes always attracted instead to the glowing crystals of a Summoner’s Bandoleer. But when he looked at the Archmage’s, he noticed he too had runes worked into its leather—though the leather of his looked far more expensive. The perks of being the Grand Archmage, Bran supposed. 
 
    “Put this on. It might feel strange to wear, but trust me, it will feel as though it’s a part of you soon.” The old man smiled as he handed it over. It was a kindly, grandfatherly smile. It was strange, looking at him now, to think of how much power he must wield. 
 
    Bran took the bandoleer, holding it gingerly in his hands—almost reverently. Only one of the bandoleer’s four slots was taken up by a crystal. It was clear, dim, denoting it was unused. “You are sure about this, Gra—” He stopped himself. “Urslan?” 
 
    He couldn’t help but feel like this was a mistake, that it was too good to be true. Usually, things like this didn’t happen. Not to him. Not to anyone he knew. 
 
    Urslan clapped him on the shoulder. “I assure you, Bran, I am not mistaken.” 
 
    Bran nodded. It was time to stop doubting this. He had already shown himself he had monster magic, by summoning the shadow-griffin the night before. And by fusing the two monsters in the first place. 
 
    That hadn’t been a fluke. 
 
    This was real. 
 
    Bran strapped the bandoleer over his shoulder, fastening the strap, like he had seen other summoners wear it in the past. He stared at the Archmage. “Thank you, Urslan. I will make sure I am worthy of this.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage smiled, then his face turned serious, his gaze hard. Bran had seen gazes like this before and knew what the man was doing. 
 
    He was looking at Bran’s scars. The deep gash down his cheek. The line under his eye. The cut on his chin. 
 
    “I’ve no doubt you are worthy of this, Bran,” Urslan said. The hard gaze fell away, then he pointed at the lone crystal in the Summoner’s Bandoleer. “The first one is free, but you will have to earn your next ones. Now, it’s about time you learn how to place that Amalgabeast of yours into the crystal. As this is your first time, it will be easier if you close your eyes.” 
 
    Bran did as the Archmage instructed without hesitation. It felt strange, closing his eyes like this in the middle of the street. It went against his instincts. But he was eager to learn. 
 
    “Focus on the Amalgabeast. Conjure an image of it in your mind, then imagine the first slot on your bandoleer. Call the monster into it.” 
 
    Bran conjured an image of the monster, as he had the night before when he’d summoned it to his room. He saw its features. The shadowy wings, the black talons, and razor-sharp beak. In the image, he identified the qualities of Shade and the griffin both, intermingled in a way that seemed entirely unique. And perhaps it was. If the Grand Archmage of one of the best schools in the entire world had never heard of his ability to fuse monsters before, that meant it must be quite rare. 
 
    What were the chances it had been used on these two monsters before? 
 
    Though conjuring an image of the monster had been simple, he struggled to get a grasp on the slot—the crystal—on his bandoleer. It was as though every time he held the image of it, it slipped away, like trying to hold water in splayed fingers. 
 
    Bran scrunched his eyes shut. “It’s not working.” Frustration seeped into his voice. He felt a fool, standing there with his eyes shut, blind to the world. 
 
    “Hmm. That is rather odd. But don’t worry. We will figure it out aboard the ship.” 
 
    Bran opened his eyes. Urslan was staring up into the sky. Bran followed his gaze, and his mouth fell open. 
 
    He had seen airships before. Though they were rarely used in battle, they had acted as resupply ships during the war. It was much easier to get an army what it needed when you didn’t have to get those supplies through mountain ranges and forests on foot. Of course, airships were also easy targets for summoners with fliers, so they were only ever used near a battlefield if there were enough summoners on board to properly defend it. They also required monster magic to even keep afloat. 
 
    Bran openly gaped at the ship, no longer caring if he looked like a fool. Yes, he had seen airships before, but never any as large and magnificent as this one. 
 
    It was heading toward the airship dock in the main square of the city, the only place large enough for something that size to land. The wood of the ship glowed, as though it were enchanted—and, of course, it was. At the tip of its prow was a giant figurehead. A golden lion, claws extended, powerful jaws open in a mighty roar. 
 
    Bran and the Archmage walked to the airship dock side by side. Bran noticed the Archmage’s quick stride, the man’s robes fluttering in the wind, and briefly wondered if he were in a rush, but his concentration was locked squarely on the airship. 
 
    In all his life, he had never been on an airship before. 
 
    He also wondered why he hadn’t been able to summon the shadow-griffin into the crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. Failing at such a simple task ignited a brief pang of worry in his chest, that doubt he had thrown away from before, but it was easier to dismiss this time. The Grand Archmage knew far more about summoning than him. Much wiser to trust the summoner on this subject than himself. 
 
    When they made it to the main square, where the airship was lowering to land, Urslan swept a hand toward it. “This is the jewel of the Ketria Academy’s fleet, the Lion’s Mane. It is one of the better perks of being the Grand Archmage, I must say.” He chuckled, beaming at the airship like a child might look at a new toy, then strolled toward it as a ramp was lowered to meet the main square’s cobblestones. 
 
    Bran was reassured when he noticed he wasn’t the only one staring at the craft. Airships docked in the main square every day, but usually they were small vessels, a tenth of the size of the Lion’s Mane. He hadn’t even known airships could be built this large. It could hold an entire battalion of troops, he thought. Of course, a ship like that would be wasted on normal soldiers and would be far better off carrying a squad of summoners. 
 
    A woman walked down the ramp. She looked to be about Bran’s age, perhaps a year or two younger than his twenty five. She was tall and slender, with dark black hair tied up in a braid. She wore robes similar to Urslan’s, though hers were cinched tight at the waist by her Summoner’s Bandoleer. Bran assumed, at the sight of her robes, that this meant she was a Mage as well. 
 
    As he wondered about her class, text appeared over his vision, the scanner responding automatically to his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Mage 
 
    Stage: None 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Monsters: 
 
    Slot 1: Shadow 
 
    Slot 2: Fire 
 
    Slot 3: Empty 
 
    Slot 4: Empty 
 
      
 
    Curiously, although he could see the element of a monster, he wasn’t able to see the levels of the monsters themselves nor their specific types. 
 
    Bran’s eyes slid down to the bandoleer about her slim waist, and the four crystals, wondering which held which monster. Judging by her stats, she was a full-fledged summoner in her own right. Was she a recent graduate of the academy, or a student like he was about to be? 
 
    “This is Lara, my ward,” Urslan said. “Lara, meet Bran.” 
 
    Bran realized it looked as though he had been openly staring at the woman as he’d read her stats and examined her bandoleer, and he raised his chin to look into her eyes. 
 
    Lara had an eyebrow raised and a small smirk played on her lips. “It’s not exactly polite to scan someone on the first meeting, especially without permission.” She gave a little laugh. “But I can’t exactly blame you—I did the same.” She frowned, and her gaze shifted, as though she were looking through Bran—she must have been reading the scanner. “Though my scanner seems to be malfunctioning. It’s having trouble identifying you. Are you wearing a ward to prevent scans?” 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure how to respond. A normal summoner of his age would be exceptionally skilled by now, and he didn’t even know how to summon his bonded monster into the crystal at his bandoleer. He was about to open his mouth and attempt an explanation when Lara’s eyes darted to the shadow-griffin. 
 
    She bent down with a smile, observing the monster, and seemed to take a moment to scan it. “An Amalgabeast? I’ve never heard of one of those before.” She looked a little confused, raising an eyebrow at the Grand Archmage. “Is this the reason why I was woken in the middle of the night to come get you?” 
 
    The Archmage waved the question away. “I’ll explain the Amalgabeast later. In the meantime, we really should make haste and get this ship in the air.” He glanced behind him, gaze searching as though he’d expected to be followed. “Unfortunately, my acquisition of the griffin wasn’t exactly subtle. We must leave before they try and take the monster back.” 
 
    Bran tilted his head, staring at Urslan. It seemed the man had gotten Bran into more than he had thought. He recalled the Archmage’s words from the night before—that the griffin hadn’t belonged to him. 
 
    Who had he stolen it from? And why would an Archmage need to steal a monster? 
 
    If they were being pursued, Bran had a right to know. “Urslan, who did you take the griffin from?” 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy returned Bran’s gaze. “That is not your concern. At least for the time being.” With an open hand, he motioned toward the airship’s ramp. “We must depart, now.” The tone of the man’s voice shifted completely, his kindly demeanor falling away, and Bran glimpsed a bit of his power in those eyes. 
 
    Bran didn’t turn from the Archmage’s gaze. He’d stared down death before, he could look this man in the eye. 
 
    “I’ve come to learn that if Urslan thinks it’s important to do something quickly, then he is probably right,” Lara said, nodding toward the ramp. “Come on, I’m sure you’re eager to see the ship.” 
 
    Lara’s interruption eased the tension, and Bran realized it might not be wise to have a staring contest with one of the most powerful summoners in the world, especially when that same man had offered to train him. 
 
    Though offered might not have been the right word, Bran thought, remembering what the man had said the night before: I have the authority to order you to come with me, but I’d much rather you do it voluntarily. Now, Bran was used to taking orders, but he supposed if he hadn’t been a seasoned soldier, he might have heard those words differently. 
 
    He spared a final glance at the main street, eyes darting about to see if he could spot whoever was pursuing the Archmage, wondering if he were getting himself into something more than just learning to be a summoner. 
 
    At the same time, he wondered when he would see his home city again. Ketria Academy was on the other side of the Kingdom of Kalaran, within the borders of the kingdom’s capital, Indri. But it wasn’t the first time he’d left his home. 
 
    Bran spotted a few summoners in the crowd, the glowing crystals on their bandoleers making them easy to spot. Were they the ones pursuing the Archmage? 
 
    The Archmage cleared his throat, hand still motioning toward the ramp.  
 
    Bran walked up onto the Lion’s Mane, heading toward whatever new fate awaited him, the shadow-griffin following behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The Lion’s Mane rose into the air. 
 
    Canvas was pulled taut as vents pushed air from one of the decks below. Sailors shouted to one another, pulling ropes and climbing rigging, as the captain stood at the helm, eyes scanning the entire deck. 
 
    Bran gripped the rail, staring over the side at Ealdor’s main square. The deck shifted beneath his feet, and the crowd gathered below raised their heads as the Lion’s Mane gained altitude, children pointing up at it excitedly beside their parents, then the crowd of people all slowly drifted back to their lives. 
 
    Bran was curious to know how the ship worked. Because of its size, did it require more summoners and their monster magic to operate it? The crew around him seemed as normal as any that might be found on a craft that rode the water. 
 
    He was curious, but he wasn’t curious enough to miss a view of his city from above. 
 
    From this high, he could now see the Wayward Inn a few blocks away—he even spotted the hole in the stable’s roof. He couldn’t help but smile, thinking of how old Mr. Lettrige would have to deal with that.  
 
    He would have to write a letter to Annie, and to his squad mates. No doubt they would be wondering where he disappeared to. 
 
    His gaze traveled to other parts of the city. To the Duke of Ealdor’s Castle, looming above everything where it sat at the center of the city. To the manor houses in the high district, and the more familiar, packed together tenements in the lower district, where he’d grown up. He brushed a hand against his chest, touching the crystal necklace under his shirt as a thought occurred to him. 
 
    “Is this your first time on an airship?” 
 
    Bran turned around to see the Archmage’s ward, Lara, looking at him. “That obvious?” 
 
    She came to stand beside him, putting a hand on the rail, looking down at the view of the city. “After a while, I suppose it becomes… normal. You forget how amazing an experience this is when you’ve been riding on them your entire life.” 
 
    Bran looked at the view again, as his gaze had strayed to look at Lara perhaps a moment too long. “I struggle to imagine this ever feeling normal.” 
 
    “Give it time.” Lara pushed off the rail. “Urslan suggested I show you to your room.” 
 
    “My room?” Bran hadn’t imagined he would be on the airship long enough to have his own room, but he followed Lara all the same. As they walked, he noticed her strong stride. She didn’t stumble at the ship’s movement, illustrating how accustomed to airships she had become. Bran himself felt clumsy walking the deck, swaying as the Lion’s Mane did. 
 
    There was also a confidence in her step, a self-assuredness he recognized in soldiers and summoners alike. 
 
    She led him down the stairs and through a narrow hall. They passed what looked to be the communal bunk room, where much of the crew must have slept. Bran was used to bunking with other soldiers, whether at a barracks or in tents on the march, but Lara didn’t pause there. Instead, she took him to a room at the end of the hall. 
 
    “I know it’s a bit small, but the airship was designed for battle, so space is at a premium.” Lara opened the door to a room even smaller than the one Bran stayed in at the Wayward Inn. 
 
    He was just happy to have his own space while aboard. The shadow-griffin, who had been padding behind them as they walked through the ship, jumped onto the bed. 
 
    Lara raised an eyebrow, but there was the hint of a smile on her lips. She looked at Bran. “Urslan tells me you missed breakfast. I’ll have the kitchens send something over. Eat quickly. I think the Archmage will wish to speak to you once he’s done talking to the captain. I’ll grab you if that happens.” The summoner turned on her heel. 
 
    Bran’s stomach grumbled as he dumped his travel bag onto the floor and plopped onto the bed next to the shadow-griffin. Idly, he ran a hand along the monster’s back. It made a low, cooing sound that almost resembled that of a cat’s purr. 
 
    He examined the creature, wondering why he hadn’t been able to absorb it. The monster was bonded to him, that he couldn’t doubt anymore. Absorbing the monster into his crystal should be rather simple, unless… 
 
    Bran touched the crystal under his shirt, an idea forming in his mind. He took it off, looking at the clarity of it. Whenever he had seen a summoner, their crystals had always glowed. The crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer, however, was completely clear. 
 
    Just as the one on his necklace was. 
 
    He had never known they looked like that before monsters occupied them. Could there be more to this family heirloom than he had assumed? 
 
    On a whim, Bran placed it into the Summoner’s Bandoleer. Like all crystals seemed to, it varied slightly in shape and size to the crystal in the first slot, but the bandoleer had magic of its own. The moment he placed the crystal in the slot, the strap formed around it, holding it firmly in place. 
 
    The scanner activated, and text appeared over his vision. 
 
      
 
    Initializing integration of new summoning crystal… 
 
    New summoning crystal integrated! 
 
    Status: Empty 
 
      
 
    That, he hadn’t been expecting. 
 
    As far as he knew, there were no summoners in his family. Then again, he knew very little about his family. He had never even met his father, and his scant memories of his mother didn’t involve anything about the man. 
 
    He stared at the shadow-griffin again, still running his hand along its back. Perhaps… 
 
    Bran shut his eyes, focusing on the shadow-griffin as he had before on the street outside the Wayward Inn. Once again, he conjured a clear image of the monster in his mind. It was easier this time, the act already becoming familiar. That was a surprise. Usually, it took longer for something to feel close to natural. He remembered drilling spear strikes and sparring for hours, making each move become a part of himself so he wouldn’t have to think of what to do while on the battlefield, and instead just act. 
 
    This was already feeling close to natural, like… the skill had always been there, but he was just now learning how to uncover it. 
 
    When the image of the shadow-griffin was solidified in his mind, he imagined the crystals in his bandoleer. Instead of just imagining the first slot, like Urslan had instructed him to, he tried to envision both crystals. 
 
    Before, he hadn’t been able to do that at all. Now, the two crystals instantly appeared in his mind. He could feel them, like they were tangible entities. 
 
    He let out a breath, and, still petting the monster’s shadowy fur, called the Amalgabeast into the crystals. 
 
    He felt something happen—a shift in the air about the room. He opened his eyes to see the shadow-griffin glowing, brighter by the second, just as the bird Urslan had absorbed had glowed before it had entered him. 
 
    The monster changed shape, as it had when it had been fused from two monsters into one. It began to swirl into him, its energy spreading up his arm with an uncomfortable tingling sensation like pins and needles. The energy flowed through his arm and into his chest, then he felt a presence in the two crystals in his Summoner’s Bandoleer. Looking down, they glowed brightly. 
 
    Both of the crystals glowed. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast absorbed! 
 
    Crystal Slot 1 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 2 Status: Occupied 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked down at them and smiled. The first crystal held the griffin—he knew because it glowed yellow with streaks of silver, just as the crystal on Urslan’s bandoleer had when Bran had first encountered the Archmage in the stables. The second crystal, containing Shade, had a dark glow about it, like the shadow creature itself. 
 
    His hunch had paid off. The reason he hadn’t been able to absorb the Amalgabeast before wasn’t from a lack of skill—it was simply because the shadow-griffin wasn’t one monster, but two, fused together by whatever unique monster magic Bran possessed. 
 
    Urslan definitely hadn’t been lying about Bran’s power being rare, else the Archmage would have known two crystals were necessary. Still, Bran wondered what would happen when he summoned the monsters back into being. Would the shadow-griffin appear, or would they appear separately? As he was thinking on this, about to test it, a knock sounded on his door. 
 
    Food had arrived. 
 
    The smell of fresh bread and vegetable soup filled his tiny room as he scoffed down his breakfast, perhaps eating a little too fast, but he wanted to have a full stomach for whatever he was going to do today. When he had polished off the soup and placed the bowl on the bed’s small side table, he was ready to test summoning the shadow-griffin. 
 
    So of course that was when Lara arrived at his door, with an urgent summons from the Grand Archmage. She looked about his room as he stood. “Where’s the Amalgabeast?” 
 
    Bran tapped his Summoner’s Bandoleer, now holding the two glowing crystals. 
 
    “Ah, of course.” She tilted her head to the side. “Curious that someone of your age only has two crystals in their slots. Wait… you only had one before?” She frowned at Bran, then her lips tweaked upward into a curious smile. 
 
    “If the Archmage is waiting for us, we should go,” Bran said, not wanting to answer her question. He stepped out of his room and gestured for her to lead them.  
 
    “Right,” Lara said as they started walking through the narrow halls of the Lion’s Mane’s lower decks.  
 
    “I’ve only recently come into my abilities,” Bran said, by way of explanation. 
 
    Lara glanced back at him as they turned a corner, and he noticed they weren’t heading up to the main deck. “Is that so? Urslan seems to have taken an interest in you, care to share why?” 
 
    Bran wondered if the Grand Archmage was keeping his unique abilities a secret, as he obviously hadn’t informed his ward about them. If he was, the man probably had his reasons.  
 
    “I simply did him a favor while he was in Ealdor,” Bran replied. “In return, he has given me entry into the Ketria Academy.” 
 
    “I have to say I’m a little surprised. Given the look of you, and the fact that you appear to be warding scans… Well, I didn’t peg you for a fresh-faced student.” 
 
    “I’m a late bloomer,” Bran said. 
 
    The halls widened, and the two summoners were able to walk side-by-side. She gave him a wry smile, and he could tell she was noticing the strength of his build and taking in his scars again. “If you don’t mind me saying, you seem a bit old to be coming into your powers. Most graduates of the Ketria Academy are twenty-three.” 
 
    It was common for people to assume Bran was older than he was, the scars seemed to add a few years. But even at twenty-five, he had to admit it would feel strange learning alongside the other students. He would just have to swallow his pride. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m a fast learner.” 
 
    Lara finished looking him up and down. “I think there’s more to you than you say, Bran of Ealdor.” She sped up, striding up a set of stairs, and Bran realized he had been mistaken. They were heading back to the upper deck, but the airship was so large that he hadn’t noticed it was sectioned off into two parts. 
 
    As he stepped out into the open air, the shift of the airship beneath his feet still new to him, he was hit by a gust of wind. It felt colder than before. He looked up and realized they were startlingly close to the clouds above them. The Lion’s Mane must have gained quite a bit of altitude as he had been below decks. 
 
    This section of the main deck was clear of crew, unlike the other section he had been in. There was a wide-open space spread out before him, with Urslan standing in the middle of it, his hands behind his back. He looked like a majestic figure from the old stories and tales of powerful summoners through the ages. The wind played with the Archmage’s dark red robes and flowed through his gray hair, and his eyes were closed as though in meditation. 
 
    On Bran and Lara’s approach, the Grand Archmage’s eyes snapped open. His gaze met Lara’s. “Thank you for delivering him to me, Lara. Ensure the two of us have some privacy on the training deck, would you?” 
 
    Lara bowed her head to Urslan, then narrowed her eyes briefly, giving Bran a parting glance.  
 
    When she had headed back through the door, closing it behind her, Bran raised his chin, looking at the master. “You haven’t told her about my fusion power, have you?” 
 
    “Lara is trustworthy, but there is still much to learn about your power before I bring her into the fold. I trust you understand?” 
 
    Bran couldn’t say he did, but he nodded all the same. He didn’t always have to understand the commands he was given to adhere to them, though understanding them was much preferable. 
 
    The Grand Archmage looked at Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. “Interesting. It’s been less than an hour and you’ve already gained your second crystal.” 
 
    Bran put a finger against the crystal his mother had given him, supposing there was no harm in telling Urslan the truth. “My mother gave this to me when I was a child. She said it was a family heirloom. I never realized it was a summoner’s crystal until this morning.” 
 
    “A family heirloom? You never mentioned you had summoners in your family.” 
 
    “I still don’t know if I do.” 
 
    “Hmm. Curious.” Urslan stepped forward, peering at both the crystals. “Ah, yes, I see you’ve absorbed the Amalgabeast. As both your crystals are glowing, I imagine the reason you couldn’t before is because even though they were fused, they are still two separate entities? Unless you’ve somehow tamed another monster already?” The old man chuckled, his grandfatherly demeanor returning. It was interesting to see how quickly he could shift between what seemed like two different personalities. 
 
    “No, I haven’t tamed another monster. The crystals hold Shade and the griffin both.” Bran looked down at his hand, remembering absorbing the Amalgabeast. “I think… I think my powers only work when I am touching a monster. Last night, when the griffin struck me, that is when the fusion was activated. And this morning, the shadow-griffin was absorbed as I was touching its fur.” 
 
    “Hmm. Another curiosity about you to unravel.” The Grand Archmage smiled, and it looked as though he enjoyed the oddities of Bran’s power. 
 
    “Lara said you wanted to see me urgently?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Indeed. We will only have so much time in the air before we make it to the academy. I would like to teach you as much as I can before then, and perhaps see what else we can discover about your powers.” There was a twinkle in his eye at those words; it reminded Bran of when one of his squad mates made a risky bet during a card game. 
 
    Again, Bran wondered at what world he had just entered. He didn’t imagine it was usual that the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy singled out late-blooming novice summoners to teach them the craft one-on-one. Of course, most novice summoners probably hadn’t saved the man’s life. But there was clearly more to it than mere gratitude. Even Lara had been suspicious about the amount of interest the Archmage had shown in him. 
 
    Was his power truly that unusual? 
 
    Bran mirrored the way the Archmage stood, putting his hands behind his back and standing straighter—almost as though he were standing at attention back in training. “What should I learn first?” 
 
    “First, you should summon the Amalgabeast. This should feel familiar, like how you went about absorbing it. It’s as simple as envisioning it in your mind and calling it into being.” The Grand Archmage stood a few steps away from Bran, giving him room. “Try to do it with your eyes open, this time. While it’s easier with eyes closed, it is wise to quickly move past doing it in such a way.” 
 
    Bran was glad to hear that. The last thing he wanted to do while in the middle of a fight was close his eyes. 
 
    It felt strange, standing on that deck, being instructed by one of the most powerful summoners in the world. He was used to taking instruction, of course. He’d had an incredibly competent sergeant back in the army, one who had gone to great lengths teaching his squad how to wield their weapons. Now, Bran didn’t have a weapon. He was empty handed. Even his dagger was still tucked away back in his travel bag in his small room. 
 
    No, that was wrong. He did have a weapon—he just didn’t yet know how to use it. 
 
    He took this opportunity to see if he could summon the monsters individually, wondering if they still remained in their fused state after being absorbed into his crystals. He imagined Shade, as that was the monster he was most familiar with. 
 
    The image was clear in his mind. He could see the shadow creature almost as though it were actually there—but nothing happened, so he quickly shifted to imagining the shadow-griffin. With barely any prompting, his chest began to glow, and the monster sprang out of him and into being. 
 
    The Amalgabeast stood between the novice summoner and the Archmage, facing Bran, and tilted its head at him in a familiar gesture. That gesture made Bran think of Shade once more, and he hoped he would one day learn how to un-fuse the two monsters. He wasn’t too proud to say he had grown attached to the little shadowy monster since adopting it after it was abandoned in the stables. 
 
    The Archmage clapped his hands together. “Wonderful, wonderful! Ah, and I see the monster is still fused! Curious, I had been wondering if the absorption had counteracted that.” He waved a hand. “I trust we will learn more about that as you come into your powers. First, however, we must focus on the basics before your arrival at Ketria.” 
 
    Now that he had summoned the shadow-griffin, Bran’s eyes were drawn to the man’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. The crystal that had held the griffin was no longer there but was now replaced by another crystal. This crystal was dark—darker even than the crystal that held Shade.  
 
    “Urslan, what monsters have you tamed, if I may ask?” 
 
    The old man smiled. “I was wondering when you would ask that question.” He let out a breath, and a myriad of colors swirled from his chest. 
 
    In a flash of bright light, three monsters stood before him. 
 
    The first was the bird that had tapped on Bran’s window that morning. As it was summoned, flames played around its wings, then died down into nothing, and he realized what type of monster the bird was. 
 
    A phoenix. 
 
    He had heard of them, but this was his first time seeing on 
 
    It raised its head. It was even larger than Bran had first assumed, now that he could see it in full—larger than his shadow-griffin, though not quite the size the griffin had been before it had fused with Shade. 
 
    The second monster standing in front of the Archmage was a two headed snake. A viper. It had vibrant green coloring. The vertically slitted eyes on both its heads were dark and menacing. Down its body, its scales looked more like spines, jutting out. They looked like they could cut as well as a newly sharpened blade, and its skin seemed as tough as ring mail armor to pierce. 
 
    The third and final monster was a majestic elk. It was twice as tall as Bran, and its antlers glowed the same dark red as its eyes. Of the three monsters, this one looked the most formidable. Though its skin didn’t seem as tough and sharp as the snakes had, its muscles were large and bulging. Bran could easily imagine a head-on hit from that thing’s horns would send him flying the length of the ship, every bone in his body left shattered and broken. 
 
    When Bran had finished examining the three monsters, his gaze trailed to the empty space on the deck where a fourth would be, then back to the Archmage’s Summoner’s Bandoleer, and the dark crystal upon it. As Bran looked at it more closely than before, it sent a shudder up his spine. There was something… off about the feel of it. Something Bran couldn’t explain.  
 
    “What about the last crystal?” he said, nodding his head toward it. 
 
    The Grand Archmage’s gaze turned serious as he looked down at his bandoleer, placing a finger on the dark crystal there. He no longer looked like someone’s grandfather, but the man he truly was—an incredibly powerful mage. “I must be careful with this one. I only ever summon it when my life is truly in danger. If I summoned it whenever I wished, well… he would grow angry with me.” 
 
    “He?” 
 
    Urslan locked eyes with Bran. “The monster within. Some monster bonds must be managed more carefully than others. You saw yourself what a monster is capable of doing when they turn on their summoner.” He shook his head. “Of course, that was a special case…” The Archmage nodded at the shadow-griffin. “This is as good a time as any to check your bond meter.” 
 
    Bran looked at the griffin. He wasn’t sure what a bond meter was, but the moment he thought of it, the scanner did the work for him, and text trailed across his vision. 
 
    He read it out to the Archmage. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 45% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    The last time Bran had checked, the Summoner Bond had been 40%. It was now at 45%, which meant that it had increased in the time since he’d fused Shade with the griffin. 
 
    “Good,” Urslan said. “Your bond meter is rather strong, especially considering the griffin’s temperament. Since you bonded the two monsters, it seems to have taken quite a liking to you.” 
 
    Taking a liking to me? Bran thought. Shade has become a friend to me. The thought entered his mind of the bond with the monster and what might happen if they fought against an enemy and it was harmed.  
 
    “What happens if the monster dies when it’s outside the crystal?” 
 
    “Ah, a good question. You see, when a monster is bonded to a summoner, it is linked to us in more ways than one. It is not just that we can summon it—it is far more than that. If a monster has taken damage while it is summoned, you can heal it by absorbing the monster back into you and having it siphon your life force. However, an absorption can be forced, too. When a monster dies while outside its crystal, it must return to the summoner, and it will automatically siphon energy from you to stay alive. Which, as you might imagine, can be very dangerous.” 
 
    “So hurting a summoner’s monster can hurt the summoner themselves?” Bran asked. He definitely hadn’t known that—he supposed it wasn’t something summoners advertised to normal folk. 
 
    “Indeed, hence why it is important to carefully manage our monsters’ injuries. It is better to absorb a monster when it’s almost dead, than to suddenly have it forced back and leech off your life force.” 
 
    Bran nodded along at the Archmage’s explanations, thinking of ways that could be used strategically in battle. For instance, if a group of summoners were attacking another, they might be better off focusing their assault on one summoner’s monsters at a time, to completely take them out of the fight, rather than splitting off and fighting individually. 
 
    Urslan, hands still folded behind his back, paced around Bran. “Now, there is much for you to learn, and I’ve always been partial to practical explanations of skills.” Bran could hear the smile on the older man’s voice. “Though, as of yet, you lack a class specialization, so you won’t be able to actually practice the various class configurations.” 
 
    As soon as the old summoner said this, text flashed before Bran’s eyes.  
 
      
 
    Select Summoner Class Configuration 
 
      
 
    “Uh, Urslan,” Bran said. “I’m seeing something right now. It says to select my summoner class configuration.”  
 
    Urslan raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? Does it present you with any options?”  
 
      
 
    Lancer? 
 
    Hunter? 
 
    Mage? 
 
    Protector? 
 
    Ranger? 
 
    Beastmaster? 
 
      
 
    “It’s listing all the classes like before,” Bran explained. “Except none of them are invalid. It looks like I could choose any of them.”  
 
    “Remarkable,” Urslan said, awe in his tone. “Well, I’ve never heard of a summoner being able to choose their class before. You are a unique specimen, indeed. All other times, as far as I’m aware, the summoner’s class is chosen for them, according to their nature and potential. But not you, Bran. Interesting. Well, if that’s the case, I don’t want to choose for you. Go on then.”  
 
    Bran got the hint. He already knew what class he wanted to be. A Lancer, just like the summoner who had ridden the manticore.  
 
    As soon as he did, Bran got another notification.  
 
      
 
    Lancer Configuration Selected! 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Lancer,” Urslan said, obviously detecting some small tell that gave away Bran’s new class. “I thought that would suit you rather well, given your time as a spearman. Now, why don’t you test it by riding your shadow-griffin here?” 
 
    Bran tilted his head to the side as he examined the shadow-griffin once more. Though the monster was as large as a wolf, he had trouble imagining actually riding the thing. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” Bran asked with narrowed eyes, remembering how high the airship was flying. “The monster seems a bit small.” 
 
    The shadow-griffin tilted its head up to stare at Bran, and a puff of air escaped its nose. 
 
    The Grand Archmage waved a hand. “Do not worry about the monster’s ability to carry you. It will be strong enough to achieve such a feat. The griffin held me just fine, as you may recall.” 
 
    That was before they were fused, Bran thought, though he didn’t argue with the Grand Archmage, especially when this was starting to resemble the dream he’d had during the night. Of course, in that dream he had been riding a dragon, not an Amalgabeast. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran approached the griffin, petting its head as he might have done to Shade, and that low, cooing growl came from it. “All right, now don’t you go bucking me.” He was a city boy, born and raised in the lower district. While in the army, he was an infantryman, not at all a part of the cavalry. Horses, especially warhorses, while not as expensive as monsters, were still far too costly for enlisted men such as he had been. 
 
    He had to imagine he was one of few stable hands who had never actually ridden a horse, but at least he was familiar with animals. 
 
    The monster had no saddle, of course. Bran wondered if that was something he could get, now that he was a Lancer. He supposed he would need custom made saddles for each monster. He couldn’t recall if the summoner who had attacked his squad had had a saddle on his manticore or not… 
 
    Bran sighed and threw a leg over the monster, lowering his weight carefully onto it as he leaned forward, grabbing the shadowy scruff of fur by the Amalgabeast’s neck. 
 
    Before Bran could instruct the monster aloud, it responded to his very thoughts as though it could read his mind—much like the scanner responded to his thoughts. The shadow-griffin’s wings snapped out, and it began to run down the deck at a speed Bran hadn’t imagined it capable with a man his size riding on its back. 
 
    Then its wings flapped. Man and monster launched off the deck of the Lion’s Mane. The shadow-griffin weaved about, heading toward the other section of the main deck, dodging the canvas sails and the rigging as it flew. A few of the sailors raised their heads lazily. By the look of them, they had seen such things before. 
 
    Bran clung on for dear life. 
 
    He had never ridden on an airship before today. Never so much as ridden a horse. And now he was riding a monster through the skies? 
 
    It didn’t take long for the sensation to become immensely enjoyable. As he rode, it was almost as though he could feel the bond between him and the monster grow. 
 
    Then text transposed over his vision, confirming the feeling. 
 
      
 
    Monster Bond increased by 5%! 
 
      
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile as the wind whipped through his hair. He looked down, nothing but air beneath him. The view was amazing. Long gone was Ealdor, the city of his birth. Now below him was what looked like an endless forest, its canopy dense and green, stretching for miles around. He had been to the top of a mountain once, as he had marched with the Royal Kalaran Army, and had seen such sights before. 
 
    But never from this high. Never from atop a monster. 
 
    Bran let out a laugh, feeling wild and free. 
 
    This was his life now. 
 
    How had he never before known this was what he was? 
 
    Something flashed in his perception. Though he couldn’t hear much with the wind whipping at his ears, he had a strong sensation that something was behind him. He’d had similar sensations on the battlefield—prickles up his spine, an itch on the back of his neck, a dirt-rotten feeling in the pit of his stomach—and they had saved his life more than once. 
 
    Bran turned his head, throwing his gaze over his shoulder. 
 
    Three fireballs were flying toward him, one after the other, streaming through the sky from the deck of the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    Bran’s eyes went wide. He made the shadow-griffin dodge, sending it in a dive as the fireballs whizzed over his head, coming so close he felt the heat from them—like standing in front of the Wayward Inn’s hearth. 
 
    The maneuver was enough to dodge the first three fireballs, but they weren’t the last. A massive screech cut through the air. 
 
    The Grand Archmage’s phoenix was pursuing them, its red wings fully alight, leaving a drifting trail of smoke wherever it flew. Why in the world is the phoenix attacking? Did Urslan send it after me? Bran thought. 
 
    The monster sent another line of fireballs streaming at the shadow-griffin. The fireballs came from the monster’s beak, forming as if from nothing. As they did, Bran once again felt that tingling sensation—his perception flaring, warning him of imminent danger. 
 
    Is it reacting to the use of the spell? But there was no time to think on it. 
 
    Bran pulled up, but somehow the phoenix must have expected this, because it had already shot another fireball in that direction. 
 
    The shadow-griffin let out a squealing screech as it had been unable to get out of the way, and the fireball drove straight into the monster’s flank. The scent of burning fur met Bran’s nose, making him sputter and cough. 
 
    That phoenix is strong! he thought.  
 
    Of course, he would have imagined no less from one of the Grand Archmage’s monsters. He remembered the smile in the man’s voice as he had said he enjoyed practical explanations. Bran gritted his teeth. 
 
    This was a test. And he’d be damned if he was going to let himself fail. 
 
    As he thought of ways to retaliate, another readout appeared. 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    Wind Blast: Level 1 
 
    A concentrated blast of Air-element, more suited to a single target than multiple enemies. 
 
      
 
    Gale Breath: Level 1 
 
    A broad-reaching breath of Air-element that will damage all targets within range, more suited to area of effect targeting than a single target. 
 
      
 
    Spells. The shadow-griffin had spells! 
 
    Bran didn’t hesitate. With his mind, he maneuvered the shadow-griffin about, so they were facing the phoenix head on. He weaved the griffin left and right—like one might try to avoid an archer’s sights. More fireballs streamed past, again close enough for Bran to feel their heat, but not close enough to do any damage. 
 
    When he deemed himself in position, he pushed the shadow-griffin to activate the second of the two spells, Gale Breath. The shadow-griffin opened its beak, wider than Bran would have expected it was possible—he imagined the monster’s maw was pure black, like that of Shade. 
 
    A violent blast of wind surged from the monster’s mouth, heading toward the phoenix with incredible speed. In casting the spell, Bran felt a strange sensation, as though part of his energy had been taken. 
 
    The blast impacted the phoenix, sending it flying back to the deck—though it didn’t look half as hurt as the shadow-griffin had been. Still, the phoenix didn’t send any more fireballs, seeming to retreat from the fight as it landed beside Urslan. 
 
    The old man waved at Bran, beckoning him toward the ship. 
 
    Bran’s heart was racing, beating hard in his chest as his breath came fast. He slowed his breathing, using a technique his sergeant had taught him, as the shadow-griffin glided back toward the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    He hadn’t felt this exhilarated since—well, since the night before, if he were honest. But before that, when in battle… the thrill of the fight… 
 
    And today had been different to the night before. When facing the griffin in the stables, it had felt like there was nothing he could do. He had jumped in front of the griffin’s strike not because he thought he could fight the monster, but because he knew it would give the summoner time to get back the upper hand. 
 
    But this? This was entirely different. Flying a monster, being able to control one of its spells? 
 
    Gods among mortals, Bran thought as the shadow-griffin touched down and he slid off its back, landing slightly unsteadily on the swaying, hardwood deck of the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    “That was a beautiful display. You catch on fast.” The old summoner clapped him on the back, all grandfatherly friendliness after sending a half-dozen fireballs at Bran and the shadow-griffin. 
 
    “That was a dirty trick,” Bran said, but he couldn’t help but smile. The Grand Archmage had said he liked practical explanations. Bran should have been expecting this. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time he had been thrown into the deep end. 
 
    The Grand Archmage smiled back. It was more wry than rueful. “I have been known to be called crafty. But I assure you, I wouldn’t have done something like that had I thought you couldn’t take it. I trust I don’t need to be delicate with a veteran like you, hmm?” 
 
    There was a bit of a challenge in his voice, and that settled it for Bran. He couldn’t be annoyed at what the man had done. In fact, he might have done the same were he in the Archmage’s position. So instead of being indignant, Bran let out a low chuckle. “What else have you got to teach me?” 
 
    The Archmage nodded at the shadow-griffin. “Absorb your monster back into its crystal—sorry, crystals.” He scratched his chin. “That will be an odd thing to get used to.” 
 
    Bran narrowed his eyes at the old man, wondering what he had in store next. Still, he followed the order all the same, walking over to touch the monster on its head as he called it back to the crystal. 
 
    This time, it was much easier. It took him less than a second to envision the monster and the slots. The shadow-griffin glowed, the light becoming brilliantly bright before it swirled up his arm, through his chest, and into the two crystals on Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
      
 
    Shadow-Griffin absorbed! 
 
    Crystal Slot 1 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 2 Status: Occupied 
 
      
 
    He felt a weight inside the crystals. He wasn’t sure if it was a physical weight, or a weight in his mind, but he could sense that they were full. His connection, his bond with these monsters, was growing stronger by the minute. 
 
    And this was just the beginning of his training. 
 
    “As you can see, you were able to have your monster cast spells. As a Lancer, that will be the only way you can use spells until you progress to a stage where your monster’s spells can be used to imbue your weapons and armor with enchanted properties.”  
 
    “I won’t be able to cast spells myself?” Bran asked. He wasn’t disappointed, just curious.  
 
    “No,” Urslan said. “Now, if you had chosen a Mage…”  
 
    Suddenly, Bran’s vision flickered before text materialized.  
 
      
 
    Would you like to select the Mage Configuration?  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Urslan said, excitement coloring his tone. “What do you see?”  
 
    “It’s asking me if I want to select Mage configuration.”  
 
    “Ha! The wonders of Bran of Ealdor never cease! Well, what are you waiting for?”  
 
    Bran grinned, realizing what he thought was about to happen and hoping that he was right. He confirmed the selection, and he felt a strange power surge through his chest.  
 
      
 
    Mage Configuration Selected! 
 
      
 
    “It worked,” Bran said.  
 
    “Of course it did!” Urslan said, as though he could hardly believe it himself. “Whatever you are, Bran, you are no simple summoner. It appears you can select all the classes, although we’ll have to confirm it with extensive tests. Good thing we have all day.”  
 
    Bran grinned. The joy he felt now surpassed any other feeling he’d ever had.  
 
    “Now, my dear Bran, it is time to try out the methods from what, in my humble opinion, is the most powerful class of all the summoner classes.” The Grand Archmage gained a twinkle in his eye. “The Mage.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage recalled two of the monsters he had summoned back to their crystals. The phoenix, its red wings no longer aflame, glowed brightly as it flew toward the old summoner’s chest. Then the elk bounded forward, looking as though it would barrel right into Urslan. But as it thundered upon the deck—so heavily Bran could feel the vibrations of its movement in his feet—and glowed ever brighter, it shrunk in size, becoming smaller and smaller until it reached Urslan. 
 
    Both monsters disappeared, their crystals flashing brightly as they entered them. 
 
    The two-headed viper, however, remained. All four of its eyes turned to Bran, and the former soldier took a deliberate step back. His hand groped at the air, as though searching for a spear that wasn’t there. 
 
    “Mage methods?” Bran asked, his gaze never leaving the viper’s two heads, each swaying slightly back and forth, their forked tongues shooting from their mouths every now and then. “How do those work?” 
 
    “Even when a monster is inside their crystal, it is still possible to access their mana reserves and spells.” The Archmage had his hands behind his back again, observing Bran closely, his expression neutral. “This is a more convenient and, some say, safer way of using magic. Your monster never becomes vulnerable as it remains inside its crystal. However, the spells you cast will be weaker. Whenever you cast a spell, no matter what configuration, you are drawing upon the mana of your monsters. Humans don’t have mana themselves, which is why we cannot do magic without being bonded to a monster. As far as your spells are concerned, if you think of it, the readouts should quickly appear for you.” 
 
    As Bran thought of it, his spell readout appeared.  
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    Wind Blast: Level 1 
 
    Gale Breath: Level 1 
 
      
 
    The griffin’s spells were both air spells, which made sense, as the monster was an air-type. Though that made him wonder… did Shade not have any spells? And if it did, why weren’t they appearing on the list beside the griffin’s? Perhaps they still needed to be developed. 
 
    Bran couldn’t imagine what type of spells a shadow creature might have. 
 
    “You can see the spells?” the Archmage asked. 
 
    Bran nodded, still staring down the two-headed snake. 
 
    “Then begin!” 
 
    The viper slithered forward, both heads swaying from side-to-side in a dangerous way, ready to strike. 
 
    Bran called upon the second spell—Wind Blast. On instinct, he raised his hands. The wind sprang from his palms. Unlike the Gale Breath, Wind Blast created a concentrated ball of raging wind, swirling around itself like a mini tornado. 
 
    The raging sphere surged toward the snake, sending it hurtling along the deck—but not all that far. Maybe five steps. 
 
    Both of the viper’s heads shook, as though dizzy, then its heads turned to face Bran. 
 
    Its mouths opened, and a spray of acidic venom was released. Bran dived out of the way, rolling on the hardwood deck, his shoulder slapping against the floor as he had been unprepared for such a quick dodge. When he made it back to his feet, he sent another Wind Blast the snake’s way, summoning it faster than he imagined he could. As he did, he felt that tingling sensation of imminent danger, but didn’t have enough time to dodge the second strike. 
 
    It hit his skin, burning on contact.  
 
    “Enough,” Urslan said. He absorbed the viper in an instant, then stepped over to Bran. “Perhaps I was overzealous in this particular demonstration.” 
 
    Bran let out a low hiss, staring at his burning arm. “Mages seem rather vulnerable without their monsters summoned.” 
 
    “Indeed. We Mages are often referred to as ‘glass cannons’.” 
 
    “If the spells are weaker”—Bran took a sharp breath through his teeth, the pain worsening—“and you’re that vulnerable, why do Mages do it at all?” 
 
    The Archmage nodded. “A very good question, why don’t I answer it as you take this?” He proffered two small potion bottles from somewhere in his robes, passing them to Bran. “The first is an ailment potion. It will cure the burning. The second is a health potion, and will heal whatever damage the acid has cursed.” 
 
    Bran picked up the first bottle. It contained an emerald-green liquid. He uncorked it with his teeth and downed the entire contents in three long swallows. The second bottle was a red liquid that was closer to resembling blood than wine. He had seen health potions before, in the closed-off section of the stables where Annie, the monster medic, worked. 
 
    He uncorked the health potion, then downed the contents all in one. 
 
    Bran stared, a little wide-eyed, at his arm. The pain began to slowly dim. The burn on his arm healed, and in mere moments, it was as though it had never been injured in the first place. 
 
    Remarkable. 
 
    If common soldiers had access to such potions, how many of them would have been saved? But he knew they only worked for someone who had unlocked their monster magic. 
 
    “Wonderful things, aren’t they?” Urslan said with a raised eyebrow, then he began to pace again, continuing his explanation as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. “There are certain advantages to wielding spells while one’s monsters are inside their crystals. One thing you must know is that when summoners fight in a party, the Mage is often in the back, not close enough to take too much damage. The other, primary benefit of the Mage class is that our monsters regenerate their mana faster, which means we can cast more spells more quickly than other configurations. And while our spells may be weaker initially, when our mastery has reached its zenith, our spells are some of the most powerful among summoners.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage raised his right hand, palm facing up. A fireball sprang into being inside it. “For high-level Mages such as myself, the spells I cast with my monsters inside their crystals are actually stronger than those cast by the monsters themselves.” He made his hand into a fist, and the fireball disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    Bran nodded. He supposed on the battlefield, summoners were rarely fighting on their own. They had squads much like soldiers did. That thought made him wonder, getting a small glimpse of what his future might be. When the next war came, he might be fighting in a team of summoners, all their monsters alongside them… 
 
    “I suppose the next appropriate element of a summoner to explain is mastery,” Urslan said. “Mastery of your configuration occurs over time as both you and your monsters acquire experience. As you may have noticed, monsters all have levels. So too do summoners. As you train to become stronger, you will increase in mastery. Now, all other summoners only have increase mastery in a single configuration. You, Bran, should you choose to continue using more than one configuration, will require far more experience to achieve mastery. So, it is up to you. Choose them all, a few, or only one. But know that the more configurations you seek to master, the more time and effort will be required.”  
 
    “I see,” Bran said. “Right now, it looks like my Mage configuration is at Level 0.”  
 
    “That is where we all start. And, it seems, in this matter you are no different to other summoners. But we have only tested two of the six summoner classes. Let’s see whether you are indeed limitless, or whether we just so happened to select the only two configurations which are available to you.” 
 
    It turned out that Bran was indeed able to select all summoner configurations, a fact that gave Urslan so small amount of elation. The old summoner’s excitement mirrored Bran’s own feelings.  
 
    For the following few hours, Bran was put through his paces, trying out the different summoner classes, all the while wondering which one he would ultimately be most suited toward.  
 
    The next class after Mage that he tried was the Hunter. While in this configuration, he was able to cast traps using his spells. He placed a Wind Blast trap on the deck, which would send the spherical tornado up out of the ground at anyone who stepped on it. As his skill in this configuration was at level 0, the trap could still be seen by someone with a keen eye, as it made that part of the deck slightly shinier than the wood around it. 
 
    When trying the Protector class, Bran was able to use Gale Breath to encase himself in a protective barrier of wind. With the barrier around him, he felt strong, like nothing could knock him down—like a knight in full plate armor. 
 
    Urslan summoned the giant elk onto the deck and had it cast one of its spells to test the integrity of the wind shield. The spell was strange, like a ray of light—a sunbeam of energy. It impacted Bran’s shield with a soft rap, as though someone had sent a friendly punch at his chest. 
 
    “Again,” Bran had said, wanting to see how much he could take. 
 
    The Grand Archmage had smiled, which told Bran his request had been a mistake. 
 
    The second energy blast sent him flying across the ship to slam straight into a wall. He slid down to the deck and picked himself up. He was about to cast the protective barrier again when Urslan instructed him to move onto the next configuration, absorbing his elk to summon the phoenix once more. 
 
    Then the Grand Archmage pulled a bow from his robes, along with a quiver of arrows. 
 
    Bran gaped. “How did you fit a bow—” 
 
    Urslan waved his question away, telling him to take the bow. 
 
    Bran held it eagerly. It felt good, holding a weapon in his hands again, even if it wasn’t one he was particularly proficient with. Fortunately for him, his old sergeant had ensured every one of his men had at least a basic proficiency in a multitude of weapons, as he said you never knew when you might lose your own, and what other weapon might be the closest in reach while on the battlefield. 
 
    Bran leveled his shot as the phoenix flew about the deck. As Urslan had explained, this class could cast spells on their arrows. Bracing the bow in his left, holding the string with his right, up near his ear, Bran exhaled as he loosed. 
 
    The arrow flew at the phoenix just as it ducked behind one of the Lion Mane’s mastheads. But the Wind Blast spell that Bran had infused into the arrow made it curve around the masthead. It looked like it was about to hit— 
 
    Then the phoenix casually turned the arrow to ash with one of its fireballs. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh, returning the bow to Urslan as instructed. 
 
    He was excited to try out the last class. 
 
    Beastmaster. 
 
    When he activated it, it prompted him to choose the monsters he would take aspects from. When he chose the Amalgabeast, he felt something in his body shift. Looking down at his arms, he noticed they became darker—his whole body did, as though he were shrouded in shadow. 
 
    Claws sprang from his hands, as razor sharp as the griffins. Talons sprang from his toes, ripping through his shoes. 
 
    Then a massive pain stung his back, around his shoulder blades— 
 
    Wings sprouted from his body! 
 
    The pain from the transformation disappeared as fast as it came. He laughed, loud and proud, and his voice came out like a low growl. Urslan raised an eyebrow at him, shaking his head as he chuckled. 
 
    The transformation seemed to make Bran more confident. He felt like he could do anything. 
 
    He spread his new wings wide. They were a part of him now, something he could control as easily as his own arms. His thoughts turned sluggish as he looked over at the rail, and he remembered the feeling of being on the back of the shadow-griffin, flying through the air. 
 
    His body screamed to experience that on his own, to soar through the sky, to see that view again… 
 
    His legs were moving. Fast. Faster than they ever had. Talons scraped against the deck on each stride. Reinforced muscles propelled him forward. He barely even realized what he was doing until a laugh escaped his lips and he dived over the side of the Lion’s Mane, right into the sky. 
 
    Bran flapped his wings, knowing just how they worked, knowing just what to do— 
 
    But they weren’t strong enough to hold him. 
 
    He plummeted, his mind clearing as the wind whipped at his ears, heart beating harder than it ever had. 
 
    What in the world had he just done? What had compelled him to do such a thing? 
 
    A screech cut through the air. He saw the phoenix above, its red wings curled up in a swift dive straight for him. In a moment, its talons were digging into his shoulder, and it pulled him back up to the ship with a mighty flap of its wings. 
 
    Bran landed hard on the deck, knees slamming into the wood, and ceased the Beastmaster transformation. The claws and talons disappeared, and the wings went back into his shoulder. 
 
    He was himself again. 
 
    Breathing hard, kneeling on the wood, he looked up to find Urslan offering him a hand. He took it gratefully. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “I do. In my excitement, I was perhaps a little too overzealous in having you test all the configurations today. The Beastmaster class can be quite dangerous and rather difficult to master.” The Grand Archmage’s eyebrows were pinched together. 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “The mind of a monster and the mind of a human are two very different things, something you just experienced for yourself. If one is not careful, the monster’s impulses will take control, overriding human reasoning.” He nodded to the rail, where Bran had just jumped. “It is incredibly risky to merge the two. Beastmasters might be the rarest of summoners, and quite powerful at that, but they fill the halls of the Imperial Asylum.” 
 
    Bran looked at the rail, then at his hands—normal once more. Had he really done that? Jumped straight off the airship without a second thought? He had felt so strong, capable of anything… yet, he hadn’t tested those capabilities, he had just assumed. 
 
    That could have gotten him killed, were Urslan not here. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me.” 
 
    Urslan’s eyebrows rose as he looked at Bran. “Right now, I am your teacher. Mishaps are common when a summoner’s training commences. And I should have warned you before we tried the Beastmaster configuration. This is, perhaps, why students typically study under summoners of their own class. Nevertheless, it is a lesson learned. It gives me some ideas as to how your training might be implemented in the future.” The old man clapped his hands together and smiled. In that moment the tension seemed to ease. “Now, you are in quite a unique position! Usually, when a summoner first receives their system and powers, they are given a class right away, and they can only use that single class exclusively. You’ve done things I’ve never been able to try! You are able to access all of them. Of course, as I mentioned earlier, it is far better to specialize, as one can better increase their mastery.” 
 
    Bran nodded, having thought as much. Though he had tried not to get attached to any one class, he realized he had inadvertently gotten attached to being able to use all the different classes, and rather liked the idea of being able to switch and choose which class he could use. 
 
    They each had their strengths and weaknesses, being better in different scenarios. He could switch to being a Hunter when he needed to set traps, then lie in wait as a Ranger with a bow. He could cast spells from a distance as a Mage, then quickly switch to a Protector and place a wind shield on himself should the enemy come within close range… 
 
    Dark clouds began to gather above the two summoners as Bran continued to train, trying the different classes out again one by one as he was pitted against Urslan’s various monsters—though he could tell the Archmage was holding back considerably, something Bran was rather grateful for given the disparity in their levels. 
 
    Not knowing how long this limitless nature of his abilities would remain, he just enjoyed experimenting with each of the classes. Whenever Bran’s monsters would run out of mana, he was quickly provided a mana potion from Urslan. The old summoner made a point of explaining how expensive potions were, but that Bran could eventually learn to craft them. During each of the lessons, he felt a strange surge of energy in his chest, which Urslan had explained was mastery.  
 
    When Urslan called for a break, a flash of lightning lit up the sky, illuminating the massive silhouette of a ship against one of the clouds—no, not a silhouette. 
 
    A ship was inside the cloud. 
 
    Thunder roared. 
 
    The airship slowly emerged. It was painted black and had a serpent’s head at its mast. Somehow it was even larger than the Lion’s Mane, which was already the largest ship Bran had ever seen. 
 
    Urslan stared up at the airship. He let out a sigh, his demeanor seeming entirely calm but for the fist clenching at his side. “I knew they would come for the griffin; I just hoped we would have reached Ketria Academy first.” 
 
    Bran came to stand beside Urslan, his gaze never leaving the dark ship. He had all but forgotten the Archmage had stolen the griffin, that people were pursuing him for it.  
 
    “Who are they?” Bran asked.  
 
    Urslan didn’t say a word, he just pointed to the ship’s flag being pulled hard by the wind at the top of the mast. 
 
    It had a symbol Bran recognized. Two crossed swords with a snake coiled around them. 
 
    “The Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Dreadmorth Institute?” Bran whirled, facing the Grand Archmage in full. “That’s who you took the griffin from?” 
 
    Urslan looked taken aback by Bran’s reaction. Then understanding dawned in his eyes. “Ah, of course. The Battle of Heathland. The Lancer you fought…” 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth, staring at the other ship. The Kingdom of Kalaran and the Morkoth Empire had settled on a tentative peace, at least for the moment. The two countries bordered each other, the rulers always going back and forth between peace and war, with the people stuck in the middle of it. 
 
    And the Dreadmorth Institute, one of the top three summoner schools in the entire world, was in the capital of the Morkoth Empire. 
 
    The summoner Bran had fought, the one who had killed Jed and Wilson, had been a graduate of that school—he had worn their symbol proudly on the shoulder of his armor. 
 
    Though Bran knew little of summoner politics, he did know that there were often rivalries between the different schools—especially between the most powerful ones. He also knew that unless they were in times of war, summoners could all but travel freely between the different countries, taking missions through the International Summoners Guild, as long as they upheld the laws of the places they visited. 
 
    As they were not in a time of war, it was perfectly legal for the airship from the Morkoth Empire’s summoner school to be within Kalaran territory. 
 
    Had the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy stolen the griffin from the Dreadmorth Institute because of some rivalry between their schools? There must be more to it than that—what benefit would there be from stealing a single monster? 
 
    The shadow-griffin padded to stand beside Bran. 
 
    “Best you absorb that monster, Bran. Wouldn’t want to see what happens if they recognize their griffin in it. The last thing we need is for Dreadmorth to know of your ability.” 
 
    Bran nodded, reluctantly absorbing the griffin. With all his training that day, it was barely an effort. The skill already felt natural. Most of the skills he had practiced that day were feeling natural, come to think of it. It was strange. He hadn’t lied when he had told Lara he was a fast learner, but he was surprising himself with how easy these skills already felt to use. 
 
    The black ship descended until it matched the same altitude as the Lion’s Mane. As it came closer, the door opened behind Bran and Urslan, and Lara rushed to their side. 
 
    “The Dreadmorth Institute.” Lara shook her head. “This doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” Urslan replied. 
 
    The ship came to rest side-by-side with the Lion’s Mane. Bran saw its crew moving about the rigging, tugging on ropes—they looked much like the crew of the Lion’s Mane, though their uniforms were darker, the symbol of the Dreadmorth Institute patched to their shoulders. 
 
    A man stood on the rail of the ship, a step from falling off. He wore robes much like Urslan’s, though they were of the darkest black Bran had ever seen. Though he looked Urslan’s age, his hair was not gray. It was as dark as his robes, slicked back, and he had a close-cropped beard slightly pointed at the chin. 
 
    “Volrath,” Lara whispered to Bran. “The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Bran had heard of the man. Like the Grand Archmage, he was one of the most powerful summoners in the world. 
 
    The larger airship inched closer, until they were almost touching, then Volrath stepped across, his eyes cold, staring at Urslan. The man raised his chin. “This is a strange, dishonorable thing you have done, Urslan.” Volrath put his hands behind his back, and the gesture was eerily similar to Urslan’s. “It is a time of peace, and in the spirit of cooperation, I welcomed you into my school. And what, pray tell, did I get for it?” He shook his head. “You stole one of our monsters. Someone as powerful as yourself should know how to tame them on their own by now, don’t you think?” He lifted a single eyebrow. 
 
    Bran noticed Lara fidget beside him. She was staring at Volrath. Was that fear in her expression? Or something else? 
 
    “Volrath, how nice of you to drop in.” Urslan leaned to the side, looking at the other airship. “I’ve always admired your airship, you know. The Serpent’s Fang! Largest ship in the world! I suppose the Dreadmorth Institute is known for overcompensating through appearances.” He returned to standing straight. “I assure you, what you’ve heard is false. After all, what could I possibly have to gain from doing something so foolish?” 
 
    “I’ve been asking myself that since my guards reported you—rather clumsily, I might add—riding the griffin off into the night, in full view of the guard towers, toward the border, after you broke into the barracks with what looked to be a fireball through one of the doors.” The black robed man shook his head. “The clumsy riding, I understand. You were never very good at riding monsters, were you? I remember that clearly, from our days at the academy.” 
 
    Their days at the academy? Bran stared from one man to the other, not sure he believed what he had heard. Had two of the most powerful summoners in the world once been students together? 
 
    Maybe even friends? 
 
    Though he didn’t understand how two men from different countries could have ended up at the same school. 
 
    The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute continued, “I always knew you were foolish and brash, Urslan, but I never actually thought you were stupid until today.” He surveyed the others on the Lion’s Mane, looking first at Bran, then at Lara. His gaze lingered on her a split-second longer, but he seemed to dismiss them as threats, his attention back on the Grand Archmage. “Return the griffin, and I shall return to Dreadmorth. There is no need for any… trouble.” 
 
    Urslan stepped forward. “That is something I cannot do.” 
 
    Volrath let out a long sigh, then a smile played on his lips. “Oh, I was hoping you would say that. You see, I do rather like trouble, after all.” He raised his hand to the sky. Lightning flashed, striking Urslan in an instant. 
 
    But, somehow, Urslan was fast enough to react. His own arms were raised, and instead of being struck down by what must have been a Mage spell, the lightning… entered him, like it had been drained from the air. 
 
    “That was rather refreshing.” The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy sighed and cracked his neck. He stepped forward, hands outstretched, palms facing Volrath. 
 
    Then a massive beam of energy shot from his hands, slamming into Volrath. Bran had seen that spell used before, by the giant elk the Archmage had summoned, but this… this was far more powerful. If the Archmage possessed power like this, why had he not used it in the stable to subdue the griffin? Bran felt the energy in the air, that tingling sensation of dread pulsing through his entire body.  
 
    Volrath was sent flying, right off the side of the airship. 
 
    He fell straight down. 
 
    Bran blinked. Had… had Urslan just killed the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute? 
 
    Then Urslan sprinted—faster than Bran had thought the old man could move—right at the rail. He dived over it, just as Bran had done earlier when he had sprouted wings. 
 
    Except Urslan wasn’t a Beastmaster, and he certainly didn’t have wings. 
 
    Bran and Lara rushed to the rail. The two high-level summoners were no longer falling. 
 
    They were suspended in mid-air. 
 
    Another bolt of lightning cracked the sky. Then another, and another. The thunder hit Bran’s ears over and over like the constant crash of ocean waves. 
 
    Urslan sent a series of fireballs at the other man. These were larger and brighter than the ones the phoenix had used, the flames roaring in the open air. 
 
    The fight continued, but soon became a blur as the head of one academy fought the head of another, their spells blurring in the sky as their fight became too fast for Bran’s inexperienced eyes to follow. 
 
    Two loud thuds broke Bran’s concentration as he was gripping the rail, looking over the side of the ship at the fight. 
 
    A man and a woman, both in the colors of the Dreadmorth Institute, had just jumped from the deck of the Serpent’s Fang onto the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    The man wore full plate armor, like the summoner Bran had seen walking through the street the night before, though this summoner’s armor was glowing far less brightly, and he had a spear in his hand instead of a sword on his back. He was smiling, head tilted slightly up, looking down his nose at Bran and Lara. 
 
    The woman wore light leather armor and carried a bow, with a quiver at her hip. She stood slightly behind the man, her gaze intent, a hand resting on the nock of one of her arrows. 
 
    They both had three crystals on their Summoner’s Bandoleers glowing different colors. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” the man said, taking a step forward. “What do we have here?” He looked them both up and down—clearly scanning them. 
 
    The woman grinned. “A couple of brats from Ketria.”  
 
    Bran took a moment to scan them back, looking at the stats for the man first, then the woman. 
 
      
 
    Lancer 
 
    Stage: Storm Rider 
 
    Level: 10 
 
    Monsters: 
 
    Slot 1: Wind 
 
    Slot 2: Wind 
 
    Slot 3: Wind 
 
    Slot 4: Empty 
 
      
 
    Ranger 
 
    Stage: Marksman 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Monsters: 
 
    Slot 1: Fire 
 
    Slot 2: Water 
 
    Slot 3: Earth 
 
    Slot 4: Empty 
 
      
 
    Just as when Bran had scanned Lara, he wasn’t able to see the levels of the monsters themselves while they remained in their crystals, but he could see the type of monster they were, at least. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lara said, her voice steady. “Best you get back to your ship.” 
 
    Bran clenched his fist at his side, eyeing the Lancer’s spear, wishing he had his own. “You should listen to her.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened slightly at the confidence of Bran’s voice, and Bran knew he was looking at his scars. “Why are you hiding your level?” He shook his head and sighed, looking at the woman beside him. “Probably embarrassed.” He chuckled, then took a step back. One of his crystals flashed, and a giant black raven appeared in front of him. 
 
    At the same time, one of the Ranger’s crystals flashed. A lion appeared, flames raging around its mane as it roared. The woman nocked an arrow, its tip blooming with fire as she took several steps back. 
 
    There wasn’t time for Bran to scan the monsters, he had to move. Urslan had told him to absorb the shadow-griffin, but they clearly already knew the monster was in their possession. Besides, if his skill of fusing monsters was as rare as the Grand Archmage said, there was no way these summoners would guess the Amalgabeast was their griffin. 
 
    Bran let out a breath, summoning the shadow-griffin with his mind. His crystal flashed, and the Amalgabeast appeared before him. 
 
    Lara was summoning a monster, too. One of her crystals, darker than the others—a shadow-type, if he remembered correctly from when he had scanned her—flashed brightly. 
 
    What appeared in front of her looked like some sort of demon. It was shrouded in shadow, much like Shade, and looked as though it was wearing a cloak. Bran couldn’t see its face, only two glowing, red eyes beneath its hood. 
 
    And it had wings, dark as night, stretching beside it. 
 
    What in the world is that? Bran thought, but he couldn’t linger on it. 
 
    The fight had begun. 
 
    The Lancer mounted his raven, flying high above them around one of the Lion’s Mane’s mastheads. 
 
    Bran dived to the side as the Ranger loosed a flaming arrow straight at him. He landed better on the deck this time, coming smoothly back to his feet. He had seen enough action in his time to manage to keep his cool. As he ran, he had to choose which configuration to fight in. It would take him too long to switch between each class. If he wasn’t locked into one in the future, he would have to figure out how to make the transition smoothly. 
 
    But right now, he had to make a choice. 
 
    He didn’t have the bow Urslan had given him, so Ranger was off the table. Beastmaster was too volatile—he might become confident beyond his level of skill and only put Lara in danger. Setting traps wouldn’t be offensive enough, and the shadow-griffin was too far away to ride—plus he didn’t have a spear like the Lancer they faced. 
 
    So he chose Mage. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Lancer!” Bran shouted from across the deck at Lara. “Go after the Ranger!” He knew he had no right giving orders, considering Lara was the more skilled of the two of them, but there wasn’t time to second guess. In battle, decisions had to be made quickly. 
 
    He threw a glance over his shoulder to see that Lara had already engaged the Ranger and her lion. His eyes widened as he watched the shadow demon she had summoned disappear, slipping into the darkness where it stood, only to appear directly behind the lion a second later. 
 
    It can teleport, Bran thought. Would Shade be able to develop that skill one day? 
 
    Bran’s shadow-griffin padded beside him as he ran. He looked up to find the Lancer swooping down from atop his giant raven, spear in hand. Bran tried to think an instruction at the shadow-griffin, coaxing him to fly into the air and meet the enemy head on, but it was difficult to control the monster while running so fast. In the future, he would have to train with that in mind. 
 
    Instead of commanding the shadow-griffin to meet the Lancer and his raven in the air, Bran used one of his spells. Gale Breath. In the Mage configuration, he could shoot it straight from his own mouth. 
 
    He skidded to a stop on the deck, his shoes—torn up from when he had tried the Beastmaster class—made a horrible squeaking sound as he came to a halt. He angled his head toward the swooping raven and activated the spell. A massive blast of wind radiated from his mouth. Just like when he had used the spell on the phoenix, it sent the raven off course. 
 
    But only barely. 
 
    The Lancer adjusted in an instant. His raven flapped its wings in a sudden sharp stop, making it hover in the air. 
 
    And sending wind Bran’s way. 
 
    He was thrown backward, and he slammed right into the side of the ship. As he hurried back to his feet, he saw that his shadow-griffin had held its ground, talons clawing into the Lion’s Mane’s deck to keep it from moving. 
 
    The shadow-griffin took to the air. Bran could feel the tug of the monster’s bond, feel its intentions. Though the monster was doing what Bran wanted it to do, it was doing it all by itself. 
 
    That was a strategic mess, not being able to command his monster properly. 
 
    The shadow-griffin sent a Wind Blast at the raven, but it barely made it move. 
 
    Bran was pulling from the same mana reserve as the monster and hadn’t replenished it before the fighting had begun. Though he noticed his mana had recovered very slightly, it wasn’t nearly fast enough to make a difference in this fight. 
 
    There was only enough mana left for one more spell. 
 
    An awful, high-pitched screech sounded from the shadow-griffin as the Lancer thrust his spear straight through one of its wings. 
 
    Bran felt utterly helpless standing there, watching the altercation. He threw a hand up, palm facing the raven. This is all I have left. He cast Wind Blast. While the Lancer and his monster were distracted, the raging ball of air slammed the summoner from the Dreadmorth Institute right in the face. 
 
      
 
    Monster Bond increased by 10%! 
 
      
 
    Mage Level Increased: Level 0 → 1! 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Amalgabeast has unlocked the spell Wind Whip. 
 
      
 
    Wind Whip: Level 1 
 
    Wind Whip sends a razor-sharp line of condensed air at one’s enemies. In time, the skill can become strong enough to sever a head right from its body. 
 
      
 
    Bran read the text, looking at the skill in his monster’s spell menu. It would have been perfect for this fight—if only he had any mana left to activate it. 
 
    The shadow-griffin screeched again. It turned into pure light, then the light shot straight for Bran’s chest. 
 
    The absorption hit Bran like a horse at full pelt, making his legs weak and sending him falling to the hardwood deck. 
 
    He struggled back to his feet, making it to his knees as the Lancer landed nearby. 
 
    “I always knew graduates of Ketria were weak, but this?” The Lancer shook his head in mock dismay. “No wonder the International Summoners Guild gives you all the worst assignments.” He smiled. “Everyone knows you simply aren’t willing to do what is required to pull real power from your monsters.” 
 
    The raven flapped its wings, launching back into the air. 
 
    Bran struggled back to his feet, standing on shaky legs. He watched the Lancer fly the raven back to the Serpent’s Fang, the monster’s black wings spread wide, cutting a dark shape against the clouds behind it. 
 
    Bran whirled around to see if Lara was alright. 
 
    She stood by the rail, gripping it tightly and breathing hard, looking a little worse for wear but in better shape than Bran. He made his way over to her, and though he wasn’t injured, he felt as if he were. 
 
    Urslan had warned him what a forced absorption might feel like. He didn’t realize it would hit him so hard. He should have been keeping a better eye on how close his monster had been to dying. He should have recalled it the second he knew it wouldn’t win the fight. 
 
    He was disappointed with how he performed against the Lancer, though he supposed it made sense that he would be defeated—he had only just learned how to use these skills. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth as he watched the Dreadmorth Institute’s ship depart. The fight between Urslan and Volrath must have come to a conclusion, as the Archmage was flying back to the ship. 
 
    Flying, not on a monster, not with wings, but with the power of magic. 
 
    Gods among mortals indeed, Bran thought, wondering how long it would take him to gain such a level of skill. He grit his teeth as he tried not to let his defeat at the hands of that Lancer get to him. Failure paved the road to success, but he had felt useless in the face of a summoner before today—he never wanted to feel that way again. 
 
    He would train harder. Harder even than he ever had in the army, and the next time he met someone from Dreadmorth, he would be ready. 
 
    Urslan touched down onto the Lion’s Mane’s deck. His robes were cut, burned, and stained with blood, though it didn’t look as if he had sustained any wounds. Had he healed whatever injuries he had taken? The man was breathing hard, and the exhaustion on his face seemed to show his true age.  
 
    He looked Bran and Lara up and down. “Are you both all right? I saw that two of his summoners came to face you.” 
 
    Bran clenched his fist, staring at the Grand Archmage. 
 
    This man was far above his rank, in many ways, and it wouldn’t do him any good to let his anger out, but he had to ask. “Why in the world did you steal a griffin from the Dreadmorth Institute? Are you trying to start another war?” 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy let out a long sigh. He pulled two health potions from somewhere inside his robes, tossing one each to the defeated summoners. “In the spirit of cooperation, Volrath invited me to Dreadmorth so I could search their archives for… well, for something important. While I was there, I witnessed firsthand the way they treat their monsters. You see, Dreadmorth has always been notorious for such things, but I never knew the extent of it until this visit. They experiment on them, Bran. They treat them as though they are nothing more than test subjects, weapons. They force the bond, and they force their monsters to comply. Not all of them do this, but enough.” 
 
    Bran downed the potion, feeling instantly refreshed. Some of the rage he felt waned, and he knew the anger was misplaced. The moment he had seen Dreadmorth’s symbol, the flag fluttering in the wind above the Serpent’s Fang, it had brought his memories of the Battle of Heathland to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    Urslan continued, “I overheard some of their more… ambitious researchers say what tests would be performed on the griffin. I can’t stop everything they do there, but this… I couldn’t help myself. I had to free it. In complete honesty, it wasn’t total altruism which led me to do it. The griffin is evidence of the Dreadmorth Institute’s abhorrent experiments. It may look like a normal creature, but there are strange things about it. My scans provided little insight into what was done to it, but I believe the more astute scholars at the Academy might be able to discern the truth. 
 
    “And, if it can be proven that Dreadmorth is doing such things to their monsters, then the International Summoners Guild ought to know and put a stop to it. When I managed to obtain the griffin, it was in quite the state. It thought of humans as evil because of what they had done to it. That’s why it attacked me—us—in the stables.” He glanced at Lara before speaking once more. “Whatever you did to the griffin, Bran, it soothed the monster’s rage in the process. I’ve never seen anything like it. However, it might have also removed any evidence of the abhorrent practices that Dreadmorth subjects their monsters to. Still, the griffin is obviously happier now. Happier than it’s ever been, I’d bet.” 
 
    The anger in Bran’s chest completely disappeared then, and he felt a little deflated. How could he blame Urslan for saving a monster from torment? As a stable hand, Bran had seen for himself how normal humans treated horses, and in war… Well, he had seen how cruel people could be.  
 
    “Then I’m glad I fought on your side,” Bran said. 
 
    “What he did to the griffin…” Lara’s forehead creased as she looked from Urslan to Bran. “That Amalgabeast…” She looked at the crystals on Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. “I may not be able to read you, but I know that the griffin that was stolen and the Amalgabeast are two distinct creatures. And yet you say the Amalgabeast and the griffin are one and the same. It obviously didn’t evolve. Then what happened? You changed it, didn’t you, Bran?” 
 
    Urslan let out a sigh. “Once we arrive at the academy, Lara, I promise I will explain. Although, I can’t say I know much more than what you’ve already seen.” 
 
    Lara looked a little dubious. 
 
    Bran glanced at the receding enemy ship. “What will happen between the two schools?” 
 
    “Honestly, I was hoping they wouldn’t realize it was me who took their griffin. I do not regret taking it from them, but perhaps the manner in which I did was a mistake. Things are already tense between our schools. I dare say that they might become worse.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not long after the fight with the Dreadmorth Institute, the Ketria Academy came into view. 
 
    It was secluded, not as close to the kingdom’s capital, Indri, as Bran had first assumed. He had watched the terrain roll by as the ship finally made it past what had felt like an endless forest when he finally spotted the massive stone buildings of the academy nestled between two mountains in the middle of a valley. Its towers stretched high up into the sky, and its buildings weren’t only on the ground—they were built into the sides of the two mountains, clinging to the cliff faces, like moss growing on the sides of trees. 
 
    Bran had to wonder if there had been magic involved in the construction of those buildings, as the way they clung to the mountain didn’t quite look possible. 
 
    The main building of the academy resembled a castle far more than it did a school. The entire academy was, of course, built to be a fortress. Though Bran knew it had been years since one summoner school had tried to lay siege to another, he knew that each had been built with defense against enemy summoners in mind. 
 
    Bran gripped the Lion’s Mane’s rail, leaning forward, staring at every inch of the academy he could. Within its walls were massive fields of green, luscious gardens and even farmland. The academy appeared to be entirely self-contained and self-sufficient, though he knew there would be much trade between Ketria and the city of Indri close by. 
 
    And there were monsters. 
 
    They were everywhere. Flying around the tall stone towers, grazing across the field, fighting one another in what looked to be an open arena. It had been hard to make out what type each monster was from the air. Even when he could see them clearly, he only knew the names of a few. 
 
    Even in war, Bran had never seen so many monsters in his life. 
 
    There were more airships, too. An entire fleet of them, though none came close to matching the Lion’s Mane in size. 
 
    All in all, the academy’s grounds were incredibly large, almost as big as a small city. 
 
    The Lion’s Mane touched down in one of the large fields. By the way the grass had faded to brown in the area, it looked as though the airship often docked in this spot. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful sight, isn’t it?” Lara said. 
 
    Bran looked over at the other summoner, standing beside him at the airship’s rail. “You haven’t grown used to it yet?” 
 
    She stared wistfully ahead. “Doesn’t matter how often I see it, the Ketria Academy never loses its charm.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage had left them before the ship had arrived, asking Lara to give Bran a tour. When they were close enough for the academy to be in view, he had flown off alone. Bran had strained his vision, watching the man fly. Though the academy had been quite far away at the time, he thought he had seen the Archmage enter a window in the tallest tower. 
 
    From where he stood now, he looked up at that tower. He hadn’t been expecting the man’s rapid departure. “How long have you been Urslan’s ward?” 
 
    “Not long,” Lara said in somewhat of a clipped tone. She turned, heading for the airship’s ramp currently being lowered by the crew. “Now, it’s time for your tour.” 
 
    Bran raised an eyebrow as she walked away. Had he touched on a sensitive topic? He shrugged off the thought, heading after the Mage. 
 
    He had to admit, he was excited. He couldn’t count the number of times he had dreamed of coming here when he was growing up. Even though he had long ago given up on that dream, it had never truly been forgotten. 
 
    Now, only a day after meeting Urslan, he was here. At the Ketria Academy, about to begin his summoner training. 
 
    He followed close on Lara’s heels as she walked to the front of the academy’s main building, opening the large wooden double doors wide. He was glad for the new shoes and shirt he’d been given by a craftsmen about the Lion’s Mane, for his old ones had been ruined after he’d used the Beastmaster class. 
 
    The foyer was bigger than the entire Wayward Inn. The stone walls looked ancient. Bran touched a hand to them. They had been built over a thousand years ago. 
 
    All the academies had been. 
 
    On either side of the foyer were two large staircases leading upward in different directions. Between the stairs, a long hallway stretched deep into the academy. It was this hallway that Lara headed down first. 
 
    “Have you always known you were a summoner?” Bran asked as they walked. To be honest, he wasn’t sure how early a summoner’s monster magic presented itself. He knew that they began their training in academies like this once they had already reached adulthood, but how old were they when they knew? 
 
    Lara glanced back at him, forehead creased. “My powers presented themselves when I came of age. I had my dream, and I knew from that moment that I was meant to be a summoner.”  
 
    “A dream? As in one you have while you’re sleeping, or a desire?”  
 
    She frowned at Bran. “The sleeping kind. I was almost one of the unlucky ones. The Monster Realm I dreamt of was like something out of a nightmare. Thankfully, I survived. How about you?”  
 
    Bran laughed under his breath. “I’ve had lots of dreams of Monster Realms and summoning, but never any that made me a summoner when I woke up. To be honest, I didn’t even know that was a thing. I thought all summoners just went into Monster Realms and bonded with a monster. Had I known…”  
 
    He wouldn’t have entered one himself. Except he didn’t want to tell Lara that. Not just yet. 
 
    She looked him up and down. “You really are what you say you are, aren’t you? Completely fresh, with no idea about summoning or monsters or anything, really. I hadn’t believed it until I saw you fight…” 
 
    Of course. She had thought he was warding off scans intentionally. And from the look of him, he couldn’t blame her for wondering if he were a high-level summoner masquerading as lower level. Though why someone might wish to do that, he didn’t know. 
 
    “I didn’t know I had monster magic until last night,” Bran admitted. 
 
    Lara halted, stopping so fast Bran almost walked into her. She turned around. “Last night? But you’re…” She waved a hand at him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Bran nodded, wondering how many times he might have to have this conversation within these walls. 
 
    “I still find it hard to believe.” She looked down at his two crystals again. “After your tour, I think I’ll have a word with Urslan. He did promise me an explanation, after all.” 
 
    She continued down the hall, and Bran’s gaze wandered. He stared at all the things they passed. Tapestries lined the walls, depicting massive battle scenes. Some showed hundreds of summoners and monsters, while others focused on only a few—like a man in golden armor astride a giant, silver dragon, clashing with a woman riding on the back of some sort of golem the size of a mountain. 
 
    They were moving too fast for him to take it all in. He wanted to ask Lara to slow down, but he knew there was still so much to see. He could come back and look at whatever they passed more closely in the future. 
 
    The first stop on the tour was the dining hall, and the moment Lara opened the doors and Bran smelled the intoxicating scent of food—any food—he forgot all about the tapestries. 
 
    They were both exhausted from the fight, and before that Bran had been training throughout the entire day. Though it wasn’t quite time for dinner, there was still food available at the front of the hall. 
 
    The two summoners grabbed plates and piled them high with food. Bran was surprised at the amount of variety. There was more to choose from than the entirety of the Wayward Inn’s menu. Though he was most surprised by the fact that he didn’t have to pay for any of it. He hadn’t yet spoken to the Grand Archmage about how he might cover tuition. The topic hadn’t come up at all. 
 
    Something told him it would, soon. 
 
    There were soft cheeses and hard cheeses, and three different types of bread to choose from, all of which still felt warm, fresh from the oven. There were pastries and cut salmon, bacon and pottage stew. 
 
    He couldn’t help but take a little of each. 
 
    Then, out of habit, Bran walked toward a table in the corner. He sat with his back to the wall, eyes scanning the hall. Lara sat across from him. There were no monsters in here. He supposed it might be poor etiquette to let them roam free everywhere. 
 
    But there were summoners. 
 
    Only a few students were sitting to eat. Lara told him it was still a few hours before dinner was served, but that classes and training would officially be done for the day by now. 
 
    Most of the summoners he observed were wearing identical uniforms. They almost looked like soldiers’ uniforms. When he fought in the war, whenever he saw summoners, they all wore custom armor, not uniforms.  
 
    Whenever one of them stood up, Bran’s gaze would flick down to their bandoleer and he would count the crystals. Most of them had at least two. The younger the students, the less crystals they seemed to have. It was rare that he saw a student with four crystals. 
 
    That made him wonder what it would take to earn more. He already had two, and he imagined it would take the usual student a lot longer to receive them. Of course, he was already way behind these people. At his age, he should have graduated by now. 
 
    It also made him wonder about Urslan. How many crystals did he have access to? How many monsters? He knew that summoners could only hold as many as four at one time, though he wasn’t sure why. Could they tame more monsters than four? 
 
    “You were a soldier, weren’t you?” Lara asked. “You’ve got that look about you.” 
 
    Bran glanced over at her. “Yes, I was. Spearman.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “That explains a few things. During the fight with the students from Dreadmorth, I saw you. I didn’t get much of a chance to observe you, considering I had my own fight going on, but… most new summoners wouldn’t have been able to keep under control like you did in such a situation.” 
 
    “I might have been in control, but I didn’t do a damned thing to help,” he said, turning his gaze back to the dining hall. “That Lancer beat me easily.” At least he had gained a new spell along the way, and even a level, though he still didn’t know much about the implications of that. 
 
    Lara let out a sigh. “I didn’t fare too well either.” She took a bite of her food. “That Ranger… was more powerful than I was expecting. Volrath only flies with worthy pupils, after all…” 
 
    The way she said that almost made it sound like she knew the man, but Bran didn’t press. He wanted to learn as much from that encounter as he could, then move on from it. “I ran out of mana. And, in the fight… I didn’t have enough control over my monster.” 
 
    “Understandable. It takes time to test the bond in battle. It’s not enough that they follow orders, you must be able to give them in every instance. Don’t worry, that is a skill you will learn here, in time.” 
 
    In time. For some reason, those two words grated him. He had done his training. He had become a fighter, and a good one, and now he was starting right at the beginning again, with a whole new slew of skills he needed to learn. 
 
    He would work as hard as he could to learn as much as he could, and take whatever time was necessary, but he wanted to become strong now. If a war started today, they probably wouldn’t even let him on the battlefield. 
 
    With that thought, he polished off the rest of the food, feeling suddenly impatient to get his training started. “Show me more of this place,” he said, then realized it had come off as more of a command than a request. “Please.” 
 
    Lara nodded. She quickly finished her own food, then led him to his room. 
 
    It was high in the castle, up at least six flights of tall stairs. By the time he made it to the floor he was to stay on, his thighs were burning. 
 
    He might have let his training slip a little in the last year. He would need to remedy that. 
 
    Lara led him down a long hallway with doors on each side. “You won’t get your pick of rooms this time of year, but there’s always a few free. Just means you’ll have longer to walk to your classes.” 
 
    His room was all the way at the end of the hall, the furthest one from the stairs. She opened it up, and he noticed there was no lock. Was it locked another way, with some type of magic? Or were they simply overly trusting of their peers in this place? 
 
    Bran was glad to see that his travel bag was already sitting in the room. He didn’t have many things, but the things he did have he liked holding onto. 
 
    The room was bigger than he had been expecting. He said as much to Lara after she opened the door. She looked slightly surprised, then he remembered what she had said aboard the airship—she had been on them so long they had ceased to be special. 
 
    The room was twice the size of the one he had lived in at the Wayward Inn. It had more than just a chest for his belonging. It had an entire wardrobe. A writing desk. Even a bookshelf in one corner. And to be honest, he had been expecting the possibility of having to bunk with others, something he was already used to from being in the army. 
 
    But Lara, it seemed, had grown up rather differently to him. By the sounds of it, she had been riding on airships long before she came into her monster magic. The way she carried herself, moved with confidence… it was more than just that she was a summoner. 
 
    She was nobility. 
 
    Once he had dropped off his things, she took him to Ketria Academy’s library. He had been expecting the main event to be some sort of training ground, not stacks of old books. He stepped into the place and could smell them. The scent of old paper. 
 
    He had never seen so many books in his life. 
 
    “You don’t seem impressed,” Lara said. “I suppose the library in Ealdor is technically bigger.” 
 
    “It is?” Bran asked. “I’ve never actually been before.” 
 
    Lara frowned at him. “How long have you lived in Ealdor?” 
 
    “My entire life.” 
 
    Lara let out a small gasp. “You’ve been in Ealdor for your entire life and have never visited the Grand Library?” 
 
    Bran just blinked at her. “That is what I said.” 
 
    “Incredible.” She shook her head. “Well, regardless, this library is the better of the two. You’ll surely come to grow fond of the place, once you realize the wealth of knowledge it holds.” 
 
    She led him deeper into the stacks. Bookshelves lined the walls, built so tall they required ladders to reach the higher shelves. He didn’t understand how the books were categorized, but there seemed to be some sort of underlying logic to it. In the middle of the library was a row of tables. Dozens of students sat at them, reading through dusty tombs. 
 
    Would he be found on one of those tables soon, leafing through old, heavy books? 
 
    There were no candles or oil lanterns in here, he realized. Instead, there were glowing balls of light floating above the tables and stacks. 
 
    Monster magic. 
 
    He knew of enchantments, that summoners could imbue items with their magic, but he had never seen such a display before. 
 
    Then he noticed a massive steel door. Unlike the door to his room, this one definitely had a lock. Four of them, in fact. “Where does that door go?” he asked. 
 
    A few of the students raised their heads from their books to openly stare at him with looks of mild irritation. 
 
    “Libraries are quiet places,” Lara whispered. “Something I honestly hadn’t expected would need explaining.” 
 
    Bran let out a sigh, though he made sure it was a quiet one. He nodded at the door, then raised his eyebrows in a silent question. 
 
    Lara bit her lip. “That section is forbidden for students.” 
 
    That piqued his interest. What could be dangerous about a bunch of books? Then again, this was a new world for him. He shouldn’t assume. “Why is it forbidden?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. Urslan tells me much, but not everything. There’s said to be information on… the darker of monster magics in there.” 
 
    “Like what, summoning demons?” Bran asked, remembering the creature Lara had summoned. It had looked an awful lot like something one might call a demon. 
 
    Lara didn’t laugh off his question, as he had been expecting. Instead, she just shrugged. “Could be.” 
 
    Bran looked at the door again, a sudden curiosity taking hold of him. He felt… something from the door. It was similar to the feeling he got when he was in danger. That tingling, gut wrenching feeling. It was also similar to another feeling he’d gotten only once before.  
 
    The feeling he’d had when he first approached the Monster Realm that had almost killed him. 
 
    Bran shook off the shudder building in his stomach and turned to Lara. “I find it hard to believe that no student has set foot inside there before.” 
 
    “I never said that.” 
 
    “You said it was forbidden?” 
 
    Lara nodded. “I had never heard of the rule being broken before. But recently…” Her gaze fell to the stone floor. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lara looked at the tables of studying students, then led him down the stacks to a secluded part of the library. Though they were no longer close to anyone else, she still spoke in a whisper. “A few weeks ago, a third-year student broke in.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “Were they caught?” 
 
    “Not in the act. Two books went missing. The students were never told what they were, but after it happened, the faculty put the entire school on lockdown and went searching. They took the locks off everyone’s rooms, searched the academy top to bottom. Finally, one of the books was found in a man named Rayn’s room.” 
 
    “What happened to him? Was he expelled?” Bran had heard of plenty of students getting expelled from Ketria, knowing only a small percentage of students ever actually graduated. For the longest time, he had wondered if that was true, or just a rumor. 
 
    “They found the book, but they couldn’t find him. No one remembers seeing him after they started searching the rooms.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “Sounds like he was expecting to get caught. Must have had the other book with him and taken it when he escaped.” 
 
    “Rayn was from a high-ranking noble family. He would have gotten in trouble for this, maybe expelled… but it certainly wouldn’t be worth going on the run for.” 
 
    “Then what happened to him?” Bran did find it hard to believe someone would run because of a stolen book. Then again, if the book truly held some sort of dark magic… maybe he found power in it, and wanted to hang onto it? 
 
    “Nobody knows. The next day, almost all the third-year class was entirely wiped out. They just… disappeared. No bags were packed. No notes or letters were left. Nothing.” Lara was staring at the stone floor, deep lines cutting into her brow. “Urslan thinks they’re dead. The faculty almost canceled this year’s exams for the first time in Ketria’s history.” 
 
    “Almost?” 
 
    She shrugged, still looking down. “They said they wouldn’t let this damage the academy. That we needed to push forward…” Her expression shifted, and she looked up at him. “That reminds me. I know you’re not exactly a traditional student, and you’re late to the year, but you’ll have to partake in the end of year examinations regardless. It’s academy policy. Whatever Urslan’s reasons for favoring you are, he can’t change that. So make sure to use your time here wisely, or you may not have as much as you would like.” 
 
    The way she spoke made it sound rather ominous. Bran just nodded. He didn’t know what the exams would consist of, but he wasn’t about to let an opportunity like this slip from his fingers. 
 
    He had more questions about the exams, but Lara just continued the tour, walking him in silence around the library until they reached a set of spiral stairs. “These are the archives,” Lara said, heading down. “If you ever wish to research the history of summoners, this is where you would go to do so. The records here stretch back to before this school was even founded.” 
 
    The archives… hadn’t Urslan spoken of these, in their first conversation? He had wanted to search for information about Bran’s abilities. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Lara tilted her head to the side. “Something on your mind? Still thinking of the missing students?” 
 
    Bran considered telling her about his fusion powers and ability to use all configurations—she’d all but figured them out already back on the Lion’s Mane, but as even he didn’t understand them yet, he figured he would leave the explanation to Urslan. 
 
    “A lot has changed for me in the last day, I’m just digesting it all.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was true enough. 
 
    The archives were more cramped than the library, the bookshelves placed close together, making the halls too narrow for two people to walk side-by-side. Bran scanned the shelves. The books here looked even older than the ones upstairs. There were chains attached to many of them, too, with little padlocks connecting them to the shelves. 
 
    They really valued their books here. Bran couldn’t help but find it a little strange. But then, he’d never had cause to value books very much in his life. Sure, he could read, but he’d always found real life experience superior to what could be found in books. He figured that might change while studying here at the academy.  
 
    Though it wasn’t just books he saw. There were glass cases filled with different scrolls, many of them colored yellow with age. There were loose-leaf pages of parchments in what appeared to be haphazard stacks. And there were pedestals containing stone tablets that looked twice as old as the academy itself. 
 
    It smelled musty and stale. There were no windows, and the air was still. He couldn’t imagine spending a long time down here. There were magical lights hovering about the place, too, but they were dimmer than the ones in the main part of the library. 
 
    A shuffling of feet came from around one of the corners, followed by a loud sigh and the soft rattle of a chain. When they turned the corner, they found Urslan hefting a large tome, as thick as his head, back onto one of the shelves. 
 
    “Urslan?” Lara asked. 
 
    The Archmage turned around. He looked tired, and there were bags under his eyes. When he noticed it was them, his expression changed, and a warm smile spread onto his face. “Ah, I see I won’t need to fetch you now,” he said to Bran, then looked to Lara. “Thank you for showing him around the academy, Lara. You can leave him with me now, we have a few things to discuss.” 
 
    Lara’s shoulders stiffened slightly, but if she felt any annoyance at once again being dismissed by the Grand Archmage, she didn’t show it. “As you wish, Urslan.” She nodded to the Archmage, then glanced at Bran before leaving. 
 
    “Are you going to tell her about my abilities soon?” Bran asked. 
 
    Urslan waved a hand. “Soon, soon. Right now, we have more important things to do.” He rubbed his palms together. “It’s time we conduct some research!” 
 
    Bran stared blankly at the Grand Archmage. 
 
    Urslan tilted his head to the side. “You don’t seem all that excited?” 
 
    “I’ve just…” Bran looked around the archives. This wasn’t the world he was used to, but if it was necessary, he would put in the work. “I’ve never been one for sitting around reading when I could be training. But I’m eager to learn.” 
 
    Urslan raised a finger. “Ah, Bran, you’re mistaken. Books aren’t all the Ketria Academy archives have to offer. Tell me, have you ever been to a Monster Realm before?” 
 
    Bran shifted from one foot to the other. “Not for a long time. I tried taming a monster when I was younger…” 
 
    The Archmage nodded. “Yes. But it didn’t work. Interesting. Well, the Ketria Academy has more Monster Realm portals than anywhere else in the world. You just have to know where to look for them.” He sent his gaze around the archives. 
 
    This got Bran’s attention. “There are portals down here?” 
 
    Urslan smiled. “Indeed there are. And today, I’m taking you through one.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran followed Urslan through the archives. The halls were deathly quiet, and, unlike the library, there wasn’t another soul down here. 
 
    Urslan strode confidently down the aisles, seeming to walk a familiar path, his gaze facing straight ahead. After a few twists and turns, the Grand Archmage finally stopped at a bookshelf along one of the back walls. The shelf was made of thick red wood and somehow felt like it had been there for as long as the stone beside it. 
 
    The Grand Archmage glanced back at Bran with a conspiratorial smile, then grabbed the top of one of the books in the middle of the shelf. 
 
    He pulled the book backward, but it seemed to stop there, not coming out any further. 
 
    Then something clicked. 
 
    The entire bookshelf began to shift. It shook slightly then swung outward like a door. 
 
    Bran’s mouth fell open as he stared at the secret passageway. 
 
    Urslan clapped him on the shoulder, waving a hand inside. “This is my favorite part of the archives.” He let out a small chuckle. “Now, come along then.” 
 
    The Archmage led the way, his strides long and quick, but Bran kept pace with the man easily enough. 
 
    The bookshelf closed behind them, swinging back into the wall and leaving them in utter darkness. There were no hovering magical lights like in the library and archives, no wall sconces to provide the place with flickering light. Just complete darkness. 
 
    Bran took a breath, then let out a small cough. The air smelled even more musty in here. “What is this place?” he asked. 
 
    A flash of bright light appeared from ahead. Bran shielded his eyes for a moment, the sudden adjustment stinging them. 
 
    A glowing light hovered in the air in front of Urslan. The light had a bright orange glow and looked similar to the lights back in the library.  
 
    Urslan smiled. “As I said, this is my favorite part of the archives.” He began walking down the narrow passageway. “The founders of the Ketria Academy built these tunnels over a thousand years ago, before they made the academy itself—before they had even decided to train others in the art of summoning. In the beginning, they weren’t teachers, really. They were trailblazers. Adventurers. Inventors. Some were even conquerors. Though they weren’t the first to discover the Monster Realms, nor the first to figure out how to create portals to those realms, they were amongst the most powerful summoners of their time—some might argue of any time. 
 
    “Long ago, before there were any schools for this, summoners had a master-apprentice relationship much like blacksmiths and wheelwrights do now. Ketria’s founders weren’t satisfied with that, however. They thought they could do better, and they wished to share their knowledge as widely as they could, to those who they deemed worthy. The founders knew there were more novice summoners out there than there were masters. They knew that the potential of so many summoners was being wasted without anyone to teach them.” He motioned upward, at the ceiling. “So they sealed the tunnels and built the academy on top of it.” 
 
    “Why did they seal the tunnels?” Bran asked. He had heard some of the history of summoners, though there was much he didn’t know. Bards and storytellers often told tales of old wandering summoners in the time before academies. Some were heroes, others mercenaries, while a few were even cast as villains. When the first academies were built, and the International Summoners Guild was created, the world began to change into what it was today. 
 
    “They sealed these tunnels because the portals, among other things down here, are very dangerous to those who are inexperienced.” The Grand Archmage pointed at a door they passed. “Which reminds me. Do not open any of these doors unless I tell you to. Do not even touch them. And if you see a red stone built into one of these walls, don’t so much as brush it with your sleeve. It’s easier than you might think to get sucked into a Monster Realm. Some of these places a normal person might be able to survive, but other places even high-level summoners can’t venture into alone if they wish to return.” 
 
    Bran stared at the door as they passed. It didn’t look all that different to the doors he had seen walking through the academy, and it certainly didn’t look as ominous as the four-locked door to the Forbidden Section of the library. 
 
    Yet it gave him that same tingling sensation. That same dread in his gut. 
 
    And something else. 
 
    There was a pull to it. Like it wanted him to touch it. Like all there was in the world was him and that door, and if he didn’t walk through it, he would never be able to live the life he wanted— 
 
    “Bran.” 
 
    Bran blinked, looking down to see that Urslan was gripping his arm. Not roughly, but far more tightly than an old man should be capable of. 
 
    Then Bran realized he had taken a step toward the door, and he was an inch away from touching the handle. 
 
    He hadn’t even realized he had moved at all. “What just happened?” 
 
    Urslan let go of Bran’s arm and looked at the door. “Some monsters have the power to push their minds into our world, even when a portal is closed. They call to us,” he said in a hushed voice, then frowned. “Usually the pull is not so strong as this, to act so quickly, however. Only summoners and monsters can feel such a pull. Monsters usually feel it more strongly than we do.” He shook his head. “I think I will have to keep a close eye on you while we are down here.” 
 
    Bran looked down at his arm. He touched his wrist, where Urslan had gripped him, and wondered how he could have gotten so close to the door and not even known it. Bran didn’t like it one bit. He liked to feel in control. Anything that compromised that, he would have to find a way to combat. 
 
    Urslan kept walking forward, turning a corner. Though he walked a little slower than before and kept glancing back at Bran. 
 
    Bran still let his eyes wander. They passed more doors, and when they did, he felt that pull again. This time, now he was aware of what it could do to him, he fought against it, trying to be as mindful as possible of his own movements. As he did, each door became easier to pass. 
 
    “That glowing light above your hand… it’s one of your monster’s spells?” Bran asked. 
 
    Urslan nodded. “Curiosity. Good. That’s what I like to see.” He made the ball hover in a tight circle in front of him for a moment. “It is a simple Illumination spell. It was the first spell my phoenix ever learned. I bought it for her a very long time ago, when she was only an Amber Chick.” His voice sounded wistful. 
 
    “You can buy spells? I think you mentioned it earlier, but I didn’t really take it in. I’ve learned a lot in such a short time.” Though he didn’t have a lot of coin, Bran wondered what spells he might be able to buy for Shade. That made him think of the demon-like monster Lara had summoned during the fight with the two students from Dreadmorth. That creature had been able to teleport somehow. Would he be able to purchase such an ability for Shade? 
 
    “Indeed. There are two main ways to acquire spells for one’s monster. You can either purchase them from a Monster Merchant, or you can discover them through training your monster. Purchasing spells mostly only works for common monsters and basic spells. It becomes more difficult the more advanced a monster becomes, especially when the monsters are rare like my phoenix, majestic elk, and two-headed viper.” 
 
    Bran thought on that for a moment. He supposed he wouldn’t need to buy spells if he could simply gain them from training his monsters. He also couldn’t help but note that when Urslan mentioned his monsters, he once again neglected to speak of the fourth one he held, the one contained in the dark crystal at the end of his Summoner’s Bandoleer. Bran wanted to ask about that, but knew he was likely to get as vague an answer as the time before. 
 
    “My Amalgabeast currently has three spells, though I think they were all gained from the griffin because they’re all air-type,” Bran said. “The monster learned its third during the fight on the Lion’s Mane, with the students from Dreadmorth.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. That’s good to hear. I imagine your monster wasn’t the only one to gain some experience from that little bout though, hmm?” 
 
    “It wasn’t the only one, no. I was able to gain the initial level in the Mage configuration as well.” 
 
    “That’s quite a rapid rate of progression. All the more reason to go digging through the archives to discover exactly what you are. From everything I’ve seen thus far, it seems like both you and your fused Amalgabeast are rare creatures indeed. It will be quite interesting to see what you end up being capable of.” The Grand Archmage turned and began walking again. “I do hope I’m around to see it.” 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure he liked the way Urslan referred to him as a creature, and the way he said he hoped he would be around… Well, it sounded rather ominous. “I thought we were headed to a Monster Realm, not digging in the archives?” 
 
    They turned another corner. This hallway was much wider than the last, and the two of them were able to walk beside one another, Urslan’s glowing light bobbing ahead of them, illuminating the way. 
 
    “Ah, well. I may have misled you very slightly. We are entering a Monster Realm, but the reason we are doing so is because some of the oldest and most precious records we have on summoning aren’t kept inside this world. For whatever reason, the founders wanted an extra layer of security on these ancient records, and so they built a fortress for them.” The Grand Archmage glanced at Bran. “The fortress just happens to be inside a Monster Realm.” 
 
    So they were going to be rummaging through old books. Except, Bran found his excitement wasn’t at all dimmed. The more he learned about his powers, the more he was beginning to realize he truly was unique. 
 
    He looked down at his hands as they walked, wondering, as the Grand Archmage had, what else he might be capable of. When he had discovered he had monster magic, he had been ecstatic, but he assumed he would be at a great disadvantage to that of his peers, given that he was receiving his training far later. 
 
    Yet the fact that the Grand Archmage himself seemed to take a special interest in him, and that Bran’s powers were truly unique… Well, perhaps he would be able to catch up to his peers after all. 
 
    Maybe even surpass them. 
 
    He clenched his fists, wondering how long it would take him to become as strong as the summoner he had faced in the Battle of Heathland. The Lancer astride the manticore. 
 
    What would happen if Bran faced him on the battlefield again, as equals? Would he make him pay for what happened to Jed and Wilson? 
 
    He pushed those thoughts down. He wasn’t even sure the enemy summoner had survived the battle after the Mage with the flight of dragons had stepped in and saved Bran and the rest of his squad. 
 
    As they walked, the tunnels seeming to stretch forever, Bran refocused, looked at the stats of his monster, remembering what the Archmage had said about discovering new spells. Text appeared to him that hadn’t before. It showed him future spells that were available, and what was required to do to acquire them. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] 
 
    Upgrades to Current Spells: 
 
    Wind Blast (Wind): Level 2 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    Monster is at Rookie Evolution Stage 
 
    Gale Breath (Wind): Level 2 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    Monster is at Rookie Evolution Stage 
 
    Wind Whip (Wind): Level 2 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    Monster is at Rookie Evolution Stage 
 
      
 
    Future Spells to Unlock: 
 
    Shadow Step (Shadow): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    70% Summoner Bond 
 
    Dark Binding (Shadow): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    4x Deaths of Monster 
 
    Dusk Miasma (Shadow): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet: 
 
    Spend a continuous 24 hours in a Monster Realm 
 
    Vortex (Wind): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet: 
 
    Wind Blast Level 2 
 
    Gale Breath Level 2 
 
    Wind Whip Level 2 
 
    Use 1x Augment Item on Wind Monster  
 
      
 
    Bran’s heart skipped a beat when he read the requirements for Dark Binding. He’d have to allow the Amalgabeast to die twice in order to achieve that spell. It seemed. . . sadistic, but then this was a Shadow spell. He also knew that having the Amalgabeast die would cause significant pain to himself when he returned the dead monster to the crystals to revive. Not to mention the pain it might cause the Amalgabeast. Whatever the spell was, it would have to be worthwhile for Bran to intentionally seek to fulfill its prerequisites.  
 
    Not wanting to linger too much on the horrifying requirements for learning Dark Binding, his eyes were drawn back to the Shadow Step spell, which required the monster be further bonded for it to be unlocked. Bran hoped it was the same spell he had seen Lara’s shadow-demon monster use. 
 
    Curious… 
 
    He hadn’t tried to look at a scan of Shade since he was back in the stable, before Urslan had fallen through the roof. Ever since, he had only scanned the monster while it was summoned in its fused state with the griffin. Now that it was in his crystal, he could look at the individual stats for each monster, and more stats were available for Shade than ever had been before. 
 
      
 
    Shade 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Toughness: 1 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Magic Power: 5 
 
    Personality: Loyal 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    He could finally see the monster’s bond meter! And… it was at one hundred percent? 
 
    That… didn’t make sense. The spell said it required a bond of seventy percent, yet the spell hadn’t been unlocked yet. Perhaps… 
 
    He focused on the two monsters at once, hoping to summon a stat screen for the Amalgabeast itself… 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 60% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
      
 
    After looking at the bond meter of the Amalgabeast, he looked at the Griffin’s bond. Just as he suspected, it was at twenty percent. 
 
    The bond between himself and the fused monster was an average of the two monsters. He would either need to strengthen his bond with the Amalgabeast, or un-fuse the two monsters entirely to gain the new spell. 
 
    Though he still didn’t know how to un-fuse the two monsters, even if he did, it was probably wiser to increase the bond while the monsters were fused. The griffin, at a bond of twenty percent… it didn’t sound as though it would be too cooperative, but Bran had already increased the Amalgabeast’s bond before, so it must be possible to increase the griffin’s bond while it was fused. 
 
    That’s why the shadow-griffin had calmed down when it had been bonded. 
 
    Bran had a feeling he’d just stumbled upon something that could be very useful to him in the future. He would explain it to Urslan in time, but right now, he wanted to gain that spell. 
 
    “Is there any chance I might be able to get some training in today?” he asked Urslan as they walked. “It looks as though I’m close to gaining another spell.” 
 
    “Anything to avoid a little research, hmm?” Urslan chuckled. “Actually, perhaps it would be prudent for us to make a quick stop. We might be able to take some time to earn you some more experience points. After all, you’ll already be behind the other students in your class, and exams aren’t far away. In fact…” He paused to glance at a door. “This realm would be perfect. Low-level spiders, if I remember correctly…” 
 
    Spiders? Bran was a seasoned veteran. He had faced a manticore head on without any monster magic and hadn’t even flinched. 
 
    But spiders? They always made him shudder. 
 
    At the same time, a thrill of excitement filled him. This was what he had been waiting for. The opportunity to test and hone his skills. 
 
    He didn’t want to go into his next fight with another summoner so unprepared. 
 
    Bran stared at the door. In his last fight, he had been aching for a weapon, having run out of mana so quickly against the summoner from the Dreadmorth Institute.  
 
    “Before we go in, is there any chance I can get hold of a spear?” Bran said. A bow would work, too. But a spear was something that felt the most natural to him. 
 
    Urslan raised an eyebrow. “Ah, that does remind me. We should get you outfitted.” He looked him up and down. “You’ll need a uniform, and you’re right, some weapons would be good for you. In the meantime…” He rummaged inside his robes, then once again pulled a bow and quiver full of arrows out, handing it to Bran. “I don’t have a spear on me, unfortunately.” 
 
    Bran took the bow and quiver gratefully. He placed the bow against the wall and strapped the quiver about his waist, so he could draw arrows from his hip, then gripped the bow gently in his left. 
 
    Just being armed at all felt much better. 
 
    He still didn’t understand how the Grand Archmage was able to pull a bow from his robes. There must be some magic at work within them. The crystals were able to hold massive monsters, after all. That just made Bran wonder how many items were hidden on the Grand Archmage’s person… 
 
    Urslan looked at Bran, then gripped the door handle. “Are you ready, Bran?” 
 
    Bran focused, switching his configuration to Ranger, then nodded at the Grand Archmage. “Ready.” 
 
    Urslan turned the handle and opened the door. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran had only been to one Monster Realm in his life. He remembered the portal. It had been blue, and its surface had a shimmering glow to it that reacted to someone’s touch like the surface of a river or pond, rippling out to the sides. 
 
    This portal was identical to the one he had seen before. The same shimmering blue. The same water-like reactions.  
 
    Urslan poked it with a finger, and it rippled out from where he impacted it. “Though there are only low-level monsters near the entrance to this realm, we must be cautious. Monster Realms do not always remain the same. Monsters migrate and change. There is always a chance that the spiders were wiped out by a cloud of giant bats. Or perhaps some ancient, slumbering monster that no summoner has seen in a thousand years has finally awoken from its sleep, and is even now awaiting us on the other side…” 
 
    He looked at Bran with a serious expression, then his face broke out in a smile. “But I’m sure that won’t be the case today. Still, stay behind me, and be ready to turn around as quickly as you can on my order.” 
 
    Bran nodded stiffly at Urslan. He had heard plenty of accounts of normal humans wandering into Monster Realms and never returning, and he knew the same could be true of summoners, but he doubted he would be in any true danger with Urslan there with him. Still, when someone as powerful as the Grand Archmage gave you a warning, you listened. 
 
    Urslan stepped through the portal. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He pulled an arrow from his quiver, summoned the shadow-griffin from its crystals, then stepped through the portal. 
 
    The sensation was exactly like he remembered it from the last time he stepped through one of these portals. 
 
    The moment he touched the portal, a coldness seeped into his skin, spreading across his entire body until it leached into his very bones. It felt like stepping out of the warm common room in the Wayward Inn, heated for hours by a roaring fire at its hearth, into a cold, winter night in Ealdor. 
 
    Then a darkness filled his vision, and it felt like he was being pulled in ten different ways. Not just his body either, but his mind. Like every part of him was being torn apart. 
 
    Yet there was no pain. 
 
    His mind struggled to make sense of the feeling. Struggled to understand every sensation he was going through. 
 
    Then his body, his mind, was put back together. 
 
    The chill in his bones returned. 
 
    He stepped out of the portal and into a small forest clearing. 
 
    The chill in his bones, in his skin, slowly receded. Though his hands were shaking where they held the bow and arrow. He looked down at his hands, finding that they had turned blue. 
 
    Exactly as he remembered it. 
 
    Urslan had his arms crossed. He was standing a few feet away, a fireball hovering in front of him, a slight smile adorning his wrinkled face. “You get used to it.” 
 
    Bran and the shadow-griffin shuffled over to the fireball. The warmth was a godsend, returning feeling to his hands, and soon stopping them from shaking altogether. 
 
    Bran took a moment to look around, nocking his arrow once more. He didn’t see any monsters. 
 
    But his attention was pulled straight to the sky. 
 
    It wasn’t blue, like the sky he was used to. It was green. The sun in the sky hung larger than the one he was used to in the Mortal Realm. Though it was the middle of the day so he couldn’t see the moon, he wondered if there would be more than two. 
 
    The last, and only, Monster Realm he had visited hadn’t looked so… alien. 
 
    He should never have entered that portal… 
 
    As far as Bran knew, most portals had been created by high-level summoners many years ago. However, some appeared in the mortal world naturally. When they did, summoners were sent to secure them. 
 
    But sometimes, the International Summoners Guild was not made aware of those portals. Sometimes, a summoner might hide the existence and whereabouts of a portal from the official record, so they can be the only one to benefit from what was found on the other side. 
 
    When Bran was nineteen, the age in which most summoners come into their powers, he had heard about such a portal from another soldier while the army was camping in the Galadrian Mountains. One night, when he had been on patrol with half of his squad, they had stumbled upon that portal. 
 
    And he had gone in. 
 
    It had been foolish, and technically he had been going against at least a half-dozen orders by doing so, but he realized now why he must have done it. It hadn’t just been his desire to become a summoner… 
 
    The portal had called to him, like the portals in the archive’s halls had called to him. 
 
    Bran couldn’t remember what had happened after he’d ventured beyond the portal and further into the Monster Realm. All he knew was that he had come back to the mortal world barely alive, his entire body ravaged by a threat he couldn’t remember. Whatever it was, it had done a number on him. Jed and Wilson had managed to find Bran help and get him to an infirmary. Not all, but many of the scars Bran now carried on his body had come from that one day. 
 
    Now, as he looked around at the Monster Realm, he hoped this would be a way to rewrite that old story. And, if he played his cards right, he wouldn’t leave this one with any additional scars. 
 
    He wrenched his gaze from the sky to look at the trees. The forest felt normal enough. The grass was green, the trees… he didn’t recognize, but they were brown like he might find in his world. The trill of birdsong met his ears, and wind moved through the branches, playing with the leaves. 
 
    “It is a rather strange thing to wrap one’s head around, isn’t it?” Urslan smiled, gazing at the sky, the forest. Bran noticed none of his monsters were summoned. But of course, he was a strong Mage. He wouldn’t need to summon any of his monsters. “Every monster in our world came from realms like this one. Your Shade. The griffin. My phoenix, all of them. Except, well…” He frowned. “There are some in our world who have bred monsters, but such ventures are not worth talking about.” 
 
    Once full warmth had returned to Bran’s body, Urslan waved a hand, and the fireball disappeared in a puff of smoke. 
 
    “And there are no humans here?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Not that anyone has ever seen. These worlds are ruled by monsters. If there were any humans upon them, they died out many years ago. Or perhaps they migrated—perhaps that’s where summoners come from, worlds like this…” The Grand Archmage drifted off, then shrugged. “There is more than one myth that claims to know the truth of things, but they each contradict the other. Perhaps one day we will know what really happened.” As he said those last words, he stared intently at Bran, a sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    It was somewhat unnerving, as though he were expecting Bran to be the one to find the answer. 
 
    The trill of birdsong died down, and a flock of red and green winged birds took to the sky around them, as though fleeing from something. Bran gained a tingling sensation up his spine and focused his attention on the trees. 
 
    Urslan stepped in front of him, looking in the same direction. “Here comes the first wave.” Bran could hear the smile on the old man’s voice. The Archmage continued, “I can fight with you, though it will lower the amount of mastery you gain as I am a much higher level.” 
 
    Then Bran saw the horde. 
 
    He couldn’t tell how many spiders there were, but at the sight of them, his scanner went crazy. 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Hatchling 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 4 
 
    Magic Power: 2 
 
    Personality: Naive 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Youth 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Toughness: 5 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Eager 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Youth 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Toughness: 5 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Eager 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Venom Slinger 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 6 
 
    Toughness: 12 
 
    Agility: 20 
 
    Magic Power: 5 
 
    Personality: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    There were at least a dozen readouts, though there could be more that Bran was missing. He bit his lip, then stepped in front of the Archmage.  
 
    “Stand behind me, Urslan.” Arrow nocked, he pulled the bowstring back. “I should be able to handle these alone.”  
 
    He didn’t want to lose any opportunity at gaining more mastery. He was already behind, after all, and if fighting with the Grand Archmage slowed him down, then he would fight on his own. 
 
    Urslan raised an eyebrow at Bran but didn’t argue. “Eager. Good. I’ll only interfere if necessary.” 
 
    Now the spiders were in range, Bran sent a mental command to the shadow-griffin to engage with the spiders on the left. He also tried to command the monster to hold off on using any of its spells right away—he wanted to see if it could take the monsters down without them, thereby preserving mana. 
 
    Using the shadow-griffin’s mana reserves, Bran utilized the Ranger configuration’s advantage and cast Gale Breath onto the arrow in his hand. The last time he had practiced as a Ranger, he had used Wind Blast. But he knew that was a more concentrated spell. It dealt more damage but would only be effective against one of the spiders. 
 
    Gale Breath, on the other hand, affected a larger area on contact, and would damage more than one opponent if they were in range. 
 
    Bran took aim at one of the larger spiders, an Arachnid Venom Slinger. The spider bounded from one tree to another, then slid down its webbing right to the ground. It had an acrid greenish black liquid dripping from its large fangs and was about half the size of the shadow griffin. 
 
    The monster in his sights, Bran waited a moment until a few more of the spiders were near it. 
 
    Then he loosed the Gale Breath infused arrow. 
 
    The arrow hit dead on. As it did, a gust of wind was unleashed, knocking the spiders around it off their feet. The spider he had hit was killed in one shot. It fell onto its back, legs curling close to its abdomen. Green liquid poured from its deadly wound. 
 
    After killing the monster, Bran felt fuller, evidence that he’d gained mastery from vanquishing the spider. He was sure that was the case; that he’d come one small step closer to gaining a level in the Ranger configuration. 
 
    Though the other spiders had been knocked down, they regained their feet quickly. Still, it had been enough time for him to nock another arrow and cast his second use of Gale Breath onto it—without being in the Mage configuration, his mana regeneration was much slower, so he wouldn’t be able to cast as many spells within a short timeframe. 
 
     Before he loosed the arrow, he felt another burst of mastery filling his being. He glanced at the shadow-griffin. Its talons flashed wildly, slashing through the spiders around it—but it was getting overwhelmed. 
 
    Cast Gale Breath! Bran thought, sending the mental command. But as he did, he lost focus on his own target, and found they were approaching faster than he’d expected. 
 
    Warning text flashed across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Hatchling is Enraged! 
 
    Arachnid Youth is Enraged! 
 
    Arachnid Venom Slinger is Enraged! 
 
      
 
    Killing the first monster must have made them angry, Bran thought. He let out a breath, refocusing his shot as he took a few steps backward. He wasn’t some wide-eyed new recruit. He was a soldier. He wasn’t about to lose control. 
 
    The second shot hit an Arachnid Youth, the gust of wind sending the rest of the spiders down again. The Hatchling died at the same time as the Youth, but the remaining Venom Slinger rolled right back to its feet and shot an acrid liquid from its fangs that went streaming through the air and hit Bran square in the chest. The venom ate straight through his clothes and burned through his skin. 
 
      
 
    Venom Status Effect Gained! 
 
    Poison damage will be dealt to you every second. 
 
      
 
    Bran stumbled back, feeling the venom sting his insides, feeling his body weaken. That was when he noticed he wasn’t the only one affected—his shadow-griffin had been hit with the venom too, and was weakening fast, getting overwhelmed. He fumbled, nocking another arrow, missing the string entirely, wishing he had a spear instead, or that he had trained more with the bow. 
 
    The Venom Slinger jumped at him. 
 
    Damn this, Bran thought. The arachnid must have been hurt after being hit by the area-of-effect damage from his Gale Breath shot twice. 
 
    This would have to do. 
 
    He dropped the arrow he had fumbled and gripped the bow in both hands, battering the spider while it was flying at him in the air. 
 
    Squish. 
 
    Green blood poured everywhere, and the monster’s venom sack exploded as it died, the acrid liquid dripping down on Bran, causing him further damage as it burned his skin. Fortunately, it didn’t add to his status effect, though that persistently made him weaker and weaker. 
 
    All his foes defeated, Bran looked over to where his shadow-griffin was fighting. The monster was in a bad way, dangerously close to dying. The thought of the prerequisite for Dark Binding entered Bran’s mind, but he couldn’t bring himself to simply watch while his monster died, even if he could revive it inside his crystal. Not only that, but if the monster died, it would be forcibly absorbed into Bran’s crystals and leech off his own life force to survive. 
 
    Both Bran and the shadow-griffin had used many spells, and now the monster was completely drained of mana. The spiders seemed to swarm around the monster more than they did around Bran. It was facing off three more spiders: two Youths and one Venom Slinger. 
 
    Thankfully, Bran’s bow wasn’t damaged from when he used it to strike the Venom Slinger, so he nocked another arrow and made a quick, tactical decision to reabsorb the Amalgabeast. 
 
    Return, he thought, summoning the monster back into its crystal. The shadow-griffin glowed. As it did, the spiders still tried to attack it, but it no longer took damage in this state. 
 
    That would be useful. 
 
    The shadow-griffin was absorbed, swirling into Bran’s chest. When it had been fully absorbed, the status effect on it seemed to disappear. That was good. Bran had been worried it would double up the one already affecting him.  
 
      
 
    Status effects cleared 
 
    Time until Amalgabeast can be resummoned: 5 minutes 
 
      
 
    Now that the shadow-griffin was inside the crystal, it would be a full five minutes before Bran could summon it again. And five minutes in the heat of a battle, particularly surrounded by arachnids, was an eternity. 
 
    Bran loosed arrow after arrow as the monsters bounded toward him. He hit the first two dead on, but missed a hit on the third, still nocking the fourth arrow as the monster got too close, sinking its fangs into his arm and scrabbling at him with all eight of its legs. 
 
    It was too close for him to hit it with the bow. 
 
    So he shoved the arrow right in its back. 
 
    Another squish, and more of the acrid venom poured onto him as the monster died. He was feeling weak from the venom status effect, and drawing the bow took significant strength. In a matter of moments, he’d no longer have the strength to shoot the bow. But these spiders were definitely not monsters he should be facing in close range. That must have been why the shadow-griffin got hurt so quickly. It would have received more damage every time one of the monsters died near it and their venom sacs exploded. 
 
    After a short while, Bran stood there, panting, the corpses of curled up dead spiders and their green blood surrounding him. He was still being affected by the venom, his arms weak and his head pounding, but at least all the spiders were dead. 
 
     Urslan clapped Bran on the back, making him flinch. “Wonderful job! Quick thinking returning the Amalgabeast to its crystals. Did you manage to gain that new spell?” 
 
    Bran blinked. The fight had happened so quickly… 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast Bond Meter: 70% 
 
      
 
    Yes! The bond had gone up! He must have been too focused on his enemies to notice when it happened. And, sure enough, when he looked in the spell tree for Shade, he found that the new spell had been unlocked, and now the system had revealed information on what it did. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Step: Level 1 
 
    Shadow Step gives the monster the ability to briefly step into the Shadow Realm, where time and space work differently to Mortal and Monster Realms, allowing it to effectively teleport toward or away from its enemies. 
 
    At this level, Shadow Step cannot be used to teleport through solid structures the user cannot see behind. 
 
    Shadow Step has varying effects when cast by the summoner themselves, depending upon their Class configuration. 
 
      
 
    Bran couldn’t help but grin as he saw the description of the new spell he had gained. He was so focused on thinking through the implications that he didn’t hear the second wave already nearing. 
 
    “Drink these, fast. Should be enough there to replenish your monster, too.” Urslan thrust two potions into Bran’s hands. One had a red liquid within, while the other was colored blue. 
 
    Urslan had already pulled the corks off both for him. Bran downed them one after the other like the drunkards he had seen back at the Wayward Inn downed shots of hard spirits. 
 
    While training aboard the Lion’s Mane, he had taken a few of these potions before. Even so, the effect they had on him still took him by surprise. 
 
    He no longer felt sluggish. The burns he had sustained healed, and the wound the spider’s fangs had caused to his arm reknitted itself in an instant. But he still felt the effects of the venom.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Bran, the spiders you killed left plenty of venom to loot. I’ll make an antivenom potion the second we have a chance. Might I suggest Mage configuration next?” There was a glint in the old summoner’s eyes. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile at the old man. He was surprised at what he had been able to do. That spell… if he’d had that during the war… 
 
    Well, if he’d had that during the war, he wouldn’t have been fighting normal soldiers. He would have been able to go after the enemy summoners. 
 
    That was why he was here. That was why he needed to become as powerful as he could. 
 
    He nodded at Urslan, switched configurations, then stared at the trees, hearing the rustling of his eight-legged foes quickly making their way toward them, shaking the leaves, cracking branches with their weight. 
 
    Bran let out a breath, steadying himself, and thought about how he was going to do this. Now that he was in Mage configuration, not only did his shadow-griffin have a higher mana regeneration rate, each spell also required less mana to use. So, even though at his level, the spells would be marginally weaker than they would be were his monster summoned, he could now perform more of them. 
 
    Bran played the events of the last fight over in his head, passing the bow to Urslan—if he were going to use Mage configuration, he had to focus on the spells. He could figure out how to switch between different configurations during combat later. 
 
    Last time, he had split the foes into two groups. The shadow-griffin fighting one, and him fighting the other. But if he had fought them all at once, or even made the griffin gain all the monsters’ aggression, maybe… he smiled, a plan forming in his mind. 
 
    A dangerous plan, but one he knew should work. 
 
    The spiders came. 
 
    There were more of them this time. 
 
    Twelve monsters on eight spindly legs fell from the trees. Once again, Bran’s scanner went crazy, and that tingling sensation ran up his spine at the sight of them all. His gut wrenched. And some primal instinct, some old part of him that once lived in dark caves without even the luxury of fire, wanted him to run. 
 
    But he stood his ground. He could feel the depths of his monsters’ mana pools—he knew exactly how many spells he could perform. And though he hadn’t used Shadow Step yet, he hoped it worked just as he imagined. 
 
    Instead of standing near Urslan, Bran began to walk closer to where the monsters were falling from the trees. At the sight of their fallen brethren, they hesitated. They seemed to stare at the spider corpses, then at Bran, as though realizing he might be a worthy foe. 
 
    Apprehension. Good, Bran thought, watching as the wave of spiders grouped together. Exactly what I need. 
 
    They all came at him at once. 
 
    Bran cast Gale Breath. Unlike with the arrow, he didn’t have to aim as accurately to hit a single monster. He could angle the attack toward the middle of the group, and he knew it would have the desired effect. 
 
     He leaned forward, a massive gust of wind escaping his mouth. It hit the middle of the mass of spiders, doing damage to every single one of them. They were all knocked down. 
 
    Except for one, bigger than the rest. The monster’s eight legs dug into the ground as it swayed backward, tiny hairs on its chitinous exoskeleton moving in the wind. 
 
    Bran scanned that spider individually. 
 
      
 
    Arachnid Mother 
 
    Level: 4 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (4th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 30 
 
    Toughness: 20 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 20 
 
    Personality: Protective 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    A monster that level had not been a part of the plan. 
 
    He felt his mana reserves as the other spiders all stood once more. He wouldn’t have enough uses— 
 
    Wait. His mana was regenerating. Not fast, but the rate at which it was could mean he might have one more use of Gale Breath than he had hoped for, as long as he was able to stay out of the spiders’ reach. He wasn’t sure he could do much of anything against them in close range, not as a Mage. 
 
    I definitely need to get outfitted, like Urslan said, Bran thought. 
 
    Gale Breath had a very short cooldown period. Strange, that hadn’t seemed to be the case when he was a Ranger—he could have enchanted any number of his arrows in quick succession. Which made him wonder: how long did an enchantment on an arrow last? 
 
    He shook that thought away as he cast Gale Breath once more. It hit all the monsters again, doing damage to every single one of the twelve monsters. 
 
    So far, his plan was going perfectly. 
 
    Then the spiders got wise to what he was doing, and they began to scatter in all different directions. The shuffling of their many legs looked like it came from a nightmare. 
 
    The fear stabbed at him again, harder than before. It felt different, not having his monster summoned and with him. But again, he was no fresh-faced recruit. He had faced fear before, and he had mastered it. Fear was a tool. As his sergeant once told him, it had its uses, you just couldn’t let it control you. 
 
    He also said another thing that applied to this fight: no plan survives contact with the enemy. 
 
    Unfortunately, the sergeant had been right about that. 
 
    Instead of coming at him in one many-legged mass, the spiders surrounded him. 
 
    “You need a hand?” Urslan said. There was no urgency in his voice. And why should there be? No doubt the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy could take care of a few low-level spiders quickly enough. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. “Not yet.” 
 
    He held his ground, gaze moving about to all the monsters, waiting for them to make their move, hoping they would all attack at once. But they were still hesitating. They had felt the pain of the spell he had used against them, seen the remains of their brethren. He hadn’t thought such monsters would have the state of mind to feel fear. 
 
    Then his gut wrenched. The sense of imminent danger hit him harder than it had since he was standing in front of that manticore’s charge back in the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    They all came at once. 
 
    Bran smiled. 
 
    He waited until the last possible moment. 
 
    Then he focused on where he wanted to be and activated Shadow Step. 
 
    A dark shadow sprang into life right beside him and pulled him right into it, then spat him back out twenty feet away from the attacking spiders. 
 
    For the split second he had been in that portal, he could have sworn he had seen something… 
 
    The Shadow Realm. 
 
    …but it had been too fast. 
 
    It took him a moment longer than he had hoped to catch his bearings. When he came out of the shadow-portal, he was facing away from the monsters. He would definitely have to practice that spell. 
 
    Still, it had worked! 
 
    Bran whirled, facing the mass of spiders, and sent a third Gale Breath their way. 
 
    Eight of the spiders all died at once. Every single one of the Arachnid Hatchlings and Youths. All that remained were three Arachnid Venom Slingers and the one Arachnid Mother. 
 
    And those had been knocked to the ground. Even the Arachnid Mother had fallen. Sensing his mana reserves, he noticed that his mana had almost regenerated enough to use Gale Breath three more times. 
 
    One more hit would kill the Venom Slingers. 
 
    Two more would kill the Arachnid Mother. 
 
    But he couldn’t use Shadow Step again. If he did, he wouldn’t be able to use any more offensive spells. Mana conservation, he realized, was incredibly important for a Mage. This would be different, he thought, if I were in a group. He wondered what that would be like, fighting in a squad—or a party, as he knew they called them—of summoners. 
 
    There was still another minute until he could summon the shadow-griffin, so he was on his own for now. Even if he could have summoned his monster, he wasn’t sure whether he would have. After all, he wanted to see if he could do this by himself, without the shadow-griffin out of its crystals. 
 
    The four massive spiders broke apart once more, a second before he was able to cast Gale Breath again. They surrounded him, and the Venom Slingers seemed to arch up— 
 
    Then a string of liquid was released from all three of the monsters. He had nowhere to go. He was surrounded on all sides. He ducked under the spray of acrid venom, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    It burned into his skin once more, the pain searing, threatening to overwhelm his senses. But he needed to focus. 
 
    He needed to do this. 
 
    He stood back up to his full height as the monsters surged forward. The burning acid venom from the three monsters forced him to grit his teeth against the searing agony. He wasn’t sure he would survive if they all dug their claws into him at once. In the corner of his vision, he could see the Grand Archmage raising his hands. 
 
    “No!” Bran cried out to him. “I can do this.” 
 
    He waited until the last possible moment, just as he had before the Shadow Step—only this time, he wouldn’t be able to use it. 
 
    Then he cast Gale Breath, turning around in a circle as fast as he could. He wondered what he looked like, spinning around like some dancer twirling to a tavern song, a gust of air shooting from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Mage Level Increased: Level 1 → 2! 
 
      
 
    Griffin Level Increased: Level 0 → 1 
 
    Strength: 2 → 5 
 
    Toughness: 3 → 6 
 
    Agility: 3 → 6 
 
    Magic Power: 2 → 4 
 
      
 
    Shade Level Increased: Level 0 → 1 
 
    Strength: 1 → 2 
 
    Toughness: 1 → 2 
 
    Agility: 5 → 10 
 
    Magic Power: 5 → 8 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] Level Increased: Level 0 → 1 
 
    Strength: 3 → 5 
 
    Toughness: 3 → 5 
 
    Agility: 3 → 7 
 
    Magic Power: 3 → 5 
 
      
 
    The three Arachnid Venom Slingers died, but the Arachnid Mother remained. It didn’t get knocked over this time, but it did look slightly dazed. 
 
    That was when Bran realized the level up had made his use of spells more efficient, thus making spells cast in his Mage configuration less costly. 
 
    He had enough mana to cast one more spell immediately. The spell he had gained during the fight with the summoner from the Dreadmorth Institute on the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    Bran cast Wind Whip at the Arachnid Mother. 
 
    A slash of air emanated out, and a great crack sounded 
 
    It hit the spider’s legs. 
 
    All eight of them were severed. He took a single, non-enchanted arrow and shot it directly into the spider’s abdomen. With a twitch, the Arachnid Mother died. 
 
    Bran let out a long breath, clutching his burned arms. The pain the acid had caused had faded when he had leveled up, but it returned with a vengeance now. 
 
    Urslan shoved another health potion into his hands. “Drink.” 
 
    Bran just nodded gruffly, pulled the cork out with his teeth, and downed the potion in one swift gulp. 
 
    Damn, those potions were good. 
 
    The pain dulled, dimmed, then disappeared. 
 
    “That was another wonderful display. A perfect use of area-of-effect damage, though a mighty dangerous one. I would say you were lucky to come out of that one the victor, but I dare say there is far more to your winning than mere luck. You must have gained a level by now?” 
 
    Bran nodded. “I gained a level in the Mage configuration just then. I’m level 2 now. But I didn’t gain enough mastery to level Ranger.” 
 
    “Hmm. Indeed. Your mastery was spread out among the two different classes. If you switched to Hunter, or Lancer next, you would be starting from 0 in both of them.” Urslan put a hand to his chin in contemplation. “When we discovered you could use all the different class configurations, I was worried it would work like this. Unless you are willing to specialize in one, say Mage, for instance”—he winked, clearly believing it was the most superior of the six classes—“then you will always suffer from lagging behind your peers. And, well…” He shrugged. “You are already rather behind as it is.” 
 
    Bran frowned. He had wondered the same thing himself, but he also saw the potential of leveling up more than one class—perhaps all of them—at once. It would make him more versatile than any other summoner that had come before him, and he was sure he would be capable of some amazing feats once he learned to switch through them quickly during battle.  
 
    “Is there any limit to how much mastery I can gain in a certain amount of time?” Bran asked. 
 
    Urslan raised an eyebrow, a slight smile tugging at the side of his lips. “No. There is no limit.” 
 
     Bran raised his chin, looking at the corpses of all the spiders he had just defeated. “Then I will just have to work harder. Train harder. Gain more mastery than others.” He cracked his neck. “I might have more buckets to put water in, but that just means I’ll need more water.” 
 
    Urslan clapped him on the shoulder. “In others, I might think that was simply bravado talking. But…” The Grand Archmage looked at the carnage the new summoner had caused. “Considering what I know of you, and what I have seen you do already, I believe every word. Now, you have gained your new spell and another level, at that. We have dawdled enough. Let’s loot these corpses, get that status effect off you, and do that research I was talking about.” The old summoner grinned, as though research was more fun than training and testing Bran’s skills in battle. 
 
    Bran conceded, nodding to the Grand Archmage. If research could help him understand more of what he could do, then he was all for it. Besides, the venom caused a throbbing pain in his gut that was terribly unpleasant. 
 
    They looted the dead spiders, getting more than enough venom to create an antidote, and plenty of spider silk too. Urslan stuffed all the gathered loot into his voluminous robes, and yet the robes didn’t change shape at all. 
 
    As the trees began to rustle once more, Bran left the second Monster Realm he had ever entered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The chill once again set into Bran’s bones as he stepped out of the portal and back into the quiet hall of the archive’s tunnels. It was pitch black here. He felt for the opposite wall and leaned against it as he awaited the Grand Archmage. The man arrived a few moments after Bran, his footsteps echoing through the silence. 
 
    Bran shivered, rubbing his hands together to try and warm them. “I feel like I should learn a fireball spell myself,” he said, his voice quavering with the words. “And something to light my way.” 
 
    The old summoner chuckled. “Perhaps you’ll have a chance to soon enough. In the meantime…” He cast his own fireball spell, bringing light to the space, and the warmth of it was glorious. 
 
    Urslan kept his fireball active instead of using his Illumination spell as he led the way through the ancient corridors. 
 
    “How did I do?” Bran asked. Feeling returned to his hands, and he was no longer shivering. 
 
    “Exceptionally well for someone only having come into their powers a day ago,” Urslan said. 
 
    All Bran could hear was what was left unsaid—that his peers had been here for months, some of them years, training their skills every day. If he had gained so much in such a short time, what could they have done with far more? 
 
    He had felt powerful, strong, casting those spells, killing those spiders… but, of course, they were low-level spiders. Urslan had taken him there because he had known they wouldn’t be too strong for him. 
 
    But that didn’t matter. He would improve. He was steadfast in his resolve. He would train six times as much as his peers if he had to, to catch up, and to gain skill in every one of the different class configurations. 
 
    The tunnel was beginning to feel like some sort of maze. All the hallways looked basically the same to Bran. The only difference was the occasional red stones they passed, the ones the Archmage had warned him off touching. As they passed them, Urslan explained what they were. 
 
    They were called powerstones, and much like the doors, they were portals to Monster Realms, but they only required the lightest of touches. 
 
    And they were more than just portals. The problem with powerstones was they didn’t just send someone to a Monster Realm, they sent someone to a random Monster Realm. There was no way to know what kind of dangers lay on the other side when one of them was touched. There was ample opportunity for new discoveries from their use, but the dangers were also incredibly high, so students of the academy were forbidden from using them until they graduated, unless under the supervision of one of the masters. 
 
    Once Bran had known that, he made sure to steer extra clear of them. But he felt a pull from them, much like the pull of the other portals, and they gave him an increased sense of adventure, as journeys through them could take him somewhere no one had ever been before. 
 
    Urslan navigated the maze-like tunnels with ease, taking confident steps and never pausing before taking a corner. Bran tried to memorize the route, and he felt like he did a good job at it, but it was hard to tell. Eventually, they came upon a locked door, and the Grand Archmage stopped before it. He rummaged through his robes, hands going from one pocket to the next until he pulled out a glowing, golden key.  
 
    “Ah, that’s the one.” He smiled, placing the key in the lock and turning it with a click. 
 
    It was the first of the portal doors Bran had seen that was locked, which only made him more curious as to what was on the other side. He wondered why the founders of the Ketria Academy had felt the need to build a fortress in a Monster Realm just to keep some old books and records. 
 
    Then again, the faculty kept some books under lock and key in this place, within the Forbidden Section. Books that were apparently dangerous, which reminded him of what had happened to many of the third-year class. He looked at Urslan’s back, wondering if he should ask about that. 
 
    The Grand Archmage opened the door wide and barely paused before stepping inside. 
 
    Bran took a deep breath, then braced himself for the shivering cold. 
 
    The other side of the portal opened to what looked like a dimly lit study. The room was domelike in shape, with a lit fireplace roaring with warmth on the opposite wall to the portal. Bran rushed over to it, his feet almost moving by themselves at the anticipation of the welcoming heat. 
 
    Urslan, on the other hand, was standing in the middle of the room, his gaze searching every inch of the place. As before, he seemed unaffected by the chill of the portal. He was humming, smiling at the bookshelves surrounding them. 
 
    Bran turned his head up, gazing at the tall bookshelves. They reached all the way to the top of the high ceiling, and unlike in the library, there were no ladders. As Bran wondered how one was supposed to reach the higher shelves, he gripped his stomach, the venom still affecting him.  
 
    Urslan stopped humming when he noticed Bran clutching his stomach. “Ah! Of course.” The Archmage ushered him over to one side of the room, where a workbench was set up. There were a myriad of different vials and strange instruments upon the table, along with a large cast iron cauldron next to it, sitting on a metal frame that kept it a foot off the stone floor. “This is an alchemy table. You’ll encounter these in your classes, though none of them will be quite as old as this one.”  
 
    Urslan ran a hand over the wood appreciatively. Though it looked to be in startlingly good condition considering this place was supposedly built over a thousand years ago, there were still scratch marks from where instruments had been dragged across it and burn marks where things had been spilled.  
 
    “The table is enchanted to prevent damage upon it,” the Archmage continued, “but the enchantment requires reigniting every few years.” 
 
    Bran glanced over at the fireplace, missing its warmth, but the chill in his bones had receded, and he found he was getting used to the sensation of stepping through a portal.  
 
    “The fireplace is enchanted too, isn’t it?” He had noticed there wasn’t any wood in it. The flames seemed to burn all by themselves, like one of Urslan’s fireballs. 
 
    Urslan smiled. “Indeed it is! Enchanted with an Ever-burning Flame. As far as I’m aware, it’s lasted since it was first created. This place is always warm and cozy when I arrive.” 
 
    Bran let his hand fall to his side, no longer clutching his pained stomach. He wanted to focus on this next step. “How do we create the antidote?” 
 
    “Simple!” The Grand Archmage pulled one of the venom pouches from out of his voluminous robes and placed it on the table.  
 
    “Every monster has different magical properties,” he said, snatching a vial of something purple from a shelf above the alchemy table. “There are also many herbs that can help that only grow in Monster Realms.” He grabbed a jar from one of the drawers and placed it beside the purple vial. “These are two of the many ways to create an antivenom antidote.” 
 
    Bran nodded along to the Grand Archmage’s words, all the while trying not to focus on the worsening pain in his stomach. Whatever remedy the man came up with, Bran would be sure to bring it with him the next time he ventured into a Monster Realm. 
 
    Urslan took a knife from the table and pierced the venom sack, carefully pouring it into a small cauldron—there seemed to be plenty of cauldrons here. He began idly humming again as he worked, and Bran wished he would have a little more urgency in his movements.  
 
    “The herb is the fastest acting.” Urslan unscrewed the jar and plucked out a leaf from inside. “All you have to do is place it inside the venom.” He dropped the leaf into the cauldron, and there was an awful hissing sound. “Then, infuse it with a tiny bit of mana.” 
 
    He put his hand over the cauldron’s top. His hand glowed. When he moved his hand away, the contents of the cauldron had… combined. They retained a dim glow for a few seconds, then the glow dissipated. All that was left was the herb’s leaf, which looked a different shade of green than it had before. 
 
    The Grand Archmage pulled it from within the cauldron and placed it in Bran’s palm. “Eat this.” 
 
    Bran frowned down at it. That was all it took? He turned it in his hand, looking at it dubiously, remembering how touching the venom had burned him. He certainly wouldn’t want to feel that same burning sensation in his throat. But of course, the leaf wasn’t burning the skin of his palm, and he had trusted the Archmage this far. 
 
    He shoved it in his mouth and chewed, cringing at the acrid taste. 
 
    Urslan chuckled as he saw Bran’s expression. “Medicine can’t all taste as good as a health potion.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for the antidote to do its job. 
 
      
 
    Venom Status Effect Cleared! 
 
      
 
    Bran sighed in relief, the pain in his stomach easing until it disappeared completely. 
 
    The Grand Archmage gave a swift nod. “Good. Good. Now…” He rummaged in his robes once more, pulling out six more venom sacks and placing them on the table. “Imbuing a monster’s mana into something takes practice. It is a skill that is hard to teach, but easy to learn.” He started humming again, then found a small book on one of the shelves, muttering, “This will do for now.” 
 
    Urslan walked back over to the alchemy table and placed the book on top of it. “This potions book is in the common tongue, only a few hundred years old by the look of it. This study, and the surrounding fortress, has been used by each headmaster and mistress of the academy since its creation, so you’ll find books from all eras in here.” 
 
    The Archmage tapped the leather cover. “You can keep this, if you like. It should be enough to get you started. I shall be looking for any information on your unique abilities I can find. In the meantime, create as many potions as you want. Usually, you would have to buy your own ingredients, but feel free to use mine while you are here. You can keep anything you create.” 
 
    Urslan stepped away from the alchemy table, leaving Bran alone with the potions book, venom sacks, and other ingredients. Bran smiled down at the table. Annie, the Monster Medic back at the Wayward Inn’s stables, had a table much like this one in the closed-off section where the monsters were kept and treated. Though she wasn’t able to infuse mana into potions—Monster Medics weren’t summoners, after all—they were able to use enchanted objects to do a similar job. 
 
    Bran had watched the woman at work before, though he had never really understood what she was doing. Still, he was excited to learn. He couldn’t deny how useful the health and mana potions had been when he was training. And if he were to have the antidote to the spider venom the next time he ventured into that Monster Realm along with a good amount of potions, there was no telling how many waves he could endure. 
 
    So as the Grand Archmage hummed, idly making his body levitate to reach the higher shelves in the tall dome-like study, Bran got to work. 
 
    The first thing he did was grab the venom sack and the knife. He was about to pierce the sack when he realized he would probably instantly get venom on his exposed skin when he did and get infected again. Though he hadn’t noticed any on Urslan’s hands, the man’s fingers were no doubt more deft and practiced than the hands of a former soldier turned stable hand. 
 
    There were several shelves above the table, a few beside it, and five different drawers underneath. He rummaged through them, in search of something. Seeing Annie work as many times as he had, he knew he should be able to find what he needed… 
 
    He smiled. In the bottom draw were a pair of thick leather gloves. They were a bit stiff and somewhat stained—who knew how many years it had been since they had been used—but they would do the job. 
 
    Holding the knife and sack was harder with the gloves on, but he was glad he was wearing them, as when he perforated the sack’s skin, the venom burst out at a higher speed than he had anticipated. It drenched the gloves and dripped down onto the table, hissing as it hit the wood. The table’s enchantment glowed, and the wood was unscathed. 
 
    Though his hands were spared, the entire contents of the venom sack were lost. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. He still had five more of the sacks. 
 
    He picked up another, and was more careful with his incision this time, ensuring when he pierced the skin that he held the sack as lightly as he could. He must have been squeezing the sack for it to react the way it had. 
 
    He only cut a very small hole, and it was a slow and careful process letting the venom drip into the cauldron. When it was finally all in there, he grabbed one of the leaves—making sure to do it with his bare hands, not the venom covered gloves—then he combined the two ingredients. 
 
    The next part he was less sure of. He placed his hand over the cauldron, then he focused on the contents of the cauldron and imagined mana going into it, his hand glowing like Urslan’s had. He did this for a full minute, then sighed. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He glanced over at Urslan, who was at the tallest shelf in the dome, high above. His legs were crossed as he rested in the air, leafing through an incredibly thick book he had found. 
 
    Not wanting to disturb the man, Bran turned to the potions book, opening it to the first few pages until he found a section on mana infusing. 
 
    His eyebrows rose as he read what needed to be done. 
 
    Bran once again placed his hand over the cauldron. Then he shut his eyes, imagining a pool of mana within him as the book had said. It had instructed him to think of it as a well, or another source of water. In his mind, Bran pictured the well near the stables, but with blue water—mana—at its bottom. 
 
    He let out a long breath, focusing on that image as strongly as he had focused on the image of the shadow-griffin when he had first summoned it to him in his room in the Wayward Inn. 
 
    As the book had said, he pulled the mana out of the well, making it move through the air, and imagined the cauldron was beside that well. 
 
    Then he placed the blue water into it. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, his hand was glowing brightly. 
 
    Text flashed across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Venom Antidote created successfully! 
 
      
 
    It worked! 
 
    He plucked the leaf out of the cauldron, holding it up proudly. He almost called to the Archmage, but he didn’t wish to disturb the man. 
 
    Bran spent the next hour creating antidotes from the rest of the ingredients he had, making a total of three from the leaves, and two from the purple vial, which his scanner told him was called Immunoglobulin, while the herb was identified as Serpentsbane. 
 
    The Immunoglobulin took longer to infuse with the venom but didn’t have “lesser” in front of its name, so Bran assumed that meant it was a stronger version of the antidote. 
 
    He also went on to create three health potions and three mana potions. That process was a lot less dangerous, as the ingredients he used weren’t toxic in any way, and he didn’t need the gloves to perform the tasks. His mana reserve dipped, but never bottomed out during the process, as it regenerated faster than he could use it. He imagined this might change if he were faster at crafting, or crafting more advanced items. 
 
    As he had grown a little tired of making potions, he looked up at Urslan once more. The Archmage was still reading the same thick book, but his brow had become deeply lined, his eyebrows drawn tightly together. 
 
    Bran lined up all the potions and antidotes he had created on the table then stretched out his arms and shoulders, having leaned over the desk for two hours straight, then cracked his neck. The Archmage hadn’t said he needed to spend the entire time creating potions. 
 
    So instead of making more, Bran paced around the study, going over the fights with the low-level spiders in his mind, wondering what he could learn from the encounters that he could apply to his next fight, or what he should practice. 
 
    Then he remembered how poorly he had used Shadow Step. That hadn’t cost him much in the fight with the spiders, but what if he wanted to appear directly behind an opponent? 
 
    Bran focused on a point on the other side of the room. The last time he had used this spell, all he’d had to do was focus on the spot he wanted to be in, then activate it. 
 
    And that hadn’t been enough to turn up facing exactly the way he wanted. 
 
    He let out a breath and held two things in his mind: where he wanted to be, and what direction he wanted to be facing when he appeared. 
 
    Then he activated the spell. 
 
    A dark shadow sprang into being, just as it had before, and sucked him right into it. It happened in a split-second, so fast it was hard to perceive what was happening. 
 
    Then he slipped into the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Shifting, black shapes. A world blanketed by darkness… 
 
    He appeared standing on the other side of the study. But instead of facing the way he wanted, he was just off to the side. 
 
    But he was closer than he had been before. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, Bran performed the spell again and again, adjusting his thought processes, focusing harder each time, until he completely ran out of mana. When he used it for the last time, he finally appeared just where he imagined he would. He couldn’t help but pump his fist into the air in triumph. As he did, he looked up at the Archmage as the old man chuckled lightly. 
 
    His mana depleted, Bran walked over to the alchemy table. He eyed one of the mana potions, wondering if right now was a good time to use it. The last Shadow Step had worked just the way he had wanted it to, but that didn’t mean he had the spell figured out perfectly. His old sergeant used to have a saying when it came to learning new skills: once was never. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to manage something one time. You had to perform it correctly, again and again, to ensure it hadn’t been a fluke. To ensure that when in battle, it would come as naturally as it possibly could. 
 
    Bran picked up one of the mana potions. He was about to pull off the cork when he heard the Archmage land softly behind him. 
 
    Urslan’s footsteps tapped on the study’s stone floor as he stepped over to Bran. He placed the heavy tome he had been studying while levitating in the air onto the alchemy table.  
 
    “I think I’ve found something.” He opened the large book, flattening the spine, and pointed to the top of the page. 
 
    Bran looked down at the writing with a frown, then scanned the rest of the page. 
 
    None of it made sense. He couldn’t even identify the script it was in, let alone what any of it meant. 
 
    “Ah, of course.” The Archmage ran a hand through his hair. “Most students can at least recognize a few words of ancient Summian. Then again, this is a rare dialect. I can barely read it.” 
 
    Bran blinked at the Archmage. “What have you found?” 
 
    “It would take some time to translate it all, but from what I have ascertained, it says there is a rare class of summoner that specializes in manipulating their monsters to fight.” Urslan touched the page, whispering something under his breath—a foreign language—and moving his finger from one word to another. He looked up at Bran, then shook his head and moved his finger back to the first word. “Transform.” He moved his finger to the next. “Shift.” The next. He stared at Bran. “Combine.” 
 
    “Combine…” Bran tailed off. “It’s talking about me? My power?” 
 
    “Yes. I think it is.” 
 
    “What else does it say?” Bran asked. 
 
    The Archmage shook his head. “There is much to translate. I have only gleaned the barest understanding from this passage, and there are quite a few pages dedicated to this. But it wasn’t only the book that I found.” Urslan took something from his robes. A scroll, fastened closed with a leather band. “This is a spell scroll. It’s strange, though. It doesn’t specify what type of monster it is for. In fact, it doesn’t seem to say it is for a monster at all. It appears it’s for a Worldbreaker, whatever that is.” Deep lines cut into Urslan’s brow. 
 
    “That’s unusual?” 
 
    Urslan eyed Bran. “Very.” 
 
    “What does the spell do?” 
 
    Urslan sighed. “Again, I wasn’t able to translate all of it. But, from what I can gather…” His gaze flicked downward to look at Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer and the two crystals within it. “I think the spell is called ‘Unjoin.’” He offered it to Bran. “Hold it, close your eyes, and accept it. That is all you would have to do if this spell scroll is meant for you.” 
 
    Unjoin, Bran thought, staring down at the scroll. If that meant what he thought it did, he would finally be able to un-fuse the shadow-griffin. 
 
    Bran grabbed onto the scroll, taking it from Urslan and holding it gingerly in both hands. The scroll must have been ancient, but it was in perfect condition. Enchanted, he thought, wondering how old it was. Had it been here a few hundred years, or had it been old when the fortress had been created? 
 
    Closing his eyes, Bran did as the Grand Archmage had instructed. Something brushed against his mind, as though it were seeking permission for entry. Though it went against his instincts, Bran accepted it. 
 
    Opening his eyes again, Bran found the scroll glowing in his hands. He felt a tingling sensation work its way into his hands and up his arms, and the glow transferred from the scroll into him. 
 
    It climbed through his body and made its way to his chest, where it settled, providing a comforting sensation of warmth. 
 
      
 
    Skill Successfully Learned! 
 
      
 
    Unjoin 
 
    Unjoin gives the user the ability to separate two monsters that have been fused together by a join spell. 
 
    Unjoin is a rare spell. The system’s information on this spell is limited. 
 
      
 
    Urslan’s eyes were slightly wide, staring at the scroll in Bran’s hands. There was a gleam in his eye as he dragged his gaze up to Bran’s face. “Well, well… It worked.” The Archmage clapped his hands together. “It worked!” He smiled and looked as excited as a child on the first day of the midwinter festival. “You’ll have to forgive me. The academies have been around for over a thousand years and have been studying summoning for so long… it is rare, that at this stage in my life, I encounter something new.” He motioned impatiently to Bran’s crystals. “Now do it! Try!” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile back at Urslan’s excitement. He had to admit, he was excited too. It was one thing to join the monsters, but finally being able to unjoin them? He could see Shade again, the monster he had been looking after for almost a year. Just Shade. Bran summoned the shadow-griffin, both crystals on his bandoleer glowing brightly as the monster manifested in front of him. 
 
    The Amalgabeast looked up at Bran and tilted its head slightly to the side. Bran smiled, remembering all the times that Shade would do that. He checked the bond meters of the two monsters once more. Shade’s bond meter was still at 100%, whereas the griffin’s meter had moved up to 40%. He frowned, wondering if that would be enough.  
 
    But he was too excited to try and use the Unjoin spell to wait until the monster was bonded further. 40% would have to be enough. 
 
    Unjoin, Bran thought, activating the spell. 
 
    He could feel something shift within him, but… it didn’t work. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    None of his mana was used. And the two monsters were still fused as one. 
 
    He let out a long sigh, staring at the Amalgabeast, looking at its features, picking out the different details of both monsters. 
 
    Then he remembered—when he had fused the two monsters in the first place, he had been touching both of them. And whenever he absorbed the monster, it had to fly back to him for it to work. 
 
    Bran kneeled by the monster and patted its shadowy fur. The shadow-griffin released a low, satisfied groan from its throat. 
 
    Unjoin, Bran thought, imagining the two monsters as they had looked before they had become one. 
 
    The shadow-griffin glowed brightly, almost blindingly so. Then its form shifted, similar to the way it looked when it was being summoned from a crystal. It grew larger and larger, until it was the size of both Shade and the griffin. 
 
    And then it… separated. The one large glowing light formed into two distinct shapes, one small, one big. Slowly, the outlines of the individual monsters became clear, until the glow had disappeared entirely. 
 
    Shade hovered in the air, a dark, round patch of shadow within the ancient study. The shadow creature looked the same as it always had, and the sight of it tugged at something within Bran. It was good to see it again. 
 
    The griffin stood tall in the study. It took a moment for Bran to take in its size—he had almost forgotten that when the two monsters had been fused, their size had averaged between the two of them. This large, the griffin would be far easier to ride than when fused with the shadow creature. 
 
    That made him look forward to getting outfitted even more. Perhaps he could acquire a saddle for the monster, get a spear finally, and practice Lancer techniques. If he were to harass the spiders from the air, he might be able to kill them all without taking any damage at all… 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy clapped his hands together again. “Wonderful! Look at that!” He smiled broadly, gaze moving from one monster to another. He took a step closer to the monsters, and the shadow-griffin snapped its beak at him. 
 
    Bran closed the gap, putting space between Urslan and the griffin, arms raised at his monster. “Whoa there, whoa.” Old instincts from calming horses kicked in, and he got the griffin’s attention away from the Archmage. Fortunately, when the monster’s focus shifted from Urslan to Bran, its anger began to subside. “Sorry, Urslan. The griffin’s bond isn’t as strong as my bond with Shade, though it has increased since it was fused last night.” 
 
    Last night, Bran thought. Had it really been only yesterday that he fused the two monsters together? His stomach grumbled. He wasn’t sure what time it was, as there were no windows here, but it had been early evening when he had arrived at the Ketria Academy. After the tour with Lara, the fights in the Monster Realm, the potions crafting and Shadow Step practice, it must be well past midnight by now. As he thought of that, the tiredness set in. 
 
    He placed a hand on the griffin, then absorbed it back into its crystal. When he did, Shade floated over. The shadow creature tilted its head to the side, looking at Bran, then nuzzled into his chest. Bran smiled tiredly, patting Shade’s head, then absorbed it too. 
 
    “Remarkable. The bond for both monsters can increase while fused!” Urslan said. “As can the mastery they each gain, though the griffin seems to have lost its levels and evolutions after you fused it. The implications are staggering, Bran! You could…” The Archmage trailed off, eyeing Bran. “Ah, of course, you must be exhausted.” He nodded. “Yes, yes. You’ve learned so much in only one day, done so much.” He looked over at the alchemy table, at all the antidotes and potions Bran had created. “Fantastic work.” 
 
    The Archmage rummaged through his robes once again. He pulled out a small pouch. Bran frowned. He had seen something like it before on a few occasions, often strapped to a summoner’s belt or bandoleer. The Archmage passed it over. 
 
    “What’s this for?” Bran asked. 
 
    “That is a bag of holding. It has room for fifteen different items and stacks up to ten of the same item within it. It uses the same type of enchantments as the pockets in my robe. You would have been outfitted with one tomorrow, but I had one spare.” Urslan motioned at the potions on the alchemy table. “As I said, you may take anything you create here, and, also, as to the matter of tuition…” He raised his chin in thought. “I shall organize a scholarship for you and speak with the quartermaster before you get outfitted in the morning.” 
 
    “A… a scholarship?” Bran looked down at the pouch, at the potions on the table. “You have already done so much for me, are you sure about this, Urslan?” 
 
    “Ketria Academy makes plenty of money from the nobles who come here.” The Grand Archmage waved a hand. “This is within my power to grant, and as I didn’t exactly give you a choice in coming here, it wouldn’t be fair for me to charge you to stay. Now, that doesn’t mean everything here will come free. Your room and board will be covered, as will your food in the dining hall, as well as your first uniform and weapons outfitting. After that, you will have to pay for everything else yourself.” 
 
    Urslan took the spider silk that he had looted for Bran in the Monster Realm from a pocket and placed it next to the potions on the alchemy table. “You can sell those to the local Monster Merchants in the Trading Hall.” 
 
    Bran lowered his head, giving a small bow to Urslan. He had thought about what he might need to do for tuition, but this… “Thank you, sir. Truly. You have changed my life so much since we met.” 
 
    “Bah. I have done little more than show you what you are capable of. You deserve to be here. You have shown me that already. Besides, were it not for you, that griffin might have killed me.” 
 
    Bran tilted his head to the side. After seeing the Grand Archmage fight on the airship against Volrath from the Dreadmorth Institute, he was less sure saving the man’s life was what he had actually done. 
 
    “Now, gather your things and make your way to bed. There is much in store for you here, rest will serve you well.” The Grand Archmage began humming again. He grabbed the massive tome and took it to a small writing desk on the other side of the study. “I trust you can find your own way back through the archives.” He didn’t look back as he spoke. 
 
    Bran strapped the pouch to his Summoner’s Bandoleer, finding it fit rather perfectly, then he looked at the antidotes, potions, and spider silk. Urslan had said the pouch could fit fifteen different items, and that somehow they stacked. He also hadn’t said anything about the size of those items. The pouch didn’t look large enough to fit half of what he had accumulated. 
 
    Still, he gathered his things all the same, placing them one by one within the pouch. Somehow, they all fit. The pouch increased in weight, but only marginally compared with how much he was putting into it. When everything was inside, text appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Minor Bag of Holding 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    3x Lesser Health Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Mana Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Venom Antidote 
 
    2x Venom Antidote 
 
    6x Spider silk 
 
    10 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    Huh, Bran thought. That will come in handy. Though he wondered how easily it would be for him to find what he needed during a fight. To test, he placed his hand within the pouch, then—almost on instinct—he thought of the item he wanted. He felt something pop suddenly into his hand, then pulled it out. 
 
    A mana potion, just as he had wanted. 
 
    His former self would have been very jealous of such a pouch. If he’d had one as a soldier, he wouldn’t have had to lug his heavy pack for miles and miles on the march… 
 
    Bran shrugged that off. That was his old life. 
 
    This was his new one. 
 
    Urslan was deep in concentration and barely seemed to notice when Bran said his goodbyes and headed back toward the door. He was about to head through when he remembered how dark the halls had been. After a moment of getting the Archmage’s attention, they found Bran a candle, and Urslan lit it for him before telling him to meet with the quartermaster in the morning. 
 
    Bran only got a little bit lost on his way back through the archives, but he didn’t care—he couldn’t take the smile from his face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran woke the next morning still wearing his clothes from the night before. He looked at the state of himself, perhaps for the first time since leaving the Monster Realm. 
 
    He was an absolute mess. 
 
    His clothes had been battered half to death from all the spiders attacking him, the venom eating massive holes throughout the fabric. It was stained, and the scent of monster blood still lingered on him. He had been so focused on everything he was doing he had barely even noticed until now. 
 
    As he had yet to be outfitted, he only had the few things he had taken with him from his room back in the Wayward Inn, and he had always been one to travel light. 
 
    Had he realized what state he was in, he probably would have tried to find the baths in this place. But it had been a long trek back through the twisted halls of the archives, and up all the flights of stairs toward his room at the end of the hall. 
 
    So he spent the morning getting himself cleaned up, then stumbled down to the dining hall for a late breakfast. He had yet to have any sort of proper induction into Ketria Academy, and he didn’t know if he should be making it to any classes today. After a hearty breakfast of fresh bread, bacon, and eggs that left him feeling satisfied and far more awake, he went looking for the quartermaster. 
 
    As he passed through the halls, a few of the students gave him searching glances. All their gazes flicked down to his Summoner’s Bandoleer. Some of them paused for a moment as they saw him, and he assumed they were attempting to scan him. 
 
    He still hadn’t had his manual scan. Perhaps Urslan was trying to keep Bran’s unique class—whatever it was—from the public record? 
 
    As he walked through the academy, he wondered if he would soon be getting to know the people he passed. Would he form a party with any of them? Would they train together, go into the Monster Realms together? 
 
    Go to war together? 
 
    They might be strangers to him now, but Bran knew what it was like to have brothers and sisters in arms. They might start as strangers, but when you are thrown into the fire with someone, they quickly become like family. He had already noticed he had become more familiar with Urslan after fighting the spiders in the Monster Realm, and they hadn’t even done that together—the Archmage had just watched. 
 
    Eventually, he found the quartermaster. The man was deep inside Ketria’s main castle, underground where much of the weaponry was stored. Bran knocked at the man’s door after being sent there by one of his assistants. 
 
    “Enter,” the quartermaster said. 
 
    Bran opened the door and stepped into the office. The quartermaster sat behind a large oak desk with piles of paper atop it. He was a barrel-chested beast of a man, though from the look of him—and the lack of a Summoner’s Bandoleer—he wasn’t actually a summoner. Though he had the air of a soldier about him. His hair and beard were close cropped, and he had scars up his bare arms. Perhaps he had done a stint in the Kalaran Army before making his way here. 
 
    Bran put his arms behind his back, standing at attention out of habit. “The Grand Archmage instructed that I report to you this morning, sir.” 
 
    The quartermaster placed whatever he had been reading back on his desk and looked up at Bran. “Ah. Yes.” The big man yawned. “You must be Bran.” He stood, pushing off his desk with powerful arms, and he turned out to be as tall as he was large. “Urslan woke me at three in the morning to inform me about your special scholarship. And no need to call me sir, neither of us are enlisted men anymore, aye?” 
 
    Bran relaxed slightly. “Sorry you were woken so early on my account.” 
 
    The quartermaster shrugged. “Urslan keeps odd hours. The man seems to think sleep is optional, and often forgets that others need it.” He extended a hand to Bran. “The name’s Birch.” 
 
    Bran shook Birch’s massive hand, then was led out of the office. By the way Birch spoke, it sounded as though he had known Urslan for a while.  
 
    “The Grand Archmage does seem rather…” Bran began. 
 
    “Eccentric?” Quartermaster Birch chuckled. “You get used to him. So,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to look Bran up and down as he walked down the hall. “A novice summoner, but a war veteran? You must have an interesting story.” 
 
    “Never knew I had the gift, is all.” 
 
    The quartermaster grunted. “Do you know how many students receive scholarships from the Grand Archmage himself?” 
 
    “No. How many?” 
 
    “You’re the first.” 
 
    They stepped into an armory, and Bran couldn’t help but stare at the myriad of weapons lining the walls. Swords. Spears. Halberds. Bows. Crossbows. Daggers. This place had everything he could ever need. 
 
    It felt comforting to be surrounded by so much steel after the only weapon he had wielded in his last fight had been a bow. 
 
    The first thing Birch did was take Bran’s measurements. The man looked to have done this thousands of times. Bran wondered how the quartermaster had gotten to the academy. Were there many non-summoners working within its walls? He supposed the cooks in the dining hall were unlikely to be summoners… 
 
    It only took a few minutes for Birch to get his uniform together, and Bran was sent to change behind a screen in the room to ensure it all fit him properly. The uniform consisted of sturdy trousers and a long tunic with the Ketria Academy’s crest—a roaring lion—sewn into the breast below a number ‘1’, as well as a tough, padded jacket that buckled down the sides. He was also given a cloak made from rich, soft material. 
 
    Bran stepped out from behind the screen. It felt strange, wearing such clothes. In the army, he had become accustomed to mail hauberks and gambeson, but this felt so much… lighter. 
 
    Quartermaster Birch nodded. “The uniform suits you, though you do look a bit old for a student. So you know, every piece of that uniform has been enchanted. Right now, they have low-level enchantments. As you develop, you will unlock higher level enchantments, and if you become adept at crafting, you can upgrade the uniform on your own.” 
 
    Bran looked down at his clothes. Of course the uniform was enchanted! If he had been wearing this, the spiders’ venom might not have even reached his skin. He scanned the uniform.  
 
      
 
    Ketria Academy Uniform (Year One) 
 
    Lightweight Cotton 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
    20% reduced damage from physical attacks 
 
    100% increased durability 
 
    50% decreased weight 
 
    20% Increased mana pool for all monsters  
 
     
 
    It would provide some protection against physical attacks and some additional mana to boot. There was also a modifier to make the clothes lighter and more durable.  
 
    “Now, Urslan mentioned that you were… a jack of all trades, so to speak.” Birch raised an eyebrow. “He said you could choose any three weapons you wished.” 
 
    Bran gave the big man a broad smile. “Any of them?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    Bran almost grabbed the first spear he could find, then he paused. While a normal spear was what he had become accustomed to in the army, perhaps he would be better suited to a halberd now. Something with a broader, sharper edge. 
 
    He hefted one of the halberds and stepped into the open space in the middle of the armory, testing the weapon’s weight. 
 
    It was perfectly balanced. 
 
    “This will do quite nicely.” Bran would have plenty of time to test strikes with it. Best not to waste the quartermaster’s time.  
 
    The next thing he picked up was a bow. He chose a medium sized recurve bow, grabbed a quiver, and filled it with arrows from one of the barrels nearby. He had almost chosen a crossbow, but he didn’t like how slow they were at reloading compared with a bow. Besides, the fight with the first wave of spiders had made him somewhat fond of the weapon. 
 
    “Interesting choices,” the quartermaster interjected. “Might I suggest a side weapon? Perhaps a hand-and-a-half sword?” 
 
    Bran raised his eyebrows at the quartermaster. He had held a few swords in his time, but they had never been his favorite weapon. But when he looked at them on the wall, it made him think of the summoner he had seen walking down the main street back in Ealdor, with the massive sword on his back and the glowing full plate armor. 
 
    There was something romantic about wielding a sword. And what if he lost his halberd during a battle? It was only wise to have a weapon always at his side… 
 
    Bran left the quartermaster with five Ketria Academy uniforms all with the same enchantments, a halberd, bow and quiver, and a hand-and-a-half sword. Amazingly, they all still fit in his inventory, though he decided to wear the sword at his hip. 
 
    It felt good having a weapon at hand. 
 
    As he walked around the academy, he rested his hand on the hilt of his new sword, wondering what it was he should do next. All he wanted to do was train, but he knew he shouldn’t do that on his own. Theoretically, he could. He could go back down to the archives and venture into the Monster Realm again. With the amount of health and mana potions he had, he would likely get through another three waves before he had to return. 
 
    But what if he encountered more spiders than last time? What if he made a mistake? As much as he wanted to go back there alone, without Urslan he shouldn’t risk it. 
 
    But this school was filled with summoners. He couldn’t be the only one looking to train. 
 
     When the airship had come in, he had spotted many summoners outside in the grounds with their monsters, letting them roam free out in the open. Perhaps he could find some people out there… 
 
    As he walked through the academy’s halls, he paused to look at the paintings and tapestries, the ones he had seen when Lara had first given him a tour of this place, and still wondered who the summoners that were depicted in them might be. 
 
    One of them caught his eye more than the others. A man holding a halberd, riding what looked like a giant kraken in the sea. His hair was dark, and he wore full plate armor that glowed brightly. Bran suspected the plate armor had enchantments that wouldn’t cause the man to suddenly sink like a rock if he fell into the ocean.  
 
    But the summoner wasn’t just wielding a halberd—in his right hand he had a fireball. That was strange. At first glance, he looked like a Lancer, but Lancers couldn’t cast spells into their hands. They could only enchant their weapons—much like Rangers enchanted their arrows. 
 
    “The legendary summoner Jakarris,” someone said from behind Bran. “One of the three founders of the Ketria Academy.” 
 
    Bran turned to see a student standing behind him, hands behind his back, gazing at the painting. “Was he a Mage?” 
 
    The man, who looked to be in his early twenties, tilted his head at Bran. “Of course he was a Mage.” He nodded at the fireball. “How else could he have cast that?” 
 
    Bran just nodded, though it made him wonder. He couldn’t be the only one with this class—whatever it was—could he? It was rare, certainly, but Urslan wouldn’t have been able to find a book about it if he were the only one. 
 
    “You must be Bran,” the man smiled broadly and stuck his hand out. “I’m Alaro.” 
 
     Word must have traveled quickly around here. Though Bran supposed it must have been quite unusual to take on a new student this late in the year.  
 
    He shook Alaro’s hand, noting the ‘3’ embroidered onto the man’s jacket. “You’re a third-year?” 
 
    Alaro nodded, his gaze turning back to the painting. “The founders were just remarkable, weren’t they? I mean could you imagine what it must have been like back then? Learning without a school like this? They were pioneers, venturing into Monster Realms that had never been explored. It’s amazing they all survived for so long. And then to leave this place as their legacy!” He shook his head, eyes slightly wide. “I wonder what that would be like, leaving such a mark on the world. Making so much change. And the things they would have discovered, the adventures they had…” 
 
    Bran smiled. He couldn’t help it. Alaro had a certain enthusiasm that he felt himself warming to. “Who are the other founders? Are there paintings of them?” 
 
    “Are there paintings of them?” Alaro chuckled. “Does a dragon breathe fire?” He shook his head. “I’m between classes. I’d be happy to show you them.” 
 
    Bran motioned a hand down the long hall. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Alaro started walking. “Jakarris is often said to be the strongest of the three, though I’ve always been partial to Lenara. Perhaps because she’s a Ranger, like me. I’ll be honest, there are a lot less legendary Rangers than there are Mages. But that’s mostly perception. Everyone just thinks Rangers are about shooting arrows.” 
 
    “They aren’t?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Not at all! I mean, technically, yes. We shoot a lot of arrows. But that’s not all we do. We’re pathfinders. Adventuring is in our blood. More often than not, it is a Ranger who will discover a new monster, or forge paths no summoner has ever walked before.” 
 
    Bran smiled at Alaro. If he were honest, he sounded like a bit of a thrill seeker. Bran had met his fair share in the army. But he couldn’t help but get excited by the way the man was talking. 
 
    That was what had drawn him to wanting to be a summoner when he was younger. It wasn’t just the power, it was the sense of adventure. He had felt that last night, venturing into the Monster Realm with the spiders. 
 
    He wanted more of that. And he knew seeking it out would be what helped him become stronger. So what was the harm? 
 
    Alaro stopped suddenly, turning on his heel to face one of the paintings. “Founder Lenara!” He beamed up at the painting. 
 
    It was of a woman in light leather armor, with long blonde hair tied in a ponytail. She had an arrow nocked, and was following behind a large cat-like monster, leading more Rangers behind her. In the distance, over a ridge, the landscape was aflame.  
 
    “That looks like our world,” Bran said. “Are they heading into battle?” 
 
    “They are.” Alaro nodded. “The founders fought in more than one war in their time. Here, Lenara is leading a squad of summoners to flank the enemy in the Battle of Ketria Ridge.” He turned to Bran. “You know, they had to fight to get this place built. There were many summoners in the world who were against the idea of everyone being trained. It is easier to maintain power if only a certain few have access to it, after all.” 
 
    “As you said, it must have been quite a different world.” Bran followed Alaro to the last painting, only a few steps down from the one of Lenara. 
 
    It was of a Beastmaster. The man looked more monster than human. He had massive red wings, aflame like the wings of Urslan’s phoenix. His eyes were horizontally slit like a snake’s. His ears were large and pointed like a bat’s, and his legs… Bran wasn’t sure what manner of monster they had come from, but the talons on them looked as sharp as any blade. 
 
    “Founder Karem.” Alaro said with a low voice. “He was a force to be reckoned with, as you might be able to tell. He rarely summoned his monsters. He didn’t need to.” 
 
    Bran remembered what it had been like to test out the Beastmaster class. He had lost control of himself in a moment, diving off the side of the Lion’s Mane the moment he had sprouted wings. It had been incredibly foolish, but it had also felt like the right thing to do at the time. 
 
    This man looked nothing like Bran might have imagined a Beastmaster would. He wasn’t snarling, or fighting at all in the painting. He was sitting cross-legged at the edge of a mountain, wings outstretched, eyes open in quiet meditation. 
 
    Urslan had said it was a dangerous class, that many lost control. 
 
    “You don’t sound as in awe of Karem as the others,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro lowered his head. “Oh, I am in awe of all of the founders. Karem’s story is just… the saddest of the three.” Bran wondered if Alaro would elaborate, but he instead clapped his hands togethers—much like Urslan might—and looked at Bran once more. “Sorry if I’ve interrupted your morning. I’m incredibly fascinated by summoner history, especially Ketria Academy history.” He touched a hand to the stone wall beside the painting of Founder Karem. “These walls have been here for over a thousand years. I would love to know what stories they had to tell.” 
 
    “No need to be sorry. I have to admit, I know very little of summoner history, only what I have heard told of by storytellers and in bard’s songs, and I imagine much of that has been twisted over the years.” 
 
    “Hmm, yes. Much of it has, though there is truth in those stories all the same. Now, I’m running late for my crafting class, but it was nice to meet you, Bran.” Alaro turned to leave and was about to walk off when Bran stopped him. 
 
    “Do you mind if I walk you to class? I have a few questions I think you would be good at answering,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro paused in the hall, his expression darkening. “If it’s about what happened to the rest of the third-year class, as I’ve told everyone else who’s asked, I don’t know anything.” 
 
    Bran had to admit, he had been curious about that, but it wasn’t what he had wanted to ask. “No. Not about that.” He paused. “I know what it is like to lose people—I wouldn’t be so forward about such delicate matters myself.” 
 
    Alaro looked at him, seemingly for the first time, as his eyes had always been on the paintings. His gaze seemed to linger on Bran’s facial scars. “So you were a soldier. A footman. I wondered if there was truth to that. You have amazing bravery, you know, to walk onto the battlefield without any powers, with no monsters at your side…” He touched a finger to his Summoner’s Bandoleer. He had three crystals in his slots, though only two were glowing. “I’d be lost without my monsters.” 
 
    Bran was a little taken aback by the man’s words. If he were honest, he had always thought summoners would look down on those who didn’t have the gift, thinking themselves better than others. 
 
    Some did, of course. He had met his share. 
 
    But Alaro wasn’t like that at all. He wasn’t sure how to respond but thought honesty would be best. He touched a finger to each of the crystals on his bandoleer. “I am already feeling the same.” 
 
    Alaro lowered his head in a nod, then turned on his heel without another word. “What questions did you want to ask? My class is only a few minutes’ walk.” 
 
     Bran followed after the Ranger, wondering if he had said something to offend him, given the abrupt shift in conversation. “Well, given your penchant for Ketria history… I was wondering if you knew, did the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute go here?” 
 
    “Volrath? Go here? I hadn’t heard that he had, but it could be possible.” Alaro shuddered. “I have heard what happens over there. Let me just say I am glad I ended up here and not at Dreadmorth. I don’t think I would be as enamored by their history as I am by ours.” 
 
    “What about Urslan? He went here, didn’t he?” Ever since Volrath had shown up on the Lion’s Mane and mentioned his past with Urslan in school, Bran had been curious. 
 
    “Yes, he definitely went here. He’s one of the Academy’s most accomplished students, alongside the famous Mage, Ganadon, of course.” 
 
    Then Volrath had to have come here. Perhaps he hadn’t been here for very long. Maybe Bran could just ask Urslan about it later—after all, the Archmage seemed to encourage his questions. 
 
    “Is this about what happened on the Lion’s Mane? I heard the Dreadmorth Institute paid you guys a visit before your arrival. There are plenty of rumors as to why, but no one actually knows.” Alaro peered at him, lip quirking at the side. “Maybe you could enlighten me? Be my source?” 
 
    Bran raised an eyebrow at Alaro. He doubted the Archmage wanted everyone in Ketria to know that he had stolen a monster from their rival school, so Bran just shrugged. “Urslan was recently at the Dreadmorth Institute doing research. I guess they must have had some sort of disagreement.” 
 
    “That sounds likely. Honestly, I was surprised the Archmage was at Dreadmorth to begin with. As you can imagine, there has always been bad blood between the two schools.” Alaro took a right turn, and Bran realized he was heading toward the large double doors at the building’s entrance. 
 
    “Is your class in one of the other buildings?” 
 
    “It’s rare that classes here are held inside. Classes at Ketria Academy are very practical.” Alaro nodded at the doors. “Crafting class is one of the exceptions, but you’ve caught me on a field day. We’re collecting crafting materials, so we’re heading to a Monster Realm.” 
 
    Bran frowned. He thought all the portals to the Monster Realms were down in the archive tunnels. Then again, those tunnels had been behind a secret door, and no other students had been down there. Perhaps the place was a well-kept secret, though Urslan never mentioned that it was. Maybe it just hadn’t crossed his mind. He had been very focused on the translation, after all. 
 
    “I still don’t know what classes I’m supposed to be doing. Do you think your master will mind if I come along?” 
 
    Before Alaro had a chance to respond, a woman stepped in front of them in the hall. Her gaze locked on Bran. She was in her early thirties, by the look of her, and was wearing robes much like Urslan’s. 
 
    “Bran from Ealdor,” the woman said, and it didn’t sound like a question. 
 
    Bran stopped in front of the woman. “Yes?” 
 
    The woman tilted her head up. “My name is Helena. I am the Assistant Headmistress of the Ketria Academy. Urslan sent me to find you.” 
 
    Alaro raised his eyebrows at them, then waved at Bran. “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again.” 
 
    Helena raised a hand. “He asked I speak with you as well, Alaro.” 
 
    Alaro halted. He blinked at the Assistant Headmistress then came to stand beside Bran. “Me? What’s this about?” 
 
    Helena turned her gaze on Alaro. She looked a bit severe, and her expression didn’t change much as she talked. “As you may have already learned, Bran is a new student at the academy. The Grand Archmage wishes for his training to be expedited, so he won’t be attending classes with the first years.” 
 
    “You want me to take him to my third-year crafting class?” Alaro asked, sounding slightly dubious. 
 
    “Urslan has requested that from today, Bran receive private tutoring, and as you are the only remaining Ranger in the third-year class, the duty has fallen to you.” 
 
    Alaro opened his mouth, looking as though he were about to protest, but Helena raised a hand to silence him. “I need to speak to Bran alone for a moment. Please wait here.” 
 
    Helena led Bran to a quiet hallway, leaving Alaro standing there confused, his mouth still open. 
 
    “Urslan told me about your unique abilities and has requested they only be divulged to certain individuals.” Helena glanced behind her, toward where they had left Alaro. “You may tell Alaro, and your next tutor already knows.” 
 
    “My next tutor?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Urslan’s ward, Lara.” 
 
    Bran nodded. The Grand Archmage must have finally had that conversation with her. “So I’m being tutored privately so my abilities remain a secret?” 
 
    “Indeed. You must understand, he is not so much worried about what would happen to you here, at Ketria, but if someone from a rival academy were to find out what you were capable of, well, they might wish to discover how you have unlocked those abilities.” Helena raised an eyebrow. “And they would not be gentle in their… research.” 
 
    The Dreadmorth Institute. Urslan must be worried they might what… kidnap and experiment on him? He supposed it was possible.  
 
    “I’ll be discreet,” Bran said. 
 
    “Good.” Helena stood straight. “Now, I have business to attend to. Tell Alaro not to worry about his class. He is to start training you right away.” In a moment, she was already halfway down the hall, her strides quick and purposeful. 
 
    “Abilities?” 
 
    Bran whirled to find Alaro standing right beside him, leaning over slightly to watch the Assistant Headmistress’s receding figure. 
 
    “What abilities was she talking about?” Alaro asked, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “You were listening,” Bran said flatly. 
 
     Alaro grinned. “Did I mention Rangers aren’t just skilled adventurers—they’re also adept at stealth? I guess I’ll have to teach you all about it! You know, I’ve never been a tutor before. Thanks for getting me out of crafting class. Master Lane can be a real bore sometimes.” He turned on his heel. “Follow along, student! I have the perfect Monster Realm in mind to practice your skills. You can tell me about your abilities along the way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alaro took Bran into the forest behind the academy. Apparently, there were portals all over this place, not just in the archives. 
 
    It was a bright, sunny day. Bran spent a long moment just staring at the sky when they walked outside. He realized he hadn’t seen the sky since he had been in the Monster Realm. It was comforting, gazing at his own sky once more. Having the sun hanging in it be the right color. 
 
    The trill of birdsong met his ears as they walked through the trees toward the portal. Bran couldn’t help but keep his hand on the hilt of his new sword. He was currently in Mage configuration, ready to cast a spell at a moment’s notice, but they were still in the Mortal Realm. There would be no spiders falling down from the trees here. No monsters ready and eager to attack him. 
 
    Just a normal forest. 
 
    It was peaceful, following Alaro through it, but… it felt like it was missing something. Like it wasn’t quite enough. Wasn’t quite right. 
 
    He wanted to train. Wanted to better his skills. Become stronger. He couldn’t do that here. 
 
    Bran felt the portal before he saw it. That tingling sensation that might usually signal danger came to him even stronger than it had when he was back in the archives. It pulled him in the direction of the portal, and he ended up walking ahead of Alaro, almost like his legs were moving on their own. 
 
    “You’ve been to the portal before?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “No. But… I can feel it.” 
 
    Alaro came to walk beside him, quickening his stride effortlessly. He raised an eyebrow at Bran. “Really? From this far away? I’ve sensed the pull of a portal before, but never that strongly. That’s impressive.” 
 
    Bran frowned at that. When the Grand Archmage had said summoners could feel the pull of portals, he had thought what he was feeling wasn’t unusual. 
 
    “Usually, in a Monster Realm, if I’ve lost track of a portal, I can summon one of my monsters and have them find it. Monsters are attracted to them. That’s why there are always monsters close to a portal, and lower level monsters are less able to resist the pull. But a monster can’t open the door. There’s something about them that fights the mind of a monster. Fortunately for us.” Alaro tilted his head to the side. “Well, that’s not entirely true. There was that one Monster Realm portal that opened into our world, bringing monsters through. An investigation was held, and no summoner was ever found responsible. It could be a monster that opened it…” 
 
    “The portal Ganadon closed?” Bran asked. 
 
    “That’s the one. But in all the history I know, I have only heard of monsters breaking through on very rare occasions. Usually when monsters get through a portal, it’s because a summoner has made them come through. It was a common tactic, many years ago. The few summoners who knew how to create a portal would do it near their enemies’ encampments, towns, cities, then they would leave the door open.” 
 
    Bran shuddered. “That sounds like a terrible idea.” 
 
    “That’s actually how the International Summoners Guild first formed, to prevent the misuse of summoning—like summoners attacking non-summoners. But, it still happens.” 
 
    Yes, it does, Bran thought, but didn’t say. He didn’t want to talk about the Battle of Heathland, about the summoner from Dreadmorth and his manticore. He might tell Alaro of that once he had gotten to know the man, but right now he wanted to focus on training. 
 
    “How much further is this portal?” Bran asked. Even though he could feel it, his ability to sense the portal didn’t tell him how far away it was. 
 
    Alaro pointed up ahead. “There.” 
 
    Bran glanced through the trees, and realized he was walking down a naturally formed path. The grass was sparse beneath his feet, the road long turned to dirt, and it looked as though people had walked down it for many, many years. 
 
    The first thing Bran spotted were large white stones standing in a circle, about eight of them. Then he saw the door in the center of the stones. A single door. Not in a wall. Not in a door frame. Just standing by itself in the dirt. 
 
    “This was the first portal the founders of the Ketria Academy created,” Alaro said. “They explored it together. The three summoners mapped almost the entire world.” Before the Ranger approached the door, one of his crystals flashed brightly, and a monster appeared in front of him. 
 
    It was like no monster Bran had ever seen, and he had seen his fair share of monsters while observing Annie work back in the closed-off section of the stables. 
 
    The monster was entirely made from metal. Its skin looked to be made from burnished steel and seemed as tough as any full plate armor. It was vaguely humanoid in shape, though it didn’t have eyes, which felt incredibly unnerving. Its mouth was slightly agape, revealing needle-like steel teeth that looked strong enough to crush rocks. 
 
    It didn’t have hands, either. From the start of the elbow joint, instead of forearms, it had swords. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Blade fiend 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Metal 
 
    Strength: 65 
 
    Toughness: 70 
 
    Agility: 50 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 80% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” Bran said, letting out a breath as he took in the form of the Blade Fiend. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    Alaro smiled, his chest puffing slightly. He patted the steel-monster on the back. It was slightly shorter than him, by maybe a head. “This is the first monster I tamed. He was much smaller when I found him, and those arms were less like swords and more like daggers. It’s amazing how a monster can change when it evolves.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He looked down at his crystals, wondering which monster he should summon. “Is there anything stopping us from summoning more than one monster at once?” 
 
    Alaro smiled. “Not at all. I like to take mine in turns when out training though, so I can level them individually and focus better on each of their skills, but every summoner approaches that differently.” 
 
    Bran took a long moment, looking from each crystal. He was fairly confident he would be able to fuse the monsters together again to have them fight as one, even though he had only done that once. But it felt important to see how the monsters fought on their own. Still, he wanted them both to gain mastery… 
 
    Bran smiled as he summoned Shade and the griffin. The monsters appeared in front of him. The griffin shook out its fur, and he realized something he hadn’t the night before, when he had first un-fused the two monsters. 
 
    The griffin looked different than on the first night he had seen it. But, of course it did. Bran had been too tired the night before to take in everything Urslan had said. Originally, when Bran had scanned the griffin for the first time back in the stables, it had been level 10, at its fifth evolution. When he had fused it, the levels had been lost, and the Amalgabeast had become level 0, along with both the monsters it had formed from. 
 
    Would that happen if he fused the two monsters again? Would they both lose their progress? He wasn’t sure, and he was a little hesitant to find out. 
 
    Then again… he had only fought in a few fights with the two monsters so far. With the student from Dreadmorth on the Lion’s Mane, and versus the waves of spiders in the Monster Realm with Urslan. 
 
    Shade hovered to the side, tilting its head at Bran. It floated toward the griffin and nuzzled it on the head. Bran couldn’t help but smile. It was good to see that the two monsters got along. He supposed that was inevitable, as they had been fused as one not long ago. 
 
    “A griffin! That’s a rare, noble monster you have there, Bran.” Alaro looked at the griffin appraisingly. “And this shadow creature, I can’t seem to get an accurate read on. Shadow creatures can be like that sometimes, I’ve heard. Not susceptible to scans.” He smiled. “Much like you, actually.” 
 
    “You scanned me?” Bran asked. 
 
    “The moment we met in the hall. Couldn’t help myself. It’s not every day we receive a new student this late in the year, especially a former soldier.” Alaro shrugged. “I was intrigued. Even more so when the Assistant Headmistress came along. Are you ready to tell me about those unique abilities?” 
 
    “Is there a safe place to talk in the Monster Realm?” Bran asked. 
 
    “There is. We enter in… Well, let me show you.” Alaro pulled a bow and quiver from his bag of holding. The bow looked better than the one Bran had been given when he was outfitted. The wood looked expensive and freshly polished, and there were ancient runes etched into it all up the shaft. 
 
    “The great thing about keeping a bow in a bag of holding?” Alaro said. “You never have to restring it. It stays perfectly preserved when it’s inside. That’s the same for any crafting ingredients you’ll gather, mind.” He wrapped his fingers around the handle. “Get out your own bow, Ranger.” Alaro grinned. “It’s time for an adventure.” 
 
    Bran did as instructed, strapping the quiver to his left hip, the opposite side of where his sword was strapped. He changed into Ranger configuration, as he had still been in Mage. He drew out an arrow, nocked it, and infused it with Gale Breath for good measure, nodding at Alaro. 
 
    “Good. Never walk through one of these unprepared.” The third-year Ranger pulled the door to the portal open wide, then nocked one of his own arrows. He drew the arrow swiftly, not having to look down at the string. It was one perfect, fluid motion that must have taken years of practice. Just that movement alone endeared the Ranger to Bran, if not his high-level Blade Fiend. Though it was curious that the Assistant Headmistress had said Alaro was tutoring Bran because he was the last Ranger remaining in his class, and not because he was the best. 
 
    The Ranger nodded at the portal, and his Blade Fiend led the way. Alaro waited for the monster to pass through the portal. “How many times have you been into a Monster Realm?” 
 
    Bran almost said twice, but then he remembered the study he had visited with the Archmage. That had been a fortress in a Monster Realm, even if they hadn’t encountered any monsters. “Three times. Though only two since I came into my powers.” 
 
    The Ranger raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been in a Monster Realm before being awakened? I’d love to hear about that.” He let out a breath. “Only been through three times… Well, soon you will have lost count like everyone else here.” He grinned again. “Count to five, then send your monsters through, then wait a few more seconds. The last thing you want to do is tumble right into them, especially if there are enemy monsters on the other side.” 
 
    Without ceremony, Alaro stepped through the door. He looked poised to draw and loose the second he stepped in, but his shoulders were free of tension. 
 
    This was natural to him. Second nature. And he clearly wasn’t afraid of whatever was on the other side. 
 
    Bran counted to five, then sent in the griffin and Shade with a mental command. A few more seconds later, he was through. 
 
    The cold slammed into him. 
 
    In a moment, he was shivering. His hands shook so much the arrow left where it had been nocked on his string. It took him a moment to gain his bearings as he looked around, fumbling the arrow back into place with freezing fingers. 
 
    He would definitely need to practice that. 
 
    Bran took stock of his surroundings, his gaze darting around for any threat as they had been trained to do on the battlefield. He saw the Blade Fiend first—it was the most threatening looking thing he could see—then Alaro, who had placed his arrow back in its quiver, and was holding the bow loosely at his side. 
 
    That released some of the tension Bran was feeling, but he didn’t completely relax until his eyes had covered every inch of the space. 
 
    They weren’t in a forest, like he had been expecting. They were in the ruins of a large stone chamber. There was a gaping wound in the ceiling, where orange sunlight streamed through. Vines had made their way over the stone, clinging to walls that looked more ancient than the ones in the Ketria Academy’s archive tunnels. On the ground, plants grew through the cracks in a massive stone slab. 
 
    There were no monsters, other than the ones the summoners had brought, and Bran relaxed his shaking hands. 
 
    “I won’t say it ever becomes pleasant, but you get used to it,” Alaro said. 
 
    “Urslan seemed to handle it fine.” Bran returned the arrow to his quiver, but still held onto the bow. He wanted to be ready should anything appear. When he had taken stock of the place, he had noticed it only had one exit. A very large stone arch entryway. But any manner of flying monster—or crawling one, like the spiders he had already faced—could make it through the ceiling. 
 
    “You’ve been to a Monster Realm with the Grand Archmage?” Alaro sounded a little surprised. 
 
    “You said there would be somewhere safe to talk?” Bran asked, warming his free hand with his breath. 
 
    The Ranger nodded. “I’ll have Bladey lead the way.” 
 
    Bran looked at the Blade Fiend with a slight grin. “Bladey?” He had met more than one soldier who had nicknamed their weapons something childish like Stabby or Slasher, so he supposed it wasn’t too strange to find a summoner doing the same with their monster. 
 
    Alaro shrugged with a grin. “No fun in taking ourselves too seriously, is there?” 
 
    The Blade Fiend—Bran refused to think of the monster as “Bladey”—stepped through the archway. 
 
    As he did, a tingling sensation ran up Bran’s spine. Before he had a chance to draw the bowstring back with the Gale Breath infused arrow, he heard a loud buzzing sound coming from above. 
 
    A monster flew through the gap in the ceiling. Some sort of massive locust with jagged, sharp teeth. As Bran drew his Gale Breath infused arrow, two more of the monsters turned up, both roughly the same size as the first. 
 
    His scanner activated, and text ran across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Vampiric Locust 
 
    Level: 3 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 18 
 
    Toughness: 24 
 
    Agility: 27 
 
    Magic Power: 15 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
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    Vampiric Locust 
 
    Level: 3 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 18 
 
    Toughness: 24 
 
    Agility: 27 
 
    Magic Power: 15 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Bran aimed and let the arrow loose before even Alaro had had a chance to react. The Gale Breath missed the three locusts, instead slamming into the wall behind it. 
 
    But that’s what he had been planning to do. 
 
    He didn’t trust himself to hit a flying target with accuracy yet, especially with so little time to aim his shot. 
 
    The gust of wind radiated from where the Gale Breath infused arrow struck, throwing the flying creatures off their trajectory. The damage they took seemed negligible, however. 
 
    He commanded his monsters to attack, almost having forgotten they were there. Then he threw a glance over at Alaro, wondering why the more experienced Ranger hadn’t fired off a shot yet. 
 
    Alaro was just standing there, leaning against the stone wall of the ruined room, arms crossed as he watched the fight. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. He wants to see what I’m made of, he thought. It reminded him of what Urslan had done when Bran had tried out the Lancer configuration. The Archmage had tested him by attacking him with his phoenix. 
 
    That’s no problem, Bran thought. Means more mastery for me. Besides, he found he wanted to prove himself. Alaro was younger than him, yet so much more experienced as a summoner. 
 
    Bran wanted to show him what a seasoned soldier was capable of. 
 
    He drew another arrow, nocking it far more smoothly than he had expected—especially given the fact that his hands were still shaking. Though he didn’t know if that was from the cold of passing through the portal, or the excitement running through his veins. 
 
    The griffin had already engaged one of the locusts, flying right at it, slamming into it with its sharp talons and beak. It ripped through the locust, but the locust latched onto the griffin with its teeth, and Bran felt the griffin take a steady stream of damage. 
 
    The locust seemed to withstand all the strikes sent its way. 
 
    Vampiric. Of course. The locust was stealing the griffin’s lifeforce, like when a dead monster was absorbed by its summoner! 
 
    Bran ran backward, infusing Wind Whip into the arrow. The other two locusts were attacking Shade, but they were unable to dig their fang-like teeth into him the same way. 
 
    Bran couldn’t focus on that. 
 
    He had to focus on the locust attacking the griffin. 
 
    In that moment, every bit of training Bran had undergone for the bow flashed through his mind. He drew the arrow back smoothly, anchoring it under his ear, the string digging slightly into his cheek. He took aim, exhaled slowly. 
 
    Then loosed. 
 
    The arrow whistled through the air. It impacted squarely in the middle of the locust. As it did, there was a violent crack—like the crack of a whip—and the locust was cut straight in two. 
 
      
 
    Monster Bond increased by 10%! 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled. His monster bond with the griffin increased! 
 
    “Nice!” Alaro hollered from behind him, clapping his hands. “That first shot was rocky, but the second hit dead on. We’ll make a Marksman out of you yet!” 
 
    Bran didn’t have time to respond. The griffin had taken more damage than he had expected and was close to death. As the other two locusts were occupied with Shade, who was somehow still unhurt and Shadow Stepping around the other two locusts, he took the risk of keeping the griffin out of its crystal. 
 
    Bran infused his next arrow with Wind Whip and ran through the same steps as he had before. 
 
    Nock. Draw. Aim. Anchor point. Exhale. 
 
    Loose. 
 
    Woosh. 
 
    The arrow tore through a second locust just as Shade was close to death. 
 
    Absorb, Bran thought, conjuring an image of the shadow creature in his mind as he nocked his fourth arrow and infused it with Wind Whip again. 
 
    As Shade glowed, the locust stopped attacking it instantly, turning its full attention on Bran. The last time Bran had absorbed a monster during a fight, when it had glowed it had been resistant to damage, and the spiders he had been fighting had kept attacking it. 
 
    The locust seemed smarter than that. 
 
    It buzzed through the air at speed across the large room. 
 
    Bran fought the instinct to drop his bow and draw his sword. Right now, he was training to be a Ranger. He would try and use the skills of one as much as he could. 
 
    Drawing his fifth arrow, again infused with Wind Whip, Bran took aim. With the increased mana pool he had received from the Ketria Academy Uniform, he didn’t yet have to worry about running out of mana. The tingling sensation of incoming danger reached his gut, wrenching it and making it turn. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Exhale. 
 
    Loose. 
 
    Alaro started clapping a split-second before the arrow reached its target. “Fantastic! I fully expected to have to intervene, but that was amazing!” 
 
    Bran felt the fullness of the mastery he had gained. He also felt like he was on the very cusp of advancing to the next level of Ranger. 
 
    He let out a long breath, letting the tension fall away from his shoulders. He was almost annoyed at Alaro for having just stood there and watched, but he was also proud of what he had achieved. 
 
    He heard Alaro step toward him, then felt an abrupt slap on his back. “You seem like a natural with that bow. Well, maybe not a natural, but damned good for a beginner.” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but chuckle. He was flooded with the familiar relief that came after surviving a battle unscathed. “You should see me with a spear.” 
 
    Alaro slapped him on the back once more, letting out a chuckle of his own, then nodded toward the entryway. “Come on, let’s loot these corpses, then it’s about time you told me what these ‘abilities’ you’ve been hiding are.” 
 
    “What about that safe place?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro shrugged. “I don’t think we need it. Given how you handled yourself with those locusts, I think it’s better that we walk and talk.” 
 
    Bran supposed the Ranger was right. To be honest, after that first encounter, he didn’t want to waste time explaining it all hidden away somewhere safe. He wanted to push forward to the next level of Ranger. 
 
    They took a moment to loot the corpses of the three locusts, with Bran getting all the spoils. Though he wasn’t sure what to do with three locust wings and six vampire fangs. Shade hovered behind him. The griffin still needed a few more minutes before Bran was able to summon it again. 
 
    Bran looked at his inventory 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Minor Bag of Holding 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    3x Lesser Health Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Mana Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Venom Antidote 
 
    2x Venom Antidote 
 
    6x Spider silk 
 
    3x Locust Wings 
 
    6x Vampire Fangs 
 
    7 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    Bran pulled a health potion from his bag of holding, pulled the cork off with his teeth, and gulped it down. It filled the lifeforce of both his monsters almost all the way. Hopefully there would be enough time between fights for the rest of their lifeforce to recover. His mana was quite low, but it regenerated fast enough on its own. 
 
    Now, he only had two Lesser Health Potions left. As he followed Alaro through the hall, he wondered if there was a crafting station somewhere around here. “Will we get a chance to make more health potions while we are here?” 
 
    Alaro glanced back at him. “There’s an alchemy table within the ruins. It’s fairly secure, so everything inside should still be intact. We should be able to find the ingredients we need. You’ve crafted before?” 
 
    “Once, yes.” 
 
    “Good, good. Now, stop stalling.” Alaro grinned. “What are these abilities?” 
 
    First, Bran told Alaro about his ability to use all six of the different classes, without having to be locked into a specialization. Alaro whistled in response, telling Bran that he wouldn’t be able to do that. He liked being a Ranger too much to switch to doing anything else. 
 
    “While unique—and awesome, I might add—that doesn’t seem like something to hide, though,” the Ranger mused. “There has to be more, right?” 
 
    Bran sighed. “It’s easier if I show you.” 
 
    Well, now was as good a time as any to test if his monsters could be fused like they were before. Heading down the ruined hall, Bran led them into a side room. The griffin was a few seconds away from being able to be summoned again.  
 
    When those seconds hit zero, Bran summoned the griffin. His crystal flashed, and the monster appeared in front of him. It shook out its fur and feathers, then walked over to Bran and nudged his shoulder. It was the most affectionate he had ever seen the monster. It must have been from the bond increase he had gained during the fight. 
 
    “Okay,” Bran started, “I’ve only done this once before, so bear with me.” He sent a mental command to the two monsters, telling them to crowd together. The first time he had fused them, it had been an accident. So surely he could manage to do it on purpose. He made Shade hover so close to the griffin that they were touching, though he didn’t think that was necessary. When he had done this the first time, the monsters had only been touching him, not each other. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He touched a hand to the top of Shade, around where he thought a head would be, then petted the griffin’s head. The griffin responded more positively to the action than Bran had assumed it would, producing a soft cooing from its throat. That was definitely a good sign. It doesn’t think humans are evil anymore, Bran thought. 
 
    His hands touching both monsters, Bran shut his eyes and conjured an image of the shadow-griffin in his mind. He had a spell for Unjoin. Did that mean he had a spell for Join? 
 
    Bran let out a breath. If this was some innate ability, it should be natural. 
 
    Join, he commanded the monsters in his mind. 
 
    The griffin and Shade both began to glow. Bran could see the light through his closed eyelids. He opened them, watching as the monsters began to swirl into one another, becoming amorphous, then forming into a single shape that had grown familiar to Bran already. 
 
    The Amalgabeast. The shadow-griffin. 
 
    The fused monster padded over to Bran and nuzzled against his leg. 
 
    “Ganadon’s Might… That… What in the world did you do?” Alaro’s mouth fell open, eyes wide as he stared at the Amalgabeast. They glazed over slightly in that familiar way Bran knew meant the Ranger was scanning. “An Amalgabeast… This? This is your unique ability? You can make two monsters into one?” 
 
    Bran took that moment to scan the Amalgabeast too, hoping his theory had been correct, that now they had been fused once before, they wouldn’t lose the levels and spells they had gained by being fused a second time. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Griffin Form] 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Toughness: 5 
 
    Agility: 7 
 
    Magic Power: 5 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 75% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    He sighed in relief. Good. The Amalgabeast had retained its level, which meant the individual monsters would have too. He wouldn’t have to worry about that now. Of course, he didn’t know if fusing them to another monster would have the same thing happen again. Perhaps the two monsters were bonded in some deep way, and that was why they retained their levels this time? 
 
    “Urslan was just as shocked as you are,” Bran said to Alaro. “That’s why he brought me to the academy.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “I was curious about that. The Ketria Academy… Well, it’s not exactly an easy summoner school to get into. So many of the students fail each year already. It seemed a strange thing to do, bringing in someone so late.” The Ranger was still staring at the monster. He stepped up to it, kneeling by its side, examining it more closely. “So you can fuse any two monsters? Or just ones that belong to you? How does it work? Can you un-fuse them immediately? Are they stronger together? Can you fuse a monster that is already two fused monsters with a third?” 
 
    Bran chuckled at Alaro’s enthusiasm and put his hands up. He explained what had happened last time, that the monsters had lost their levels, and all the things he knew he could do. He also explained that he didn’t have a third crystal, so he didn’t want to risk taming another monster through a fusion if the monster had nowhere to be absorbed to when it died—something he had been thinking of since they entered this Monster Realm. 
 
    Alaro nodded, seeing the wisdom in that. “Still, the possibilities… I can see why the Grand Archmage would want to keep this a secret. Don’t worry, no one at the Ketria Academy would ever betray your trust, Bran.” After examining the shadow-griffin, Alaro stood and stared Bran in the eye. He put a hand to his heart. “I’ll protect your secret with my life, if I have to.” 
 
    Bran was a little taken aback. He had only just met this man, and he was giving proclamations like this? They hadn’t even truly fought together yet. Was this just bravado? Alaro did seem rather romantic about being an adventurer… 
 
    Bran nodded gruffly. “I am sure it will never come to that.” He looked at the Amalgabeast, and decided he still wanted to fight with Shade and the griffin un-fused. The fight with the locusts had gone well enough, though he had found it difficult to keep track of both of them. That was something he needed to learn, so best learn it now. 
 
    He put a hand on the shadow-griffin’s head, then used the Unjoin spell. 
 
    The monsters glowed, growing and becoming amorphous, then they swirled out and became two once more. 
 
    Alaro smiled. “That’s amazing.” He shook his head. “Truly amazing.” He nodded to the doorway. “Now come on, it’s going to be a long day. Let’s get some training into you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before walking outside, Bran examined the walls of the ruins, noticing faded etchings in the stone. It looked like a strange, unfamiliar language. It didn’t resemble the language in the book the Grand Archmage had shown him about his class, or any language Bran had ever seen script of before. Of course, he was no linguist, but still… 
 
    There was something odd about it. 
 
    Bran asked Alaro about the ruins, about when they had been created, figuring he would know considering how much interest he had in Ketria history. Alaro said the founders must have created this place. They had made the portal to this Monster Realm, after all. He didn’t know much more. There were no records mentioning the creation of the ruins, but there were also no records researching them. 
 
    That explanation didn’t sit right with Bran. He had seen other structures the founders had created. The tunnels in the archives. The fortress that housed the study he had been in with the Grand Archmage. The academy itself. They had all stood the test of time. 
 
    Why hadn’t this place? 
 
    He shrugged that off, not wanting to dwell on something that didn’t affect his training. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he gained the first level in the Ranger configuration. A stray locust was buzzing around when they exited the ruins. Alaro had made Bran pause and instructed him to shoot it with one of his arrows at a distance he didn’t think possible. 
 
    He’d missed, but gotten it on the second shot, when the locust was enraged and flying straight for him. 
 
    The ruins didn’t open out into a forest, like Bran had been expecting. They opened to reveal a mountainous area, with rough, tough ground and scattered plant life. No wonder the plants here had managed to get through the stone ground in the ruins—they must have been hardy to grow here at all. 
 
    A large mountain loomed above them, filled with scattered rocks and difficult terrain. Even from here, Bran could spot the Vampiric Locusts buzzing around the area. 
 
    They were everywhere, out here. Flying all over the mountain. 
 
    Though it wasn’t as dense as a forest, hardy looking trees grew up the mountain, thinning the closer they came to the top. Again, the trees looked unfamiliar. Even more so than the ones he had encountered in the last Monster Realm. Their bark almost looked like rock. The more he stared at them, the more he wondered if they actually might be. 
 
    This was another world, after all. 
 
    The top of the mountain had a dusting of snow upon it. The chill of the place touched his face, but the uniform he wore kept him warm enough. Perhaps it had some sort of natural temperature enchantment. 
 
    “Vampiric Locusts aren’t the only monsters we will need to watch out for,” Alaro said “There are also Mire Crabs. Nasty buggers. I tell you what, you do not want them latching onto you. They don’t drain your lifeforce like the locusts, but their claws are damned sharp, and they won’t let go until they’re dead. Besides, it’s hard shooting a bow when one is clamping down on your arm.” He rubbed his forearm. 
 
    Bran chuckled. “I’ll try to learn from your experience.” 
 
    “There are also Horned Mountain Goats.” Alaro shuddered. “They might not sound like much, but trust me, those things are deadly tough.” He looked at Bran’s two monsters. “How close are they to evolving?” 
 
    Bran frowned. He wasn’t sure. As he thought that, though, text appeared over his vision, detailing the requirements for each monster to advance to their next stage. It looked as though each monster had three different possible evolutions, and each would change them significantly. 
 
    He read out what he saw to Alaro as he went through them. 
 
      
 
    Shade 
 
    Future Evolutions: 
 
      
 
    Stalker (agility based) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Agility 12 
 
    10x sneak attack kills 
 
      
 
    Reaver (strength based) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Strength 9 
 
    10x one shot kills 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling (magic power based) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Magic Power 12 
 
    Cast 100 Shadow Spells In Combat 
 
      
 
    Griffin 
 
    Future Evolutions: 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin (earth element - toughness) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Toughness 12 
 
    Absorb 40x Earth Attacks 
 
      
 
    Forest Griffin (nature element - agility) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Agility 12 
 
    Absorb 50x Nature Attacks 
 
      
 
    Ember Griffin (fire element - strength) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Strength 12 
 
    Absorb 50x Fire Attacks 
 
      
 
    Alaro nodded as Bran spoke, then looked as though he was scanning Shade and the griffin. “We can definitely get these two evolved soon, maybe in the next couple of days. Although the Ember Griffin might be difficult to accomplish since I don’t think there are any fire monsters in this realm. Do you know which evolutions you might be aiming for?” 
 
    “I have an idea, but I’m not sure yet. I think I want to go through a few fights before I make the decision.” Bran was leaning toward Shadow Mageling and Stone Griffin. He wanted to see how Shade would advance, what other spells it would end up using. And if becoming a mage-type monster increased its magic power, it would also increase its mana reserve. 
 
    Which would give him the ability to use Shadow Step more often. That was something he definitely wanted to do, especially later when he was learning to fight monsters with a melee weapon. 
 
    As for the griffin, he hated that it had been so damaged during the fight. If he was going to make it take enemy monsters’ aggression, he would need to give it the ability to take a hit far more effectively. 
 
    They were about to head further up the mountain, up a path that looked well worn, making Bran wonder how many other summoners had been through here over the years, when Alaro stopped him. “Before we get started, I don’t want you to grow complacent. Many of the monsters around here I can face easily enough, and you will be able to decimate them in time, but the further we venture from the ruins, the stronger they become. And… there have been some really rare, powerful monsters spotted in these parts as of late.” 
 
    Alaro looked more serious than he ever had. In that moment, he reminded Bran of the few soldiers he had known who could switch modes incredibly fast. Joking while putting on their armor, but when the battle began, they were all business. 
 
    “Rare monsters?” Bran asked. “What kind?” 
 
    “One of them is an Iron Lynx. It’s a metal-type monster. If we spot this one and are able to, it would be well worth taming.” Alaro tapped the empty crystal on his bandoleer. He had three crystals on his belt, with the first two occupied. “I’ve been wondering what monster to tame next, trying to decide what would be best for the way I fight.” He nodded at Bran’s belt. “But if you gain your third crystal soon, and we’re lucky enough to stumble upon a lynx, you can tame it yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve never tamed a monster before,” Bran admitted. 
 
    Alaro blinked. “You haven’t? What of these two?” 
 
    “Well, I haven’t done it in the traditional sense. I, ah, used to work in the stables of an inn back in Ealdor. Shade turned up one day. I thought he had been left by a patron, but no one ever came to claim him. He took a liking to me. I didn’t think I had tamed him, because I never knew I had monster magic. The griffin? Well…” Bran wondered for a moment if he should tell Alaro the full story, then figured he could trust the Ranger. 
 
    He detailed the night he had met Urslan, when he crashed through the ceiling of the Wayward Inn’s stables, and how Bran had jumped in front of the monster’s attack and fused the griffin with Shade. 
 
    “Whoa,” Alaro said. “So you didn’t even have to tame the griffin, you could bypass all that by fusing it?” He shook his head, wide eyed. “That’s amazing! Of course, you would lose the monster’s levels. Hmm. Definitely some pros and cons to that ability of yours.” He tapped Bran on the shoulder. 
 
    “What’s the other rare monster?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro smiled. “A Crocolisk. It’s… kinda like a cross between a snake and a basilisk. If we see that one, we don’t want to capture it.” He jutted his thumb behind him. “We want to run. It’s at Hero evolution. I reckon it would be at least level 12, and I only have level 9 monsters. The two of us wouldn’t want to tangle with something like that if we can help it.” 
 
    Bran nodded, and they headed off up the mountain, with Alaro talking the entire time, telling Bran more details about the area. Apparently, there was a stream up ahead that ran down the mountain. It had a beautiful waterfall, and lots of Mire Crabs. There were herbs and plants they could gather along the way that would help them create health and mana potions, and Alaro said the Mire Crabs should drop enough ingredients for them to make elemental resistance potions. 
 
    They turned a corner as Alaro kept explaining. “We probably have enough ingredients from the locusts you killed to craft something that makes us resistant to their draining spell. We can do that later, once we’re back in the ruins.” 
 
    As they walked, a few more Vampiric Locusts buzzed about, always in groups of one to three. Bran found it was becoming easier and easier to pick them off with his bow. 
 
    “So, have you decided what Ranger specialty you want to aim for?” Alaro asked after one particularly difficult shot. 
 
    “No,” Bran said. “I honestly don’t know much about them.” 
 
    “Well, then let me explain. There are three different Ranger specialties, each with their own advantages.” Alaro tapped his chest. “I’m partial to Marksman, though I have yet to pass the certification test. I’m hoping this little trip of ours gets me enough coin to take it again.” 
 
    “Again?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro avoided his gaze, running a hand through his hair. “I may have tried it a couple of times already. It’s tough.” He waved a hand. “Marksman is, in my humble opinion, the most superior of the three specialties. It’s all about accuracy, like what you’ve been practicing by using Wind Whip to take down those locusts. Marksmen focus on incredibly powerful, one-shot or two-shot kill enchantments and training the skills to pull them off, even from large distances. Then there are Arcane Archers. They’re more about area-of-effect. They want to inflict as much mass damage on an area as possible. Control a crowd. That sorta stuff. They also tend to have a higher rate of fire, but aren’t nearly as effective at long range.” 
 
    “And the third specialty?” 
 
    “Engineer. They are sort of like hunters, in a way. They’re more tactical, and a bit of a mix between the two other specialties. They also focus a lot on their armor and weapons, traditionally, imbuing the best spells they can find into their arrows.” 
 
    Bran thought about it a moment. Engineer sounded like the best of both worlds. Why would he want to limit what skills he focused on? Then again, of course he would feel that way, considering he was planning to gain mastery in all six classes. 
 
    As he thought about what specialty he would choose, he remembered that there were still new spells for him to unlock for Shade. Dark Binding and Dusk Miasma. Dark Binding might be able to trap or stop a monster. That would certainly come in handy, especially if he could enchant it into an arrow. 
 
    Except he also remembered what the spell required. For Shade to die. The shadow-griffin had already died once, but perhaps that hadn’t counted because the two monsters had been fused. Bran wasn’t sure.  
 
    Even so, he didn’t want to put his monster through that kind of pain. Bran could endure the pain of his monster dying and causing a forced absorption. He had done that before. But it felt sadistic to let the monster die on purpose. 
 
    The requirement for the other spell, Dusk Miasma, seemed easier and harder at the same time.  
 
    Bran turned to Alaro. “Do you think we could spend a whole day in this Monster Realm safely? One of my spells for Shade requires me to remain in a Monster Realm for twenty-four hours in a row.” 
 
    Alaro grinned. “That is a wonderful idea! That will definitely give you a crash course in Monster Realm survival.” He tilted his head to the side for a moment, then nodded. “That settles it. We’re spending tonight here.” 
 
    A thrill ran up Bran’s spine at the idea. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to sleep in this place, but he didn’t care. This was the kind of adventure he had dreamed about having when he was younger, and here he was. 
 
    Of course, he had to remember, he wasn’t just here for an adventure. He was here to train. To become as strong as his peers. 
 
    No. 
 
    He wanted to become stronger. 
 
    “Will we need to hunt for our food here?” Bran asked. He had heard of restaurants in the richer parts of Ealdor that served monster meat, and fruits and vegetables gathered from Monster Realms, but they were incredibly expensive. Still, at least he knew it was possible to eat the meat of a monster, however strange it might feel. 
 
    Alaro laughed. “Have you ever tasted giant crab?” He nocked an arrow. “The stream is just around the corner.” 
 
    They were high up in the mountains now, and it was growing colder. Bran was beginning to wish his uniform had come with gloves, though he wondered if that would make handling arrows more difficult. 
 
    Alaro halted, a thoughtful expression on his face. He took the arrow he had nocked and showed it to Bran. “There’s something I haven’t taught you yet. What do you notice about this arrow?” 
 
    Bran placed his bow against a rock and took the arrow into his hands, feeling its weight. It was slightly longer and heavier than the arrows for his own bow, which made sense. Alaro’s bow was larger and had a heavier draw weight than his. But Bran didn’t think it was only that. He looked all the way up the shaft, to the arrowhead, then back up at the fletchings. At the end where the nock was, there was a little notch cut into the side of the arrow. It looked like it had been done with a knife. 
 
    Bran touched it with his thumb. “Is this what you mean?” 
 
    Alaro nodded. He pulled another arrow from his quiver and showed Bran the nock. The second arrow was identical in every way, except instead of one notch in the shaft, there were two.  
 
    “Rangers can enchant arrows well before they need them,” Alaro explained. “How long those enchantments last depend on a Ranger’s level. As I’m level 9, the enchantments last for about ninety minutes. The notches in these arrows let me know which spells I have enchanted on them from a touch. For instance, the arrow you are holding has the spell Spear Strike cast upon it. It’s one of my Blade Fiend’s spells, and it turns my arrow into a spear once it’s fired. Right now you’re a level 1 Ranger, so your spell enchantments will last around ten minutes. You have four spells, right?” Alaro asked, and he continued after Bran nodded. “I want you to enchant four of your arrows, each with different spells, as the second we walk around this corner, the Mire Crabs are going to spot us.” 
 
    Bran returned the arrow to Alaro. He kneeled on the ground and took out four of his own arrows from his quiver. Using his sword, he gave each arrow a different number of notches. The first arrow he enchanted with Wind Whip, which was fast becoming one of his favorite enchantments to use on an arrow. The second arrow he enchanted with Gale Breath. The third, Wind Blast. The last arrow he enchanted with Shadow Step, which he still hadn’t tested and wasn’t sure what it would do to a monster. Though he was very curious. 
 
    Once he had finished enchanting all the arrows, he drew the Gale Breath arrow first. Bran didn’t know how many Mire Crabs there would be, but he wanted to be prepared. Alaro had also told him that the Mire Crabs were earth-type monsters. If he wanted to gain the Stone Griffin evolution, then this would be the perfect opportunity to have the griffin absorb some earth attacks. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran nodded. His monsters’ mana pools hadn’t dropped too much from enchanting the arrows, and they were regenerating quickly. He could definitely see the wisdom in enchanting arrows before a fight. He looked forward to when he was a higher level Ranger and enchantments would last longer. He could see the possibilities, like enchanting his arrows and then being able to wait until his mana pools were full again before walking into battle. 
 
    As he stepped around the corner, Bran tried to keep in mind all the requirements his monsters needed to evolve and to gain new spells. He would send the griffin out first so it would gain the enemies’ aggression. And he would command Shade to use Shadow Step as much as it could during the fight. It was a lot to keep in his head, but he was sure he could get used to that. 
 
    At least ten Mire Crabs were huddled about the stream. Bran’s scanner went crazy, trying to identify them all. 
 
      
 
    Mire Crab Scuttler 
 
    Level: 1 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Toughness: 6 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 6 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Mire Crab Youth 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Toughness: 12 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Magic Power: 12 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Mire Crab Youth 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Toughness: 12 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Magic Power: 12 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Mire Crab 
 
    Level: 4 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Toughness: 30 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Magic Power: 30 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    All ten of the crabs were scuttling toward the two summoners and their three monsters. 
 
    Bran prevented his gaze from moving toward the beautiful waterfall that fed into the stream, its rushing waters the only thing he could hear. As Alaro had said, the Mire Crabs noticed them instantly. Bran commanded the griffin to fly into the air. It flapped its wings, gaining height quickly, and cast Gale Breath down at the crabs. 
 
    As the Griffin was the first to attack the crabs, their attention was instantly drawn to it. Two of the larger crabs, the level 4s, reared up onto their back legs and began to move their claws in an odd pattern. 
 
    A buildup of magical energy appeared in front of them. 
 
    Stones formed in midair, then were shot up at the incoming griffin. Bran could feel the damage it was taking, and its lifeforce was falling fast. He wasn’t sure how many attacks the griffin could withstand, but it needed to absorb at least twenty of them to reach the requirements of gaining the Stone Griffin evolution. 
 
    Bran let out a breath, loosing the Gale Breath infused arrow at a cluster of three of the Mire Crabs. He hit one of the crabs dead on, killing it instantly. The area of effect damage knocked the other two crabs on their backs, and it took them a moment to right themselves. 
 
    Alaro still stood to the side. He was yet to actually help Bran in one of these fights, still watching to see what he was capable of. But there were far too many crabs for Bran to take on his own, especially when some of them were level 4 and he was still only a level 1 Ranger. To be honest, he was surprised that he had been able to take out that first crab in one shot at all. 
 
    Bran drew his next arrow, the Wind Blast arrow. He quickly knocked it, then drew the bowstring up to his ear. The movement was becoming much more familiar now. Not quite as familiar as spear strikes had become, but it was definitely improving. 
 
    He loosed the arrow at one of the crabs that had regained its footing, but somehow the crab must have seen it coming. Though the crabs weren’t very fast, this one moved out of the way smoothly, dodging his arrow with ease. 
 
    Bran frowned, drawing his third pre-enchanted arrow. It was a Wind Whip arrow, the one he had grown most familiar with. 
 
    The crab that had dodged his arrow was one of the larger ones. It didn’t seem like it had been hurt much by the Gale Breath area of effect damage. Its shell looked to be as tough as armor. Bran hoped the Wind Whip would be able to pierce that shell. 
 
    Assuming he could actually hit it this time. 
 
    He wasn’t worried about the crabs reaching him, as he was keeping an eye on Shade’s mana pool, ensuring he could Shadow Step to a clear spot on the other side of the stream when needed. 
 
    Shade was harrying the lower level crabs, Shadow Stepping behind them and slashing them with claws that appeared as though from nowhere. 
 
    He had never seen the shadow creature manifest claws. It was quite a frightening sight, which made him wonder what the monster might look like once it had evolved. 
 
    Bran took aim once more, the crabs getting too close for him to remain in this spot for too long, then loosed the Wind Whip arrow at the level 4 Mire Crab. 
 
    The arrow stuck into its shell, slashing deeply into it. But it didn’t kill the damned thing. 
 
    The Mire Crab reared up onto its back legs, just as Bran had seen the other crabs do before they used one of their earth-type spells. 
 
    He tried to Shadow Step to the other side of the stream, then he realized— 
 
    He hadn’t switched to Mage configuration. He was still a Ranger. 
 
    He didn’t even have time to switch configurations. 
 
    The crab conjured a large boulder, then sent it flying toward him. Bran jumped clear of it, but only just. 
 
    Four of the crabs, all low level, had been taken out by him or one of his monsters, but there were still six remaining. 
 
    And two were right on top of him. 
 
    “Draw your other arrow, create some distance!” Alaro shouted. 
 
    Bran dodged a massive claw, then took a slash on the arm. Another claw had cut through the sleeve of his uniform and into his forearm. Blood poured free, but Bran managed to get some distance from the two attackers. 
 
    A tingling sensation ran up his spine, and a warning flashed in his mind. The griffin and Shade were both close to death. If he didn’t absorb them soon… 
 
    With a fumbling hand, he drew the last pre-enchanted arrow—the one he had used Shadow Step on—as he ran. He tried to focus on absorbing the monsters, but there was too much noise in his head from the waterfall, too much pain from his arm throbbing as he pulled the arrow back. 
 
    Absorb, he thought, but he said it a moment too late. 
 
    The monsters were already dead. 
 
    Their absorption hit him like a seasoned blacksmith striking an anvil. He fell straight to his knees, only just holding onto his bow and arrow. He took a deep breath, hearing the hiss of the crabs over the crashing waterfall as they closed the gap he’d created. 
 
    Bran whirled about in the dirt, turning as fast as he could on his knees, the pain of absorbing two dead monsters at once almost completely stripping him of all his energy. 
 
    Bran loosed the arrow he had drawn, pain running up his arm from where he had received the gash. It hit the shell of one of the crabs. 
 
    A shadow consumed the crab, and the monster disappeared, then reappeared on the other side of the stream. 
 
    But there was still one crab coming after him. The others had turned their attention to him as well after his monsters had died and were barreling toward him on many legs. 
 
    This was far worse than the waves of spiders. After absorbing his two monsters… he hadn’t felt this weak since the end of the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    The crab was almost at him. Bran fumbled another arrow, but by this point, his arms were shaking, and the one that had been injured was in too much pain to pull the arrow from its quiver, let alone draw it. 
 
    The crab reached for him with its razor-sharp claws. 
 
    A massive steel spear struck the Mire Crab straight in its head. The impact was so strong it sent the crab falling to the ground. 
 
    Dead in an instant. 
 
    The other crabs turned their attention to Alaro. 
 
    Alaro stood as calm as a statue, another arrow already drawn. He loosed it, drew, loosed, drew. 
 
    Every arrow he shot turned into a large metal spear in mid-flight. 
 
    In mere moments, the remaining crabs were all dead. 
 
    Bran let out a long breath. As he pulled another health potion from his bag of holding—the second he had used that day—he felt the fullness of mastery from all the monsters they had killed. 
 
    He didn’t even feel close to reaching the next level. 
 
    Alaro reached him, grabbing his arm to help him back to his feet. He tapped him on the shoulder. “Drink,” he said. 
 
    Bran blinked, then gulped down the health potion. His lifeforce was more drained than it had been before. The cut on his arm healed, but the potion didn’t bring his monsters to full wellness, though they were better off than they had been. 
 
    “That fight…” Bran shook his head. “I thought everything was going well…” 
 
    “Until it wasn’t,” Alaro said. “To be fair, I probably shouldn’t have let you take so many of the monsters at once on your own. I should have picked some off so you had less to deal with.” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “No, I’m glad you only intervened when you had to. That… that was good training. I was too preoccupied with what I was doing, not with what my monsters were doing. I should have handled it all so much better…” It had become such a mess, once the battle had begun, and the crabs had been far tougher than he had expected. He had also paid a large price for missing one of his shots. 
 
    “Honestly? You handled that fight about as well as I expected you to. Before this moment, today had been quite easy. Maybe it was a good thing for you to see what it felt like to fail. No matter how safe, no matter how many monsters we have killed, we must never grow complacent, remember?” Alaro clapped him on the shoulder again. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you do better next time. And we definitely need to work on your accuracy.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before more Mire Crabs appeared. They scuttled down the rocky cliff faces around the stream, making their way to the water, and were instantly attracted by the summoners’ presence. 
 
    Alaro had Bran take one of his mana potions and made him keep his monsters in their crystals. All afternoon, they waited for the crabs to come, and Bran would take them down with his bow. They gathered what felt like a tremendous amount of loot that way, and Bran was beginning to wonder how they would take all their spoils home with them, as his bag of holding was getting quite full. It would only get fuller if they spent the night here as they had planned. 
 
    The bigger crabs, the level 4s, required three dead-on hits with enchanted arrows for Bran to take down, and they seemed to anticipate when his arrows would strike, dodging smoothly out of the way with a quick sidestep. But Bran found he could do the same back at the crabs—anticipate where they would dodge. 
 
    Bran was also learning how to keep his cool when dodging the stones the monsters conjured. Now, he could run smoothly to the side and shoot the bow while he was running. 
 
    When night was close to falling, and Bran’s arms were sorer from pulling back the bow than he could ever remember them being, they made their way back down the mountain toward the ruins. Alaro said if they were going to spend the night here, best to do it somewhere with four walls. Bran found he agreed. 
 
    They had gathered plenty of crab meat, and more than enough ingredients to craft health and mana potions, as well as earth and nature element potions that should give them a resistance to the type of magic used in the area. 
 
    Darkness had fallen by the time they made it back to the ruins. Alaro used an odd crackling blue spell for light, leading Bran through the ruined halls toward the safe space he had spoken about that morning. 
 
    Bran shivered in the cold night. He was tired. Sore. More than a little beaten down. 
 
    But he was also excited. 
 
    He was about to spend his first night in a Monster Realm. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The safe room within the ruins housed a crafting station. The alchemy table was made from stone, and there were old instruments strewn out upon it. 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but the room stood in stark contrast to the study he had visited with Urslan. 
 
    This room was less damaged than the ones around it. It had thick double doors that were somehow the only doors in all the ruins he had come across to still be standing. The ceiling and all four of its walls were still intact, too. The door had an enchantment, one that required a password that Alaro knew and taught to Bran. 
 
    There was a fireplace on one side of the room, with wood stacked beside it. According to Alaro, this was a rest stop for many students training in this Monster Realm. 
 
    That night Bran crafted more health and mana potions, and Alaro showed him how to craft elemental resistance potions. These were what he called tactical potions. They didn’t last for a very long time, perhaps ten to twenty minutes depending on the strength of the ingredients, but they were amazing when one knew what type of monster they were about to fight. 
 
    When a summoner took the potion, they could mentally apply it to either themselves, or one of their monsters. 
 
    This would definitely help Bran when it came to fighting those damned Mire Crabs. If he used it for his griffin, the monster would be able to absorb more of the enemy’s attacks. The requirements for gaining the Stone Griffin evolution, which he had decided would be the right path to take for the monster, had gone down to absorbing forty more attacks. 
 
    He had also definitively decided on Shade’s next evolution. Shadow Mageling. He thought it best to expand the monster’s mana pool even though it hadn’t gained the other spells yet. 
 
    After the two summoners had spent some time crafting, and relaxed by the fire for their evening meal, Bran looked at the evolution requirements once more. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling (magic power based) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Magic Power 12 (Current: 8) 
 
    Cast 100 Shadow Spells In Combat (72 remaining) 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin (earth element - toughness) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Toughness 12 (Current: 6) 
 
    Absorb 40x Earth Attacks (30 remaining) 
 
      
 
    The second requirement for each monster’s evolution he understood how to achieve, but the first he was unsure about.  
 
    “How does a monster increase their attributes? Is it only when they gain a level?” Bran asked Alaro. 
 
    The crab meat had been more delicious than he had expected. He was sitting cross-legged in front of the fire, his muscles aching from heavy use. He hadn’t been this sore in a long, long time. 
 
    Alaro was reading a book, something to do with Ketria’s history. He closed the book over a finger to keep his place and looked up at Bran. “Leveling up is the most effective way to increase a monster’s attributes, but it isn’t the only way.” Alaro looked into the fire, gazing at the flames. “They can also be increased in the same way they can be increased with humans. We do physical activity or mental exercises to better ourselves. The same is true for monsters. For instance, if you want to increase a monster’s strength, you can have them move a heavy boulder up a hill. If you want to increase their base toughness, then they must take a lot of hits. It’s not very kind, but it’s in the monster’s best interests. There is a way to do it outside of combat, to condition a monster’s skin…” Alaro looked thoughtful for a moment. “Have you ever heard of the hand-to-hand combat experts from the Laniri mountains on the eastern continent?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “No, I’ve never heard of them.” 
 
    “They are martial arts experts. They aren’t summoners, and they don’t have access to monster magic, but they are capable of what seems like superhuman feats of strength, agility, and toughness, of both body and mind. Summoners have learned a thing or two from them over the years.” Alaro looked at his hands. “One thing they do to increase the toughness of their hands is punch barrels of water, over and over, when they are beginners. As their hands and fists toughen up, they move on to punching sand, until finally they are punching brick, stone, tiles… With nothing but their bare hands, they can punch through a wall after years of training.” 
 
    Bran blinked, a little wide-eyed. The eastern continent was a long way from Ealdor, and he had certainly never heard of these people… but that sounded incredibly impressive for a non-summoner, though he would still rather have a spear in combat than his bare hands. “What else can they do?” 
 
    “They toughen their shins by kicking banana trees,” Alaro went on. “They toughen their torso by taking punches from their peers, over and over again. They toughen their arms and thighs from hits by sticks, over and over… It sounds brutal, but these people have chosen that way of life to better themselves.” 
 
    “You’re saying I need to hit my monsters to increase their toughness?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “It is a kindness, more than anything. When you strengthen yourself and your monster outside of battle, you will be better equipped when the battle begins. If you communicate this to your monsters, then they will understand, and the process will actually strengthen your bond.” 
 
    Bran nodded, staring into the crackling flames. He certainly didn’t like the sound of that, but he could understand how it might benefit his monsters—and himself—if he were to take on the practice. He definitely wanted to increase his monsters’ attributes, and he knew that he needed to increase the magic power of Shade and the toughness of the griffin if they were going to evolve. “How do you increase a monster’s magic power attribute this way?” 
 
    “You have them use their spells, over and over, like we might increase our ability with a bow by shooting a target again and again to develop the movements into becoming natural. For instance, you could have your shadow creature use Shadow Step. If it uses it enough times, it will increase its magic power. 
 
    “Although, there are more efficient ways to train monsters this way. There are time-limited areas in Monster Realms that respond differently to laws of the world. Strange, localized spheres of existences where a monster can train the equivalent of weeks in a matter of hours. There are also attribute boosting items, but they are very expensive. Of course,” Alaro muttered, “there are the wealthy summoners who boost their monsters’ attributes to their fullest.” 
 
    “Really?” Bran asked. That certainly wasn’t something he would ever be able to do. “They don’t need to train their monsters?” 
 
    “Oh, they do. You can’t just feed a monster attribute boosting potions to make them stronger. Their attributes can only grow so much depending on their level and stage of evolution.” 
 
    “What about the localized zones you mentioned?” Bran asked. “Is there one near here?” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “There is, but it only shows up occasionally. Besides, the journey is too dangerous to make. You, ah, aren’t quite strong enough yet.” 
 
    “How strong would I have to be?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, to be honest. I’ve only ever gone there during a class. We might be able to make the journey together if you were level 5. But I think that will take a little while. However, it would be best to start training yourself and your monsters each morning if you want to progress faster. Especially since you are, well, a little far behind your peers. The end of year examinations aren’t very far away. Your unique abilities are amazing, but I don’t think even the Grand Archmage will be able to stop you from getting expelled if you fail the exams.” Alaro turned his gaze away from Bran, seeming a little shy about saying that. 
 
    Bran definitely understood that he had a long way to go. Especially after seeing what Alaro was capable of. During the fight with the ten Mire Crabs, Bran hadn’t been able to hold his own. Alaro, however, had dealt with the crabs as though they were nothing. 
 
    Bran hoped the next day he would have progressed enough to be able to take a group of the crabs again, without needing Alaro’s help this time. 
 
    But Alaro was right. Bran already knew that he had to work harder than his peers, that he would need all the help that he could get. When they turned in for the rest for the night, Bran was determined to train early in the morning. He had learned a trick in the army, one that helped him wake up when he needed to. It didn’t always work, but he hoped it would be able to get him up before Alaro woke. 
 
    That way, he could train before the day even started. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The next day, Bran managed to wake up before Alaro. He started the day by doing one hundred push-ups, a habit he had gained from being a soldier but had let slip over the last year of being a stable hand. 
 
    It wasn’t that he had gotten out of shape. He was still strong and fast, and his work as a stable hand had been rather taxing… but he certainly wasn’t fighting fit like he used to be. 
 
    He also summoned Shade and had it use Shadow Step around the small room. The shadow creature could already use Shadow Step far more effectively than Bran was able to. It made sense that it would come naturally to the monster. 
 
    Watching Shade use Shadow Step made him feel a little foolish for accidentally thinking he could use it in the battle the day before when he was in the wrong class configuration. He would have to be careful of that. He still hadn’t trained switching through the different configurations—that seemed counterproductive when he was supposed to be focusing solely on his Ranger abilities. But there would come a time when he would have to. 
 
    When he finished doing his push-ups, he moved on to doing one-legged squats. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he could do what he needed to condition the griffin’s toughness quite yet. That still felt like it was a little cruel. Then again, he thought he would like to use some of those techniques on himself, to toughen himself up during a fight. He might have to ask Alaro to help him with that. 
 
    After the squats, he took the bow out from his bag of holding, drawing the string without an arrow fifty times to grow stronger, ensuring he didn’t accidentally loose it. He knew a bow could break if you shot it without an arrow. Usually, the arrow would take all the force of the string being loosed, but if it wasn’t there, the shaft took that force instead. 
 
    His arms were still tired from the day before, and after his morning training, they stung so much they felt like they were on fire, but he wouldn’t let a little pain stop him from training. 
 
    When he had drawn the bow for the fiftieth time, Bran let out a long sigh. He placed the bow on the ground and rubbed his stinging bicep. 
 
    “You’re certainly eager, aren’t you?” Alaro said, having awoken a short time before Bran had finished. 
 
    Bran stretched out his tired arms. “I thought it best to take your advice.” 
 
    “That’s usually the best idea, in my opinion,” Alaro said with a grin. 
 
    Alaro ended up doing a few exercises himself. He took out his bow, which had a far heavier draw weight than Bran’s, and pulled it ten times. He also performed handstand push-ups against the stone wall of the room. Bran had never seen anyone do such a thing and wondered if he would be able to do it himself. He tried and almost fell on his head, only just able to cartwheel out of it and land on his feet. 
 
    After their morning exercises, the two summoners headed out of the ruins. Bran couldn’t help but stare at the etchings on the walls, wondering what in the Realms they could mean. The ancient writing intrigued him, seeming to pull him toward it. He ran his hand against the symbols, feeling the indentations in the stone. 
 
    He still didn’t believe that these ruins had been built by the Ketria Academy’s founders. There was something strange about them. Something that didn’t feel like any other structure he had seen before. 
 
    It made him wonder. The Archmage had said that there were theories about summoners originally coming from Monster Realms, before making their way to the Mortal Realm. If that were true, could their ruins be a remnant of those ancient peoples? He asked Alaro about it again. Considering how much of an interest Alaro had in the academy’s history, Bran had assumed he might be curious about this as well, but the Ranger was dismissive of the notion. 
 
    They headed back up the mountainous path toward the stream where they had trained the day before. Alaro told him that there would be a large cluster of Mire Crabs there again, which Bran was glad for. He relished the opportunity to test his skills once more. 
 
    It wasn’t just his arms aching, now. Bran’s legs were tremendously sore. Not just from making this steep trek the day before, but from the one-legged squats he had performed in the morning. 
 
    He would have to build that strength up, fast. 
 
    Shade and his griffin were summoned, trailing behind him up the mountain. The sun, which looked almost exactly like the sun in the Mortal Realm, cast its light toward the mountaintop, reflecting off the snow dusted peaks. 
 
    “Will we ever venture to the top?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro put his hand up to block the sunlight, gazing up at the mountaintop. “The higher up we go, the stronger the monsters get. The Assistant Headmistress didn’t mention how long I have you here for, but when we make it back to the academy this evening, I’ll see if we can get a full week. You might be strong enough on the last day to make the journey.” 
 
    Bran nodded. They still hadn’t seen any hint of the rare monsters Alaro had mentioned had been spotted here, but it was only their second day in the Monster Realm. 
 
    He looked up at the position of the sun. He couldn’t quite remember what time it had been when they had first arrived here, and so he wasn’t sure if it was late enough in the morning to have already reached his requirement of spending a continuous twenty-four hours in a Monster Realm. 
 
    As he had that thought, text flashed across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Future Spells to Unlock: 
 
    Dark Binding (Shadow): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    4x Deaths of Monster (1 remaining) 
 
    Dusk Miasma (Shadow): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet: 
 
    Spend a continuous 24 hours in a Monster Realm (1 hour remaining) 
 
    Vortex (Wind): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet: 
 
    Wind Blast Level 2 
 
    Gale Breath Level 2 
 
    Wind Whip Level 2 
 
    Use 1x Augment Item on Wind Monster 
 
      
 
    Bran reread the requirement, noticing what had changed. He still needed a little more time before it reached the twenty-four hour mark, but Dark Binding only required Shade die one more time. He looked at his monster, hovering just behind him next to the griffin, and still hated the idea of letting the shadow creature die. He hadn’t done it on purpose the day before. 
 
    But if it meant getting a new spell? He supposed he would have to do what needed to be done… 
 
    That would mean he could gain two spells today. 
 
    On their walk, he picked off a few more Vampiric Locusts. Though his arms were sore, he found it much easier to nock the arrows and draw the bow in a fluid motion now than he had the day before. He was still nowhere near as adept at doing it as Alaro was, but he was improving. 
 
    When they were nearing the stream once more, the waterfall’s crashing waters meeting their ears, there was a scraping noise above them. 
 
    A tingling sensation ran up Bran’s spine, warning him of imminent danger. 
 
    Bran looked up, and only just managed to push Alaro out of the way, preventing him from being hit by a large stone five times the size of his head. 
 
    Alaro got to his feet, dusting himself off. “Thanks.” He looked at the massive stone on the path, which had dug into the hard-packed dirt. “That could have killed me.” 
 
    The tingling sensation didn’t go away as Bran stood. He looked up and saw a monster barreling down the cliff face, somehow keeping its footing down the steep stone wall. 
 
    His scanner flashed text across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Horned Mountain Goat 
 
    Level: 6 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Toughness: 40 
 
    Agility: 25 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Before Bran even thought to, he had an enchanted arrow nocked in his bow. The arrow was enchanted with Wind Whip. He lined up his shot and loosed before the Horned Mountain Goat made it all the way down to the path. 
 
    Then he sent a mental command to both his monsters to engage the enemy. Alaro, who hadn’t even summoned one of his monsters yet, noticed what was happening and got out of the way, letting Bran deal with the monster. 
 
    Another tingling sensation ran up Bran’s spine. Except this one was stronger, wrenching his gut as well. 
 
    More rocks began to fall around them. Small avalanches tossing boulders onto the path. 
 
    A glance up at the two cliff faces walling the path sent his scanner going crazy. 
 
      
 
    Horned Mountain Goat 
 
    Level: 6 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Toughness: 40 
 
    Agility: 25 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Horned Mountain Goat 
 
    Level: 8 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 50 
 
    Agility: 35 
 
    Magic Power: 45 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Horned Mountain Goat 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 60 
 
    Toughness: 60 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 50 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    “Alaro!” Bran called to the Ranger. This wasn’t something Bran would be able to handle on his own. 
 
    Alaro was way ahead of him. His crystal flashed, and he summoned a monster Bran had never seen before. It looked humanoid. Two arms. Two legs. It wore rough clothing, a loincloth and not much else, and had a weird misshapen grin. Its entire body was green, and it had pointed ears that looked as though they had been chewed on. 
 
    Bran’s scanner flashed once more. 
 
      
 
    Cackling Goblin 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 55 
 
    Agility: 65 
 
    Magic Power: 70 
 
    Personality: Mischievous 
 
    Summoner Bond: 75% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    The creature cackled, clearly living up to its name. Purple light came from its hands, and a ball of magical energy formed in front of it. The Cackling Goblin threw the sphere of energy at the Horned Mountain Goat that Bran had been attacking. 
 
    The goat’s eyes widened. It reared up on its hind legs and made an awful screaming sound. It came back down as though it were assaulting something with its long, sharp horn—only there was nothing within its range of attack. 
 
    Had the goblin’s spell confused it? 
 
    Bran nocked another arrow, trying to keep the focus on the fight in front of him. He had to trust Alaro would deal with the other two goats while Bran took out this one—assuming he could. 
 
    He enchanted the second arrow with Wind Blast, hoping to knock the mountain goat off its feet. It was being harried from behind by Shade, the monster’s shadow claws digging into its flesh. 
 
    The griffin had engaged the mountain goat head on, and whatever the goblin had used to distract the goat must have worn off, as it began attacking the griffin. As the griffin and Horned Mountain Goat’s levels were so vastly different, the griffin was taking on damage fast. 
 
    Bran let the Wind Blast arrow loose. His aim had been perfect, and the arrow hit the goat in the head. But it didn’t have the desired effect of knocking it over. The goat had been harmed somewhat, but it shrugged off the force of the attack with a shake of its head. 
 
    The griffin was getting close to death.  
 
    Fly up! Bran thought, sending a mental command to the monster. The griffin flapped its wings, rearing up on its hind legs, then launched into the air. 
 
    He wouldn’t lose the monster again, not unless he had no other options. 
 
    Now the griffin was out of melee range, it sent a Wind Whip from high in the sky down at the Horned Mountain Goat. A long slice of wind hurtled toward the enemy monster, leaving a deep gash in its back. 
 
    The Horned Mountain Goat turned its attention to Shade, stamping the shadow creature with its hooves and headbutting with its horns. 
 
    Bran took a deep breath, drawing another arrow as calmly as he could manage. With the griffin utilizing spells from above, the monster was almost out of mana, and Bran’s quiver hadn’t been prepared with pre-enchanted arrows yet. 
 
    He heard a thud from behind him and wondered what it was. Could it be one of the other Horned Mountain Goats falling to Alaro’s attacks? 
 
    He nocked the arrow, enchanting it with Wind Whip, bottoming out his griffin’s mana reserves in the process. He looked forward to when the monster had the Stone Griffin evolution. He wouldn’t have had to pull it out of melee range so quickly, had that been the case. 
 
    The Horned Mountain Goat seemed to be near death. One more hit from one of Bran’s enchanted arrows might take it down. 
 
    But Shade, too, was nearing death. 
 
    Bran hesitated. If Shade were to die here, it would fulfill the requisites to gain another spell. He glanced over his shoulder to see how Alaro was fairing against the other two Horned Mountain Goats. 
 
    One of the hostile monsters had been defeated and was lying on the ground. That had been the sound Bran must have heard. The other was cornered and looked utterly confused. The Cackling Goblin must have used one of its spells on the monster. 
 
    Alaro was aiming another of his enchanted arrows at his remaining enemy. 
 
    They were in no real danger here. 
 
    Bran turned back to the monster he was facing. 
 
    This would be the perfect opportunity. 
 
    He bit his lip and lowered his bow. He hated doing this to Shade, but it was a part of the spell’s requirements. He had no choice if he wanted to get stronger. 
 
    The mountain goat slammed its horns straight through the shadow creature. 
 
    Shade breathed his last. The shadow creature began to glow, then slammed into Bran. A massive wave of pain and exhaustion came with the forced absorption. 
 
    Then text flashed across Bran’s vision. 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Shade has unlocked the spell Dark Binding. 
 
      
 
    Bran barely registered the text, instead focusing on taking the last shot at the Horned Mountain Goat. 
 
    He loosed. 
 
    The Wind Whip enchanted arrow wasn’t strong enough to cut all the way through the monster, like it might have for something weaker, but it slashed into it well enough. 
 
    Bran had miscalculated, however. The monster was close to death, but not as close as he had thought. 
 
    Now its aggression turned upon him in full. 
 
    The Horned Mountain Goat brushed a hoof against the ground, puffed air from its nostrils in a grunt, then charged at Bran, its vicious horns down. 
 
    Bran felt weak. His hands and arms were shaking from the pain of absorbing Shade. He took another arrow from his quiver, nocking it into the bow as swiftly as he could. Training alone was why he didn’t fumble it. 
 
    He had no more wind spells to enchant his arrows as the griffin’s mana reserves were depleted, and he couldn’t enchant the arrow with Shadow Step to teleport the monster away, as he couldn’t use spells from a monster that had just died. 
 
    If he sent the griffin down to intercept, it would die the moment it was hit. And Bran doubted he could sustain the absorption of a second dead monster. Besides, it probably wouldn’t make it in time. 
 
    Bran drew the arrow back, bowstring cutting into his check, and stood his ground as the Horned Mountain Goat charged him. 
 
    He had made plenty of shots like this in the last two days. Unlike this one, all of those arrows had been enchanted. But that didn’t matter. He could do this. 
 
    He exhaled, loosing the arrow. 
 
    The arrow pierced one of the monster’s eyes. It went limp and fell to the ground. 
 
    Bran leaned over, putting a hand on his knee, taking deep breaths. 
 
    Another thud sounded from behind him, then something slammed against his back. 
 
    Bran flinched, but found it was just a slap from Alaro. 
 
    “Good shot, Bran!” Alaro said. “You stood your ground perfectly. Then again, I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.” 
 
    The fullness of mastery entered into Bran, though it didn’t feel like much. The Cackling Goblin had used a spell on the Horned Mountain Goat, so some of the mastery went to Alaro and his monster. 
 
    As Bran was catching his breath, text appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Shade has unlocked the spell Dusk Miasma. 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled. Twenty-four hours must have passed. 
 
    He had just gained two spells in the space of a minute! As he hadn’t had a chance to read the Dark Binding spell’s description during the fight, he read the descriptions of both new spells at once. 
 
      
 
    Dark Binding: Level 1 
 
    Dark Binding sends tendrils of shadow to ensnare an enemy, trapping them in its grip and preventing them from moving. 
 
    How long the enemy is trapped depends upon their strength and the strength of the wielder’s magic power attribute, and can vary greatly. 
 
      
 
    Dusk Miasma: Level 1 
 
    Dusk Miasma creates a dark patch of shadow that deals damage over time to anything within its range. 
 
      
 
    Bran’s face broke out in a smile as he read the two descriptions. He could already tell that Dark Binding would come in handy. It would be incredibly helpful when using a bow to attack an enemy. 
 
    In theory, he could simply trap a monster with Dark Binding, then shoot it as many times as he could before the binding failed. 
 
    Dusk Miasma was a bit different. He supposed he could trap a creature with Dark Binding, then envelop it within Dusk Miasma. 
 
    He wondered about that. 
 
    He could enchant his first arrow with Dark Binding, his second arrow with Dusk Miasma, then his final arrow with Wind Whip. That should be able to take out even the strongest of the Mire Crabs he was about to come up against. Of course, it would have been better if Dark Binding was able to work on multiple opponents at once. Could that be a possible evolution of the spell, once he had increased in mastery? 
 
    “I just gained two new spells,” Bran said. “I think we should rest here for a while, before I go up against the Mire Crabs.” 
 
    Bran pulled a lesser health potion and lesser mana potion from his bag of holding. He gulped them both down in quick succession, though they weren’t quite enough to get him and his monsters back to full strength. 
 
    The griffin landed beside him, sagging its shoulders as it folded its wings inward. It looked a little better after Bran had taken the health potion, but it was still hurt. Bran patted the griffin on the head. The griffin nuzzled against his hand. 
 
    “Don’t forget to grab the loot the Horned Mountain Goat dropped.” Alaro pointed at the ground beside the dead monster, where the creature’s horns had fallen. These horns looked different from the others in that they had a very faint glow to them. “That is an augmentation item. If your griffin consumes that item, it should increase its strength attribute. It will also augment its features.” 
 
    Bran kneeled by the dead Horned Mountain Goat and grabbed the horns. He gestured for the griffin to come toward him, then placed the horns at its feet. The griffin didn’t need any coaxing—it instantly bit down on the horns. With its powerful beak, the horns were crushed into dust. The grinding noise made Bran cringe. 
 
    The griffin swallowed the horns then began to glow. 
 
    Bran had never seen a monster evolve before, but he wondered if it looked a little bit like this. 
 
    The glow was centered around the griffin’s head. Small growths began to sprout from there. In a moment, the growths became longer, then sharpened to a point at their end. 
 
    Bran blinked. The augmentation item had made his griffin grow horns. The horns looked similar to that of the mountain goat’s but were less curved. 
 
      
 
    Griffin Strength Attribute Increased: Level 5 → 7 
 
      
 
    “Whoa,” Bran said. 
 
    The monster’s strength had gone up by two points! Of course, he had wanted to increase the monster’s toughness. He supposed any increase in its attributes was a good thing. Perhaps it would be able to take down the Mire Crabs more easily now that it was stronger. 
 
    He told Alaro about the new spells he had just gained. The Ranger nodded with his eyebrows raised, looking impressed. 
 
    “Those will definitely come in handy in your next fight,” Alaro said. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” Bran couldn’t wait to face the Mire Crabs now. 
 
    They looted the rest of the items the Horned Mountain Goats had dropped. Bran found a few of the creatures’ hooves. He wasn’t exactly sure what he would do with them, but Alaro assured him that he would be able to sell whatever they found in the Trading Hall back at the Academy. 
 
    “We are definitely going to run out of space in our bags of holding today,” Alaro said. “We might have to start prioritizing what we pick up. Or, we could stash what we find in the room with the crafting station.” The Ranger, having finished looting the monsters, was already re-enchanting some of his arrows, creating notches in their shafts with a small dagger. 
 
    Bran examined the Cackling Goblin briefly. The monster looked back at him, tilting its head to the side with a weird grin on its face. “Where did you find this monster?” Bran asked, turning back to Alaro. Something about the way the monster grinned was unsettling. 
 
    “I found him in a really interesting Monster Realm I visited during one of my taming classes. They took us down to one of the portals in the old archive tunnels. This Realm…” Alaro shook his head. “There were a lot of strange monsters there, I tell you. Perhaps I’ll be able to show it to you in the future. You are nowhere near ready to set foot there now.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He knew he still had a long way to go, but he was proud of the progress he had made so far. 
 
    Still, there was so much he hadn’t seen. So many Monster Realms he’d yet to visit. Though they had been here for twenty-four hours, he felt like he had barely scratched the surface of what this Monster Realm had to offer, let alone any other. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like spending the rest of his life adventuring in Monster Realms, becoming stronger and stronger. 
 
    Of course, he had to remember why he was doing this. He wasn’t here just because of the adventure. He was here because he needed to be ready. 
 
    The students from the Dreadmorth Institute had defeated him so easily back on the Lion’s Mane. If he ever faced them again, he wanted to make sure he came out the victor. 
 
    He wanted to beat them into the ground. 
 
    And when the next war came, he wanted to stride into battle and find the summoner on the manticore who had killed his friends. 
 
    Bran looked down at his shaking hands and realized he had been clenching his fists. He let them relax and took a deep breath, calming himself. Yes, he was training to get stronger. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy it. 
 
    When five minutes went by, Bran summoned Shade again. The shadow creature hovered nearby and tilted its head up at him. Bran approached it, wondering if it would be agitated because he had let it die. But the monster nuzzled his hand. In that gesture, Bran felt a tug at the bond between them. 
 
    He paused. 
 
    He had never felt this tug before. It felt… entirely natural. Along with the tug came information. Or rather, understanding. 
 
    Somehow, Bran knew Shade understood why he had let it die. 
 
    It was a strange, curious feeling. He wondered if other summoners felt this type of bond. Was this something all summoners felt? Or was this unique to him and his rare abilities? 
 
    Bran closed his eyes and tried to sink into what he was feeling. He could feel the bond with the shadow creature at the edge of his mind. In a way, it was similar to the feeling he got when there was imminent danger around. But that was more of a tingling, gut wrenching dread. 
 
    This was very different. 
 
    Instead of feeling like dread, it felt comforting. Like the warmth of a fire in an inn’s common room on a stormy winter’s night. 
 
    After a long moment of probing the bond, it slipped out of his grasp. It was as though the more he pushed to feel it, the harder it was to feel. 
 
    Bran opened his eyes and looked up at Alaro. The Ranger was looking at him curiously, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “What just happened?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran explained the tugging of the bond he had felt between him and Shade in as much detail as he could manage. When he was finished, he asked, “Have you felt anything like that before?” 
 
    Alaro looked a little confused, then shook his head. “That does sound strange. A monster can hear our mental commands, and even feel what we feel. We can sense when they are hurt, or near death. But that is where the bond ends.” His brow furrowed deeply. “I have never heard of a summoner being so in tune with their monster as to feel their emotions telepathically.” He shrugged. “Perhaps it’s just another thing that makes you unique.” Alaro nodded along the path. “Are you almost healed up?” 
 
    “Close. Though I still need to enchant my arrows.” 
 
    Bran was wondering if it would be more efficient to take a lesser mana potion before entering the battle with the Mire Crabs, rather than waiting for his monsters’ mana pools to regenerate naturally. While using a mana potion cost more resources, it would save him time. 
 
    If he had to train harder than his peers, he couldn’t waste too much time resting. 
 
    But he still had mana left over, so he decided to enchant and notch his arrows as he and Alaro walked side by side down the mountainous path. When he was done, he consumed a lesser mana potion to refill his mana reserves. 
 
    The crashing of water falling into the stream met their ears. 
 
    Alaro ducked his head around the corner. “There are actually more huddled around the stream than there were yesterday. Do you think you can take fifteen by yourself?” He grinned. 
 
    Bran did a mental inventory of how much he had progressed since the last battle the day before. He wasn’t sure if he could take on fifteen Mire Crabs or not, but he wasn’t about to walk away from the challenge. 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be a problem.” He returned Alaro’s grin, though his was more forced. 
 
    This would be a wonderful way to test his new spells, and to see if his training with the Ranger was paying off.

  

 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before turning the corner, Bran felt the notches in his arrows. 
 
    He had changed the system he used for his arrows, and he was now making sure he had it committed to memory before he fought the Mire Crabs. 
 
    It wouldn’t do him any good if he grabbed a Gale Breath arrow instead of a Dark Binding arrow. He needed to be sure the system worked. 
 
    He had decided, considering the number of enemies, that he should enchant as many arrows as he could. Three of the arrows had a Dark Binding spell enchanted to them. These were the arrows that he had cut one notch into the shaft on. 
 
    The arrows with two notches were enchanted with Dusk Miasma. 
 
    Three notches were for Gale Breath arrows, which he hoped would be helpful for crowd control. 
 
    Four and five notches were Wind Whip and Shadow Step. He only had Shadow Step imbued into one of his arrows, as it was more of a last resort in case an enemy got in too close. He felt as though that enchantment was the least useful. 
 
    He touched each of the arrows in his quiver, feeling the notches one by one. 
 
    “All right. I’m ready,” Bran said. 
 
    In this fight, he knew he would have to be more careful than in the last. More strategic. He couldn’t just send his monsters out to fight and start shooting whatever came after him. 
 
    The griffin had gained strength from the augmentation item it had used, but it hadn’t gained any toughness since the last fight, which meant it would still be just as vulnerable as the day before. 
 
    As he had taken a lesser mana potion after enchanting all his arrows, the mana pools for both of his monsters were full. 
 
    Bran let out a long breath, then remembered he had an elemental resistance potion. He took it from his bag. The potion made a summoner or their monster resistant to earth-type attacks. The liquid inside the vial was brown. Bran tried not to think of what it reminded him of as he downed it in one quick gulp, ensuring it was applied to his griffin. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    He stepped in front of Alaro and poked his head around the corner, getting a look at where all the monsters were situated. As he did, his scanner identified the fifteen Mire Crabs. Bran only looked at the stats of a few of them, trying to figure out how many level 4s there were. 
 
    This time, there were five level 4 Mire Crabs. The rest were between level 1 and 3. He looked down at his arrows again, ducking back behind the corner.  
 
    Five level 4 Mire Crabs. He only had Dark Binding enchanted on three of his arrows. 
 
    Still, he wanted to walk into the battle now. 
 
    He was prepared well enough. 
 
    With a mental command, he sent out Shade and the griffin, making them go to separate sides of the area. That action split the Mire Crabs’ aggression, sending them in two different ways. 
 
    Bran already had a Dark Binding arrow nocked. He aimed it at one of the level 4 Mire Crabs, exhaled, then loosed. The arrow slammed into the Mire Crab’s shell. 
 
    The Dark Binding enchantment activated immediately. Dark tendrils of shadow sprung out and clutched the monster, stopping it from moving any further. It could still swipe out with its claws, but it couldn’t walk. 
 
    Bran drew and nocked another Dark Binding arrow. He managed to shoot two more of the level 4 mire craps with the enchanted arrows. He then shot them all with Dusk Miasma. Almost immediately, he could see that they were taking damage each second. 
 
    Shade was Shadow Stepping around the monsters, making them run after it. It would attack, then disappear in an instant. 
 
    The griffin was flying in the air, using Gale Breath to hit as many of the crabs as it could. 
 
    Bran focused on the other two level 4 Mire Crabs, the ones he had no Dark Binding arrows for. He sent Wind Whip arrows at the monsters, one after the other. 
 
    This time, unlike the day before, none of the Mire Crabs were able to dodge his arrows. 
 
    All the training he had done the previous afternoon and evening had paid off. 
 
    And unlike yesterday, Bran made sure he was on the move while he attacked the Mire Crabs. He ran to the right, around the cluster of monsters, the easiest direction to run while shooting a bow braced in one’s left hand. 
 
    Alaro would be close by, monitoring the fight, but Bran didn’t want the man to have to intervene. Not this time. 
 
    He could do this on his own. 
 
    Bran made sure to have as many Wind Whip arrows as he could manage enchanted before the fight, as he knew they were his strongest offensive weapon. He also knew just how many shots he needed to take these damned monsters down. 
 
    The first of the oncoming Mire Crabs went down well before it got to him. The second looked like it was halfway toward death. Another two arrows and he would have it. 
 
    He felt the fullness of mastery as the second crab went down, and quickly surveyed the battlefield. He didn’t want what happened yesterday to happen again. 
 
    Fortunately, he wasn’t the only one who had gained some skills since the last fight. Shade and the griffin seemed to remember what had happened the day before, and were being more cautious in their attacks, not letting themselves get overwhelmed. 
 
    The three remaining level 4 crabs began to rear up on their hind legs, like they had the day before. 
 
    Of course, just because they couldn’t move didn’t mean they couldn’t use their spells. Bran looked where the crabs were facing. Their beady eyes were staring up at the griffin in the air. He could interrupt their spells by shooting a Gale Breath arrow at them, but he knew the griffin still needed to sustain more earth attacks to get it closer to reaching the requirements of its next evolution. 
 
    Just like when Bran had let Shade die, he had to let the griffin get hit by these attacks, even though he could prevent them from happening. 
 
    Bran turned his attention to where Shade was. The monster was still close to full health, but as it was using Shadow Step so much, it was nearing the end of its mana reserve. And it looked as though Shadow Step wasn’t the only attack it had chosen to utilize. Two of the other Mire Crabs were stuck in place with Dark Binding. 
 
    The stuck crabs were all clustered together, so Bran loaded a Gale Breath arrow. He swiftly loosed it, shooting the crab on the left. He hit the crab dead on, and it died in an instant. The crab beside it was knocked over, the tendrils of shadow caused by Dark Binding still halting much of its movement. 
 
    The three remaining level 4 crabs shot stones up at the griffin. All three of the stones hit home. Though Bran had consumed an earth elemental resistance potion before the fight, the attacks still took a massive chunk out of the griffin’s lifeforce. 
 
    He couldn’t let that happen again, not if he wanted both of his monsters to survive this fight. 
 
    Not if he wanted to win. 
 
    The level 4 Mire Crabs had taken consistent damage from Dusk Miasma and were still held fast in place by the Dark Binding spell. 
 
    He was definitely seeing the usefulness of combining the two spells. If only he could enchant an arrow with two spells at once, that would be masterful… 
 
    Another Gale Breath arrow nocked, he shot at the cluster of level 4s. Again. And again. Until they were finally downed. 
 
    He let out a long breath, still running in a circle around the attackers. None of the crabs had managed to reach him, and he could see the entire field of battle from where he ran. 
 
    Was this what it felt like to be in control of your surroundings? He couldn’t help but think what it would be like when he had more monsters to command, more spells to use. 
 
    And more than that, he wondered what it would be like when he could switch seamlessly to other class configurations. If he were in Beastmaster configuration, he could take on the strongest qualities of his monsters, increase his own strength and agility, use the halberd in his bag of holding… 
 
    Bran refocused. He wasn’t here to train all his different class configurations. Right now, he wasn’t skilled enough in each to do them all at once. He had to do them one at a time. 
 
    More of the monsters fell to Shade and the griffin’s attacks. Running low on mana, the griffin had to land, sending strikes with its vicious talons and impaling crabs with its new razor-sharp horns. 
 
    The griffin’s lifeforce was still falling, even with the resistance potion bolstering its defenses. Bran couldn’t wait for it to evolve. None of his monsters were able to stand against these enemies in a melee for very long. 
 
    When the griffin felt close to death, instead of reabsorbing it, Bran commanded the griffin to take to the air. Its lifeforce wasn’t the only thing that had been drained by the fight. It had cast so many spells while flying that its mana pool was depleted. 
 
    Hang back, Bran commanded it, hoping the monster’s mana would regenerate fast enough to be able to cast another spell before the end of the battle. 
 
    There were still five monsters remaining. 
 
    Bran stole a glance back at Alaro. The Ranger was watching closely. His right hand hovered over his quiver, his left gripping his bow. He looked ready to step in at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. The last thing he wanted was the man to have to intervene again. 
 
    He would win this fight on his own. 
 
    Shade was also close to death, and now that the griffin was in the air, it had the aggression of all five Mire Crabs yet to be defeated upon it. If Bran were to absorb Shade, every monster would turn its attention toward him. 
 
    Bran made a tactical decision. 
 
    Run around the field, he mentally commanded Shade. 
 
    Shade responded instantly, dodging out of the way of one of the Mire Crab’s claws. As it could no longer Shadow Step, it hovered at speed, evading its attackers. 
 
    Bran picked off the crabs one by one as they ran. All the level 4 crabs were dead, and none of the ones left over seemed to want to perform spells—which was fortunate, as it left Bran as the only ranged fighter in the battle. 
 
    But he was out of enchanted arrows and had no way to create any more. 
 
    Still, he could never have imagined taking on this many monsters at once even the day before. And even if he couldn’t use any enchanted arrows, he had plenty of normal arrows at his disposal. 
 
    He picked off the remaining crabs one by one as they chased after Shade. None of them were fast enough to catch up. 
 
    When the final crab breathed its last, Bran let out a sigh, his arms burning from the efforts of the battle. 
 
    Alaro walked up to him and gave him a friendly slap on the back. “You didn’t even miss a single shot. I can’t say I’ve ever seen a novice Ranger pull off something like that before. You’re definitely going to go a long way at this, Bran.” 
 
    The last of the mastery entered into Bran, and he felt a great fullness inside. 
 
    Then, he began to feel far more powerful than he ever had. His heart was racing, beating like a drum against his chest. A tingling sensation ran all the way through his body, though this one didn’t feel like it signified danger. 
 
    He had the sudden urge to pump his fists into the air, though he resisted the temptation. He looked over at Alaro. “I feel… amazing.” 
 
    Alaro smiled at him. “That doesn’t surprise me. Sounds like you’re getting pretty close to the next level. Though it could still be another day or two yet.” He nodded at all the dead monsters. “Time to reap the rewards.” 
 
    Bran let out a long breath. His two monsters came back to him, resting beside him. He petted Shade, and the shadow creature nuzzled into him. 
 
    By the time they finished looting the corpses of the Mire Crabs, his bag of holding was well and truly full. Alaro’s, however, still had plenty of room, and was actually able to hold far more than Bran’s, so they shared the burden of carrying everything. That was when Bran remembered what Alaro had said when they first came to this Monster Realm. 
 
    “You said you were hoping to gain a lot of coin from training me here, but you’ve been letting me take down all of the monsters we face,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Urslan will pay me for tutoring you. That’s usually how something like this works.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “Still, I think it’s only fair that we share in the loot. I wouldn’t be able to be here without your protection, not at my level.” 
 
    Alaro raised his eyebrows. “Well, now that’s an interesting suggestion. As I was saying earlier, we should definitely head back to the academy this afternoon. Your bag is full, mine is getting close, and you already got your twenty-four hours in a Monster Realm for that spell. But before we get back…” He grinned. “Maybe we can take down as many monsters as possible around the ruins. Split up. Make a game of taking down the Vampiric Locusts with our monsters and bows.” He nodded back down the mountain path. “What do you say we drop some of these things down at the crafting station and go back out?” 
 
    Bran tilted his head up. Though he had been given a scholarship by Urslan, he knew that would only cover so much. If he wanted to purchase upgrades, enchantments, even new spells or weapons, he would have to do it with his own money. If they looted a lot today, he might be able to get better outfitted with potions for the next day. 
 
    Then he could train harder, faster, with less breaks between fights. 
 
    Bran smiled back at Alaro, then nodded fiercely. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    They headed back down the mountain at a run, taking down monsters along the way. They encountered a few more Horned Mountain Goats, and Bran found them much easier to fight after he had used Dark Binding on them. 
 
    Though when the monsters were trapped, they were more likely to use their rock spell. 
 
    He took a hard knock to the head during one of the fights, but it gave the griffin several more opportunities to absorb earth spells. 
 
    The monster was getting closer and closer to reaching all the requirements of its evolution. 
 
    He found taking down monsters to be an incredibly satisfying way to train. Every time he defeated a monster, he was filled with mastery. And so were his monsters. 
 
     As they headed down the mountain, Bran once again looked at all the requirements his monsters needed to gain spells and evolutions. 
 
      
 
    Future Spells to Unlock: 
 
    Vortex (Wind): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet: 
 
    Wind Blast Level 2 
 
    Gale Breath Level 2 
 
    Wind Whip Level 2 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling (magic power based) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Magic Power 8 
 
    Cast 100 Shadow Spells In Combat (49 remaining) 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin (earth element - toughness) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Toughness 8 
 
    Absorb 40x Earth Attacks (20 remaining) 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was getting close. Closer than he had expected. Though he still wasn’t sure how long it would take to increase the toughness and magic power of his monsters. He had expected them to increase naturally through all the fights they had been through, and the training he had done with Shade that morning, but it seemed as though that wasn’t enough. 
 
    Bran wished they could visit one of the zones Alaro had spoken of, where training for a few hours with a monster was like a few weeks anywhere else. 
 
    Still, he had gained two spells that day, and defeated an entire cluster of Mire Crabs, most of which were at a higher level than himself and his monsters. 
 
    When they made it back to the ruins and dropped off some of the contents of their bags of holding, stashing the items in the crafting station room, the two summoners split off. Alaro still had his Cackling Goblin summoned, and had an arrow nocked as he walked off. Part of Bran wished he could follow the man. He hadn’t really seen what the Ranger was capable of yet, as he had only ever stepped in when Bran was in danger of losing a fight. 
 
    Another part of him, a much stronger, louder part, was thrilled to be walking through a Monster Realm by himself. He knew that the reason they had come close to the ruins to split up was because the monsters were lower level here, but he still felt good that Alaro trusted him to venture around here by himself. 
 
    Though, Bran supposed, he never truly was by himself. He looked at his two monsters. The bond between the griffin had increased a lot over the last few days, and had now reached 60%, something he had thought would take a lot longer. 
 
    He had only been a summoner a few days, but it was already starting to feel… so natural. He wondered if it always felt that way. He supposed it was natural. Summoners were born with their powers, even if they lay dormant until they came of age. These powers, these bonds, they were natural. 
 
    But he also knew that he was different. There were things that he could do that no one else could. He still hadn’t given that very much thought, other than when it came to the practical uses. 
 
    He touched one of the crystals on his bandoleer—the second crystal, the one that he had never known was a summoner crystal until the day he had walked onto the Lion’s Mane. 
 
    A family heirloom, he thought, wondering where it might have come from. He still didn’t know who his father was, but as far as he knew, his mother had no summoners in her family. 
 
    Did his summoner powers come from his father? Is that where this crystal had come from? 
 
    He didn’t know, but he wanted to find out. 
 
    And he wanted to know why his powers were so unique. Why could he fuse monsters, when no one else could? He was eager to discover what Urslan might have learned since he had started translating sections of the book he had found in the founders’ archives. 
 
    Bran thought about this as he fought the Vampiric Locusts, sending his monsters to attack them, tracking more locusts down the mountain range, but always keeping the ruins in sight. 
 
    A few times between battles, he paused and just looked at the view. Though they were further down the mountain now than before, they were still high up. The ruins looked over a massive landscape. In the distance, he could see fields of green and brown. Even further than that, he could see woodlands. He even thought he spotted the blue of an ocean. 
 
    There was so much more to this Monster Realm than he had seen thus far. So much more than what was near the ruins. 
 
    Every Monster Realm was an entire world. 
 
    It was still hard to believe. 
 
    As he hunted, he contemplated more than just his family history. He had to wonder if there was anyone else in the Mortal Realm who had abilities like his. They might be rare, but Urslan had found a book detailing what his class was, what it could do, even a spell scroll for Unjoin. 
 
    And what he might be called—Worldbreaker. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t the only summoner in the world hiding his abilities. 
 
    He was also reminded of the painting he had seen of Founder Jakarris riding that giant kraken. Alaro, who of course knew far more about Ketria Academy history than Bran did, had said the man was a Mage because of the way he wielded magic, yet the founder had been riding a monster just as a Lancer would. 
 
    What if the man wasn’t a Mage? 
 
    What if he had been like Bran? Able to switch through the different configurations? His fellow founders could have kept that a secret for him easily enough, couldn’t they? 
 
    When Bran had killed thirty of the Vampiric Locusts, and the sun in this realm was coming close to falling behind the mountain, he headed back to the ruins with his monsters. 
 
    It had been a good training session, fighting out here without Alaro. He knew he would be able to achieve far more, venture far further, were he in a party, but it felt good to know he wouldn’t instantly die out here being on his own. 
 
    As he walked back to the ruins, he felt the familiar tingling sensation run up his spine and wrench at his gut. He had been feeling this all day, of course, every time a monster was nearby. 
 
    But this was ten times stronger than any of those sensations had been. 
 
    He halted where he stood, focusing in on his hearing, mentally commanding his monsters to rally beside him. 
 
    The griffin’s head went up, as though it had heard something. Bran wished he could hear what it heard. He petted the monster on its head, and as he did, he felt the tug of his bond. 
 
    He had only felt that tug once, and it had been with Shade, not the griffin. This tug wasn’t as strong as the feeling he had gotten from Shade, but that made sense considering his bond with Shade was much stronger than his bond with the griffin. 
 
    Still, with the tug—and touching the monster seemed to help focus what he was feeling—he felt what the monster felt. 
 
    That there was danger nearby. 
 
    That a powerful monster was lurking. 
 
    Bran turned his head toward where the griffin felt the threat was coming from, which was the same place his fear-sense told him it came from. 
 
    There was a small copse of trees running down the side of the mountain, obscured by some massive rocks jutting out from the ground. 
 
    Bran slowly walked forward, past the rock, to get a better look through the trees. 
 
    His eyes caught movement. Something black, silver, and sleek bounding through the underbrush. 
 
    He felt his scanner try to identify it, but the monster moved too fast for it to get a read. 
 
    The tingling disappeared as fast as it came. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. Had that been one of the rare monsters Alaro had mentioned? The Iron Lynx? Had his fear-sense been stronger because of how high level the monster was? 
 
    For a moment, Bran considered going after the monster. But that wouldn’t be wise. Perhaps if he had Alaro with him. Bran looked over at the ruins. He couldn’t see Alaro from here—the man had ventured to the opposite side, near the mountain path they had come down from. It would take far too long to get him back here. 
 
    Bran sighed and trudged back up the mountain slope. 
 
    His fear flared again, even stronger this time. 
 
    There was more than one monster out there. 
 
    He stared over at the copse of trees, past the massive jutting rocks. His old sergeant’s words ran through his mind: A soldier has to know when to retreat. 
 
    Bran switched to the Lancer configuration, absorbed Shade, then rode the griffin back to the ruins. 
 
    Whatever was out there, he didn’t want to face it alone. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran and Alaro spent a good hour scouring the area down from the ruins. They walked through the copse of trees, but whatever powerful monsters Bran had sensed earlier were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    In the end, the pair decided it best to head back to the academy. Alaro wasn’t even sure Bran was ready for a fight like that. If he truly had spotted the Iron Lynx and if that other monster had been the Crocolisk… Well, the fight might not go very well. 
 
    So they bundled up all of their items, carrying what didn’t fit in their bags of holding the traditional way, and headed back through the portal. 
 
    When they stepped out of the portal, Bran looked at his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Minor Bag of Holding 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    1x Halberd 
 
    3x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    2x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    3x Lesser Health Potions 
 
    2x Lesser Mana Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Venom Antidote 
 
    2x Venom Antidote 
 
    6x Spider silk 
 
    8x Goat Hooves 
 
    10x Crab Shell 
 
    10x Crab Claw 
 
    10x Crab Meat 
 
    10x Locust Wing 
 
    10x Locust Legs 
 
    0 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    As well as what Bran had in his own bag of holding, Alaro carried fifteen more locust legs, fifteen locust wings, ten crab shells, and six crab claws for him, as his bag of holding could hold considerably more. Bran still wasn’t sure exactly what use all these items would have, but Alaro assured him that other summoners would want to buy them for crafting, and that the meat could be sold to expensive restaurants in the capitals as delicacies. 
 
    The cold from stepping through the portal bit into his skin and gnawed at his bones. 
 
    Before they went to the Trading Hall, they dumped their items in their rooms and got cleaned up. Bran grabbed one of his spare uniforms. The one he had been wearing was covered in a lot of monster blood, and had a tear in the sleeve where one of the Mire Crab’s claws had slashed through his forearm. He would have to get the uniform mended. 
 
    Frankly, he absolutely reeked. 
 
    He emerged from the bathing rooms feeling like a new man, wearing his fresh Ketria Academy uniform proudly. 
 
    After spending two full days in a Monster Realm, sleeping the night there, fighting so many monsters, gaining new spells, looting so many items, and even venturing off on his own, he was starting to feel like he actually belonged here. 
 
    Of course, he still had barely gotten to know anyone in this place. He walked the halls, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword—a sword he had yet to draw in battle—the other resting on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    All he could think about was how much he might progress the next time he ventured into the Monster Realm with Alaro. Would he reach the next level of Ranger then? Would his monsters level up and evolve? If the griffin evolved to Stone Griffin, he would be able to gain the Vortex spell. 
 
    He smiled to himself as he walked. Alaro had told him to meet him in the dining hall when he was ready, and that they would head to the Trading Hall in the evening. 
 
    Bran wasn’t thinking about where he was going, and he found his legs leading him down to the library. When he reached the massive double doors that marked the library’s entrance, he stopped, frowning at them. Why had he headed here, instead of the dining hall? 
 
    Urslan. 
 
    It had been at the back of his mind, and sometimes at the front of it, ever since he had left the archives that first night. 
 
    What would the Grand Archmage discover about Bran’s powers? Did he already know something new? He must have learned something in the past two days. Maybe quite a lot… 
 
    “Bran?” a woman’s voice sounded behind him. 
 
    Bran turned around to find Lara standing a few feet away. Curiously, she still wore her Mage robes, not a Ketria Academy uniform like himself, so it was hard to know what year of the Academy she was in. 
 
    Lara gave him a once over. “The uniform suits you, Bran.” 
 
    Bran’s hands left his sword hilt and bandoleer to smooth down the crinkles in his uniform. “It’s more comfortable than I assumed it would be.” 
 
    “Urslan said you were being tutored by a Ranger?” Lara asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Alaro, a third-year. Do you know him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not well.” Lara had a thick, hardback book under her arm. She motioned toward the library. “Were you heading inside?” 
 
    “That depends. Is Urslan in there?” 
 
    “He’s in his office. Been locked in there since yesterday.” She looked down, deep lines furrowing her brow. “I know—” She paused and looked around the hall. 
 
    No one was around, but she led him away from the doors anyway, out onto a balcony that overlooked the academy’s front grounds. The sun had set, and the gardens and fields were bathed in a deep orange light. 
 
    Lara cleared her throat. “Urslan spoke to me yesterday morning.” She sighed, looking a little tired. “Very early in the morning. He told me everything he knew about your powers, the book, the scroll, and that I’ll be mentoring you once Alaro is satisfied you have the basic Ranger skills down.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “The Assistant Headmistress mentioned you would be mentoring me, yes.” 
 
    Lara came to stand by the balcony’s rail, looking out at the grounds. “Do you realize how unique your abilities truly are?” 
 
    “I think I’m starting to understand.” Bran rested his arms on the rail, staring at the sunset. “I know I wouldn’t be here without them. Not at my age.” 
 
    “Well, saving the Grand Archmage’s life might have come into play for that, too.” 
 
    He nodded. “Maybe. But… I need to speak with Urslan.” He looked down at his hands, remembering that tugging bond he felt with his monsters. “I’m discovering more things that make me… unique. I want to know why. I want to know what makes me different, why it took me so long to discover this power… If it helps me in the next war…” 
 
    “The next war?” Lara asked. “Of course that’s what you would be thinking about.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She let out a long sigh. “I know you were once a soldier, but you need to hear this. There are more important things going on in this world than the wars the Kingdom of Kalaran gets into.” 
 
    Bran closed his eyes. When he did, he saw all the destruction the last war had caused. The friends he had lost. The people he had killed.  
 
    He opened his eyes again, staring at her. “More important?” 
 
    “Sorry, that… I didn’t mean to sound insensitive. War is horrible. I know you saw that firsthand, but…” She paused, biting her lip. He had never seen her look like this before. Nervous. Apprehensive. She had always come across as so confident. 
 
    She still wasn’t looking at him, instead her gaze was locked down at the grounds. Except she didn’t seem to see anything. Her look was glazed and far away. “You remember that Monster Realm portal, the one that opened and almost killed thousands upon thousands?” Lara whispered, so low he could barely hear her. 
 
    “The one Mage Ganadon stopped?” Bran asked. 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “What about it?” Bran’s question came out a little gruff, a little abrupt, still dealing with what she had said about there being more important things than war. 
 
    “That portal opening wasn’t an accident.” Lara bit her lip again and turned away from him. “I… probably shouldn’t have told you that.” 
 
    Bran’s mouth fell open, still processing what she had said. The portal opening… it wasn’t an accident? He was reminded of what Alaro had said about the summoners of old, opening portals in enemy territory to unleash wild monsters upon their foes. “What do you mean it wasn’t an accident? I thought…” He shook his head. If he were honest, he didn’t know a whole lot about the incident. It had happened well before he had found out he was a summoner. 
 
    “It was kept from the official record. There are only a few people in this academy who know at all,” Lara said. Her voice was still low, but she wasn’t whispering anymore. 
 
    “Why would someone do something like that?” Bran asked. 
 
    “They’re trying to gain as much power as possible. Breaking laws established by the International Summoners Guild hundreds of years ago… they want to become the most powerful summoner alive, and they don’t give a damn about borders between kingdoms and empires.” Lara clenched her fist, still facing away from him. “I didn’t mean to sound so callous before. Wars… wars are important. This… this will become a war like the world hasn’t seen in thousands of years. Not since the founders of this academy and others fought for their right to create places of mass learning.” 
 
    Bran just stood there. A war like no one has seen for millennia? What did that even mean? “How do you know about this? Because you’re Urslan’s ward?” 
 
    “Because…” Lara turned and faced him. “Because it was my father who opened the portal.” 
 
    “Your… your father?” Bran was feeling lost. “Who is your father?” 
 
    “Volrath.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bran walked into the dining hall in a daze, everything Lara had told him going through his mind. 
 
    Her father was Volrath. The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute. The same man who had attacked the Lion’s Mane while they had been aboard. 
 
    Bran had remembered Volrath’s gaze pausing, very slightly, on Lara when he had boarded the airship. 
 
    But that wasn’t the part he was struggling to wrap his head around. The other things she had told him stuck in his mind. Things he wasn’t supposed to repeat. 
 
    Volrath had created that portal, wanting it to open. He had done it on purpose, in the hopes of causing mass chaos. He wanted summoners to have even more power over normal humans. 
 
    More specifically, Volrath wanted to have more power. 
 
    Bran still didn’t understand it. Lara hadn’t said much more than that. But she had warned him that if her father—it was still strange connecting Lara to Volrath—found out about Bran’s abilities, the man would do anything to gain control over him. 
 
    She believed he would go as far as laying siege to the Ketria Academy, if he had to. Even though his daughter was inside it. 
 
    Urslan must have known all of this, yet he hadn’t said a word to Bran about it. At least, he hadn’t told him how serious the danger actually was. 
 
    Bran headed to the food tables at the end of the dining hall, grabbed a plate, and filled it high, then found Alaro sitting at one of the middle tables. It felt strange not sitting in the corner of the hall, not being able to see everyone. Especially after what he had found out. 
 
    He sat opposite Alaro, shifting in his seat, staring down at his food. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” Alaro asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    Bran tried to soften his expression, giving a quick shake of his head. He had decided not to go to Urslan that evening. He… wanted time to think. He hoped if the Grand Archmage had more information for Bran, the man would send for him. “Just… deep in thought.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Alaro tilted his head to the side, then dunked a piece of bread that had a healthy portion of butter spread upon it into his soup, taking a bite. “I’m sure it’s that,” he said, his mouth half full. 
 
    Bran took a bite of his own food. He should be feeling hungry, but the wheels were turning far too much in his mind to think about food. 
 
    Even so, the pottage he shoveled into his mouth tasted absolutely amazing. So much better than crab meat. 
 
    Was it really going to be sold as a delicacy? 
 
    For a moment, Bran contemplated telling Alaro what he had just found out. It wasn’t a long moment, however. He knew how to keep a secret, and Lara had made him promise not to speak of this to anyone but her or the Grand Archmage. 
 
    Still, it felt wrong hiding something like this from Alaro after all the training the Ranger had given him. 
 
    Bran raised his head. “Can there be two portals to one Monster Realm?” he asked, seemingly out of the blue. 
 
    What if Volrath found out what Bran was, what he could do, then came after him in a Monster Realm while he was with Alaro, or one of his future mentors? Bran remembered how powerful the man had been. Volrath could fly without riding a monster… 
 
    Alaro frowned, gulping down his bread. “No. That’s against the International Summoners Guild law. Only one organization can lay claim to a Monster Realm at a time.” 
 
    “But… it’s not impossible?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro was about to take another bite of his soup-soaked bread. He sighed and put it down. “What is this about?” 
 
    Bran’s brow furrowed. He supposed Alaro already knew he needed to keep Bran’s abilities a secret, and part of the reason why. He didn’t have to give the Ranger all the details.  
 
    Bran leaned forward, elbows on the table, and lowered his voice. “I just worry what might happen if someone… from another summoner school were to find out about what I can do.” 
 
    “You mean you’re worried about what Dreadmorth would do?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran sat back in his chair. He supposed that wasn’t too much of a stretch, and Alaro had overheard what the Assistant Headmistress had said to Bran. One didn’t need to know what Volrath had done to know Dreadmorth didn’t always follow the rules. Bran nodded. 
 
    “Well,” Alaro began, picking his bread back up, “I wouldn’t worry about it. The Grand Archmage is perhaps the strongest summoner in the world, and he knows more about what you can do than anyone. He wouldn’t let anything happen to you. You’re safe under his protection. Besides, even if they would do something like that, how in the world would they know which Monster Realm you were in, hmm? There are hundreds, maybe even thousands upon thousands of Monster Realms.” 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    “Yes. I am right. Instead of worrying about things like this, you should be focusing on your training and progression. If you want to stay at the academy, where you are safe, you’re going to have to learn as much as you possibly can before the exam.” 
 
    The rest of the meal went by in silence. Bran tried to push the worries from his mind. Alaro was right. Whatever was going on with Volrath, Bran wasn’t strong enough to become a part of the fight yet. And as for him being in danger, barely anyone even knew what he could do here, let alone anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Trading Hall was massive. Even larger than the dining hall was. 
 
    It reminded Bran of the night markets back in Ealdor, the ones that were visited by merchants from all over the country and beyond. 
 
    Except most everything on sale here was targeted toward summoners. 
 
    There were stalls full of weapons, potions, crafting ingredients and instruments, enchantments, even monster merchants. 
 
    “Is it always this busy?” Bran asked. Admittedly, it wasn’t quite as busy as the night markets, even if it felt that way when he had walked in, but it was still far busier than Bran had assumed it could be, given only people who studied or worked at the academy would be here. 
 
    “Not always, no. Most of these merchants are traveling merchants, going from place to place with their wares. This happens to be one of the busiest I’ve seen the place,” Alaro said. “Which is good. It means we will have more merchants to sell our things to.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He had all the items he wanted to sell in his bag of holding, and whatever was left over that hadn’t fit was being held by Alaro for him. 
 
    Alaro led the way, passing most of the stalls at the front of the hall near the door. Bran examined the stalls they passed, gaze falling on a weapons stall. 
 
    The weapons stall was filled with halberds, swords, bows, daggers, and all manner of other strange weapons even Bran wasn’t sure the names of. One of the weapons was a long rope with a blade at the end of it. He could only imagine how difficult that would be to use. 
 
    All the weapons had one thing in common: they were glowing. 
 
    “You know they add the glow,” Alaro said, nodding at the weapons. “You can turn it on and off with a thought when holding the weapon. It’s the same for armor. I mean, think about it for a moment. When it’s night and you’re hunting something, the last thing you want is for it to see your sword or armor glowing.” He laughed. “You’d be lit up like a lighthouse!” 
 
    Bran had never thought about that. He had always just seen that glow as a mark of power. He had always considered summoners to be like gods among mortals—why would they need to be stealthy? 
 
    That made him think of the summoner he had seen walking through Ealdor when he had been outside the stables before Urslan fell in on his griffin. The man with the glowing armor and sword. Was he just trying to look even more impressive? Perhaps he was some noble summoner who liked having ‘normal humans’ stare and point at him. 
 
    Bran’s gaze fell to the Summoner’s Bandoleers on all the merchants they passed. All of them were summoners. That surprised Bran. He supposed it made sense, of course, that summoners would trade in summoner gear, but Quartermaster Birch hadn’t been a summoner, and Monster Medics weren’t summoners… 
 
    But of course, these merchants would need intimate knowledge of the materials, and they would need to be able to craft them, too. Bran had always imagined summoners were fighters and only fighters, but the more he thought about that the less it made sense. 
 
    Fighters or not, they still needed to earn a living. 
 
    That’s why summoners from noble houses always become strong, Bran thought, because they can afford to. 
 
    The first stall they stopped at was run by a middle aged, gruff looking woman. She had a scar on her right cheek, which instantly made her feel familiar. It wasn’t often Bran came across others with similar scars to him, especially among summoners who were able to use health potions to heal their injuries. 
 
    “Alaro,” the woman smiled. “What have you got for me this week? No more snake scales, I hope. I still haven’t moved the ones you sold me last time.” 
 
    Alaro raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t? That’s not what I heard. If you’re trying to buy more at a lower price, I’ll have to disappoint you. No snake scales today.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head back. “Hmm. You know my tricks too well.” She nodded at Bran. “And who’s this?” The woman eyed the number on his uniform, narrowing her gaze. “Looks a little old and weathered to be a first year.” 
 
    Alaro slapped Bran on the shoulder. “This is Bran. A former spearman in the Kalaran Royal Army. He only recently came into his abilities. The Grand Archmage has me mentoring him.” 
 
    “Really? Urslan is letting you mentor?” The woman crossed her powerful arms. “Even though you haven’t passed your Marksman exam?” 
 
    Alaro sighed, his shoulders sagging. “Come on, Mother. You know that was a mistake. I would have passed if not for—” 
 
    The woman—Alaro’s mother—waved a dismissive hand. “I know, I know. I’ve heard it before.” 
 
    Bran looked between the Ranger and the woman, realizing the vibe of familiarity hadn’t just come from her having a scar, but the fact that she resembled Alaro. “She’s your mother?” 
 
    Alaro nodded sharply. “Yes. Her name is Yilda. Now…”—Alaro began placing items on a clear space on the table—“we have crab shells and legs, locust wings…” 
 
    Bran watched as Alaro bartered with his mother, Yilda. Apparently, the fact that the two were related didn’t mean Yilda was going to give her son any special treatment. Alaro seemed as skilled a negotiator as he was a Ranger, but he must have learned everything he knew from Yilda. 
 
    At the end, Bran had no idea if they had been able to get a good deal or not, but he left the stall with his coin purse feeling considerably heavier. 
 
    Though that was metaphorical, as Alaro told him to keep the coins in his bag of holding. When it came to coins, there was no limit to how many one could hold in the enchanted bag. 
 
    Bran checked his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Minor Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    23x Gold 
 
    5x Silver 
 
    15x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    1x Halberd 
 
    3x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    2x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    3x Lesser Heath Potions 
 
    2x Lesser Mana Potions 
 
    3x Lesser Venom Antidote 
 
    2x Venom Antidote 
 
    7 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    Twenty-three gold, five silver, and fifteen copper… 
 
    That felt like an absolutely absurd amount of money. 
 
    It would take him two months to make that working at the stables back in Ealdor, and he had made that in the span of a few days? 
 
    That… couldn’t be possible. 
 
    Alaro must have realized Bran hadn’t been following him and turned around. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I, ah…” Bran blinked. “This is a lot of money.” 
 
    Alaro frowned, turning his head to the side. “It’s… really not.” 
 
    Bran stared at the Ranger. Of course he wouldn’t think so. His mother was a summoner. A merchant… He would be used to seeing money like this. That, and he had been a summoner for the past three years. Bran stared at the number again, then tried to shake it off. 
 
    He supposed he had been severely underpaid as a stable hand, and he had gotten free board. 
 
    It still felt like he didn’t have much space with this single bag of holding, so the first place they visited next was a merchant who specialized in creating such items. When they were walking toward the next stall, Bran glanced back at Yilda. 
 
    “So, your mother is a crafting merchant?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Yeah, since as long as I can remember.” Alaro was looking straight ahead. “I’ve been around places like this most of my life. I used to help at the stall, barter with people. Sometimes…” He got a faraway look. “Sometimes I would venture into the academy’s halls and look at all the paintings. That’s where my fascination with Ketria’s history came from, actually.” He looked at his hands, holding them in fists. “When my powers manifested, I was so, so glad.” 
 
    “Your mother is a summoner; did you doubt you would be too?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Well, my father wasn’t. He died when I was young. And even if both my parents had been summoners, there is always a chance of not becoming one.” 
 
    “Is that what you plan to do after you graduate? Become a merchant?” Bran asked, still contemplating how much money he now had in his bag of holding. “You seemed to know your way around negotiating.” 
 
    Alaro barked a laugh. “That is not the life for me. I’m an adventurer, through and through.” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile at that. 
 
    When they reached the next stall, Bran’s scanner lit up with details as he looked at the table’s contents. 
 
      
 
    Minor Bag of Holding 
 
    Can hold up to 15 items, and stack each up to 10. 
 
    Price: 30 gold 
 
      
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Can hold up to 25 items, and stack each up to 25. 
 
    Price: 60 gold 
 
      
 
    Superior Bag of Holding 
 
    Can hold up to 50 items, and stack each up to 35. 
 
    Price: 200 gold 
 
      
 
    Enchantment of Holding 
 
    This scroll can be used only once. It can enchant any pocket within a piece of clothing or non-enchanted bag to increase its ability to carry items. 
 
    Can hold up to 10 items, and stack each up to 5. 
 
    Price: 50 gold 
 
      
 
    Bran’s eyes widened at the prices. 
 
    He couldn’t afford any of them. He looked at his own bag of holding and felt suddenly fortunate that Urslan had gifted it to him freely. Now he knew the price of it, it made him once again wonder how expensive tuition would have been had he not been given a scholarship. 
 
    If he could make this much money in a few days as an absolute novice, tuition must be more gold than he had ever seen in his life. Perhaps more than even Mr. Lettrige, the Wayward Inn’s proprietor, could afford… 
 
    He glanced at the merchant, who was eyeing him expectantly, then looked at Alaro. “I can’t afford any of these.” 
 
    The merchant sagged, turning away from them with a shake of his head. 
 
    Alaro shrugged. “We’ll be back tomorrow. Besides, our bags shouldn’t be too full if we aren’t spending two full days in the Monster Realm. I imagine what you have will be enough for now.” 
 
    They headed away from the stall. Bran’s eyes darted everywhere. Now that he knew he could scan the items for their price, he couldn’t help it. 
 
    He eyed a massive sword that glowed purple. It had a deep groove running in its middle. One side of the blade was serrated, while the other was smooth and sharp. 
 
      
 
    Sword of Sorrow 
 
    Advanced Ergonian Steel 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
                 85% increased piercing damage 
 
                 50% increased damage to shadow-type creatures 
 
                 45% Increased strength for all monsters (this is a temporary buff, and only applies when the weapon is wielded) 
 
    Price: 1,000 gold 
 
      
 
    Bran let out a low whistle as he read the price. 
 
    One thousand gold. 
 
    Seeing these prices, how much summoners made, lit a fire inside of him. He had to try and snuff it out, lest he become visibly angry. 
 
    For years, Bran had struggled to make ends meet, like so many others in Ealdor. Even the lowliest of summoners would have been able to keep a dozen families fed for a year easily enough. 
 
    No wonder they saw themselves as better than others. 
 
    He realized he was clenching his fists and forced them to relax, taking a deep breath. 
 
    It also made him wonder how much money a noble must have. Even Alaro marveled at how much money a noble could spend. 
 
    Bran let his anger subside as he kept looking around the Trading Hall. There was nothing he could do for his mother now. Nothing he could do for his past self. He couldn’t hate summoners, either. Not now that he was one. 
 
    He also couldn’t fix how the world was run. 
 
    He tried to get his mind off things, turning to Alaro. “Are you buying anything?” 
 
    Alaro shook his head. He tapped his bag of holding, strapped to his bandoleer. “Not today. I have to save for the Marksman examination.” He sighed, muttering under his breath, “Bleeds me dry every time I fail one.” 
 
    “How much does a class specialization exam cost?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Four hundred gold,” Alaro said with another sigh. 
 
    “And you think you’ll make enough from our training to cover that?” 
 
    “Maybe half from loot, half from Urslan.” Alaro shrugged. “But to make that, we need to up our game.” 
 
    They had split the profits, as they had agreed to, so they had both made the same amount from the past two days. While training was Bran’s main priority, he supposed killing monsters was the best way for him to train and make money at the same time. 
 
    “We should get some sleep then,” Bran said. “Want to be up bright and early tomorrow.” 
 
    Alaro smiled. “Eager. I like it.” 
 
    They headed out of the Trading Hall together. Again, Bran’s head turned on a swivel, his gaze grazing over everything they passed. The weapons were what he was most interested in. He forced himself not to scan the bows that he saw, knowing that today he wouldn’t be able to upgrade what he had, so there was little point in seeing how expensive they were. 
 
    But seeing the enchantments on that sword, when his own sword lacked any significant enchantments at all, made him wonder how much stronger he could become with better gear. 
 
    They briefly stopped at a potions stall, but it looked as though it was cheaper to craft their own potions than it was to buy them. Though Bran had wanted to buy more, with the amount of gold he had, it wouldn’t actually get him very far. 
 
    That made him wish he had a key to the Monster Realm that Urslan had taken him to, the one where he had learned to craft potions. The Grand Archmage had said he could craft as many as he wanted there… 
 
    “I should report to the Archmage,” Alaro said when they were in the academy’s hallway, having walked out of the Trading Hall’s doors. “I’m sure he’ll want to know all about your training. I know you want to head to bed, but perhaps you should join me. Especially if we want to convince him to give us the whole week.” 
 
    Bran’s eyes were beginning to droop. It had been a long day, and he suddenly realized how sore he was, especially in his drawing arm. He rubbed his bicep. Sleep sounded amazing, but Alaro was right. Bran had been planning to check in with Urslan, he shouldn’t be avoiding it just because of what he had learned from Lara. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Bran said. 
 
    They didn’t make it two steps down the hall before they saw the Grand Archmage himself stride around the corner, robes swishing as he moved.  
 
    The Mage looked straight at Bran. “There you are!” He beckoned toward himself. “Come, come! Just the man I wanted to see.” He turned on his heel and walked back around the corner. “You too, Alaro!” 
 
   



 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy led Bran and Alaro toward the library, then down into the archives. 
 
    Bran eyed the portal doors as they went by, wondering at what each Monster Realm might have to offer. When they passed the door with the low-level spiders, he wished he could walk straight through it and see how he fared against the waves of monsters. Considering how much stronger the Mire Crabs were than the spiders had been, and that he had been able to take out so many… he would surely be able to make quick work of the spiders. 
 
    Though if that were the case, perhaps stroking his ego by killing low-level monsters wasn’t the best use of his time. 
 
    The further they went down the twisting halls, the more curious Alaro seemed to become. It must have been rare for Urslan to lead students down here, which made Bran wonder how many people had seen the study in the Monster Realm. 
 
    Though it wasn’t only a study, Bran reminded himself. That was just the part he had seen. 
 
    It was an entire fortress, one created by the founders before they had even made the academy itself. Bran wondered what the Monster Realm outside of that study looked like. He also wondered how strong that fortress must be, to never have been compromised by monsters even after all this time. 
 
    “Are you taking us to a Monster Realm, Grand Archmage?” Alaro asked tentatively. 
 
    They were trailing behind Urslan, who had a ball of light hovering ahead of him, illuminating the dark tunnels. 
 
    Urslan waved a hand. “In a manner of speaking. Be patient, it will become clear.” 
 
    As they progressed through the tunnels, Bran made sure to avoid the powerstones he saw on the tunnel’s walls.  
 
    When they reached the door to the Monster Realm, Urslan once again retrieved a key from his voluminous robes. 
 
    Those robes must have cost the man a fortune. Bran remembered how much each enchantment of holding had cost. Fifty pieces of gold. And the Archmage had a seemingly countless number of pockets. 
 
    Alaro leaned close to Bran. “I’ve never seen a Monster Realm portal require a key. I didn’t even know they could be made.” He looked at Bran and frowned. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?” 
 
    Bran nodded as Urslan ushered them through. He stepped through the portal, bracing for the cold. Behind him, he heard Alaro ask, “Shouldn’t we summon our monsters before entering—” But the rest of the Ranger’s words were cut off. 
 
    The second Bran walked out the other side, he strode straight for the enchanted fireplace. 
 
    A moment later, the Ranger came through the portal. “Whoa,” Alaro said, staring at all the books. “This… this is amazing.” He rushed toward the bookshelves lining every single wall, reaching as high as the tall ceiling up above. “There’s a wealth of knowledge in here!” He reached out to touch the books, but stopped his fingers short, looking at their spines reverently. “The history in this place… this place…” 
 
    Alaro turned around, looked at the fire, at the crafting station, at Urslan as he stepped through last. “This is the founders’ original fortress! And this, this is the secret study of Ketria’s Grand Archmage! So many years I have wondered if this place existed.” He shook his head. “I never knew the study was in the Founders’ Fortress!” He was grinning like a kid, gaze returning to the books. 
 
    Urslan chuckled. “It is good to see someone with such an interest in Ketria’s history! An interest, it seems, that rivals my own! But, unfortunately, we are not here to discuss the history of this place.” He motioned toward Bran, who was still heating his hands by the fire. “We are here because of what our new friend can do.” 
 
    Urslan rubbed his hands together, then headed toward the writing desk on one side of the room. The hardback book the Archmage had found on Bran’s first visit to the place sat flat on the desk, papers with hastily scrawled notes written upon them strewn all around it. 
 
    The Grand Archmage pointed at a section of the book, though he stopped short of touching it. “I still have not figured out what you are, but I have discovered that this book is even older than I had first suspected.” Urslan turned to look at Bran. The man had a great big smile on his face. “This book is two thousand years old! Two thousand!” 
 
    “Well, that can’t be possible,” Alaro blurted out. “Ah, I mean, sorry Grand Archmage.” He lowered his head. “I’ve been researching Ketria’s history for years, as far as I’ve ever known, the written word doesn’t stretch that far back.” 
 
    Urslan stuck his finger toward Alaro. “Exactly right!” 
 
    “What does this mean?” Bran asked. 
 
    Urslan put his hands on his hips. “Well, if I ever let any historians look at this book, I’m sure it would mean a great deal for our understanding of the origins of summoning. There would be wide ranging implications… but as to what it means for us, right now—it doesn’t mean much.” 
 
    Alaro approached the book. He stepped slowly, looking at it as though it were a monster he didn’t wish to frighten. “Does it say what class Bran is? He isn’t any of the six classes we know, so there must be one we are missing. Or, perhaps there was a time when summoners didn’t use classes? Could he have blood from ancient summoners, some sort of powers that haven’t developed in the same way as ours?” 
 
    “Fantastic questions, Alaro!” Urslan said. “Your teachers certainly have been selling you short.” 
 
    Emotions flashed on Alaro’s face at those words, ranging from proud to crestfallen. “Thank you?” 
 
    “Although none of those seem to be the case.” The Grand Archmage fingered the side of the page, then turned it gently. “There is much I have yet to glean from this ancient text, much I have not been able to accurately translate.” He looked thoughtful as he said that, and Bran couldn’t help but get the impression he was leaving something out. 
 
    “You haven’t discovered anything more you wish to tell me?” Bran asked. 
 
    Urslan looked at him. He paused for a moment. “No.” He looked away. “Nothing yet. I brought you here because I wanted a full report on your training, and because I want to assign Lara to join you. I still wish for your training as a Ranger to progress some before you delve further into the Mage arts, but the three of you should develop a rapport.” 
 
    Alaro frowned. “You wish for us to be a party? How long do you intend for me to tutor Bran?” 
 
    “For as long as it takes for him to be comfortable as a Ranger, but then I want you to stay on with him while he is learning the skills of a Mage. I will find another mentor suitable for the class after that.” 
 
    Bran sat down in one of the lounges by the fire, a little surprised at how comfortable the furniture was for being a thousand years old. He had to admit, he was a bit disappointed Urslan hadn’t discovered more information from the book. He was also curious why the man cared so much about the minutiae of his training. 
 
    Bran let Alaro talk first. The Ranger detailed everything he had taught Bran over the last two days, and Bran interjected when he thought Alaro was missing something. When they were done, the Grand Archmage asked if Bran had found out anything more about his unique abilities. 
 
    That was when Bran told Urslan about the sensations and emotions he had felt through his bond, with both Shade and the griffin. That tugging sensation that seemed to reach into his gut, and yet was reassuring rather than unsettling like his fear-sense. 
 
    Urslan, who had moved his chair from the writing desk close to the lounge, sat at the edge of it. “You could understand what your monster thought?” 
 
    Bran expanded on the details as much as he could. “The more I tried to feel the bond, the emotions and thoughts of my monsters, the more they slipped away.” 
 
    “Hmm. Indeed, that is very curious. And, well, remarkable. You are still full of surprises, Bran. I can only imagine there will be many more ahead of us.” The Grand Archmage’s eyes were gleaming. “I want you to keep focusing on this bond. Spend at least half an hour a day on it. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Bran nodded. Perhaps that was something he could do before bed each night. 
 
    He glanced at Alaro, then looked at the Grand Archmage. He was beginning to wish the Ranger wasn’t there. He wanted to question Urslan about what Lara had told him. Not just about the fact that Volrath was her father, though he imagined there was an interesting story to be told on that front, but on the portal that had opened. On it being intentional. 
 
    Did Urslan know Ganadon, the legendary Mage who had stopped it? He must. They had both gone to the Ketria Academy, though Bran had no idea if they had gone at the same time or not. 
 
    He couldn’t ask any of these questions with Alaro here, not without betraying Lara’s trust, and that was certainly not something he wanted to do. 
 
    After a time, Urslan seemed to run out of questions, and the room grew quiet. Alaro was fidgeting, looking at all the books. Then he glanced at Urslan and lowered his head. 
 
    “Grand Archmage? May I ask a question?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “I always encourage students at Ketria to have an inquisitive mind.” Urslan nodded. “Go ahead, young man.” 
 
    Deep lines cut into Alaro’s brow, and he no longer seemed to be able to look the Archmage in the eye. “Has there been any news about what happened to the rest of the third-year class?” 
 
    It was Urslan’s turn to lower his head. “Nothing substantial.” He gave an open-handed shrug, then turned his head to the side. 
 
    “Nothing substantial?” Bran said. “But there has been something?” 
 
    “Only theories. Theories no one has been able to prove…” The Grand Archmage’s voice became low. “Nothing I should be telling the two of you. This is a matter for the faculty and the International Summoners Guild. Should we discover what happened to them, I will disclose it to you and the rest of the academy. But I will be starting with the students’ families, understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Grand Archmage,” Alaro muttered. 
 
    The mood grew awkward after that, and the two students left Urslan alone in the study, heading back through the dark, quiet tunnels. 
 
    Alaro pulled what looked like an enchanted light from his bag of holding. “He knows more than he is saying.” 
 
    “I got the same impression,” Bran said, rubbing his hands from the cold of moving through the portal. “I can feel that there are things he is not telling us. About… about me, and about what happened to those in your class.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “I was lucky, you know. I was in a class at the time. Me and the other remaining third years. The master decided to keep us in a Monster Realm overnight, though he made us camp out in the woods in groups of three. I missed my warm bed, but… that was the only reason we weren’t taken. Because we weren’t in our rooms.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why they were taken,” Bran said. “I know about the student who had stolen from the Forbidden Section, but how could that have led to this?” 
 
    “The other students have a lot of theories, though none of them make all that much sense. No one knows the contents of the books that were stolen. Well, none of us students, I mean. I’m sure the faculty know, especially the Archmage. Many think it was a book on how to summon a demon.” 
 
    “When I asked Lara about the Forbidden Section, she alluded to there being books on such dark things. What I don’t understand, however, is what a demon is?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro shrugged. “Honestly? I’m not really sure. Demons have been whispered about for hundreds—thousands—of years. Most summoner scholars think accounts of people encountering demons were actually people coming across strange monsters. I mean, there are an awful lot of different types of monsters out there.” 
 
    “Most summoner scholars? What do the other ones think?” 
 
    “They think that demons can be summoned from Demon Realms. They believe the Shadow Realm is one such realm. So, some of the students think the student who stole that book summoned something that took the entire floor. Except, well, there wasn’t any blood. There wasn’t any sign of a struggle. How can that happen? They were all third-year summoners. They all had weapons, even if they weren’t sleeping with them, they would have been close by. They all had monsters they could summon, and many of them were Mages. But it was like they were just plucked out of thin air. Gone forever.” 
 
    Bran wanted to ask more questions, though he wasn’t really sure where to start, and the look on Alaro’s face told him he no longer wanted to talk about it. The man must have lost a lot of close friends when that happened. Over the last few days, he had seemed chipper, excited, adventurous… but he must still be grieving his lost friends. 
 
    If anyone could understand that, it was Bran. “I’m sorry for the people you lost, whatever happened to them.” 
 
    Alaro looked over at Bran. “Thank you. That means a lot.” He expelled a sharp breath, and his demeanor seemed to shift completely. He slapped Bran on the shoulder. “Now, get some sleep, novice! Tomorrow will be another big day. Lots of training to do!” His excitement sounded forced, his face imitating one of his usual smiles in a way that made it look more like a grimace. 
 
    Alaro headed into the library. Bran left, heading into the hall and back to his room, wondering if the Ranger would get any sleep that night. 
 
    In the morning, they would be heading back into the Monster Realm with Lara by their side. Bran hadn’t properly seen the Mage fight before, only having gotten glimpses from when they were on the Lion’s Mane. Though he did remember the shadow creature she had summoned, the one who looked like a demon. 
 
    Bran frowned as he walked up the stairs. He wished he knew more about how the third-year students had disappeared. Alaro had tried to convince Bran that he was entirely safe here at the academy, that Urslan would protect him. 
 
    Yet Urslan had done nothing to protect the students who had been taken. 
 
    I can protect myself, Bran thought. I’ve been doing it all my life. 
 
    When he got back to his room, he collapsed onto the bed. It felt so much more comfortable than where he had slept the night before, on the hard stone floor of the crafting station ruins back in the Monster Realm. 
 
    As he tried to sleep, all the mysteries swirled around in his head. 
 
    What was Volrath up to? Why had he opened a Monster Realm portal and brought wild monsters into the Mortal Realm? 
 
    Were the other third-year students dead or captured? How had someone even gotten to them? 
 
    And what type of summoner was Bran? Were there still others around like him? If there were, why hadn’t he heard of them before? 
 
    Bran tossed and turned all night. The bouts of sleep he did get were fitful and few and far between, plagued by dreams of summoners riding manticores, demons walking through the Ketria Academy, and Volrath’s laughing face. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran woke more tired than he had been in over a year. He had a severe headache and felt like he’d barely gotten a wink of sleep. 
 
    And his body hurt. 
 
    But he wasn’t about to let a bad night sleep get to him. As his sergeant used to tell him, you can’t have an off day during a war. Whether you’ve slept, whether you’re sick, you need to get off your ass and do the job. 
 
    While right now he wasn’t in a war, Lara seemed to think one was on its way. 
 
    He needed to be ready. He needed to be able to wield his powers to the best of his ability. 
 
    So he struggled out of bed with a heavy sigh, then headed to the fields outside at the front of the academy. It was still early morning—Alaro and Lara probably wouldn’t be having breakfast in the dining hall for another hour or two. 
 
    When Bran walked out of the academy’s double doors, he found that he wasn’t the only student getting in some early morning training, though there were only a few lone souls out and about. 
 
    He summoned his two monsters and had them run agility drills, commanding the griffin to chase after Shade, and for Shade to avoid the griffin as best as it could, only using Shadow Step as a last resort. 
 
    He should probably be working on conditioning the monster’s toughness, not to mention his own, but there would still be time for that. 
 
    While they ran agility drills, Bran went for a run. 
 
    A long, hard run around the academy’s grounds. 
 
    He needed to burn away the thoughts riddling his mind and gain some sort of energy for what he knew would be another long day. 
 
    Bran pumped his legs as hard as they could go. It reminded him of when he had been training to be a spearman, all the hours of running spear drills his sergeant had had his squad do after a long day of marching. At first, Bran had envied the other squads, who had been allowed leisure time, who had drunk or played cards through the evening. 
 
    Then he had realized his sergeant was just trying to give them their best chance at surviving. 
 
    When Bran made it all the way around the grounds, he had a stitch in his side. He bent over, gulping in air. 
 
    One hard lap and he was feeling like this? Disgraceful. It was a shame those zones in Monster Realms Alaro had talked about only worked on monsters. He would love to train in one himself. 
 
    When he caught his breath, he began his strength training for the morning, having the monsters join in. 
 
    Then, finally, he began training the griffin’s toughness. But before he did, he walked up to the monster. Resting his forehead against the griffin’s, he closed his eyes and focused on the bond they shared. 
 
    The day before, he had been able to feel what the griffin felt. Now, he wanted to show the griffin why he was trying to increase its toughness. Another summoner might simply start performing the required tasks, but though Bran had full control over the monster and could command it to do anything he wished, he wanted the monster to take to the training willingly. 
 
    Besides, the Grand Archmage himself had instructed Bran to practice using the unique bond he had for thirty minutes per day. He had been too tired the night before, so this seemed like a good opportunity. 
 
    It took at least ten minutes for Bran to feel something. It didn’t come instantly or naturally like it had the last time. He wondered if that was because the monster wasn’t in any sort of highly emotional state. Was it easier for him to feel a bonded monster’s emotions when their emotions were stronger? 
 
    When he did feel what the monster was feeling, he struggled to communicate what he needed to do to increase the monster’s toughness. It was one thing to give a mental command—it was another to have a conversation. 
 
    Eventually, after another ten minutes of mental and emotional struggle, Bran made the monster understand what he needed to do, and found the monster was willing to undergo the toughness conditioning, just as Shade communicated to Bran that it had understood why he had let it die—so it could become stronger. 
 
    Bran unlatched his sword from his belt, leaving on the sheath, and began the toughness training. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bran walked into the dining hall for breakfast already exhausted. 
 
    That boded well for the rest of the day. 
 
    He found Alaro and Lara eating together. This time, they were at a table by the wall. Lara spotted him first, still wearing her Mage’s robes, which made him wonder if she actually had a uniform. 
 
    When he looked at her, he couldn’t help seeing Volrath. Bran had only met the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute once, and only for a short time, but he knew the two didn’t resemble each other much. 
 
    That didn’t stop his mind from associating her with him, however. 
 
    Bran grabbed some porridge. He didn’t have much of an appetite, but he knew he would need to eat. He sat stiffly, across from Lara and beside Alaro, shoveling porridge into his mouth. 
 
    Alaro looked about as tired as Bran still felt. He had bags under his eyes, and his shoulders were slumped forward as he leaned heavily on the table eating his breakfast. 
 
    “You two look full of energy,” Lara said. “Late night?” 
 
    They exchanged a glance. 
 
    Bran shrugged. There wasn’t any reason to keep what the Archmage spoke of a secret. “We saw Urslan last night. He wanted to know about my training. And…” He looked over at Alaro. “Alaro asked about the third-year class, the students who went missing. Urslan didn’t say anything specific, but it felt like he was hiding something from us.” Bran said those last words a little pointedly, now staring at Lara, knowing she had no doubt left out much of what she knew her father to be doing. 
 
    Lara swirled her spoon around her porridge for a moment. “I’m sure the faculty all know more than they are telling us. It’s their job to protect the students, after all. Perhaps they do have some leads, but they’re worried that if they let those leads become public, some of the students would go after whoever was suspected of committing such a horrible crime.” 
 
    Alaro tilted his head up. “You really think a student would try to get revenge by themselves? I’ve never seen anyone here so much as disobey a direct order.” 
 
    Lara shrugged. “People act out of character when they are in a great deal of pain.” 
 
    Alaro avoided her gaze then, staring back at his food. 
 
    Revenge. 
 
    Bran had thought about it himself before, after that summoner had killed his squad mates, but he had never been in a position to go after it. 
 
    “I for one trust Urslan,” Lara said. She stared at Bran. “If he’s keeping things from you, it’s for a good reason.” 
 
    Bran wanted to ask why she trusted Urslan. How did she even know the man? How had she become his ward, given who she was related to? 
 
    The conversation turned to training after that. Lara was curious about what they had been doing the last two days, and Alaro reiterated much of what he had told Urslan the day before, though they both left out specifics of Bran’s unique abilities, lest anyone else in the dining hall hear what they were speaking about. 
 
    “You want to go after the rare monsters, don’t you?” Lara asked Alaro. 
 
    Alaro sighed. “I do. But I don’t think Bran is ready for a fight like that. Besides, we couldn’t even find them yesterday after Bran’s sighting. I’m not even sure the three of us would be strong enough.” 
 
    “My monsters are getting close to evolving,” Bran said. “I’ll be strong enough soon.” 
 
    Lara smirked. “Confident. I like it.” 
 
    Despite how tired he was, Bran was itching to get back to the Monster Realm. He wanted his bow back in his hands. He wanted to hunt. Wanted to feel the fullness of mastery entering him. 
 
    He must be close to leveling up by now. His monsters must be close, too. He reckoned he could hit all their evolution requirements, except perhaps for the attributes, in the next day or two. 
 
    He was also thinking about the coin he could make. He couldn’t remember a time when his purse had been this full, except maybe after he had served in the army, having barely touched his earnings. 
 
    The three summoners met outside the academy after stopping by their rooms to get their gear. He wondered what it would be like having a Mage with them. He definitely wanted to travel further into the Monster Realm, take out more and stronger monsters, than he had the day before. 
 
    Alaro summoned his Blade Fiend and had it step through the portal first, just as he had on the first day they had entered the Monster Realm. He seemed to like alternating the monsters he trained day by day. Bran imagined that would become more difficult once he had more monsters. 
 
    Lara didn’t summon any of her monsters; she just stepped right through the portal after Alaro. 
 
    After Bran stepped through the portal, he heard a buzzing sound. Just as there had been the first time Bran had set foot in this Monster Realm. Only this time, it was about three times louder. 
 
    Ten Vampiric Locusts flew through the gap in the ceiling. Lara turned her attention toward them in an instant. She called a fireball to her hand, then threw it up at the monsters. It was an area of effect spell. It killed the locust it impacted along with three near it. 
 
    Bran and Alaro dealt with the rest with their arrows. 
 
    It only took a few seconds. 
 
    Much of the day went by that smoothly. Working as a team, they made their way up the mountainous path toward the stream with the Mire Crabs, taking turns defeating Vampiric Locusts and grouping together when they came across Horned Mountain Goats. 
 
    Bran definitely saw the appeal of working in a party. The fights felt so much safer with three summoners in the mix. He wondered if this was how the Ketria Academy founders had felt when they first explored this Monster Realm. They had been a party of three summoners, after all. 
 
    When they made it to the stream, the sound of the waterfall filling their ears, Bran was once again left to deal with the Mire Crabs on his own. He had used an earth elemental resistance potion and was hoping the griffin would take as many shots from the level 4 Mire Crab’s stone spells as possible. 
 
    There were only ten crabs today, and it felt almost easy taking them down. He couldn’t believe how far he had come in only a few days of work. Even Lara looked a little impressed by what he had done, and she didn’t seem like the type of person to be easily impressed. Especially not by a novice summoner. 
 
    The monsters became harder to fight after that. Bran was determined to keep exploring up the mountain, and Alaro and Lara were happy to come along with him, as the further from the portal they got, the higher level the monsters became. If his two mentors were going to be able to gain a good amount of mastery from today, then they would need to face monsters closer to their level. 
 
    Bran was always the lead attacker. Alaro wanted to keep testing his skills, keep making him think tactically about each fight—assuming they had a moment to think about the fight before the encounter began. So Bran would try to scout ahead as best he could, then come up with a strategy for fighting whatever he found. Neither Alaro nor Lara ever commented on his strategies—Alaro seemed to want him to figure out his mistakes in the heat of battle, as feedback was immediate and… sometimes rather painful when he messed up. 
 
    Bran was almost surprised by how much tactical thinking was involved in each of these fights. It was one thing controlling himself and two monsters; it was another thing to direct two other summoners on top of that. Though he didn’t have to keep in mind the positions of everyone in his party, simply thinking of the best way to use everyone’s skills kept his mind turning between fights. 
 
    After they decimated a group of four Horned Mountain Goats, Bran gazed down at the view from where they were on the side of the mountain. He could see the sprawling ruins down below, the forest in the distance. And, from up here, he could see far more clearly that he had been right the day before when he had thought he had seen the ocean. 
 
    “There is so much of this place left to explore,” Bran said, staring down at the view in awe. 
 
    Alaro came to stand beside him. “The Ketria founders traveled far in this realm.” He sighed. “I am sure they saw all there is to see.” 
 
    “No one can see everything there is to see in a Monster Realm,” Lara said. “It’s rare that there are Monster Realms as large as our world, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t massive. It would take a lifetime to explore even one, let alone all of them.” 
 
    Bran turned to Lara. “How many Monster Realms are there?” 
 
    Lara shrugged. “There is no way to know for certain. Powerstones have been used to try and figure out such things, but they are unreliable.” 
 
    “How is a portal even made?” Bran asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “That is a secret I have never been privy to. I do know that before a new portal can be made, permission must be granted by the International Summoners Guild. That doesn’t mean they aren’t created without permission, however. And, even today, we are still discovering Monster Realm portals that were created hundreds, even thousands of years ago.” 
 
    “Can you create a Monster Realm portal… inside a Monster Realm?” Bran asked. 
 
    “That’s illegal,” Alaro said. 
 
    Lara nodded. “It still happens.” She turned and began walking up the mountain path, toward the peak. 
 
    “Do you think we will make it to the top today?” Bran asked Alaro. He looked up, toward the mountain’s peak. Though this was the highest up the mountain he had ever been, the top still felt incredibly far away. 
 
    Alaro shook his head. “It’s too long a journey to make in one day on foot. If we wanted to make it to the top, we’d have to make camp on the side of the mountain for the night, or forgo sleep altogether.” Alaro headed after Lara. “It’s one thing to sleep inside the crafting station, where we were protected by four strong stone walls and a ceiling that was actually whole. But camping out here? We would need to do a rotating watch, and chances are we would be attacked all through the night.” 
 
    “Do you know what’s up there?” Bran asked, still staring up at the peak as he followed the Ranger. 
 
    “I only know what I’ve read is up there. The founders documented the monsters. They have nests up at the peak. They’re winged monsters.” Alaro nodded up at the clouds, which obscured the highest part of the peak. “The monsters that call the top of the mountain home apparently don’t do their hunting here, at least according to the founders. They fly above the clouds, and are rarely seen from down below, and hunt in other lands in the Monster Realm.” 
 
    “What kind of winged monsters are they?” Bran looked over at his griffin. He had no trouble killing Mire Crabs, Vampiric Locusts, and Horned Mountain Goats. He definitely had no trouble killing spiders. But what if he came across a griffin like his own? Would he feel differently? These monsters always try to kill us on sight, he thought. Fighting them is how we progress as fighters. 
 
    “They’re called pterodactyls. They are air-type monsters, but they are also incredibly strong,” Alaro said. He tapped the third crystal on his belt. “I had actually once considered trying to tame one as my third monster, but I’m not so sure anymore. I know we might not be ready to face the Crocolisk, but…” He shook his head. “That would be an incredible monster to tame! It’s far more rare, too.” 
 
    “Does a monster being rare make it stronger?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Sometimes, though not always. But it does make taming a rare monster more adventurous.” Alaro grinned. Slowly, the sense of adventure Bran had seen in the Ranger was returning, as it had eased since the night before, when they had spoken to the Grand Archmage about what had happened to the third-year class. 
 
    “And I suppose it would make for a better story,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro slapped him on the back. “Exactly. See, we’ll make an expert summoner out of you yet!” 
 
     Bran chuckled at the Ranger, then went ahead and caught up to Lara. “Do you think we should trek to the top of the mountain?” 
 
    Lara glanced over at him. Her forehead was heavily lined, and she looked… worried. She glanced behind her. Alaro was still a few steps back, far enough that he wouldn’t be able to hear what she said. She made eye contact with Bran and whispered, “Urslan spoke to me after he spoke to you last night.” 
 
    “He did?” Bran asked. 
 
    “The real reason he wanted me to join the party wasn’t just to help build a rapport between the two of us before I mentor you.” Lara bit her lip. “It’s because he’s worried.” 
 
    “Worried about what?” 
 
    She let out a sigh. “I shouldn’t be telling you this.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because Urslan told me not to.” 
 
    “So, he is keeping secrets from me?” Bran asked, anger rising in his chest. “Just as you’ve been hiding who your father is.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hide it from you,” Lara said. “But do you know how people would treat me if they knew? If they knew that I was the daughter of the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute? I would be more than just an outcast at Ketria—I would be a target.” 
 
    “You heard what Alaro said, no one would attack you. If he is right, the students wouldn’t break rules like that.” 
 
    “According to him. Considering where I learned my summoning craft, I don’t have as much trust in others as he does. Besides, not openly attacking me doesn’t mean they can’t challenge me to a summoning duel.” She sighed. “And I have far too much pride to run from a fight.” 
 
    Bran shut his eyes briefly. “I understand why you hid it, and I am grateful you even told me at all, considering we don’t know each other well. But if you were willing to tell me about Volrath, what’s stopping you from telling me why Urslan sent you along?” 
 
    Lara stared down at the path. The higher up they went, the colder it got. He was surprised the waterfall wasn’t frozen, given how cold it was. Snow covered the path, their boots sinking on each step. Flakes drifted down from the sky, falling atop their heads. 
 
    “He’s worried about your safety.” Lara glanced behind her again. The Ranger was still out of earshot. “The faculty thinks that enemy summoners infiltrated the academy through Monster Realms, and I am sure that that is true. It wouldn’t be the first time my father has broken into another school to steal something.” 
 
    “You think he is responsible for the disappearance of most of the third-year class?” 
 
    “I’d be an idiot not to think he is involved. Besides, it makes more sense than any of the rumors.” Lara let out a low chuckle. “I mean do they really think a demon attack wouldn’t leave blood?” 
 
    “Why is Urslan worried about me? Volrath can’t know what I’m capable of, could he?” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. But there is absolutely no chance that at least one of the two summoners we fought on the Lion’s Mane didn’t leave without having scanned the Amalgabeast. My father is very thorough when it comes to post-battle reports—he would have interviewed those summoners on every little detail of the fight. He also knows a lot of history, probably even more than Urslan does. He has been studying ancient summoners for years. He reveres the summoners of the past who tried to conquer the world, and he believes it is a summoner’s right to rule if they are the strongest. Especially when that summoner is him.” 
 
    “You told me a similar thing already. How does that change anything?” 
 
    “Because if Urslan discovered something about your unique abilities in his research, there is a good chance that Volrath already knew about it long before you came into your powers. How do you think he knew how to keep that Monster Realm portal open? He makes it a habit of knowing what no one else knows.” Lara looked up at the top of the mountain. “We could venture up to the peak, but the further from the ruins we are, the more vulnerable we become should we get attacked.” 
 
    “Yesterday, Alaro said that even if summoners were illegally entering Monster Realms from other portals, they wouldn’t be able to find the one I’m in,” Bran said. “Do you really think that we’re in danger here?” 
 
    Lara was quiet for a long moment. “No. I don’t think we are. I just think it pays to be cautious. If you really want to make this journey, I’ll do it with you. This realm’s monsters will get tougher and tougher, though. Are you sure you’re ready to handle that?” 
 
    Bran nodded. He was sure. He could feel how close his monsters were to attaining their next level. He also felt like he was on the cusp of reaching Ranger level 2, which would go a long way to enhancing the damage of his enchanted arrows. Another level would also reduce the mana cost of each enchantment. 
 
    On top of all that, he knew he would be able to push his monsters to reach their next evolutions the following day. 
 
    He waited for Alaro to catch up. “Lara is willing to make the trek to the peak.” 
 
    Alaro smiled. “I guess I’m up for the adventure, then.” 
 
    “Have you fought a pterodactyl before?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro shook his head. “I’ve never even seen one.” 
 
    As they trekked up the mountain, they tried to increase their pace. It seemed the further they climbed, the fewer monsters they encountered. Although the monsters they did fight were far stronger than the ones down the mountain, none of them were too strong for the party to take down. 
 
    There were a few encounters where Alaro had said he wanted Bran to fight alone, and he and Lara had stepped back to observe. 
 
    Bran had taken down a level six Horned Mountain Goat by himself, using Dark Binding to lock it in place, and taking another earth elemental resistance potion. He applied the potion to the griffin, who took the brunt of the rock slides the monster conjured, absorbing more earth attacks for its evolution requirement. 
 
    When the sun dipped behind the mountain, and it was beginning to grow too dark to see by the light of the moon alone, they made camp. 
 
    If it had been cold during the day, the night made it five times worse. Though there was little firewood to be found this far up the mountain, they were able to build a fire as Alaro always kept logs within his bag of holding. 
 
    “A Ranger must always be prepared,” Alaro had said, grinning widely at the two of them as he pulled the firewood out of the pouch on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    Bran took the first watch. They had been attacked so many times during the day, he had been expecting more action during the night. 
 
    But it was dead quiet. Apparently, humans weren’t the only ones who needed sleep. 
 
    As he sat watch by the fire, rubbing his shoulders to keep warm, he looked down the mountain. It was impossible to see the ruins from up here, but he tried anyway, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, ensuring he looked away from the fire. 
 
    He kept both his monsters summoned, so he would be ready at a moment’s notice should a monster attack them. He knew he would be able to feel if anything tried to sneak up on him. His fear-sense was yet to fail. Bran always knew exactly when they were going to be ambushed, and he’d be aware of the attack before anyone else. That was actually something that seemed to impress Alaro and Lara. 
 
    It was another of his unique abilities no one seemed to understand. 
 
    Times like this, he wished he could draw upon the abilities of his monsters. If he were to switch to Beastmaster configuration, he could test the eyesight of his Shade. Being a shadow creature, there was no doubt that the monster would be able to see in the dark. 
 
    The griffin, too, would have far better hearing than Bran. He wasn’t sure how well it could see at night, but if he combined the attributes of both monsters together, he would be able to see both better and further… 
 
    But he was the only one awake. Ranger was now his strongest configuration, so he decided against changing out of it while Alaro and Lara were sleeping. And he had told himself that he was only going to focus on his skills as a Ranger until Alaro was satisfied he had the basics solidified. 
 
    Besides, it probably wasn’t wise to test out his Beastmaster abilities without a mentor, considering the last time he had used them he had jumped right off an airship… 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. He looked up at the stars. They were different in this Monster Realm. When he had spent the first night here, he hadn’t had a chance to examine them. When the evening had come, he and Alaro had been too busy trying to see if they could find the Iron Lynx and the Crocolisk, then they had hidden away in the crafting station to rest. 
 
    Now, the stars stretched before him in the night sky. Just as they were in the Mortal Realm, the stars in this Monster Realm were uncountable in number. He tried to see if he could recognize any constellations. He had learned to recognize many when he had marched with the army. There were a lot of quiet nights on the way to battle. 
 
    But none of the stars up there looked familiar at all. He didn’t really understand why, though he knew there must be theories. Perhaps Alaro or Lara would know why. 
 
    His griffin padded through the snow to his side, nuzzling close as it lay down. Bran idly began to pet it, then felt that tug at its bond. 
 
    He smiled. He supposed this was as good an opportunity as any to test the bond. If a monster came close, it would light up his fear-sense in less than a second. 
 
    Bran closed his eyes, let out a breath, and focused on the bond. 
 
    As he did, he felt the griffin stiffen. Was that at him? At the bond? 
 
    No. 
 
    It was something else. 
 
    Bran kept the bond alive and opened his eyes. In the flickering firelight, he could see the griffin clearly. Though it hadn’t raised its head, its ears had perked up. It was listening to something intently. That stiffening of its body… Bran could feel that it was afraid. 
 
    He wanted to whisper his reassurance to the griffin, but he didn’t want to divert the monster’s attention off from whatever its hearing was focused upon. 
 
    Bran breathed deeply, trying to further sink into the bond. He had been able to connect to the monster’s senses before, when it had heard the Iron Lynx and the Crocolisk nearby. That had been as natural as breathing. This time, however, Bran had to force the bond to work. 
 
    Come on… he thought, let me into your mind. 
 
    He didn’t think of it as a mental command—more like a plea. He knew that whatever this bond he had with his monsters was, it wasn’t about controlling them. It was about connecting with them. 
 
    Those two things were entirely different. 
 
    He didn’t want to command either of his monsters to let him inside of their minds. 
 
    Something clicked inside of Bran’s head, and he could suddenly hear something he couldn’t before. A slight rustling up the mountain. Not of leaves. There were no trees this high up; it was far too cold for any of them to live. 
 
    It wasn’t just rustling he heard, either. It was shuffling. Like feet, slowly walking through the snow. Bran listened through the connection as intently as he could. 
 
    The noise was incredibly familiar. He had been listening to a similar noise for the better part of the day, him and the others walking through the snow. Whatever it was, it sounded human. 
 
    The griffin shifted ever so slightly. 
 
    Bran blocked out everything else from his mind, sharpening his focus to a point. 
 
    It wasn’t just one set of feet shuffling, it was two. 
 
    Then he heard someone talk. 
 
    People, he thought. There are people up here. 
 
    He couldn’t hear what they were saying, only that they were saying something. They were too far away, and it sounded as though they were whispering. Could it be that other summoners from the Ketria Academy were already in this Monster Realm? But why would they be moving at night? And how had Bran and his party not come across them already? 
 
    Bran opened his eyes and looked at the sleeping figures of Alaro and Lara. They were lying down on opposite sides of the crackling fire. Lara had taken three blankets from her bag of holding. Between her and Alaro with his stock of firewood, they were at least a little bit prepared for camping in a snowy Monster Realm overnight. 
 
    Bran had one of the blankets draped over his shoulders. He pulled it close then shuffled toward Alaro, nudging him gently on the shoulder. 
 
    The Ranger’s eyes snapped open in less than a second. He didn’t move anything but his eyes, staring up at Bran with a question in them. 
 
    Bran put a finger to his lips and wished he were able to communicate telepathically, or at least write what was happening down. 
 
    Instead, he leaned down and whispered into Alaro’s ear as quietly as he could. “I don’t think we are alone up here. And I don’t mean monsters. I heard voices—people. And shuffling footsteps through the snow.” 
 
    “Who would be out here?” Alaro asked, deep lines furrowing his brow. “There shouldn’t be any other summoners from Ketria in this place. None of the classes are currently using this Monster Realm for their lessons, and none of the other students are conducting personal training…” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Bran whispered. He put a hand on the griffin’s head again. Alaro watched quietly. He knew what Bran was able to do, that he could tap into what his monsters were feeling. 
 
    The griffin’s ears were still perked up. But no matter how much Bran focused on its hearing, he could no longer hear the shuffling steps, or any sign of any voices. 
 
    They must have walked further away. They would have seen the fire and skirted around them somehow. 
 
    Bran was sure he hadn’t just imagined what he had heard. There had definitely been people out there. And with what Bran had been talking to Lara and Alaro about before, about other summoners illegally making portals to Monster Realms that were claimed by others… well, perhaps that was how the third-year class had been taken. 
 
    Unless the people he had heard were students from the third-year class. As far as Bran had heard, none of the students had left behind any of their monsters. What if they hadn’t disappeared—what if they had just hidden away in Monster Realms? 
 
    Except, he had no idea why any of them would do such a thing. 
 
    “Should we wake Lara?” Alaro whispered. 
 
    Lara turned around where she lay. She glanced at Alaro, then looked over at Bran. “I’m awake. What’s going on?” 
 
    Bran whispered the same thing that he had told Alaro, that he had heard someone—at least two someone’s—walking around up here. 
 
    Lara’s eyes widened slightly. She stared at Bran, then she sat bolt upright. “Volrath?” 
 
    “It could be,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro’s gaze flicked between the two of them. “The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute? What would he be doing here?” 
 
    “No time to explain.” Lara stood. “We need to head back to the ruins. Now.” 
 
    “What if it is just some other students from Ketria?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “Then it’s a false alarm, and all we will have wasted is some time,” Lara said. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Good enough for me.” He summoned his Blade Fiend and his Cackling Goblin. “Just in case we find a real fight when we make it there.” 
 
    Bran looked at his griffin, then bit his lip. “You know, I could make it down there a lot faster. I could switch to Lancer configuration, and fly down to the ruins—” 
 
    “You shouldn’t go alone,” Lara said. “If, by some chance, Volrath does know about you, then you are the target.” 
 
    “How could they have found me here?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro shook his head. “Even if you are who they are after, it doesn’t mean they know you are here, they might just know that this Monster Realm belongs to the Ketria Academy, and isn’t used as much as some of the others. They are probably just trying to infiltrate the academy. Considering what time it is, it would be easy to assume you were asleep in your room.” 
 
    Lara cast a fireball to hover in front of them, then headed down the mountain. Bran and Alaro hurried to catch up. 
 
    It would be a long trek back to the ruins. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    People had definitely passed through here. 
 
    Somehow, whoever had traveled down the mountain had skirted around Bran and his party’s fire. But once they had, they had made it back onto the path. It was the safest way to make it up and down the mountain, after all. 
 
    And they left a trail of dead monsters in their wake. 
 
    It was hard to tell what type of summoners they were from the corpses of the locusts and Mire Crabs they left behind, but it was obvious these monsters hadn’t even slowed them down, because Bran and the others hadn’t been able to catch up with them yet. 
 
    “Not even the Horned Mountain Goats slowed them down,” Alaro muttered. 
 
    Whoever the two summoners were weren’t strapped for coin, either, as they had left behind all of the loot they could have salvaged from the monsters they had killed. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time to loot the corpses themselves. 
 
    Alaro kept shaking his head, muttering how it was a “damn shame” to leave free coin just lying around. 
 
    By the time they made it to the bottom of the mountain, Bran felt more tired than he ever thought he could. The sun was beginning to rise, which meant he had been awake for at least twenty-four hours. He had almost stumbled a few times on the way down. 
 
    The summoners they were chasing hadn’t left a single monster alive in their wake. Even the portal was scattered with the corpses of monsters. 
 
    “We’re too late. They’ve already made it into the academy.” Lara looked through the gap in the ceiling, up at the sky. The sun had still barely risen. “Much of the academy will be asleep at this time. I don’t know what these people are after, but they will be able to just slip right in.” 
 
    “Then we have to go after them.” Without hesitation, Bran ran to the portal and stepped straight through it, his monsters following behind him. He had no idea what the enemy summoners would look like, or even what they would be after, but Urslan had to be alerted of the threat. 
 
    He didn’t let the cold of passing through the portal slow him down, and neither did Alaro and Lara. They stepped through the portal only moments after he did. 
 
    Bran walked over to his griffin, wondering if the monster had as strong a sense of smell as it did hearing. If there was even a slim chance it had gotten the scent of the other summoners, then they would be able to follow them. He sent a mental command to the monster, telling it to follow the people they were after. 
 
    The monster sprang into action, running toward the academy, its powerful forelegs propelling it forward. The others followed on its heels. 
 
    Bran pumped his legs as hard as he could. They weren’t even running very fast and it was hard. For almost the entirety of the last twenty-four hours, he had either been training, fighting, trekking up a mountain or rushing back down it. 
 
    His muscles screamed, begging for him to stop and rest. But he couldn’t stop. What if these summoners were here to snatch more students away from the academy? 
 
    There was no time to slow down and tell anyone what was happening. Besides, they didn’t pass anyone on their way to the academy’s main building. The cold, stone hallways were quiet. Bran hadn’t even seen anyone outside training their monsters. It must have been a little earlier than he had first thought. 
 
    They followed the griffin as it ran through the halls. It didn’t take long for Bran to realize it was heading toward the library. When they got there, the librarian wasn’t even in yet. In fact, the doors to the library should have been locked according to Alaro. 
 
    But they were wide open. Though the doors didn’t look as though they had been forced. 
 
    “They could have used an enchanted key to get into the place,” Alaro said. “It’s rare, but some summoners have spells and abilities to do such things, and they use them for nefarious purposes.” 
 
    Alaro stepped into the library first. He held his bow, with an arrow nocked. Bran and Lara followed behind him. It felt strange, having his monsters summoned inside of the academy like this. Bran too had his bow in hand, an enchanted Dark Binding arrow nocked. 
 
    He didn’t want whoever they found to get away. 
 
    The griffin headed toward the center of the library, then stopped and sniffed around. The seconds seemed to stretch to minutes as the griffin tried to gain the scent of those they were after. 
 
    Eventually, the griffin returned to Bran. Its head was lowered, and it nuzzled at his hand. Bran placed his hand on the griffin’s head and shut his eyes for a moment, sinking into the connection. It tugged at his mind, and he felt what the griffin was trying to tell him. 
 
    “The griffin has lost their scent,” Bran told the others. 
 
    “I… I think I know where they went,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran turned around and found Lara standing in front of a door with many locks. 
 
    The door to the Forbidden Section of the library. 
 
    Every one of its locks had been broken, and it was standing ajar. 
 
    “Are we even allowed to go in there?” Alaro asked. Somehow, his voice seemed to radiate both fear and immense curiosity. “I… I’ve never been in there before.” He gulped, and Bran was sure the Ranger was wondering what secrets the place held. 
 
    Bran stepped up to the door. “We need to go in there. We don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “I agree.” She turned and faced Bran. “Though, as you are only a first year, perhaps you should wait here. I am sure we can explain to Urslan why we had to go in, but that doesn’t mean he will be able to convince the rest of the faculty. Alaro and I will likely come out of this unscathed, but you have barely been here a week. If you are found, for whatever reason, in the Forbidden Section on your first week…” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine how you would be able to avoid expulsion.” 
 
    Bran stared at her, then looked at the door. “It doesn’t matter if I get expelled. Whatever happened to the rest of the third-year class, it happened because one of them went in there. That means whoever these summoners are, there is a damned good chance they are responsible. I may be the novice here, but I’m not just going to stand by and let the two of you face them alone.” 
 
    Alaro slapped him on the shoulder. “Then we all go in together.” 
 
    Lara looked a little unsure, but she nodded all the same. “Together.” She tapped one of the crystals on her bandoleer. The shadow creature she had summoned back on the Lion’s Mane appeared in front of her. It wore its hood over its head, and had dark, shadowy claws at the end of its arms. 
 
    It still reminded Bran of a demon. He supposed he could see how people might mistake monsters for demons. As he hadn’t had the opportunity before, he scanned the monster now. 
 
      
 
    Daeva Fiend 
 
    Level: 8 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Toughness: 35 
 
    Agility: 50 
 
    Magic Power: 55 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 75% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bran stared at the stats for a moment. Daeva. That sounded somewhat familiar. The monster seemed to have strong Magic Power, which was no surprise considering Lara was a Mage. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lara said, heading toward the threshold. 
 
    Alaro caught her shoulder, halting her forward momentum. “Send in your monster first. If they’re still in there, they might have eyes on the door. They could attack at the first sign of movement, and we have no idea how strong they are.” 
 
    Lara sighed. “Fine.” She nodded, looking frustrated, then motioned her shadow monster toward the doorway. 
 
    Daeva, the shadow monster, hovered forward. It looked eerie, the way it floated across the floor. Far more so than Shade did, as this monster had legs. 
 
    Bran braced himself, expecting an attack the second the shadow monster stepped over the threshold, but no such attack came. The monster turned left, then right, and didn’t seem to spot anything. 
 
    “All right, let’s follow,” Lara said. Her stride was quick, and she was through the door within a moment, clearly impatient at having to wait for the monster to enter first. 
 
    Bran and Alaro followed right behind her. 
 
    Then they all paused in the middle of the room, staring at the shelves, at the floor. 
 
    The place had been torn apart. 
 
    Books were strewn on the ground. Some shelves had been turned over completely. They searched through the place, and Bran found it to be far larger than he had first thought. It wasn’t as large as the library, but it was close. 
 
    He couldn’t help but glance at the titles of the books he saw lying about, though they all seemed to be in languages he didn’t understand. 
 
    “They must have been looking for something specific. You still think this was Volrath?” Bran looked over at Lara. He had almost referred to Volrath as her father, but Alaro still didn’t know about that. 
 
    “Even more so now. He may not know about you yet, but as I told you, he is deeply passionate about researching ancient summoners, and the forbidden arts some of them used. What better place to raid than the Forbidden Section of the Ketria Academy?” 
 
    “How do you know so much about Volrath?” Alaro asked, with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    Lara waved the question away. “A story for another time.” 
 
    When they had found the entire section to be deserted, they headed back to the entrance. As they did, the griffin’s ears perked up again, and the monster bolted out into the main section of the library. 
 
    “Come on, it must have caught their scent again!” Bran ran after his monster, who was heading down the stairs toward the archives. 
 
    “Why would they be heading down there?” Alaro asked. “Shouldn’t they be trying to get back to the portal in the woods behind the academy?” 
 
    “Maybe they know we have been following them. One of them could be a Beastmaster. They could have smelled us coming.” Bran hurried down the steps behind the griffin. 
 
    Sure enough, the bookshelf that opened up to the tunnels was as wide open as the door to the Forbidden Section had been. Bran ran through it, into the dark tunnel. He would have ran further had he any light. 
 
    He really needed to find some sort of light spell. 
 
    Fortunately, Lara summoned her fireball again, and it was hovering ahead of him in no time. 
 
    Shade seemed to see in the dark fine, however, and had ventured just beyond. 
 
    “How in the world did they know about these tunnels?” Bran asked. 
 
    “They could have been former students,” Alaro said. “So many people get expelled from this place per year. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them tried to infiltrate Ketria after they were forced to leave.” 
 
    That could be true, but Bran doubted Volrath—if it truly was him responsible for whoever had infiltrated the academy—would hire former students from Ketria when he could make someone from Dreadmorth do it. 
 
    Then he remembered Volrath had been a student at Ketria. At least, that’s what Bran had deduced, as he and Urslan had attended the same academy in their youth, and Urslan had definitely been a student here. 
 
    That must be how Urslan knew about the archive’s tunnels, and how to get into them. 
 
    “The real question is, which portal would they have gone through?” Lara asked. “Unless they left some sort of clue, there would be no way of knowing.” Frustration leaked into her voice. 
 
    All three of them and their monsters were rushing through the halls, their heads on a swivel. But this place was a maze. They could have gone anywhere, through any one of these doors. 
 
    “They must know they can escape through here,” Alaro said. “Otherwise, they wouldn’t have come into the archive tunnels. They must have more than one portal connecting to a Monster Realm registered to the Ketria Academy.” 
 
    Bran’s griffin was still up ahead, sniffing through the tunnels. Hopefully the monster could follow the scent right to whatever door the enemy summoners had gone through. 
 
    The direction the party were walking through the tunnels suddenly became familiar. It was the same route Bran had taken through the halls twice before already. 
 
    They were heading toward the Grand Archmage’s study. 
 
    Bran sent a mental command to his griffin to quicken the pace. “I don’t think what they were after was in the Forbidden Section. I think the mess they made was a diversion.” Bran sped up. “They’re after something in the founders’ original fortress.” 
 
    Bran’s legs ached as he pushed them harder than he ever had. Why was he worried? He shouldn’t be. The Monster Realm portal was locked, and Urslan was the only one who had a key. 
 
    Though locks hadn’t stopped these summoners yet. And they seemed to have intimate knowledge of the academy and these tunnels, whether they had gotten that knowledge from Volrath, or they were former students of the academy, remained to be seen. Either way, the summoners wouldn’t have come this far if they didn’t have a way into the study. 
 
    Sure enough, when they reached the portal, they found the door to it still open. A portal door didn’t remain open long after someone passed through it; the summoners they were after must have passed through here only moments ago. 
 
    “Do you think Urslan is in there?” Alaro whispered. 
 
    Bran shook his head. The Grand Archmage was more of a stay-up-late kind of person, rather than someone who would be up bright and early. 
 
    “Not unless he fell asleep in there,” Bran said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t put that past him.” Lara pushed past Alaro and Bran and sprinted toward the door. Without pausing or waiting for her monster to enter first, she was through. 
 
    Alaro sighed. “She really needs to learn proper procedure.” 
 
    Bran doubted that proper procedure was what was on Lara’s mind right now. And though he agreed with Alaro, that didn’t stop Bran from sprinting in after her. He didn’t even give his own monsters a chance to cross the threshold through the portal first. 
 
    The cold hit him hard, like slamming into a wall of ice. But he had gone in expecting it. Though his hands were shaking when he came out the other side, he managed to hold onto the Dark Binding arrow he had nocked. 
 
    He drew it now, his arm shaking from the strain, his mind fogged up in a haze of tiredness. 
 
    Lara had a fireball raised and ready to throw. 
 
    Bran had his head on a swivel, covering every inch of the room with his vision, but no one was here. 
 
    The study hadn’t been ransacked like the Forbidden Section in the library, but Bran had paid close attention the last time he had been here. 
 
    The first thing he noticed that wasn’t where it should be was the book Urslan had been translating. The last time Bran had been in the office, two nights ago, there had been a strewn stack of papers with scrawled translations upon them, and the ancient leatherbound book had been sitting out on the writing desk. 
 
    Now, the book was gone. 
 
    But it wasn’t only that. There were gaps all around the bookshelves, even reaching as high as the ceiling. Gaps that hadn’t been there before. He remembered the shelves being stacked as tightly as they could be. 
 
    The summoners who had come in here must have known exactly what they were after. 
 
    He counted fifteen gaps in the shelf. 
 
    Then he turned to the door he had noticed was open. The only door, other than the portal, that led out of this place. 
 
    Bran hadn’t seen any other parts of the fortress before. He had wondered what was out there, but Urslan had never offered him a tour. He also had to remember that this was a Monster Realm, and he had no idea what type of monsters lay outside of the fortress. 
 
    By the time Bran had finished his assessment of the room, Alaro and all of their summoned monsters had gathered into the study. 
 
    “Fifteen books are missing from the shelves,” Bran said. “And the book… the book about me that Urslan had been translating is gone.” 
 
    “You don’t think they were after that specifically, do you?” Alaro asked. “How in the world would they have known it was here?” 
 
    “They could have just seen an opportunity and snagged it for Volrath so he would know what Urslan was working on.” Lara stepped over to the desk. She snuffed out the fireball she had summoned—the enchanted fireplace provided enough light that it wasn’t needed—and examined the desk. 
 
    Bran nodded at the door. “That wasn’t open the last time we were here.” 
 
    “You don’t think Urslan might have taken that book?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran and Lara looked at him, both with their eyebrows raised. 
 
    “No, I suppose we aren’t going to be that lucky.” Alaro let out a long sigh. “Onwards! But with proper procedure this time.” He glanced at Lara as he said this. She just crossed her arms and stared at him. 
 
    Alaro’s Blade Fiend breached the door, opening it the rest of the way. It stepped through first, turning left, its blade-arms raised at the ready. The Cackling Goblin followed after it, a purple spell—Bran assumed it was a confusion spell—held up in its right hand. The Cackling Goblin turned to the right, a sideways grin on its face. 
 
    The monsters remained there for a moment. 
 
    “Clear,” Alaro announced before stepping through the door, his bow ready with an arrow still nocked. 
 
     Bran and Lara exchanged a glance before heading in after the Ranger. Bran was glad the man was taking this seriously, but he wished they could move a little faster. There was no telling how far those summoners had made it through the fortress. So far, they had always been two steps ahead of Bran and his party. 
 
    That was, of course, assuming the summoners had escaped through the fortress at all. If they had a portal inside of this Monster Realm they were planning to escape through, wouldn’t they have used it to get into the fortress in the first place? 
 
    Unless, of course, they hadn’t been able to infiltrate the fortress from outside. It was, after all, a fortress. 
 
    Still, like the mess in the Forbidden Section, this could be another diversion. The enemy summoners might have simply made it look as though they had come through here… 
 
    Griffin, Bran commanded. Try and find the scent. 
 
    The griffin padded ahead of him through the doorway and came to stand beside Alaro and between the Ranger’s two monsters. It sniffed left, right, then seemed to find something. 
 
    It bounded down the hall to the right. 
 
    “Come on!” Bran called, heading into the hall and running after it. 
 
    “Be careful around the corners!” Alaro called from behind him. 
 
    Bran kept that in mind, glancing behind corners before stepping around them. Though he trusted his fear-sense, sometimes it didn’t give him very much notice. 
 
    The Founders’ Fortress was massive, far larger than Bran had first assumed it was. It was astounding how much it resembled the academy. Though he didn’t get much opportunity to examine it as he ran down the halls, he couldn’t help but notice how similar it was. The stone that made up the walls looked so similar it must have been gathered from the same quarry. 
 
    And as he ran, he felt the hallways were… familiar. 
 
    When they got to a set of spiral stairs, the griffin paused at the top. Alaro caught up to Bran. Even the Ranger was breathing heavily by this point. 
 
    It had been a long day, night, and morning. 
 
    “This fortress… it feels like a replica of the main building of the academy,” Alaro said, seeming in awe of that fact. If they weren’t in the middle of a foot chase, Bran was sure the Ranger would want to map the halls to compare to the two buildings. 
 
    The three summoners and their monsters hurried down the spiral stairs. Bran was careful not to move too quickly, given how damned tired he was and how much his legs were aching, he knew he might be prone to twisting an ankle. 
 
    One misstep would send him tumbling all the way down. 
 
    Good thing he still had a few health potions. 
 
    The griffin followed the scent of the enemy summoners all the way to a set of double doors that had been left open. Alaro was right. The double doors looked exactly like the ones at the entrance to the Ketria Academy. This whole space was identical to the academy’s foyer, though it lacked the same ambience—there were no paintings on the walls, no furniture. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Bran wondered about the significance of this fortress. He knew the founders had had to wage a war before they were able to create the academy. 
 
    Had they been training summoners inside this Monster Realm before that? 
 
    Bran shrugged away the thoughts and was ready to sprint out through the double doors when his fear-sense triggered. His skin began to tingle, and something wrenched at his gut. 
 
    “Ah, guys!” Alaro called. 
 
    A loud growl, like that of a massive lion, sounded from behind them. 
 
    Bran whirled around, his scanner activating immediately at the sight of the monster. 
 
      
 
    Flame Lion 
 
    Level: 15 
 
    Evolution Stage: Legend (5th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 120 
 
    Toughness: 90 
 
    Agility: 90 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Bran took a step back. 
 
    The monster loomed over them. It was so tall it must have had to hunch to make it through the double doors and into the building. It looked almost exactly like a lion—Bran had seen the animal depicted in books before—except its mane wasn’t made of fur. 
 
    It was made of fire. 
 
    It opened its mouth wide, baring its sharp teeth, and released a mighty roar so loud it shook the walls. 
 
    “Level 15,” Lara whispered. 
 
    The summoners who had escaped through here had left the fortress vulnerable by leaving open the double doors. Now that Bran had realized that, he was surprised they hadn’t come across any other monsters on their way through the halls. Low-level monsters were always attracted to monster portals, after all, and the portal inside the study gave off the same pull as any other Bran had encountered. 
 
    “I don’t know that we can run from this,” Alaro said. “We have to neutralize the threat, or it will just chase after us.” 
 
    The monster seemed to be sizing them up, lowering onto its haunches. Bran was sure if another second passed, their decision to run or fight would be made for them. 
 
    The monster sprang forward. 
 
    Bran drew and loosed his Dark Binding arrow as the monster launched off its back legs, swiping at the nearest monster—the Cackling Goblin, who had been lingering behind Alaro. 
 
    The Cackling Goblin took the strike head on. Deep slashes cut into its green skin, and it was knocked backward a few feet, slamming into the Blade Fiend. 
 
    The Dark Binding arrow Bran had loosed pierced the monster’s hide, digging into its skin. The dark tendrils of shadow spread out around it, gripping it tight and halting all of its forward momentum. 
 
    The monster’s head turned toward Bran. It opened its mouth again as if to roar. A low growl built up in its throat. Bran’s fear-sense flared as sparks formed within the monster’s massive maw. 
 
    Bran dove to the side, rolling on the hard stone. A wave of intense heat hit his back. 
 
    The Flame Lion had breathed fire at him. 
 
    If his reaction time had been a split second slower, he would have taken the brunt of the spell. 
 
    Bran was back on his feet. He ran, intending to flank around the monster. He snagged an arrow from the quiver at his hip, then nocked it and drew the bowstring back in a smooth, practiced motion that had become close to second nature over the past few days. 
 
    He spun and shot a Wind Whip arrow at the monster. His eyes widened when he saw it. 
 
    The Dark Binding arrow had already worn off. 
 
    The Wind Whip arrow hit the monster in the back, leaving a deep gash in its skin, but the Flame Lion seemed to shrug off the strike as though it barely felt it. 
 
    This thing was far too high level for Bran to be even standing close to it. How could they possibly defeat it? 
 
    As Bran ran, he managed to get behind the monster. 
 
    He was glad the foyer of this building was so large, as it was easy enough to maneuver in. 
 
    Bran assessed the situation, getting a look at where the other two summoners were. They were both ranged fighters, though Lara in her robes was more vulnerable to melee attacks than Alaro was, they would both likely get knocked on their ass by this thing. 
 
    Lara had skirted around to the stairs that had led down here, and was backing up them, sending spell after spell at the Flame Lion as her Daeva Shadow Stepped behind the monster, slashing at it with its sharp shadow claws. 
 
    Alaro must have commanded his Blade Fiend to move in and attack the monster head on. The Blade Fiend had a good amount of toughness, and had managed to stay standing even after taking a few hits, but it was likely low on health already, considering the Flame Lion was 6 levels higher than it. 
 
    “Can we tame this thing?” Bran shouted. He didn’t have a spare crystal, but he knew that Alaro did. 
 
    “Not a chance!” Alaro shouted, loosing an arrow that turned into a steel spear as it flew through the air. His Cackling Goblin was launching confusion spells, purple spheres of magical energy that crackled as they flew through the air, but they didn’t seem to be having any effect on the monster. 
 
    “We have to escape!” Lara said. She had switched from throwing fireballs to throwing some strange, dark, shadowy spell that Bran didn’t recognize. 
 
    The monster was probably resistant to fire. 
 
    “Didn’t you see that thing’s agility?” Bran called. He wondered if he could use his fusion ability on the monster, but he doubted he would be able to get in close enough without getting seriously hurt. 
 
    “One of us will have to lead it away while the others go after the enemy summoners. They clearly came through here.” Bran was more than ready to be the diversion. If he were able to get outside, he might be able to ride the griffin to safety as the Flame Lion followed after him on the ground. All he would need to do is gain the monster’s aggression, make it attack him instead of the others. 
 
    “A solid plan, though a little suicidal. I like it. It screams of adventure.” Alaro ran to the double doors, calling his monsters to come beside him. “Stop attacking and call off your monsters! I’ll gain its aggression!” 
 
    Bran wanted to argue, but deep down he knew Alaro would have a better chance of losing the monster than he would. If Bran flew away on the griffin, the Flame Lion might simply lose interest in him and then attack one of the others… 
 
    Besides, it was his griffin who had the scent of the enemy summoners. How would they be able to follow without him? 
 
    He commanded Shade and his griffin to stop attacking the Flame Lion—though their attacks had been just as ineffectual as his own. 
 
    Even with all three summoners and their monsters attacking the Flame Lion—a dozen gashes and a dozen arrows stuck in its hide—it didn’t even falter as it bounded after Alaro. Its shoulder crashed into the side of the double doors, hitting them so hard they flung out and slammed against the stone. 
 
    The doors must have been enchanted, because they didn’t take any damage at all. 
 
    Bran sprinted through the foyer, running toward the exit after the monster. 
 
    “Bran, you have to let him do this! We have to wait until Alaro has led it away.” Lara rushed down the stairs, sounding as tired as Bran felt. 
 
    Bran halted at the threshold, staring at an open field. 
 
    Alaro was fast. Damned fast. Bran had never seen him run before, and certainly hadn’t expected him to be able to outrun the Flame Lion. 
 
    Though just because the Ranger was able to do it now, didn’t mean he would be able to do it later. The Flame Lion was bounding after the Ranger and his two monsters on powerful legs that didn’t look as though they would ever tire. None of the strikes they had landed on the lion seemed to have injured it even a little bit. 
 
    “If he has one of his monsters gain the Flame Lion’s aggression, he can make them lead it away from him.” Lara put a hand on Bran’s shoulder. “He’s… he’s going to be alright.” 
 
    Bran nodded sharply. He was about as sure as Lara sounded, but there was nothing he could do. 
 
    They had to go after the enemy summoners. 
 
    The griffin padded out of the double doors, sniffing the air. When it caught the scent it was searching for, it looked back at Bran, tilted its head to the side, then began running. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. All the muscles in his body ached and were screaming for him to rest. The haze that had taken over his head had yet to dissipate, and likely wouldn’t until he had some sleep. 
 
    But he ran after the griffin anyway and heard Lara on his heels. 
 
    They needed to find these summoners and figure out what they stole and why. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran hated to have to leave the double doors to the fortress wide open, but they didn’t exactly have a key to the place, and no one knew they were out here. If they accidentally locked themselves out, they might never be able to get back in. Who knew how long it would be until someone set foot outside of the fortress? Urslan never seemed to leave the study when he was in this Monster Realm. 
 
    They could get stuck outside for years if that door didn’t remain open. 
 
    Running across the open field, pushing his legs harder than he ever had, reminded Bran of being in the army. During a battle, no matter how long it went, it didn’t matter if you were tired. Injured. Bleeding. 
 
    You just had to keep pushing. You had to keep going until it was over. If you didn’t, you would let down the soldiers beside you, the soldiers behind you, your sergeant. Your country. 
 
    Yourself. 
 
    And then you would die. 
 
    Though he knew his life wouldn’t be on the line if he didn’t catch these summoners, it felt much the same. And, maybe his life was on the line. They had stolen a book about him, after all. Who knew what Volrath would do to him if he ever found out what he was capable of? Would he experiment on him, like he experimented on monsters? 
 
    Lara ran beside Bran. She was doing well, considering she had only gotten a few scant hours of sleep. He was impressed by her physicality, especially since she was a Mage, one of the less physical classes of summoner. She didn’t look half as tired as Bran felt. 
 
    That made him think of the summoner he saw outside the stables back in Ealdor, walking down the street. He had carried a sword on his back that looked too heavy for a normal person to carry. Bran knew summoners were stronger than normal people. And, despite the fact that he was immensely tired… he was still running. He was still upright. He had been able to move and fight that Flame Lion as though he’d had a solid eight hours of sleep. 
 
    How much stronger would he be once he had gotten to higher levels? Once he had been training for years? 
 
    As they ran after the griffin, Bran gazed around the open field, trying to see what was in the distance. 
 
    There were monsters everywhere. 
 
    He stared at the text as his scanner worked. 
 
      
 
    Great Horned Elephant 
 
    Level: 18 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 150 
 
    Toughness: 150 
 
    Agility: 50 
 
    Magic Power: 50 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Golden Rhinoceros 
 
    Level: 20 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 150 
 
    Toughness: 190 
 
    Agility: 70 
 
    Magic Power: 60 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Tree Nymph 
 
    Level: 17 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 60 
 
    Toughness: 60 
 
    Agility: 80 
 
    Magic Power: 180 
 
    Personality: Frightful 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Reading the stats of all the monsters around him almost stopped him in his tracks. They were far too strong. Even stronger than the Flame Lion! 
 
    Bran and Lara shouldn’t be out here. If any one of these monsters decided to attack them, they would be done for. 
 
    And they had left the doors to the fortress open. What if these monsters were to wander in there, like the Flame Lion had? What if they broke into the study? He knew that higher level monsters didn’t tend to be as tempted by the feeling of a Monster Portal as lower level monsters—hence why lower level monsters were often found swarming near a portal, like the spiders he had encountered in the Monster Realm he had gone to with Urslan, or the Vampiric Locusts he had fought when entering the Monster Realm with Alaro. 
 
    But did that mean these monsters wouldn’t be tempted? 
 
    At least they all looked too big to get through the halls and doors of the fortress… 
 
    Bran shrugged off his worries and fears, something he had long ago learned how to do. 
 
    It didn’t matter what level he was; he needed to catch the enemy summoners. 
 
    They ran as fast as they could. Glancing at Lara, he noticed a look of worry on her face. But she didn’t say a word—didn’t ask for them to turn back. 
 
    Good. She was in this as much as he was. 
 
    Minutes passed, Bran wasn’t sure how many, until they came upon a wooded area. They slowed their run. It would be far easier to stumble on a monster accidentally among the trees than it would be back on the open field, where they could see clearly all around them. 
 
    Bran still had an arrow nocked, enchanted with Dark Binding. Even though it had quickly worn off when he had used it on the Flame Lion, at least it had worked. Delaying these high-level monsters even a moment could mean the difference between life and death. 
 
    Their run turned into a jog. He could hear Lara breathing hard beside him, and he was doing the same. As they jogged through the trees, Bran remained as alert as possible. He had been trained to stay alert for long periods of time. When on the march. When standing guard duty through the night. He was thankful for those long hours of boredom turning him into the type of person he was now. 
 
    He jumped over roots, ducked under branches, and kept his head on a swivel, eyes darting every which way. If they finally did find the summoners, the last thing he wanted to do was alert them to his and Lara’s presence, so when the griffin’s ears perked and it froze in a small clearing, Bran raised his fist in the hand signal for stop. 
 
    Lara wasn’t a soldier, but fortunately she understood what he was doing. That made Bran wonder if summoners were taught how to use hand signals when they form into parties, if so, Alaro had left that out of his training. 
 
    Bran paced over to the griffin and put a hand on the monster’s head. The monster nuzzled into his hand, and in an instant Bran was able to hear what the monster heard. 
 
      
 
    Monster Bond increased by 5%! 
 
      
 
    The bond between Bran and the monster had never been so strong before. He hadn’t imagined that using this unique ability of his would lead to him increasing his bond meter, but he was glad for it. 
 
    The griffin, ears still perked, turned its head sharply and off to the side, listening to something. 
 
    Bran focused on what the griffin was hearing. It was muffled talking. A conversation. The voices were far away, as they had been when he had heard them while climbing the mountain the night before, so he couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. 
 
    But he definitely recognized them as the same voices. 
 
    Bran looked over at Lara, then pointed in the direction the noise was coming from. He put a finger to his lips for silence, then began moving through the trees in a crouch. After a few steps, he didn’t hear Lara following, so he glanced back. 
 
    She was right behind him, her steps as soft as a feather falling to the ground. 
 
    Good. Neither of them were likely to spook the summoners they were after. 
 
    Bran just hoped they hadn’t already reached whatever Monster Portal they must have been planning to escape through. 
 
    The minutes stretched long as they crept toward the voices. As Bran was no longer touching the griffin, he couldn’t feel the bond between them anymore and wasn’t able to use the monster’s hearing. But as he went further through the trees, he was able to hear the voices through his own ears. 
 
    He glanced back at Lara. She had her head tilted to the side, and could clearly hear them just as well as he could. 
 
    “Do you really think this is a good idea?” one of the voices said. It was a woman’s voice, and somehow sounded slightly familiar to Bran. 
 
    “You want to disobey a direct order from the dean?” This time it was a man speaking, and there was clear anger in his voice. “Betraying Volrath is the worst possible plan in existence, one that would likely get the both of us killed. Or worse. My money would be on worse.” 
 
    “Staying here any longer will get us killed, too,” the woman said. “This mission could have meant our death. He put our life on the line for a couple of books.” 
 
    “I agree that we shouldn’t linger, so let’s say we finish this conversation now and bring these books back to the dean before he thinks of sending someone after us.” There was a pause. “Let me tell you, I’m more afraid of his wrath than I am of the monsters here. They might be able to kill us, but Volrath is capable of thrusting a fate worse than death upon us.” 
 
    “I still think all of this is a bad idea. I didn’t join the Dreadmorth Institute to become a thief, but he forced me into—” 
 
    “No,” the man said, cutting the woman off, “you joined the Institute because you wanted to become strong. Volrath knows better than anyone how to make that happen. Maybe Ketria would take you in if you defected, but you won’t be safe within their walls when the war really starts. If you want to become as strong as you dream of becoming, you have to remain on the winning side. Now, get moving, or you won’t have to wait for a monster to kill you!” 
 
    The voices ceased. Both the man and the woman sounded familiar, like people Bran had met before, but he was having trouble placing them… 
 
    Then he remembered the two summoners he and Lara had fought aboard the Lion’s Mane. The summoners who had beaten them incredibly easily. True, he had landed a few hits, but they hadn’t done much of anything. 
 
    Bran recalled the details of that fight. The Lancer on the giant raven. The Ranger whom Lara had fought. They were both powerful summoners. Bran had become significantly stronger over the past few days, but that didn’t mean he was ready to go toe-to-toe with the Lancer again, or even the Ranger, who had been strong enough to take down Lara, when Lara had level 8 monsters. 
 
    Bran’s monsters were nowhere near high enough level to pose a challenge. 
 
    But Bran wasn’t about to let some summoners from the Dreadmorth Institute steal from Ketria, not when he was in a position to do something about it. 
 
    He looked over at Lara as they continued to creep further through the forest. The two summoners exchanged a look. From that look, Bran was sure that she knew exactly what was going on here. She recognized their voices just as he had, and she wasn’t about to let that make her back down. 
 
    Noise came from somewhere behind them. A rustling of leaves, rushing feet. Bran whirled around to see what might be attacking them. Was it a monster? Or did the infiltrators from Dreadmorth have a third summoner with them? 
 
    Curiously, Bran’s fear-sense didn’t trigger, which only strengthened his sense of immediate danger. If whatever this was could bypass his fear-sense, then it must be strong— 
 
    Or, he realized, not a threat at all. 
 
    Alaro stepped out through the trees, a small smile on his face. The three summoners huddled together. 
 
    Alaro whispered in Bran’s ear, “What did I miss?” 
 
    Bran, speaking as quickly and quietly as he could manage, explained the situation, and that he and Lara had already fought the two summoners before. 
 
    Alaro nodded along and didn’t seem deterred when Bran said how the enemy summoners had defeated him and Lara on the Lion’s Mane. When Bran finished, Alaro put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We have the element of surprise here,” Alaro said. “The three of us, and all our monsters, will surround them, then take them down. We are each ranged fighters, so we’ll send our monsters into the fray, and have health potions at the ready to drink the moment they get hit. You ready?” Alaro looked from Bran to Lara. They both nodded back at him. “Good. Then let’s get into position.” He pointed at Bran. “You flank right.” Then at Lara. “You flank left. I’ll come right up behind them. Let’s go!” 
 
    Bran fell back into a crouch, moving through the forest with ease. Somehow, all the tiredness that he had been feeling fell away. The aches and pains in his muscles drifted into the back of his consciousness, and he became even more alert. 
 
    He knew this feeling. It had happened to him plenty of times before in the heat of battle. 
 
    The trees passed him by as he hurried toward the right, heading to his position. Shade hovered in the air behind him, not making a single noise. The griffin padded behind him. It wasn’t as quiet as Bran, but at least it wasn’t too loud. It looked as though Alaro had recalled his monsters back into their crystals. That was smart, when it came to being stealthy. Bran just hoped that the five minutes for which the Ranger needed to keep them in their crystals will have passed by the time they all got into position. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Bran was to the right of the enemy summoners. Neither of the Dreadmorth students had their monsters summoned. They mustn’t have wanted to attract any attention out here. Of course, if they hadn’t wanted attention, they shouldn’t have been talking so loud. Bran grinned. 
 
    Maybe this would all work out. The element of surprise, three summoners versus two… that could be worth the difference in levels easily enough. 
 
    Bran waited for Alaro and Lara to get into position. He couldn’t see them through the trees, and they hadn’t agreed about what their signal would be. Once again, he wished he could communicate with his fellow party members telepathically. It sure would save a lot of the guesswork. 
 
    He drew back his Dark Binding arrow and had another in reserve ready for him in his quiver. He couldn’t see the stolen books on the two summoners, so they must have been in their bags of holding. 
 
    Bran let out a quiet breath, holding the string fully drawn. If they waited any longer, they would lose the enemy summoners in the trees. The Dreadmorth summoners weren’t moving very fast, but they were still on the move. 
 
    He would only have this shot for so long. 
 
    Bran aimed his Dark Binding arrow at the Lancer, the man who had easily defeated him aboard the Lion’s Mane the day after Bran had discovered he was a summoner. 
 
    The arrow hit dead on. Dark tendrils of shadow curled around the Lancer. The man’s eyes widened in surprise. Though he wasn’t able to walk anymore, he could still move his limbs. One of the man’s crystals glowed. Bran drew the next arrow and nocked it as he watched a massive raven appear and spread its wings wide. He shot the second Dark Binding arrow at the Ranger. 
 
    The Ranger, however, managed to dodge out of the way. She already had an arrow of her own nocked and aimed it toward him. 
 
    The Ranger let the arrow loose. It turned into a ball of fire as it flew toward Bran. 
 
    Bran ran out of the arrow’s way, and it hit a tree beside him. With a mental command, he sent his two monsters after the Ranger. More arrows were shot into the clearing. Alaro must have been in position. 
 
    Fireballs lit up the trees around the enemy summoners, and dark pools of shadow began to form around them. Lara was casting her fire- and shadow-type spells. 
 
    Shade appeared in the clearing, attacking the enemy summoners with its shadow claws. Then it cast Dusk Miasma on the Lancer, who flinched in pain, still stuck fast in Dark Binding. 
 
    The griffin flew in, launching spells at the Lancer. The giant raven met the griffin in the air with a loud screech and a mess of talons. 
 
    More monsters appeared in the clearing as the Ranger summoned all three of her monsters. Bran didn’t have time to read all the stats that appeared in his vision. He looked at the monsters that were summoned. One was a fire-type monster. It was humanoid, and it resembled Alaro’s Cackling Goblin. Except it wasn’t green—it was red, and its entire body was aflame. 
 
    The second monster she had summoned was an earth-type monster. Again, the monster was humanoid, though it was much taller than the other one. It stood at least eight feet tall and was completely made from stone. Bran glimpsed the name of the monster. It was called a golem. 
 
    The final monster the Ranger summoned took Bran by surprise. It wasn’t as though he hadn’t seen dragons before, but he would never have expected a mere student to possess a monster so rare. It wasn’t like the dragons he had seen in the closed-off section of the stables back where he used to work. This was a water dragon. 
 
    The Lancer summoned two more monsters after the raven. Unlike the Ranger, he only had monsters of one elemental type. They were all winged monsters, and they were all air-type. That made a lot of sense, considering the man was a Lancer. He would only want to tame monsters that he could ride, and he seemed to like riding them in the air unlike the Lancer Bran had faced while in the Army. 
 
    Bran’s eyes scanned all the stats for the monsters. The two new monsters that had been summoned by the Lancer were a giant eagle and a massive vulture. 
 
    Alaro’s monsters joined the fight. Bran was beginning to lose track of everything that was happening. There were too many monsters. Twelve in total. And five summoners. This was nothing like any other fight he had been in, nothing like the fights he had had in the last few days of his training, or his times on the battlefield as a soldier in the Kalaran Royal Army. 
 
    Bran didn’t know what to command his monsters to do, so he let them fight on their own, making sure to keep track of how much lifeforce they had left. He’d already downed two lesser health potion and two lesser mana potion, and the fight had barely started. 
 
    As he couldn’t focus on everything at once, Bran set his sights on the Lancer. Bran loaded his fourth arrow of the fight. It was another Dark Binding arrow. The Lancer had already broken free of the first one’s control. 
 
    The man wielded a spear, and his eyes were locked on Bran. His gaze burned with rage. This time, it didn’t look like he would take it easy on Bran. 
 
    It looked like he wanted to kill him. Bran supposed the student from the Dreadmorth Institute wouldn’t want to leave any witnesses to the crimes they had committed. Not only had they broken into the academy, they had used illegal portals to do it. 
 
    Bran didn’t want to kill the enemy summoner, not because he would feel guilty if he died. He had killed plenty of people during his time as a soldier. Though he had never relished it, he knew he had been doing his duty. 
 
    But he needed this man, and the other summoner, to survive. They might have more insight into what Volrath knew, and why he was after these specific books. 
 
    Bran only had so many Dark Binding arrows. It was clear that the Lancer was too strong to be kept by the binding for long. Fortunately, the Lancer didn’t seem to have any ranged attacks. He probably wasn’t used to fighting on the ground as much as he was used to fighting atop one of his monsters. 
 
    The next arrow Bran nocked was the Wind Whip arrow. 
 
    The Lancer seemed to look at him strangely for a moment. His gaze flicked from Bran’s eyes to the bow in his hand. Was he remembering that last time they fought, Bran was in the Mage configuration? 
 
    That was another reason Bran couldn’t let this man go. If he had put two and two together, and figured out Bran was capable of using multiple classes, then Volrath would find out. 
 
    Bran loosed the Wind Whip arrow directly at the Lancer’s chest. But the Lancer was faster than Bran had expected him to be. Though Bran had managed to hit the man with two Dark Binding arrows, the Lancer seemed far more alert now. 
 
    He slapped the Wind Whip arrow out of the air with his spear. The arrow went off course, piercing the ground uselessly and leaving a deep gash in the dirt. 
 
    For the second time, the Lancer broke out of the Dark Binding spell. He shrugged it off almost as quickly as the Flame Lion had. His armor must have some protection against shadow-type spells. 
 
    The Lancer sprinted through the trees toward Bran, and Bran realized his earlier assessment might have been wrong. Just because he was a Lancer, used to fighting atop his monsters, didn’t mean he couldn’t fight on the ground. 
 
    The man barreled toward Bran with tremendous speed. He held his spear with two hands, his face red with rage. The spear began to glow. Was he enchanting it with spells, like Bran enchanted his arrows with spells? Bran hadn’t spent enough time in the Lancer configuration to intimately know how they fought. 
 
    A definite oversight. 
 
    In the time it took the Lancer to run at Bran, Bran shot another arrow at him. But this one was simply dodged. The man stepped to the side at exactly the right moment. 
 
    Bran’s arrows weren’t good enough, and all his monsters were occupied, their life force and mana draining each moment that passed. 
 
    In a few seconds, the Lancer would be within melee range, far too close for Bran to be shooting arrows at him. 
 
    Then Bran remembered his other weapons—the sword at his hip, the halberd in his bag of holding. He already knew which he would choose. He might not have trained in the Lancer configuration, but a spear was still the weapon he had the most mastery in over any others. 
 
    Bran put his bow back into his bag of holding. He downed another lesser health and lesser mana potion—hoping that would keep his monsters going—then whipped the halberd out, holding it in both hands as the Lancer leaped into the air, cocking his spear back in an overhead strike. 
 
    Bran loosened his grip on the halberd and let out a breath. Time seemed to slow down. He was truly in the heat of the battle now. The halberd felt right in his hands, like he had been born to wield it. But he knew that was simply a consequence of the hours upon hours of training he’d had with the weapon, not to mention all of the battles he had wielded it in. 
 
    The Lancer roared out a battle-cry that sounded as though it should have come from a Beastmaster. 
 
    Bran sidestepped the oncoming strike, then slashed out at the man as he was landing on the ground. A perfect dodge and counter strike. 
 
    Somehow, the Lancer had managed to reangle his spear, and blocked Bran’s strike with ease. 
 
    “First you were a Mage, then a Ranger, now you’re fighting with a halberd?” The man spat his words as he said them, standing a few feet away. “You’re the one Volrath has been looking for, aren’t you?” 
 
    The Lancer sprang forward, thrusting his spear at Bran’s chest. Bran slapped the strike away, then countered with a thrust of his own. 
 
    The man was fast. Faster than the sergeant who had taught Bran all he knew about fighting with a spear. 
 
    As the two summoners exchanged blows, Bran got a feel for the man’s fighting style. Bran’s focus was so acute, his attention so fully overtaken with each movement, that he could barely think about the man’s words. 
 
    The words replayed in Bran’s mind as he dodged another strike, You’re the one Volrath has been looking for, aren’t you? 
 
     He would have to think about the implications of what the man had said when the fight was over. 
 
    Assuming he survived this. 
 
    Wielding a halberd was almost as natural as wielding a spear. Bran was surprised by how little proficiency he had lost over the past year. During his time in the stables, he hadn’t been able to spar anyone. None of his old squad mates—the ones still alive—were interested in getting their asses kicked. So, he had trained alone in the stables when things got quiet, using an old broom with the head broken off. 
 
    Fortunately, the stables were often quiet in the late evenings, and he had been able to do it at least four times a week. 
 
    The Lancer’s eyes seemed to widen a little more each time Bran dodged or blocked one of the man’s strikes. Each time he sent a countermove that was close to impaling him. The Lancer must not have expected Bran to be able to wield a halberd at all, and now he was finding them evenly matched. 
 
    No. Not evenly matched. 
 
    The Lancer smiled, and his halberd glowed. 
 
    The next strike wasn’t just with the spear, but with a spell enchanted into it. It threw a gust of wind out at the same time. The Lancer’s strike didn’t even make contact, and yet Bran was thrown backward ten feet. 
 
    “You’re not a Mage, are you? A Mage would have seen that coming.” The man shook his head. “Maybe you aren’t who the old man had been looking for. Either way,” the man said as he strode across the forest floor, his heavy boots crunching leaves and snapping twigs, “you’re coming back to the Dreadmorth Institute with me.” 
 
    One thing Bran’s sergeant always taught him was never to run his mouth during a fight. It was a waste of time, and it pulled your focus away from the fight itself, giving your opponent an opportunity to capitalize on your mismanaged concentration. 
 
    As the man strode over to Bran, Bran pretended to be more hurt than he really was. The Lancer was smiling, overconfident. Bran kept a smile from his own face. His plan was working. He was lulling the man into a false sense of security. 
 
    When the Lancer was one step away, his spear angled down at Bran ready to thrust, Bran was sure the man was about to take a disabling strike. As the strike came down, Bran sprang into action. He dodged to the left in a rolling sweep, kicking the man’s leg out. 
 
    The Lancer’s eyes widened as Bran’s boot contacted his knee. The man went down instantly, hitting the ground hard. In a moment, Bran was back on his own feet. He thrust his halberd down at the Lancer. The strike went straight through his shoulder. Bran would have taken a killing blow, but he knew this man could have information on Volrath. He was sure Urslan would want to question him later if he could. 
 
    The strike hit true. The Lancer was pinned into the forest floor. Bran left the halberd in his shoulder and kicked the man in the head. The summoner from Dreadmorth fell unconscious. 
 
    A massive amount of mastery flooded into Bran. The feeling was euphoric, and it further sharpened his senses. 
 
    Bran whirled around to see how the others were going. 
 
    He could feel the life force draining from his griffin and Shade. He got a visual on the monsters. His griffin was fighting the raven, though it didn’t really look like a fight. The griffin was nowhere near the same level as the raven, and couldn’t go head-to-head with it. It was flying through the air, dodging the giant raven’s attacks. It wouldn’t be long before Bran’s monster would no longer be able to dodge. It was already close to death. If Bran let his monster die in this fight, the forced absorption could impact his own ability to fight. But if he did absorb the griffin now, the raven’s attention would likely fall squarely on him. 
 
    Shade was harrying the giant vulture. Which wasn’t going very well either. Though Shade could fly, it couldn’t fly as high as the vulture. And just as the griffin couldn’t match the raven in a fight, neither could Shade match the vulture. Both of Bran’s monsters were close to death. He assessed the rest of the battle, knowing he would need to make a decision within the next few seconds. 
 
    He remembered what it had felt like last time, when both his monsters died and he was forced to absorb them both. If Alaro hadn’t been with him, the drain on his lifeforce could have been the death of him. 
 
    Alaro seemed to be holding his own. He was shooting enchanted arrows up at the three flying monsters, while his two monsters were engaging with the enemy Ranger’s monsters. 
 
    His Blade Fiend was a force to be reckoned with. Its movements were almost too fast for Bran to track. The enemy monster was taking a lot of damage, and almost looked like it would be defeated. 
 
    The Cackling Goblin was throwing confusion spells at all of the enemy monsters. It was standing in the middle of the clearing, smiling and laughing at the chaos. 
 
    Lara had managed to stay out of melee range from the enemies. She was fighting the Ranger directly. Somehow, she was fast enough to dodge the Ranger’s attacks. Though her robes did look a little scorched—she must have taken a few of the Ranger’s fire arrows. 
 
    Bran checked on his monsters again. They were far too close to death for him to let them keep fighting, and he was already completely out of health and mana potions. He forced their absorption, taking his bow out of his bag of holding once more. He drew a Dark Binding arrow, wondering what it would do to a flying monster. Nocking the arrow, he aimed it at the raven. Just as the griffin was absorbed, the raven did as Bran had expected it to. It whirled in the air, its eyes locking onto Bran. 
 
    The raven swooped down, its talons raised in front of it. Bran’s gaze locked onto the razor-sharp talons. He knew if the monster got hold of him, he would go down in an instant. 
 
    He shrugged off the fear, then loosed the Dark Binding arrow right at the monster’s head. 
 
    The arrow hit true. 
 
    The monster’s forward momentum was instantly halted. It could no longer flap its wings, and it fell to the ground like a stone. Alaro must have injured the raven quite a lot, because the monster began to glow. 
 
    In a moment, it was forcibly reabsorbed into the Lancer. 
 
    Mastery flooded into Bran once more. He let out a long breath and refocused, turning his attention to the vulture that was circling. He was out of Dark Binding arrows, and Shade’s mana pool had been entirely drained during the fight. Fortunately, he always enchanted the majority of his arrows with Wind Whip. 
 
    In one swift movement, Bran drew a Wind Whip arrow, staring up at the circling vulture. He aimed where he knew the vulture would be, just as he had learned to do when fighting the Vampiric Locusts. 
 
    The Wind Whip arrow slashed into the monster, cutting into its wing. Again, the monster must have been damaged heavily by Alaro’s attacks. 
 
    With one of its wings damaged, it was no longer able to maintain itself in the air. It swayed to the side, then began to fall to the ground. It didn’t fall as the raven had. Instead, it fell more like a feather caught in the wind. The monster faltered, gaining and losing altitude three times before it finally fell. 
 
    The monster seemed in control enough to direct where it fell. 
 
    It slammed straight into Bran. He hadn’t had time to get out of the way. Bran smashed into the dirt, the bird’s massive weight atop him. Its talons dug deep into his skin. 
 
    Bran’s arms were pinned so hard he could barely move them. He struggled, forcing his right hand down to his belt, straining his muscles as hard as he could. The night without sleep was catching up to him fast. 
 
    His energy was almost completely gone. 
 
    But he had never been one to give up. 
 
    He got his hand to his belt and managed to draw his dagger. He dug the dagger into the vulture, breaking through the toughness of its skin. Again and again he stabbed, feeling the monster slowly lose its strength, slowly relax. It was a painful, drawn out death, but the vulture finally relaxed. 
 
    Mastery flooded into Bran once more. 
 
      
 
    Ranger Level Increased: Level 1 → 2! 
 
      
 
    Griffin Level Increased: Level 1 → 2 
 
    Strength: 7 → 12 
 
    Toughness: 6 → 10 
 
    Agility: 6 → 10 
 
    Magic Power: 4 → 8 
 
      
 
    Shade Level Increased: Level 1 → 2 
 
    Strength: 2 → 6 
 
    Toughness: 2 → 6 
 
    Agility: 10 → 15 
 
    Magic Power: 8 → 13 
 
      
 
    The feeling was amazing. For a moment, the vulture was still pinned atop him. He couldn’t move its bulk on his own. But he didn’t have to. The bird began to glow. It was being forcibly reabsorbed into its master. 
 
    It wasn’t just the levels he had gained, he realized, looking at the requirements for his monster’s evolutions. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling (magic power based) 
 
    Requirements: Complete! 
 
    Summon 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin (earth element - toughness) 
 
    Requirements: Complete! 
 
    Summon 
 
      
 
    His monsters had reached the requirements to evolve! 
 
    He still had to wait five minutes before summoning them once more, as he had just absorbed the two monsters. 
 
    When Bran made it back to his feet, he noticed that none of the other monsters were in the field. 
 
    All of the enemies’ monsters had been defeated. 
 
    The Dreadmorth Ranger was nowhere to be seen. Alaro had an arrow nocked in his bow and was staring down at the enemy Lancer. Lara was stretching out her shoulders. She walked over to Bran. 
 
    “The Ranger got away. I tried to stop her, but…” Lara pointed through the trees at something Bran hadn’t seen before. There was a portal, not far from where the battle had been. “I didn’t want to risk following her. I have no doubt that portal leads to the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Alaro stepped closer to the enemy Lancer, who was still pinned to the ground by Bran’s halberd. “At least we managed to capture one of them.” The man was still unconscious. At least, he looked that way. Alaro still had his bow drawn, being overly cautious. 
 
    Bran didn’t blame him. He walked over to the prisoner. “We should tie him up before he wakes. Is there any way to prevent him from summoning his monsters?” 
 
    “We can take away his Summoner’s Bandoleer,” Alaro said. “If he’s not in contact with his crystals, he won’t be able to summon his monsters.” 
 
    Bran put his dagger away. He kneeled by the captive and looked up at Alaro. “Do you have any rope in your bag of holding?” 
 
    Alaro nodded. He didn’t move from where he stood with his bow drawn. Instead, he nodded at Lara to come over. 
 
    Lara summoned a fireball to her hand. She stood over the Lancer, ready to strike should he wake up and try to attack them. 
 
    Alaro put the arrow back in his quiver and retrieved some rope from his bag of holding. They turned the prisoner on his side and tied his arms behind his back. The halberd was still deep in his chest, but Bran knew if they took it out, he might bleed to death. He unstrapped the man’s Summoner’s Bandoleer and threw it a few feet away. 
 
    Lara snuffed out her fireball. She took a health potion from her bag of holding. “The second we pull out that halberd, he’s gonna wake up.” She handed the health potion to Bran. “Make sure he drinks this.” 
 
    Alaro stepped over to the Lancer’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. He unstrapped the bag of holding from it. “I hope he was the one carrying all the stolen books.” 
 
    Lara looked over toward the door to the portal. “If I had just been a little bit faster… She never would have been able to get away.” 
 
    “You did what you could. Her getting away is not your fault.” Bran removed the cork off the health potion, getting it ready for when he pulled out the halberd. He rolled the man onto his back. The Lancer groaned, though he still seemed unconscious. Bran let out a breath. He put the health potion on the ground, gripped the halberd with both hands, then swiftly pulled it free. 
 
    The Lancer from the Dreadmorth Institute snapped his eyes wide open. He screamed and began to thrash. Lara kneeled beside him and held the man down. Bran grabbed for the health potion. 
 
    “Drink this!” Bran demanded. 
 
    The man still struggled for a few more moments, then seemed to lose all of his energy. His eyes became slightly more lucid, and he stopped screaming. He looked up at Bran, then his gaze snapped to the health potion in his hands. He gave a small nod. Bran put the lip of the bottle to the man’s mouth and watched him gulp it down. 
 
    Alaro stepped over, the bag of holding in his hands. “We need to get back to the academy. Every second we spend out here is another second where we might get attacked by high-level monsters.” 
 
    “Urslan is going to want to question this man right away,” Lara said. 
 
    The man healed quickly. Bran watched in awe as the wound stitched itself back together and the man stopped bleeding. The Lancer looked up at Bran, at Lara, at Alaro. His eyes were full of anger, but he didn’t struggle. He must have known that there was no fighting them, not now that they had taken his monsters away from him. He was almost as helpless as a normal person would be. 
 
    They forced the Lancer back to his feet, and headed toward the Founders’ Fortress as fast as they could. 
 
    It was time to get out of there. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran, Alaro and Lara returned to the Ketria Academy with the Lancer as their prisoner. 
 
    Bran had not had time to summon his monsters—to watch them finally evolve to their next stage. They had run as fast as they could back to the fortress, avoiding all the high-level monsters in the field. They were fortunate not to encounter the Flame Lion again, and they got back to the study within the fortress safely. 
 
    They also hadn’t risked searching the fortress for monsters that might have gotten in. If monsters as powerful as the Flame Lion, or the other high-level monsters they had seen out on the field, had gotten into the fortress, they wouldn’t be strong enough to clear it. 
 
    Alaro said that would be a job for the masters, or even Urslan himself. 
 
    They made sure to lock the double doors again. To ensure no more monsters would get in, and to ensure no one from the Dreadmorth Institute would be able to use the monster portal the Ranger had escaped through to infiltrate the fortress. 
 
    When they went to Urslan’s office in the Academy proper, every other student they passed stared at them in surprise. The Lancer’s uniform was clearly of the Dreadmorth Institute. Bran imagined it was rare seeing a student from Dreadmorth here. 
 
    They headed straight for the Grand Archmage’s office. His assistant, a woman sitting at a desk just outside of the office, saw the Lancer they had tied up and instantly waved them through. 
 
    “That’s the first time that’s ever happened,” Lara muttered. “He’s often too busy even to see his ward.” 
 
    They opened the office door and strode right in.  
 
    Urslan was sitting behind a large oak desk, staring down at an ancient-looking tome. He looked up at them as they entered, eyes widening slightly at the sight of the Lancer.  
 
    “What do we have here?” He stood and stepped around his desk, hands folded behind his back, robes drifting slightly as he walked. “A student of the Dreadmorth Institute here? And I recognize you, don’t I? Yes, you were on the Lion’s Mane, weren’t you?” 
 
    The Grand Archmage looked at Bran, Lara, and Alaro. His eyebrows went higher than Bran had ever seen them go. “I imagine this is quite the story.” 
 
    “We tracked this Lancer, and another Dreadmorth student, from the Monster Realm that we were training in. They used a monster portal within the realm to infiltrate the academy. Volrath sent them to steal books from the study in the Founders’ Fortress.” Bran pushed the Lancer forward a few steps. The man stumbled, boots scraping the hard stone of Urslan’s office. 
 
    Alaro stepped forward, clutching the bag of holding they had taken from the Lancer, along with the man’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. “We haven’t had a chance to search through this. We’re hoping everything that he took is in here. The other student he was with, a Ranger, got away.” 
 
    “That’s my fault. I’m sorry, Urslan.” Lara stared at the ground. Her shoulders were pulled forward. “I shouldn’t have let her get away. We were fighting, and she sprinted through the trees… I didn’t know there was a portal there.” 
 
    “Mistakes happen,” Urslan said. “I’m sure you did all you could.” The Grand Archmage walked over to his ward and put a hand on her shoulder. “I am not the man you think I am. I would never punish you for making a simple mistake.” 
 
    Bran looked between Lara and the Grand Archmage. He wondered what it must have been like, being the daughter of a man like Volrath. The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute would probably have punished her for something like this. 
 
    No, not probably. He definitely would have. 
 
    Lara raised her head and looked into Urslan’s eyes. She gave a short nod, then stepped back. “They took the book on Bran’s unique powers.” 
 
    Urslan blinked. “Did they now?” He rushed toward Alaro, snatching the bag of holding from his hand. He walked to a clear space on his office’s floor, then upended the pouch. All the contents fell to the stone. 
 
    Bran sighed in relief as he saw the ancient leather-bound tome land on the floor, along with all the notes Urslan had made when translating it. The Grand Archmage levitated the book and all the papers to his desk. 
 
    Bran counted all the other books that had fallen on the ground. There were eight of them. That meant the Ranger had gotten away with a good number. He wasn’t sure exactly how many books had been stolen, though he had counted fifteen gaps in the shelves. That didn’t mean more hadn’t been taken. Urslan would have to do a full accounting of the books within the study. 
 
    “The Ranger must have gotten away with more books,” Bran said. “I’ve no idea what the books were or what they were about, but hopefully they weren’t too important.” 
 
    “Every single book in that study is priceless. There are no duplicates of the books in the Founders’ Fortress.” Urslan shut his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Volrath has always wanted to get into that study. That’s the reason he let me come to the Dreadmorth Institute. He was hoping I would return the favor of letting me research there by letting him research here. For a moment, I thought he might be his old self again. Obviously, I realized quickly that I had been wrong about that.” 
 
    “There’s more,” Bran said. He looked at the prisoner. “But I don’t think we should continue to speak in front of the prisoner.” 
 
    The man from the Dreadmorth Institute gave him a sharp glare. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re probably right,” Urslan said. He called his assistant into the office. “Lead him into the cells.” The assistant nodded, took the man by the arm, and walked out. “What is it you wanted to say?” Urslan asked Bran. 
 
    Bran glanced at the door as it closed, then he looked Urslan in the eye. “The Lancer saw me use Mage abilities on the Lion’s Mane. Then he saw me use Ranger abilities in our battle. When he did, he said he thought I was the one Volrath was looking for. I think the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute knows about me somehow.” 
 
    “If he didn’t before, he will now,” Lara said. “The Lancer wasn’t the only one who noticed. That Ranger was watching closely when she wasn’t fighting me—I’m sure she saw what you could do.” 
 
    “It’s not just that we should be worrying about, is it?” Alaro asked. “Two students from the Dreadmorth Institute infiltrated the Ketria Academy. They have a monster portal that leads into one of ours.” Alaro frowned. He looked at the ground. “What if they’re responsible for what happened to the third-year class? I am sure you have your suspicions, Grand Archmage. Please, is there anything you know? Do you think they might still be alive?” 
 
    Urslan opened his hands and shrugged. “We still have very little information on what happened.” He looked away for a moment. “But… Volrath is the main suspect. And now, knowing that his students broke in to steal books, we can assume it was him who was responsible.” Deep lines furrowed his brow. “But I have no idea why he would steal students.” 
 
    Bran looked at Lara. He wanted to ask if she would have any insights into her father, but Alaro still didn’t know that Volrath was her father. Bran couldn’t ask such questions in front of him if he wanted to keep her secret. 
 
    Urslan turned away from them, his gaze on the stone floor. Bran tilted his head to the side, examining the man’s body language. 
 
    There was something the Archmage wasn’t telling them. 
 
    Bran stepped forward. “You’re lying to us, aren’t you?” The soldier Bran used to be—and the Ketria Academy student he was now—wanted to reprimand himself for speaking to the Grand Archmage, one of the most powerful summoners in the world, that way. 
 
    But this was important. 
 
    Urslan didn’t turn back around. He didn’t deny the accusation, either. A long moment passed, silence falling on the four summoners in the room. 
 
    “Yes. I am,” the Grand Archmage finally said. “I may have some ideas as to what he might do to the students. But even entertaining those ideas in my own mind, let alone saying them out loud…” Urslan shook his head. “Volrath is a very dangerous man. I worry about what he’s capable of now that he seems to have thrown his conscience away.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re dead, do you?” Alaro asked. He bit his lip, staring at the back of the Archmage’s head. “You think he is experimenting on them?” 
 
    The Grand Archmage faced the three students. He raised his head, and had a serious look in his eyes. His gaze rested on Bran for a moment. “I may have lied to you, just a little bit, when we first met. I said that I had never heard of abilities like yours. That wasn’t the whole truth.” Urslan paced around his office. He folded his hands behind his back once more. “When I was close to your age, I was a student here at the Ketria Academy. I studied beside Volrath. He wasn’t simply a peer of mine. We trained together. We were in the same party, and he was… He was my best friend.” 
 
    Alaro looked confused, and a little bit angry. “Volrath used to be a student here? How could that be possible? From all that I’ve heard of him, he’s a monster. He must have been expelled, surely? For conduct unbecoming a student?” His eyebrows drew together. “There must have been signs of who he was to become?” 
 
    “Nothing I ever saw,” Urslan said. The Grand Archmage paced toward his desk, then sat heavily in his chair. He leaned his elbows on the oak, staring at the wood grain. Urslan sighed, then looked up at Lara. “Volrath was the strongest summoner in the entire academy. By his third year, he could go toe to toe with some of the masters. I was near to him in strength, but I could never match him. He was the perfect student, never disobeying any of the rules. But he was… very curious about the old arts. In the last year that he was here, a student broke into the Forbidden Section.” 
 
    “It was Volrath,” Alaro said, “wasn’t it?” 
 
    “I didn’t think so back then. He never showed his dark side when I knew him. Later, however, I put two and two together. When I became the Grand Archmage here, I looked into the records of what book had been stolen. There was very little information about it, as it was no longer in the academy’s possession. 
 
    “However, the title was most intriguing. It was called A Postulation on Using All Classes Simultaneously, though translated from an ancient summoner tongue. I did some further research, venturing into the founders’ study. While I never discovered this book…” Urslan tapped the ancient tome that they had recovered. “I did find reference to summoners that could use abilities from more than one configuration. That made me remember something that Volrath had spoken of, many years ago when we were still in our first year. He had pondered whether a summoner would be able to unlock abilities from other classes. He was sure that that would make someone unstoppable.” 
 
    “So he has been wanting abilities like mine?” Bran asked. “You think he never stopped researching this?” 
 
    “I had hoped, when I discovered you, that he had long forgotten about this. But this is why I wanted Lara to come along with you, just in case any threats like this presented themselves,” Urslan said. “If this enemy Ranger truly saw what you were capable of, Urslan will come after you. And now that we know he can infiltrate the Ketria Academy… we must be vigilant.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should train in a different Monster Realm?” Lara said. 
 
    Urslan shook his head. “No. Now we know they have a monster portal in that realm, we can find it and destroy it.” He looked at Bran and tilted his head to the side. “You have the ability to sense monster portals, do you not?” 
 
    “I do… But doesn’t every summoner? And monsters for that matter?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Indeed, they do. But not every summoner can do it as you can. I think this would be the perfect opportunity to develop this skill of yours.” The Grand Archmage looked at Lara and Alaro. “Volrath is not going to risk sending any more students with that portal, not now that he knows it has been compromised.” 
 
    “You want us to destroy the portal?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Urslan tilted his head up and smiled. “From what you told me, it’s at the very top of the mountain. Getting there will be good training for the three of you, especially for Bran. I will detail how to destroy a monster portal. The three of you should get some rest. Tomorrow, you will embark on this mission.” He looked directly at Alaro. “I hear you are trying to amass enough gold for another marksman exam. If you complete this mission, I can guarantee you will have what you need.” 
 
    Alaro smiled. He nodded at the Grand Archmage. “Sounds like the mission for me.” 
 
    “What about the prisoner?” Lara asked. “Will you be questioning him today?” 
 
    Urslan inclined his head. “I’ll be going to do that now.” 
 
    “May I accompany you?” Lara looked at him imploringly. 
 
    “I’m not sure if that’s wise.” Urslan eyed her for a moment. “But perhaps you can observe.” 
 
    Alaro raised an eyebrow, looking between the two of them. Bran wondered if Lara would share who her father was with Alaro once they had grown to trust each other more. 
 
    Lara nodded. “I can settle for that.” 
 
    The tiredness hit Bran again. Every single muscle in his body ached. He had been awake for two straight days, and it was beginning to take its toll. Actually, it had taken its toll hours ago. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure how he was still standing. And he definitely wasn’t sure how he had won that fight with the Lancer. 
 
    Though he was excited to summon his monsters. It had felt like it had taken them a long time to reach the requirements to evolve to the next stage, but when he thought about it, he had only been a summoner for less than a week. He was about ready to collapse, but not before seeing his monsters evolve. 
 
    Bran left the Grand Archmage’s office, Alaro following behind him. 
 
    Alaro stretched out his shoulders and yawned loudly. “I reckon I could sleep for a week. I don’t ever remember being this tired before.” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but yawn too. His eyes drooped. He could barely keep his head up as they walked down the hall. He touched the two crystals on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. He couldn’t wait to see the monsters evolve, but right now he imagined he would be far too tired to appreciate the transformation. 
 
    “My monsters reached the requirements to evolve to the next stage,” Bran told Alaro. 
 
    Alaro slapped him on the back. It hurt more than usual. “That’s amazing!” The Ranger seemed to have renewed energy. “We can’t sleep yet, not only am I incredibly hungry, it would be a crime to make your monsters wait to evolve!” 
 
    Though it was well past lunchtime, the two summoners headed to the dining hall. They chowed down on some food then walked out into the afternoon sun. The food helped Bran’s energy a little bit, but he was still incredibly tired. 
 
    There weren’t many students out here; they must all have been in classes. Alaro looked at Bran expectantly. The Ranger nodded. “Go on, summon one of them.” 
 
    Bran thought about it for a moment. But he knew which monster he wanted to watch evolve first. 
 
    Shade. 
 
    He had been looking after the monster for months, well before he knew he was a summoner. He could never have imagined the monster evolving before. Now, it was about to happen. Bran looked down at the dark crystal. He smiled, then conjured an image of the monster in his mind. 
 
    He summoned Shade. 
 
    The monster appeared in front of them. A hovering cloud of shadow. It tilted slightly to the side, in that familiar way. 
 
    The shadow creature began to glow. 
 
    The glow was brighter than it ever had been. 
 
    Its form shifted, becoming larger. Through the bright light of its glow, Bran could just make out the shape it was forming into. For as long as Bran had known the creature, it had been an amorphous blob of shadowy darkness. 
 
    Now, it looked as though it was becoming something quite different. It seemed to be growing limbs, turning into something humanoid. The glow became so bright, that Bran had to shield his eyes. 
 
    Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the brightness. He forced himself to look at the transformation. This was not something he wanted to miss. 
 
    The glow began to dissipate. 
 
    Bran could see more clearly the shape that his shadow creature had turned into. Before he could take it all in, text appeared in his vision. 
 
      
 
    Shade has evolved into Shadow Mageling. 
 
      
 
    Bran stared in awe at the Shadow Mageling. 
 
    It looked similar to the monster that Lara possessed. Where before it had just been a cloud of shadow, now it had two legs and two arms. It didn’t have a cloak or a hood like Lara’s monster. It was still shaded in darkness, that same shadowy substance. It didn’t look solid, but Bran knew it could become solid if it wanted to. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling hovered in the air. It waved its arms around, slashing out with vicious looking dark claws. The claws appeared out of nowhere, its shadowy arms shifting as they would have in Shade’s previous evolution. Though these claws looked far more ferocious. 
 
    The first time Bran had encountered the shadow creature, he had thought of it as cute. 
 
    The monster no longer looked cute. 
 
    It looked like a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    Alaro walked around the monster, examining it closely. His eyes glazed over for a moment. “A Shadow Mageling… I’ve never heard of one of those before.” 
 
    Bran looked at the creature’s stats. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 6 
 
    Toughness: 6 
 
    Agility: 15 
 
    Magic Power: 13 
 
    Personality: Friendly 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked, a little confused. The monster had not gained any new attributes from its evolution. He looked over at Alaro. “The monster doesn’t seem to be any stronger from evolving. Is that normal?” 
 
    “A monster’s evolution does not always strengthen its stats,” Alaro said. “However, it does impact how the monster will further progress. As you have chosen an evolution that focuses on magic power, the monster will learn different kinds of spells than it would have in its other possible evolutions.” Alaro began pacing around the Shadow Mageling, putting his hands behind his back and folding them in a way similar to how Urslan might. He raised his arms, gesticulating as he spoke. “It will also affect how new attributes are assigned when the monster levels up.” 
 
    Bran looked at the Shadow Mageling again. The monster hovered toward him. It tilted its head to the side—now that it actually had a head, that gesture looked far more natural—then nuzzled against Bran’s hand. “So, the next time it levels up, more of its attribute points will go to magic power?” 
 
    “There is no set formula, but yes, essentially,” Alaro said. 
 
    Bran would have loved to take the monster out to a Monster Realm, and if he wasn’t so tired, he would have. But he could barely keep on his feet. He absorbed the monster back into its crystal, and he couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    His first monster had evolved. He had only been at this for a few days, and he had already brought Shade to its second stage of evolution. He couldn’t help but imagine how strong he and his monsters might become in the coming months. 
 
    He should probably be thinking about his training in terms of his upcoming exams, but they were still a few months away. The main thing on his mind was the students who had just infiltrated the academy. 
 
    If he had been just a little bit stronger, he might have been able to take out the Lancer faster and helped Lara in the fight with the Ranger. Now, because the Ranger had gotten away, Volrath might find out about his unique abilities. 
 
    Right now, Bran didn’t much care about the exams, except for the fact that he knew he had to pass them to remain in the academy. What he cared about was becoming strong enough to fight anyone Volrath sent after him. 
 
    He looked down at the crystal that contained the griffin. He wondered what the griffin’s second evolution would look like. When he captured the monster, it was in its fifth stage of evolution. When he had fused the griffin with Shade, it hadn’t just lost its levels, it had lost its evolutions, too. It had looked quite different when he’d summoned it again, and was much smaller than before. 
 
    Now, it was likely to look closer to what he had originally seen. 
 
    He summoned the monster. 
 
    The griffin appeared in front of them. It spread its wings wide, then tilted its head up to the sky. It let out a mighty screech. 
 
    Then, as Shade had, it began to glow. 
 
    This time, Bran did not shield his eyes. He didn’t care that they were in pain from the intense brightness. He wanted to see the transformation in full. Though the glow of the light obstructed much of his view, he saw it shift its shape. 
 
    Its wings grew a few inches. Its feathers became a dark gray, along with its fur. No… they weren’t just turning gray. The beast was turning to stone. Its hide, its wings—all of it—looked as hard as the rock that had been used to make the academy itself. 
 
    Bran stared in awe as the transformation continued. He should have guessed the beast would turn to stone. The stage of evolution was called Stone Griffin, after all. Still, watching the beast evolved astounded him. 
 
    The horns on its head—that the monster had gained from the augmentation item Bran had looted from the Horned Mountain Goat—also grew, sharpening, thickening, shifting to hard stone. 
 
    Its talons became larger. As did its hooves. 
 
    Though it wasn’t as big as Bran had first seen it, it looked far stronger than it had only a moment before. It also looked like it would be much more comfortable to ride—except, maybe not, now the monster’s fur had turned to stone. 
 
    The griffin once again spread its wings wide. It sprinted across the field, flapped its wings hard, then launched into the air. 
 
    Bran watched from the ground as it flew above the academy’s walls. He couldn’t feel the tug of the bond from here, but he could imagine the monster’s thoughts and emotions. A sort of euphoria, and a newfound feeling of strength. 
 
    “Evolving two monsters in one day is quite a feat,” Alaro said. His gaze was turned up to the sky, staring at the griffin as it flew. “I’ve never had a monster that could fly. It’s quite remarkable.” He looked at Bran. “Have you flown on its back before? I know you’re able to use the Lancer configuration as well.” 
 
    “I haven’t flown on the griffin’s back. Well, not exactly. I flew on the Amalgabeast’s back on my first day training with Urslan. It was quite… amazing. I definitely look forward to training as a Lancer in the future. How much longer do you think my Ranger training will take?” 
 
    Alaro chuckled. “I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself. You’ve only been training as a Ranger for a few days. Urslan wants me to make you proficient. Right now, you’re doing a good job. But you aren’t quite there yet. You must understand, it usually takes students a full year to get the hang of their configuration. That’s what first year is all about. For you, of course, we have to speed up the training. But it’s still gonna take another month at least, by my estimation.” 
 
    “Another month?” Bran stared at Alaro. He didn’t want to take another month. He wanted to train in all six of the classes now. Of course, he knew that wouldn’t be the smart thing to do. Still, especially after he had faced that Lancer, he was eager to fight with a halberd in his hands. If he could train as a Lancer, he could be flying on the back of the griffin… 
 
    But Bran was used to following orders. And if this was the best way for him to learn, then it would be the best way for him to become stronger. He let out a long sigh. “I’m sure this is for the best.” 
 
    Alaro smiled widely at him. “You’re not sure of that at all, are you? I totally understand. If I could use all six classes, I wouldn’t want to wait either. But this is the best way to do it, and Urslan agrees.” He patted Bran on the shoulder again. 
 
    The pat jolted Bran more than it should have, and the tiredness hit him again. He watched as the griffin flew back around one of the academy’s tall towers. As the monster swooped down toward them, Bran used his scanner on it. 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Air/Earth 
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Toughness: 13 
 
    Agility: 9 
 
    Magic Power: 8 
 
    Personality: Protective 
 
    Summoner Bond: 55% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Again, Bran noticed that the stats hadn’t actually changed. But he knew that when the monster next leveled up, its toughness would become its strongest attribute. He also knew the monster would likely develop spells that would help it become a better tank in battle—a tank, Alaro had explained to him, was a monster or summoner that had exceptional levels of toughness and a strong life force. Monsters like the Stone Griffin, and summoners of the Protector class, were practically designed to take on enemy aggression, while their other monsters or the summoners in their party could be freed up to deal damage without worrying about getting attacked. 
 
    He was keen to see what kind of spells it would learn now that it wasn’t only an air-type monster, but an earth-type monster as well. 
 
    Using the griffin to attract enemy aggression, then taking the enemies out with his bow, would be much more effective when the monster had a higher level of toughness. 
 
    Bran’s eyes drooped. He wanted to think about all the future possibilities, about what spells the monster might develop, but he was far too tired. 
 
    Bran absorbed the griffin back into its crystal and looked down at his Summoner’s Bandoleer. He noticed the crystal that held the Stone Griffin had changed colors. It was now a golden color with flecks of dark gray peppered through it. 
 
    “They do that when your monsters evolve into new elemental types,” Alaro said, obviously having seen Bran look at his crystal in confusion. 
 
    Bran smiled. Both of his monsters had evolved today, and he had managed to defeat a Lancer far beyond his level. Even though the Dreadmorth Ranger had gotten away, they had still achieved a lot today. 
 
    He knew he would sleep well because of it. 
 
    Whatever other challenges lay ahead of him, he would be able to overcome them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Bran slept for fourteen hours straight. He woke up feeling like a new man. 
 
    His muscles were no longer sore, and both of his monsters had evolved to their second stage of evolution. 
 
    It was going to be a good day. 
 
    He met the others in the dining hall after his morning training. He had gone through the motions, training himself in strength, and training his monsters. He used his sword, scabbarded, to do toughness drills with the griffin, and he made the Shadow Mageling perform its spells over and over again. 
 
    When he had performed the toughness drills with the Stone Griffin, he noticed that even though the monster’s toughness attribute had yet to increase, it seemed to take the hits far more readily, now shying away from any of his attacks. Though it wasn’t visible in the stats, its stone skin was definitely making a difference. Bran couldn’t wait to see what it was capable of once it grew into its new evolution. 
 
    He had noticed something in the Shadow Mageling, too. As with the Stone Griffin, the monster’s main attribute—in this case magic power—hadn’t yet increased, but it seemed to perform its spells a fraction faster than before, and more naturally. 
 
    Like him, his monsters were becoming more proficient in their roles. He couldn’t wait to get back out into a Monster Realm, and keep pushing their abilities. 
 
    After the party ate, they geared up and headed toward the monster portal. Bran had left much of his items back in his room. There hadn’t been time to make a trip to the Trading Hall. Though he was excited to find out how much gold he had made in the last few days, and he looked forward to when he would be able to purchase new enchantments for his uniform and even stronger weapons, there were more important things to attend to right now. 
 
    Thankfully, though, Alaro had managed to pick up enough health potions for the party before they headed off. 
 
    The mission they were about to embark on was his party’s top priority. They couldn’t let a gap in the Ketria Academy’s security remain—and they weren’t going to risk running out of potions. 
 
    When the three summoners arrived at the monster portal, they found two students guarding it. Bran was glad that they were there. Though he was sure Urslan had been correct in thinking that Volrath wouldn’t use this monster portal again to infiltrate the academy, it was always best to take precautions. 
 
    Still, he would feel far better when they destroyed the Dreadmorth monster portal. Though he knew it was unlikely that Volrath would use the portal, there was a chance that the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute would be sending summoners after Bran. 
 
    If the Dreadmorth Ranger had truly seen what he was capable of, and the fact that he had used a different class on the Lion’s Mane than the one he had used in the second battle with the Dreadmorth students, then Volrath would know he could use multiple classes. 
 
    If Volrath thought their party was going to use this Monster Realm to train again, he might send people after him… 
 
    He told the others his thoughts as they entered the portal. Both Alaro and Lara said they had already considered that. They ensured Bran they wouldn’t let anyone capture him. 
 
    The party didn’t waste time lingering around the bottom of the mountain fighting monsters, since they knew they would be in this realm for at least four days, as it would take two days to get to the top of the mountain, and two days to get back down. That didn’t even take into account how long it might take for them to destroy the portal itself. 
 
    Bran had yet to look at the instructions for destroying the Monster Portal that Lara had been given. Urslan had apparently detailed the process quite thoroughly. 
 
    Bran wanted to ask Lara if Urslan had discovered anything more from the Lancer when he questioned him. But he also wanted to have a conversation with her about Volrath. He wasn’t sure that he could do that in front of Alaro, so he kept his questions to himself for the moment. 
 
    It didn’t take them as long to make it halfway up the mountain this time as it had the last time. For the majority of the day, they fought each monster they encountered as a team. Alaro still had Bran running point, as this was still a part of his training. 
 
    Bran found that he wanted to use his monsters more than he had been. Instead of attacking the Vampiric Locusts with his bow, he would have the griffin fly at them first. He needed to practice making the monster take enemy monsters’ aggression. Not only that, each time the Stone Griffin took a hit, it increased its chance of gaining more toughness. Enemies hitting it was similar to the conditioning that Bran had been doing with the monster in the mornings. 
 
    As he was training both of his monsters, he realized that they hadn’t gained their next levels in each of their spells. When the sun was almost falling behind the horizon, Bran asked Alaro about this. 
 
    “The level of a monster’s spell, and their actual level, are not always the same,” Alaro said. “While your monster has to reach level 2 for one of its spells to reach level 2, it still has to perform the spell enough times for it to reach the next level. It looks as though you still need to have them use their spells a few more times. I’m sure they’re pretty close, though.” 
 
    Bran once again looked at the requirements for his griffin—his Stone Griffin—to unlock its new spell, Vortex. 
 
    Each of its spells were still at level 1. They had to be at level 2. Bran looked over at Alaro again. “Is there a way to determine how long it will take for the spells to reach the next level?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there isn’t,” Alaro said. “I think because you have mostly been using their spells to enchant your arrows, their spells have not been advancing as fast as they could. If you focus more on your monsters’ attacking monsters, rather than on your bow skills, they should level up their spells at the same rate as their actual levels. Of course, the fact that you’ve been focusing on your bow skills is my fault. That’s the main part of your Ranger training. I guess by doing that, I inadvertently neglected the monster training side of being a summoner.” 
 
    Lara looked over at them. “That’s often something Mages fall into as well.” She looked down at her hands, then cast a fireball into one of them. “Because we can cast spells while our monsters are absorbed into their crystals, we often neglect their training. This doesn’t matter as much at later stages, as we gain the ability to advance a monster’s spells while the monster remains in its crystal. But it is something that holds us back in our first few levels.” 
 
    Bran’s boots sunk into the snow-covered ground. Though his uniform kept much of the chill from reaching his bones, it was still deathly cold up here. They were further up the mountain than they had come last time, already having passed the remnants of their fire from their previous campsite. 
 
    As they trekked, small flakes of snow began to fall, and the air became thinner. He felt his body having to work a little harder on each step. 
 
    After speaking to Alaro, Bran contemplated the way that he had been training. The Ranger was right; he had been relying a little too much on his own skills, rather than the skills of his monsters. He still thought of himself as a normal human, and not as a summoner. 
 
    He’d spent too long on the battlefield as a soldier, but he wasn’t just a soldier anymore. 
 
    As had happened the last time they came high into the mountains, they encountered fewer monsters. Before Bran had a chance to utilize his monsters’ spells more, the sun fell down. They made camp for the night. Alaro built a fire, cooking monster meat they had gained from monsters during the day. 
 
    Bran still felt strange eating meat from a monster. Though the meat that they were feasting on this time was from the Horned Mountain Goats and didn’t taste quite as strange as the meat from the Mire Crabs had. 
 
    As he bit down on it, he closed his eyes and focused on the taste. It was… stronger than any meat he had tasted before. He couldn’t really explain why; perhaps it had something to do with the level and strength of the monster it had come from. 
 
    That night, Bran took the first shift. He had summoned his griffin, like he had the last time. He used his bond to borrow its senses. The monster didn’t hear anything unusual. No footsteps leading from the top of the mountain like before. 
 
    Still, Bran felt on edge. 
 
    When his shift ended, he kept his griffin summoned. He felt safer with the monster outside of its crystal, knowing it had far better hearing than he did. 
 
    He still had trouble sleeping. He couldn’t help but wonder what Volrath would do with the information about him. He tossed and turned on the snowy ground, the chill digging into his bones. 
 
    Bran couldn’t remember falling asleep, but when the sun was still rising, he was nudged awake by Alaro. 
 
    The Ranger stared up at the slowly brightening sky, then at the mountain’s peak still high above them. “I think we should reach the top in the next few hours. It might take another four or five, depending on how many monsters we encounter.” He looked at Bran. “Remember, you should be focusing on your monsters using their spells, not solely on using enchanted arrows.” 
 
    Lara stepped over to them and looked at Bran. “You should also be focusing on sensing the monster portal. We know that it’s up here, but that doesn’t mean it will be easy to find. They wouldn’t have put it somewhere obvious.” 
 
    Bran’s brow furrowed. “I didn’t think they would be able to control where a monster portal appears?” 
 
    “They can’t control where monster portals appear, but monster portals can be moved,” Lara said. “It’s not something most summoners know, as it is rare for a summoner to study monster portals and their creation. But it’s not a mistake that this monster portal is only a two-day journey from our own.” 
 
    Bran nodded at Lara. That made sense, especially as all he knew of these portals was that they appeared randomly in a Monster Realm when they were created. The infiltrators from Dreadmorth must have had to move this portal quite far to bring it close to the one in the ruins. 
 
    After a quick breakfast, the three summoners commenced their trek up the mountain. 
 
    A whole hour passed before they came across another monster. Bran had been focusing on his fear-sense, knowing he could also use it to determine where a monster portal might be. 
 
    When he focused on the sense, the tingling sensation came. Far away, he could feel the portal back in the ruins at the foot of the snowy mountain. And something else, more faint, toward the top of the mountain. 
 
    It was strange. He could feel that it was close, but he had to train his sense in a way that he never had to pinpoint its location. 
 
    As he thought about it, he realized the portal must be cloaked in some way. If a normal summoner had the ability to sense a portal, even in a small way, and a monster always had that ability—with summoners sometimes using their monsters to find portals—then this portal would have to be cloaked from being sensed somehow. 
 
    The more he focused on the monster portal, the more he cut through whatever protections it had. And the closer they came to it, the stronger the sense became. 
 
    Soon, the portal began to beckon to him. The portal wanted him to pass through it. It called to him, as the first portal in the tunnels of the Ketria Academy’s archives had. 
 
    It was one thing to ignore the sense so that it wouldn’t influence him, and another thing entirely to focus on it. Focusing on it only made the feeling of its influence stronger. 
 
    He would have to learn how to fight that feeling. 
 
    As he had been focusing on this, his fear-sense tingled up his spine and pulled at his gut. Even more than usual. 
 
    Whatever monster they were about to encounter would be a strong one. 
 
    Bran drew one of his Dark Binding arrows. Though he wanted his monsters to be the ones to fight the monster first, he still needed to be ready. 
 
    Alaro saw him draw the arrow and drew one of his own. Lara noticed what they were doing and instantly became more alert. Her gaze searched the snow around them. She did not have any other monsters summoned, but Bran knew she could cast a spell in a second if necessary. 
 
    The fear-sense told Bran where the monster would come from. He sent a mental command to his griffin to move forward, and commanded his Mageling to stay back. 
 
    When the monster appeared, Bran couldn’t help but stare. He had never seen anything like it before. 
 
    His scanner made text flash across his vision. 
 
      
 
    High Mountain Yeti 
 
    Level: 9 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Water/Earth 
 
    Strength: 65 
 
    Toughness: 70 
 
    Agility: 35 
 
    Magic Power: 50 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    Level 9. 
 
    Bran took a reflexive step back. 
 
    The monster looked humanoid, and entirely made of rock, snow, and ice. Bran very much doubted he could defeat it on his own. Still, he commanded the griffin to go in first. 
 
    As the griffin flew toward the snow monster, sending a Wind Blast down at it, the yeti raised its arms. Bran’s fear-sense flared. Its hands began to glow, and Bran knew it was about to cast a spell. 
 
    Ice spread from the monster’s fingertips, flowing toward the griffin. The Stone Griffin was fast in the air, and it banked to the side to try to dodge. 
 
    But Bran’s monster wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    It was hit head-on with the ice, freezing its wings. The griffin struggled in the air. It could still move its wings, but nowhere near as fast as before. 
 
    The griffin plummeted toward the ground, falling like a stone 
 
    Bran loosed the Dark Binding arrow he had nocked at the yeti. 
 
    The yeti slapped it out of the air. 
 
    “Would you like our help?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s weak against fire spells.” Lara stepped in front of Bran, no doubt ready to launch a fireball at the yeti. 
 
    The griffin made it back to its feet before the yeti reached it. It slowly shook off the snow that dusted its gray, stone fur and wings. It raised its head and launched Wind Whip at the enemy. 
 
    “I want to see how far I can get on my own,” Bran said. He was still sure he couldn’t defeat this monster, but he wanted to give it his all. With Alaro and Lara at his back, there would be no chance that he could get killed. They would step in long before that became a possibility. 
 
    Besides, Bran couldn’t help but want to impress them. 
 
    Bran motioned for Lara and Alaro to take a few steps back. Then he sent a mental command to Shade, ordering it to use Shadow Step to appear behind the High Mountain Yeti. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling teleported directly behind the yeti as the yeti ran toward the Stone Griffin. Shade scratched the monster with its shadow claws, then sent Dusk Miasma at it. 
 
    The yeti looked slightly confused. It halted its run before it reached the griffin, whirling to see Shade right behind it. 
 
    The Stone Griffin launched another spell. This time, it used Gale Breath. As it did, Bran sensed something. 
 
      
 
    Gale Breath increased to level 2! 
 
      
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile. His plan was working. And because the monster the griffin was facing was a much higher level than itself, his griffin was no doubt earning quite a lot of mastery for its spells each time it damaged it. 
 
    Bran just had to make sure the monster survived long enough during the fight. He didn’t want to have to waste health potions unnecessarily—though he knew Alaro had picked up enough for the whole party before they’d left.  
 
    He enchanted another arrow with Dark Binding. If he could keep the yeti still long enough, his Stone Griffin would be able to use as many spells as it possibly could before running out of mana. 
 
    The yeti launched another of its spells, this time at Shade. Fortunately, the Shadow Mageling was able to evade, using Shadow Step to teleport and dodge the ice spell. 
 
    That kind of tactic would only last for so long. 
 
    The Stone Griffin used Wind Whip again. The wind flew through the air, leaving a bloody gash in the yeti’s back. The yeti—despite being made of snow, ice, and stone—bled red. 
 
    It was quite a contrast, that red gash on the formerly pristine white of the High Mountain Yeti’s back. 
 
    After the attack, more mastery flooded in the Stone Griffin. 
 
      
 
    Wind Whip has increased to level 2! 
 
      
 
    Bran felt the sudden urge to pump his fist into the air. He hadn’t thought he would be able to increase the levels of the Stone Griffin’s spells in the first fight of the day. 
 
    The yeti broke free of the Dark Binding spell with a mighty roar. It pounded its fists against its chest, opening its mouth wide to reveal long, sharp teeth that looked strong enough to break rocks. 
 
    The monster sprinted toward the griffin, as the Stone Griffin had drawn the yeti’s aggression once more with the Wind Whip spell. 
 
    The griffin tried to flap its wings, but they were still partially frozen from the ice spell it had been attacked with. It couldn’t move them fast enough to launch into the air. The yeti was almost upon it, its arms raised high, hands curled into massive fists that were about to fall down onto the griffin’s head. 
 
    Bran drew, enchanted, and loosed another Dark Binding arrow. But he was too late. 
 
    The griffin was too slow to get out of the way. The yeti’s fists smashed into its head. Bran could feel the Stone Griffin’s lifeforce drain to at least half. 
 
    Shade attacked from behind, using Dusk Miasma on the yeti again. But it wasn’t enough to gain the monster’s aggression. The yeti’s attention was solely on the Stone Griffin, and if Bran didn’t reabsorb his monster, it would soon die—there simply wasn’t enough time to use a health potion before the strike hit. 
 
    But he hadn’t leveled up all of the monster’s spells yet. 
 
    Bran had to make a hard decision. 
 
    Gale Breath was the last of the Stone Griffin’s spells that had not yet leveled up. Bran sent a mental command to the griffin, instructing it to use Gale Breath. 
 
    As the yeti was preparing its next devastating fist strike, the Stone Griffin opened its mouth and forced out a Gale Breath spell. The Gale Breath spell hit the yeti in its chest, but barely seemed to damage it. 
 
    Even so, Bran could feel the mastery the Stone Griffin had gained from the attack. 
 
      
 
    Gale Breath has increased to level 2! 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin has unlocked the spell Vortex. 
 
      
 
    Vortex: Level 1 
 
    Vortex creates a whirlwind of wind that sucks an enemy toward it, keeping it in place and causing damage over time. 
 
      
 
    Bran skimmed the spell description, but there was no time to read it in detail or to celebrate. 
 
    The yeti’s strike smashed into the Stone Griffin’s head. The griffin was not strong enough to take such an attack twice, and it began to glow as it died. 
 
    The monster was forcibly reabsorbed. 
 
    Bran took a step back as the pain of the reabsorption hit him, the Stone Griffin leeching off his life force to survive. It was even more painful than usual. Was that because the Stone Griffin was now level 2? He would have to ask Alaro after the fight. 
 
    “I think it’s time we step in,” Alaro said, an arrow nocked in his bow. 
 
    This was not what Bran had planned. Just because the monster was much higher level than him, didn’t mean he should lose this easily. Did it? When he had fought the Lancer, he had not thought he would win, and yet he had. 
 
    He had hoped this would be like that. But it wasn’t. 
 
    Still, Bran didn’t want to disappoint his trainers. He drew another of his arrows. He’d decided to pre-enchant fewer arrows than he usually would—so he’d be forced to rely on his monsters more than himself. 
 
    The yeti turned its aggression onto the Shadow Mageling. Bran enchanted the arrow he had nocked with Shadow Step. He needed to defeat the yeti, and an idea had come to him. 
 
    It wasn’t a smart idea if he wanted to loot the monster, but it would mean he would get quite the boost in mastery. 
 
    He smiled, glancing behind himself. 
 
    There. 
 
    Behind him was a sheer drop down the mountainside, a harsh cliff face that looked impossible to climb. The drop went hundreds of feet down. 
 
    Not even a monster this strong would be able to survive a fall like that. 
 
    Shade still had some mana left in its reserves, so Bran instructed the Shadow Mageling to play with the yeti, Shadow Stepping around to make it turn its back on Bran. At the same time, Bran conjured an image of the High Mountain Yeti being teleported to where he wanted to send it with the Shadow Step enchanted arrow. 
 
    When the monster’s attention was squarely on Shade, its back to Bran, Bran prepared his shot. He exhaled and focused on the monster’s back. He drew the bow string smoothly, then loosed. 
 
    The arrow flew perfectly. It lodged itself into the monster’s back, piercing the ice and stone. 
 
    A dark pit of shadow sprang up from nowhere, sucking in the yeti. The High Mountain Yeti’s eyes widened as it was forced backward into the portal. 
 
    That same pit appeared above the drop over the side of the cliff, then spat the yeti out. 
 
    The yeti unleashed a guttural cry. A scream that no human would ever be able to produce. It echoed around the mountain, shifting the snow above them. Bran put his hands to his ears, and he saw Alaro and Lara do the same. 
 
    The scream became quieter as the monster fell.  
 
    A crunch echoed up the mountain—the monster hitting the hard stone ground below. 
 
    Bran felt the mastery of defeating a level 9 monster flood into him. He couldn’t help but grin as euphoria coursed through his body. The monster’s screaming had been cut off when it hit the ground, so he lowered his hands from his ears.  
 
    But he couldn’t lower his guard.  
 
    The ground rumbled beneath him. Snow cracked around his feet. Bran’s eyes darted around, searching for the threat. Was it another monster?  
 
    No, his fear-sense hadn’t been triggered. 
 
    But that didn’t mean he was safe.  
 
    The rumbling grew louder and louder, sending a shudder through Bran’s chest. A cloud-like plume of white burst from higher up on the mountain. It grew, exploding into the cold air. 
 
    And it began rushing down—at him. 
 
    His eyes went wide as he realized. “It’s an—” 
 
    The snow shifted beneath his feet, throwing him off his balance.  
 
    “Avalanche!” Alaro exclaimed, looking up.  
 
    The wave of snow was getting bigger—closer. Within seconds, it was ten times bigger, rushing toward them with a guttural growl.  
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Bran said, getting back on his feet.  
 
    Alaro ushered them down the path. “Come on!” he shouted.  
 
    The three summoners and their monsters rushed across the mountain, snow and rock falling around them. Trees cracked and shattered behind them. Cold air clawed at the back of Bran’s neck. 
 
    Their feet hit the snow hard, tearing forward. But the wave of snow was fast—too fast. Bran glanced over his shoulder.  
 
    Shade was about to get hit.  
 
    The monster’s mana was devastatingly low. It only had one more use of Shadow Step. And flecks of snow darted around Shade now, threatening to swallow the monster whole.  
 
    Bran reabsorbed the monster as he ran. He couldn’t withstand another monster being forcibly reabsorbed into him—not while he was running for his life. If he were to be hit by another forced reabsorption, he would probably stumble and fall to his death. 
 
    They sprinted across the mountain, boots sinking into the snow on every step, dodging around the falling debris and sliding snow. But debris felt like it was coming from every direction now, whipping around them as if riding the icy wind. The avalanche roared behind— 
 
    A rock smashed into Bran’s head.  
 
    He tumbled forward, his face buried in the snow.  
 
    “Bran!” Lara shouted, stopping dead in her tracks. She continued shouting, but her voice was drowned out by the avalanche. 
 
    Bran put a hand to his wound. Blood. His ears were ringing. He’d feel this in the morning.  
 
    But he’d have to escape the avalanche first. Before that, though, he had to get back up before Alaro and Lara decided to foolishly charge back into the jaws of the avalanche to save him.  
 
    Bran lifted himself up, shaking off the snow. “I’m alright!” he shouted to Lara. “Keep running! I’ll catch up!”  
 
    And he did, surprising even himself. Strength coursed through him—the thrill and cold focus that always hit him when his life was in imminent danger. His legs felt lighter than ever. His entire body did. 
 
    Before long, Bran was on Alaro’s heels. Lara was out in front.  
 
    They skidded through the snow. When they reached where Lara had been, they found a cave opening. It was too dark to see inside, and Lara was nowhere to be seen, but she had no doubt ran into it. 
 
    Alaro and Bran didn’t hesitate. They sprinted into the cave, Alaro’s Blade Fiend running behind them. 
 
    As they entered the cave, the snow falling from up the mountain closed the entrance, piling in front of it until they were shrouded in darkness. 
 
    Fire sprang into life, illuminating Lara’s face. She stared at Bran. “With the yeti…” She huffed, catching her breath. “That… was ingenious,” Lara said, though she didn’t exactly sound impressed. She let out a long sigh. 
 
    Alaro just chuckled and patted Bran on the back. “You defeated a level 9 monster!” He shook his head. “We might be trapped in this cave now, but I think that was damn amazing. Obviously, I’m a very good instructor.” He raised his eyebrows and put a hand to his chest. 
 
    Lara scoffed, but a small smile slipped onto her face. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but laugh a little too. Trapping them in a cave certainly hadn’t been a part of his plan, but he was proud of himself for how he had defeated the yeti. 
 
    He’d had no idea the High Mountain Yeti could use a spell like that, and perhaps the monster had even been worthy of one of them taming it—though Bran was yet to acquire his third crystal, so he wouldn’t have been able to tame it himself. 
 
    Something began to glow in the darkness. 
 
    Bran looked in front of him as a blinding white light appeared. He took a step back, wondering if it was some spell cast by a monster somewhere in the cave. Except, if that were the case, his fear-sense no doubt would have activated. 
 
    Whatever the light was, it mustn’t be a threat. 
 
    “Hah!” Alaro said. “You’ve acquired your third crystal!” 
 
    The bright light began to dim, and a summoner crystal hovered in the air. Bran snatched at it, grabbing the crystal in both hands. It was warm. 
 
    “Because I defeated the yeti?” Bran asked. 
 
    Lara stepped up, looking at the crystal in his hands. She nodded. “No one knows the exact mechanism that causes a summoner crystal to appear. But I don’t think it’s a coincidence that it has appeared to you now.” 
 
    Alaro patted Bran enthusiastically on the back again. “Seems like you’re having a good day!” 
 
      
 
    New summoner crystal acquired! 
 
      
 
    Bran looked at the crystal, then at his Summoner’s Bandoleer. He placed the crystal in the third slot and waited. 
 
      
 
    Crystal Slot 3 Activated. 
 
      
 
    Crystal Slot 1 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 2 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 3 Status: Empty 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled again. Not only had he gained a new spell, not to mention new levels for his Stone Griffin’s spells, he also had gained his third crystal! His mind raced, thinking about what his third monster could be. Since they had returned to this Monster Realm, they hadn’t encountered the rare monsters he had sensed a few days ago. There had been no sign of the Iron Lynx, or the Crocolisk. 
 
    Still, what if they encountered another High Mountain Yeti? That monster had been quite formidable. Perhaps he would be able to tame one… 
 
    “That is amazing, but we’re still stuck in a cave,” Lara said. 
 
    Alaro sighed. “The Mage does have a point.” 
 
    Bran looked around the cave. Lara’s fireball illuminated the space around them for a few feet, but the cave was larger than Bran had first thought. The fireball’s light didn’t quite reach the walls, or even the ceiling. 
 
    “Perhaps we should explore the cave. There may be another way out,” Bran said. 
 
    “That is probably a good idea.” Alaro looked at the cave entrance, at the snow and stone that had fallen to block it. “I fear if we try to dig or burn our way through that, it could cause the cave itself to collapse. Then we would be even more screwed.” 
 
    Lara flared the fireball, making it larger. “Maintaining the fireball doesn’t use up too much of my mana. I will be able to light our way for many hours before I have to worry about my mana reserve.” 
 
    Bran closed his eyes, focusing on his fear-sense. As he had been using it all day to try to track down the monster portal, he had also found his ability to sense monsters had improved. As he’d been focused on the monster portal, he hadn’t thought about the implications of that. 
 
    He supposed if his fear-sense became developed enough, it would be quite a powerful tool for hunting monsters. Perhaps one day, he might even be able to distinguish between how different monsters felt with his sense. Maybe he would even be able to tell the level of a monster in a similar way to how a scanner worked. 
 
    No one really knew the full extent of what his unique abilities could do, after all. 
 
    Bran inhaled deeply and sunk into a meditative state. 
 
    As he sharpened his focus, his fear-sense felt as though it tripled in strength. Now, he could feel a few monsters within the caves. He couldn’t tell how strong they were from here, though he knew when he came closer to them, his fear-sense would react more strongly to high-level monsters. 
 
    But he wasn’t looking for monsters. He was looking for the monster portal. 
 
    There. 
 
    He could feel it, even through the cave walls. 
 
    Actually… was the portal inside the caves? 
 
    Bran’s eyes snapped open. “I think the portal is inside these caves.” 
 
    “Then perhaps it was good luck and not bad that had us trapped in here,” Alaro said with a grin. 
 
    Lara raised an eyebrow at the Ranger. “You are rather good at spinning things into positives, aren’t you?” Though she still sounded a little annoyed at their situation, she had a small smile on her face. 
 
    “Come on!” Alaro said. “Who knows what kind of adventure awaits us within these tunnels.” He led the way forward into the darkness, then paused when he ran out of light. He beckoned Lara to take the lead. 
 
    She did so with a small sigh. 
 
    Bran touched a hand to his new crystal. 
 
    He’d gained another spell. Another crystal. And found the way to the monster Portal. 
 
    This was turning out to be a very fruitful mission. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran, Alaro, and Lara ventured through the tunnels, dodging stalagmites and ducking around stalactites. It was even colder in the cave than it had been outside. Bran’s uniform was no longer able to keep out the chill, and as they were walking slowly, his body temperature remained low. 
 
    He tried to keep close to Lara’s fireball, the only source of heat other than their own bodies within the frozen cave. Ice covered the ground, the floor, and the ceiling. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but wonder if they would encounter another High Mountain Yeti in these tunnels. It made sense to him that such a creature would live within caves like these. 
 
    He wouldn’t be stubborn this time. If they encountered another monster like that, especially one at level 9, he would let the others help him fight it. Now that they knew it was capable of causing an avalanche, they couldn’t risk it doing so within these caves. 
 
    It would spell their doom. 
 
    Before they turned another corner, Bran closed his eyes and utilized his fear-sense. So far, they had yet to encounter a single monster. 
 
    But that was about to change. 
 
    His fear-sense slammed into him. It sent chills up his spine that had nothing to do with the icy cold of the tunnels. His gut turned in his stomach so much he worried his breakfast would come back up and out of him. 
 
    He opened his eyes, widening them in a slight amount of fear, for he had never felt his sense activate this strongly before. Not even when they had been in the Founders’ Fortress, coming across high-level monsters like the Flame Lion. 
 
    This… was something more. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what. 
 
    Alaro looked at him, his eyebrows drawn together. “What is it? Your face has gone white.” 
 
    Lara, who was a few steps ahead of them with a fireball floating in front of her, turned around and looked at Bran too. “He’s right, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    “There’s something powerful down there,” Bran said, nodding toward the corner they were about to turn around. He closed his eyes once more, trying to get a better beat on how far the monster—or monsters—could be away from them. 
 
    Then something familiar tugged on his fear-sense. 
 
    He had felt this before. Last time, it hadn’t been as strong… But he recognized the monster he was sensing. No, it was two monsters. 
 
    The last time he had felt this, he had been training alone around the ruins. 
 
    The Iron Lynx and the Crocolisk, Bran thought. Though he hadn’t seen the two monsters on that day he and Alaro went searching for them, he was quite sure they were what he had sensed. 
 
    And he was sensing the exact same thing now. 
 
    Then why did his fear-sense activate so strongly? Those monsters might be strong, but Alaro had said they were level 13. The Flame Lion had been stronger, and the other monsters they had encountered in that Monster Realm had been as strong as level 18. 
 
    There must be something else in these caves too. 
 
    “I think I can sense the Iron Lynx and the Crocolisk,” Bran said, opening his eyes. 
 
    “The monsters you almost encountered a few days ago?” Lara asked. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “That’s good!” He drew an arrow and nocked it. “Last time, I wasn’t sure we would be able to defeat them. Now, after the things I have seen you do”—he pointed at Bran’s chest—”I’m sure the three of us can.” Alaro looked down at the empty crystal in Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. “It looks like we might both be able to tame a new monster today.” 
 
    Lara blinked. “Why do you still look worried?” She was staring at Bran. 
 
    “Because I think there’s something else out there. Something stronger than I’ve ever felt,” Bran said. He looked at the end of the tunnel. Whatever it was, it was stronger than the Flame Lion, which meant they might not be able to face it and survive. There was no running away this time either, not with the cave entrance blocked as it was. 
 
    Bran shook off the fear. There was no turning back now. He let the fear drift away. He was stronger than he had been when they had faced the Flame Lion. Whatever was in there, they would survive it. 
 
    They had to. 
 
    “What if it’s Volrath?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Then we can’t shy away from this,” Alaro said. “Bran is the one with the fear-sense. Volrath should not be able to feel us coming.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but one of his monsters would be able to hear us.” Lara turned to face the corner they were about to turn around. 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll face it together,” Bran said. He wasn’t about to turn around now. They needed to destroy the monster portal. They couldn’t let something like that remain. Though they still weren’t sure if Volrath was responsible for stealing away many of the students in the third-year class, it was more than likely that it was him. 
 
    With this monster portal intact, what was stopping him from doing something like that again? It was good that there were two students guarding the monster portal back at the Ketria Academy, but if someone as strong as Volrath were to be the one to step through it, they would not stand a chance against him. 
 
    “I’m with Bran, we should keep going,” Alaro said. 
 
    “Always one for adventure, aren’t you?” Lara asked. She let out another sigh. “All right.” She nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Bran felt for the lifeforce of his monsters. They hadn’t quite rejuvenated fully. He pulled a lesser health potion from his bag of holding and took off the cork. Quickly downing it, his monsters returned to full health. 
 
    Bran summoned the Stone Griffin and the Shadow Mageling. 
 
    The griffin spread its wings wide and tilted its head up. It looked even bigger inside the narrow cave tunnels. Bran was interested to see what its new spell, Vortex, could do. 
 
    He looked at Alaro. “How exactly do we tame a monster?” 
 
    Alaro chuckled, which seemed to release a bit of the tension between the three of them. “Of course! I was going to explain the process when you were granted your third crystal. With all the excitement, I had forgotten to do that.” Alaro looked down the tunnel. “Basically, we have to beat the monster down until it is close to death and becomes susceptible to being controlled and submissive. You have to show the monster that you are stronger than it.” 
 
    Bran frowned. He looked down at Shade. “That’s not how I tamed Shade. I found it in the stables, back in Ealdor. I think someone had abandoned him. I just fed him, and looked after him, and he warmed up to me…” 
 
    “That’s probably because he was tamed in the past,” Lara said. “It’s very rare that a monster can be tamed in such a way. The monsters that we encounter in Monster Realms are wild and ferocious, and are rarely ever anything but aggressive. It would be incredibly difficult to gain a bond like that.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “She’s right. Unfortunately, this is how it’s done.” The Ranger looked down the tunnel. “I have every confidence you will be able to tame the Iron Lynx if we work as a team.” 
 
    Bran let out a breath. If that was how it was done, then that was what he would do. It didn’t seem the best way to initiate a bond with a monster, but he knew that bond would develop in time once the monster was tamed. 
 
    That was, of course, assuming they would survive this. 
 
    Lara made her fireball hover ahead of them. Alaro commanded his Blade Fiend to take the lead, then he summoned his Cackling Goblin. 
 
    Lara summoned her shadow monster. The Daeva. Bran no longer felt the need to shudder when he saw the demon-like monster. Especially when his Shadow Mageling was beginning to resemble it. Lara didn’t summon her other monster, however. Though Bran wasn’t sure why. 
 
    They stepped slowly through the tunnels, all of them wary. 
 
    Bran had an arrow nocked, one he had enchanted with Vortex. He wanted to see what the new spell from his Stone Griffin was capable of. 
 
    As they walked, he enchanted a few of his other arrows within his quiver, using the notch system to keep track of what spell was on them. 
 
    Alaro also had an arrow nocked. 
 
    Lara had both her arms raised, ready to cast one of her spells. 
 
    When they turned the corner, there was nothing there. 
 
    Nothing but silence. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense was still strong. Even though his full focus was no longer on the fear-sense, it was still sending a tingle up his spine. 
 
    The monsters were close. 
 
    Unfortunately, the fireball’s light could not reach all the way down to the end of the tunnel. Were the monsters down there, hidden in the darkness? 
 
    Bran walked up to the Stone Griffin. He put a hand to the monster’s head, feeling the roughness of its stone fur, and focused on the unique bond that they shared. He wanted to borrow the monster’s senses, and hear what it heard. The Stone Griffin tilted its head to the side, as though listening to something. 
 
    Bran connected to the bond. 
 
    When he did, he heard a sort of scratching noise coming from down the tunnel. Or was that a monster running? Claws pounding on snow and ice? 
 
    No. It was sliding. 
 
    Scales scratching over rough ground. 
 
    The Crocolisk. 
 
    And he could hear something else. Another monster. Also running through the cave. 
 
    Both of the rare monsters were down that tunnel. Though he couldn’t hear the other thing he had been sensing—the danger that sent his fear-sense wrenching his gut harder than it ever had. 
 
    “I think the Crocolisk is chasing the Iron Lynx,” Bran whispered. 
 
    Alaro nodded. He headed down the hall fast, his Blade Fiend a few steps ahead of him. 
 
    The others all fell in behind the Ranger. 
 
    Lara’s fireball hovered by the cave’s ceiling, illuminating the way, water dripping on their heads as the flames melted ice above them. 
 
    Something green caught Bran’s vision. Scales. And a long, massive, slithering tail. 
 
    That was definitely the Crocolisk. 
 
    Bran pointed at it, but the others seemed to have already noticed the monster. The party increased their pace, hurrying down the frozen tunnel. 
 
    The slithering tail of the Crocolisk disappeared around the tunnel’s corner. It had been too fast to scan. 
 
    Their run turned into a sprint. Bran was careful not to slip on the ice. The icey floor barely seemed to slow Alaro and Lara down. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to find the Crocolisk. It was hissing at something it had cornered. 
 
    A massive cat-like monster. It was black, but the light reflected off it as though it were made of steel. 
 
    Or iron. 
 
    The Iron Lynx. It was being harried by the Crocolisk. 
 
    The Crocolisk was huge. It looked like a mix between a snake and a crocodile, its massive thick body slithering closer to the Iron Lynx it had cornered. 
 
    The Iron Lynx looked frightened. Its back was arched, and it was pacing back and forth in the corner it couldn’t escape from. Its eyes were wide, staring at the monster in front of it. 
 
    “Why isn’t it fighting?” Bran asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Alaro said. “But this is the perfect chance to fight the Crocolisk while it’s distracted.” 
 
    The Crocolisk’s scales looked as hard as rock. The monster snapped its massive jaws, revealing rows and rows of needle-sharp teeth. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Crocolisk 
 
    Level: 13 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature/Earth 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 150 
 
    Agility: 70 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Predatorial 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    Level 13. 
 
    Just as Alaro had said it would be. They had fought a monster stronger than that before, but they hadn’t won. The only reason they had survived was because Alaro had led the Flame Lion away. That wasn’t an option this time. 
 
    But Alaro was right. This was the perfect opportunity to strike. 
 
    Bran and Alaro drew back their bow strings. Lara cast a crackling ball of dark energy into her hand, ready to throw it. 
 
    The Cackling Goblin readied one of its confusion spells. 
 
    The Stone Griffin prepared to cast Wind Whip, and the Shadow Mageling had Dark Binding poised to cast. Bran wasn’t sure what attacks the Blade Fiend or the Daeva had prepared, but they looked just as ready as everyone else. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. They could do this. 
 
    “Ready?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran and Lara nodded to the Ranger. 
 
    The Crocolisk snapped its jaws, closing in on the Iron Lynx. The Iron Lynx backed away, but there was nothing but the cave wall behind it. 
 
    “Now!” Alaro shouted. He loosed his arrow at the monster. It transformed into a spear in mid-flight, then pierced the monster’s tail. 
 
    Bran exhaled, loosing his Vortex enchanted arrow. 
 
    The enchanted arrow hit the Crocolisk in the middle of its body. It didn’t pierce the beat’s scales; instead, as it flew, it shifted into something else— 
 
    A swirling vortex of wind. The vortex trapped the monster where it stood, but only for a moment. The damage it dealt seemed to disappear after a mere few seconds. 
 
    At the same time, Dark Binding had been cast upon the monster by the Shadow Mageling. Tendrils of shadow clung to the monster, wrapping tightly around it. 
 
    The Cackling Goblin threw a purple sphere of pulsating magical energy—its confusion spell. 
 
    And the Blade Fiend ran in to slash at the Crocolisk with its terrifyingly sharp sword arms. 
 
    The Crocolisk must have been taking massive amounts of damage, but it barely looked perturbed. 
 
    It whirled around, somehow turning its huge body in a half circle in the narrow tunnel of the frozen cave. Its huge tail thrashed, smashing into the Blade Fiend. The Blade Fiend was thrown into the cave wall with a massive crunch. 
 
    Countless spells and attacks were being thrown at the monster. It was holding up well. Bran supposed he shouldn’t be surprised, considering how much toughness the monster possessed. Its scales didn’t just look as hard as rock—they were as hard as rock. 
 
    The Crocolisk shuddered, its body moving in an odd, vibrating pattern. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense sparked. 
 
    “It’s about to cast a spell!” Bran called to the others. 
 
    The Crocolisk opened its giant maw. Its rows of teeth looked even more frightening up close. 
 
    A rock materialized out of nowhere, then was launched straight out of its mouth. 
 
    The rock crashed into the Blade Fiend that had only just recovered from being slammed into the wall. 
 
    The Blade Fiend faltered, almost stumbling to the ground, but managed to remain on its feet. 
 
    A few more hits like that, though, and Alaro’s monster would likely die. 
 
    The Crocolisk couldn’t be contained by Dark Binding, or Vortex. So Bran had his monsters cast damage dealing spells. He commanded Shade to cast Dusk Miasma, and he made the Stone Griffin use its Wind Whip over and over. A dark pit of shadow formed around the monster, slowly eating at its lifeforce, and wind hurtled toward it, slashing at its rock-hard scales and leaving nothing but scratches. 
 
    Fireballs lit up the Crocolisk, searing and darkening the monster’s scales, but barely seeming to damage them. 
 
    “This isn’t working!” Alaro called out. 
 
    “How is this monster so strong?” Bran asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We have to keep pushing!” Lara said. 
 
    The Mage cast another four fireballs at the monster in quick succession, throwing them from opposite hands. Her Daeva Shadow Stepped behind the Crocolisk, digging its claws into the monster’s tail. 
 
    As Bran shot yet another of his arrows at the Crocolisk, he glanced over at the Iron Lynx. When he did, he noticed something he hadn’t before. The Iron Lynx was limping. It was still pacing back and forth, but every time it put weight on its left back leg, it faltered just a little bit. And there were deep scratches all over its iron-hardened body. 
 
    The Crocolisk had already been attacking it. 
 
    But now that the Crocolisk was under attack, the Iron Lynx was staring at its former predator with a predatory gaze of its own. 
 
    If the Iron Lynx attacked the Crocolisk, they might just be able to defeat the scaley monster… 
 
    Bran scanned the Iron Lynx. 
 
      
 
    Iron Lynx 
 
    Level: 13 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Metal 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 100 
 
    Agility: 100 
 
    Magic Power: 50 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Status: Frightened 
 
    The monsters were the same level. That meant the Iron Lynx would be able to deal significant damage to the Crocolisk. 
 
    As Bran focused on the Iron Lynx, the Iron Lynx stared back at him. There was an odd intelligence in its vertically slit eyes, something Bran was not used to seeing in wild monsters. 
 
    The Iron Lynx stopped pacing and tilted its head slightly to the side. 
 
    It felt as though the monster… recognized something in him. 
 
    Bran couldn’t focus on the monster for long. He needed all his attention to be on attacking the Crocolisk, as the Iron Lynx currently did not seem like a threat. 
 
    Then he heard something in his mind. It wasn’t quite a voice, more like… The bond he had with his monsters. It tugged at him. Emotion and understanding filled his mind, and it wasn’t coming from either of his monsters, or Lara or Alaro’s monsters for that matter. 
 
    It was coming from the Iron Lynx. 
 
    Words pressed themselves into Bran’s mind. No, not words… They were only appearing as words because words were what he understood. 
 
    This was a more primal type of communication, one that seemed to stir something ancient within him. The same feeling he got when he used one of his unique powers, like fusing two monsters together or unjoining them. 
 
    The ‘words’ whispered into his mind. 
 
    “Why are you fighting amongst the humans?” 
 
    The question made Bran shiver. He wasn’t sure what the monster meant. 
 
    But could he use whatever this connection was? So far, he’d never been able to communicate with his own monsters to this extent, even while touching them. Yet he’d been able to hear the voice of this monster in his mind from a distance? 
 
    How was that possible? He supposed he knew very little about his abilities… 
 
    “Why are you fighting amongst the humans?” 
 
    That question dug deep into his mind, into his soul… 
 
    “Bran!” Alaro shouted. “What are you doing? Focus on the fight!” 
 
    The Crocolisk had taken down the Blade Fiend. The monster was forcibly reabsorbed into Alaro. The Ranger stumbled backward when it happened. Bran caught the man by the shoulder, steadying him. 
 
    There was no time to tell the Ranger what had happened. Bran drew another of his arrows and loosed it at the Crocolisk. 
 
    But his mind turned. 
 
    He looked at the Iron Lynx for a split-second, and focused on whatever mental bond they had. 
 
    “Will you help us?” he asked with his mind. 
 
    “Why should I help humans?” The tone of the voice in his mind felt aggressive. Bran wasn’t sure how he knew that. Then again, Bran wasn’t sure how any of this was happening. 
 
    “Because we will save you from the Crocolisk. If we work together, we can defeat it,” Bran replied. 
 
    He snatched another glance at the Iron Lynx. It was still staring intently at him, its intelligent eyes wide. The monster’s metal whiskers twitched, then it nodded. 
 
    A loud growl emanated from the Iron Lynx’s throat. 
 
    It pounced. Its claws dug into the back of the Crocolisk. The Crocolisk made a weird screeching sound as the Iron Lynx claws slashed straight through its scales. Green blood oozed out of the deep gashes the Iron Lynx caused. 
 
    “Hit it as hard as you can!” Bran shouted. 
 
    Now that the Crocolisk had taken some damage, whatever natural defenses it possessed seemed to dampen. Perhaps it had cast a spell over itself to strengthen its toughness, and now that spell had been broken. 
 
    It didn’t take much longer for the Crocolisk to look defeated. 
 
    “Stop attacking!” Alaro said. “It’s weak enough to tame!” 
 
    “I’m not sure that monster can be tamed,” Lara said. 
 
    Alaro grinned. “Any monster can be tamed.” He moved in, frighteningly close to the monster’s jaws. 
 
    Except the Iron lynx was still attacking. 
 
    “We have to distract the Iron Lynx,” Lara said. 
 
    “No!” Bran called. He rushed over to the Iron Lynx, past the Crocolisk. He knew he probably shouldn’t venture this close to such a monster, and from the calls that followed him from Alaro and Lara, they definitely thought the same. 
 
    But he had to try this. 
 
    He raised his hands, in the same way that he might when trying to calm a frightened horse when he worked back in the stables. He knew that monsters were different, but he had to go with his instincts. He focused on the bond between him and the monster. 
 
    He had never been able to communicate with another monster so strongly before. 
 
    Surely, this would work. 
 
    The Iron Lynx stopped attacking. It stared at Bran as though he were its dinner. Another of the monster’s thoughts entered his mind. “You smell like them.” The black cat tilted its head to the side. Its lips pulling back, sharp fangs exposed, it unleashed a low growl. 
 
    The Iron Lynx took a step toward him, lowering slightly on its hind legs. It looked as though it were about to pounce. 
 
    This wasn’t going well. 
 
    Bran pushed his thoughts into the monster’s mind as he had before. “You don’t need to fear us.” 
 
    The Iron Lynx tilted its head to the other side. “Of course I do.” It bobbed its head at the dying Crocolisk. “That human is about to take control of the monster. Enslave it.” 
 
    “It’s not enslavement. It’s a bond. A bond like no other. We help the monster attain its full potential,” Bran replied. He glanced back at the Crocolisk. Alaro had a hand on his empty crystal at his Summoner’s Bandoleer, another on the Crocolisk. 
 
    Lara was staring directly at Bran, and looked as though she would be ready to step in at a moment’s notice. 
 
    Bran looked back at the Iron Lynx. “I can show you. Become bonded to me.” 
 
    Its head tilted up. “And why would I do that?” 
 
    “Because if you do, you’ll never be alone when this type of danger comes again.” 
 
    The monster’s head sank down. It looked tired. Dead tired. 
 
    Then Bran realized. This monster… It had been hunted for days, maybe even longer, by the Crocolisk. It had been at least four days since he had sensed the Crocolisk and the Iron Lynx near the ruins. Back then, the Crocolisk had been hunting the Iron Lynx. How long had this monster been living in fear? 
 
    “You will keep me safe?” the monster’s thoughts asked. 
 
    “I will make you strong,” Bran replied. 
 
    The Iron Lynx looked toward Alaro and Lara. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    Bran tilted his head to the side, staring at the monster. “You already do trust me, or you would have attacked me by now.” 
 
    An odd emotion flooded into Bran from the Iron Lynx. Resignation? Acceptance? The monster padded toward him on powerful legs. It lowered its head before him. Now that he could see up close, he realized how truly large the Iron lynx was. 
 
    It was bigger than his griffin. 
 
    Bran put a hand atop the monster’s head. He still wasn’t exactly sure how he was supposed to do this, and he knew this was not the way the others had explained how to tame a monster. 
 
    But maybe he didn’t need to do it their way. Maybe, with his unique abilities, he could do it a different way… 
 
    This monster had recognized something in him. It had communicated with him on a level that no other monster ever had. 
 
    Bran closed his eyes and conjured an image of the monster in his mind, the same way he had the first time he had absorbed the Amalgabeast. When he had the image in his mind, he called the monster into his first crystal. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see the Iron Lynx glowing incredibly brightly. 
 
    It was working! He was absorbing a new monster! 
 
    He had tamed the Iron Lynx. 
 
      
 
    Iron lynx has been tamed. 
 
      
 
    Crystal Slot 3 Status: Occupied 
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    Bran couldn’t wait to summon the Iron Lynx. 
 
    He had tamed his third monster! And it was a high-level monster at that. 
 
    With the monster occupying his third crystal, Bran focused his scanner on it. 
 
      
 
    Bronze Lynx 
 
    Level: 2 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Metal 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Toughness: 12 
 
    Agility: 12 
 
    Magic Power: 8 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Summoner Bond: 30% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    He blinked. 
 
    Level 2? How was that possible? The monster was level 13 when he had tamed it! 
 
    Bran looked over at Alaro, mouth agape. “The Iron Lynx is now only level 2? And…” Bran glanced at the stats once more. “It lost an evolution! It’s a Bronze Lynx, now.” 
 
    Alaro had deep lines in his brow. “You didn’t know a monster might level down once it has been tamed? If you capture a monster that is of a high level, it will level down to the highest level of your own monsters. I guess I left that part out…” The Ranger scratched his head and grinned sheepishly. “On the bright side, you tamed your third monster! I still have no idea how. You didn’t even attack it?” 
 
    “I’m with Alaro. How in this realm and any other did you manage to do that?” Lara asked. 
 
    It was Bran’s turn to scratch his head. “I’m not really sure. I was able to communicate with it… through my mind… in a way I never have before.” He motioned to where the battle had been. “That’s how I was able to get it to attack the Crocolisk.” 
 
    “You did that?” Lara asked. 
 
    “That’s the only reason we won!” Alaro said. “You are still full of surprises, Bran.” He smiled, shaking his head. “Getting to train you has been the best thing that’s happened to me at this academy.” He laughed. “Well, maybe not the best thing, but it’s certainly up there.” 
 
    “Urslan will definitely be interested in learning about this,” Lara said. She crossed her arms, resting her chin on one of her hands. 
 
    “I wasn’t the only one to tame a monster.” Bran nodded at the third crystal in Alaro’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. It was glowing green and brown now, no longer empty. The colors signified the monster’s types: nature and earth. “That monster was formidable! For a good while there, I wasn’t sure that we would be able to defeat it.” 
 
    “Honestly,” Alaro said, looking away, “I wasn’t sure we would be either. The monster was far stronger than I had anticipated it to be, even at level 13…” 
 
    “Monsters get far stronger at level 10,” Lara said. “I didn’t want to say it… I didn’t want you two to think we might lose.” Her eyebrows rose. “I am surprised we won too.” She smiled and looked at Bran. “I’m glad we have you here.” 
 
    “I barely felt like I was able to damage the Crocolisk at all,” Bran said. 
 
    “You probably didn’t. But if the Iron Lynx hadn’t attacked with us, there is no way we would have won.” Lara bowed her head. “Thank you, Bran.” 
 
    Bran lowered his head back at Lara, in a sort of small bow. “You’re welcome.” He supposed she was right, and so was Alaro. If the Iron Lynx had not attacked… The Crocolisk might have defeated all of their monsters. 
 
    Then, it would have killed them. 
 
    Bran looked over at his griffin. The monster had been unhurt during the fight, as had Shade. He walked over to the Stone Griffin, and put a hand on its head. “I’m still not sure what that other threat I felt was. If it was Volrath like we thought… then he must still be in these caves somewhere.” 
 
    Touching the griffin’s head, Bran shut his eyes. He sunk into the bond they shared and tapped into the monster’s hearing. The party became quiet, letting him listen. 
 
    But all he heard was silence, and the occasional drip drip from ice melting above them. 
 
    Bran let go of the monster’s head, and instead tapped into his fear-sense. That was where he had felt the danger, after all. 
 
    But whatever danger he had felt… it seemed to have passed. Had Volrath stepped back through the portal? Bran couldn’t be sure. He still didn’t even know if it had been Volrath at all. 
 
    “I can’t sense the other danger,” Bran said. 
 
    “Perhaps the danger has passed?” Alaro asked, a forced smile on his face. 
 
    “Maybe,” Lara said with a frown. “But I think we should all be cautious. Perhaps we should rest here, until Alaro is able to summon his Blade Fiend again.” 
 
    Bran and Alaro agreed. 
 
    Bran was also glad it would mean he would have enough time to wait until he was able to summon the Bronze Lynx. Just as when an already tamed monster was absorbed, he had to wait five minutes until he could summon the new monster. 
 
    He was sure Alaro was just as eager to summon his Crocolisk. 
 
    The time passed quickly. 
 
    Bran looked down at his third crystal. It was a silvery color, to signify the monster was a metal-type. 
 
    He conjured an image of the Bronze Lynx in his mind. The monster’s sleek body. Its black metallic fur. Though he couldn’t know exactly what it looked like, now it had lost many of its levels and one stage of evolution.  
 
    It was quite a majestic monster, like nothing Bran had ever seen before. He could see why Alaro had been keen to track these monsters down, even if the Ranger had at first thought it would be too dangerous. 
 
    Bran let out a breath, then he summoned the monster. 
 
    The other two were watching him. 
 
    The monster appeared. It was a little bit smaller than it had been, and its fur didn’t look quite as tough or as dark, but it was still made from metal—though the metal looked more bronze than iron. Understandable, given its name change. He stepped over to it. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx raised its head, then tilted it to the side, staring at him with those same intelligent eyes. 
 
    Bran approached it cautiously. He knew that the bond he had with the monster was only at 30%. That meant it might not be very friendly toward him, even though it had been tamed willingly. He supposed it still had some reservations. 
 
    He raised his hand, inching toward the Bronze Lynx’s head. Waiting for it to lower. 
 
    As he did, he reached out with his mind, trying to connect to the bond they had shared only minutes ago. The bond that had allowed them to communicate mentally. 
 
    Could they still do that? 
 
    “Can you hear me?” Bran asked with his mind. 
 
    He felt the bond. But it wasn’t the same as it had been before. Something had… changed in the monster. Though its eyes still looked intelligent, the Bronze Lynx didn’t seem to be as present as it had been before. Had that been because the Bronze Lynx had lost 11 of its levels? 
 
    Perhaps that was something Urslan might be able to shed some light on. The Grand Archmage still had the book, the ancient tome he had been translating that had information on Bran and what he could do. Though the man still hadn’t shared anything he had discovered since he began the translations. 
 
    Hopefully he would soon, perhaps after the party were successful in this mission. 
 
    Bran focused on the bond as strongly as he could, but only felt the faintest hints of emotions and thoughts from the Bronze Lynx. However, that was more than he would usually feel from one of his monsters without touching it. 
 
    The monster looked a little wary. But after a long moment, it finally lowered its head. 
 
    Bran touched the Bronze Lynx. Felt the bond strengthen. 
 
    The monster was still afraid. Bran would be able to change that, like he had with the griffin. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Lara said. “I’ve never seen someone tame a monster like you have.” 
 
    “I’ve never even heard of it happening,” Alaro said. The Ranger approached warily. He stopped a few feet away from the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx raised its head, baring its fangs at the Ranger. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t like strangers,” Bran said. “I’m sure it will get used to you.” 
 
    Alaro grinned. “I hope so. My bond with the Crocolisk… it’s only 20%. I’m sure it would react the same.” 
 
    “Are you going to summon it?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro scratched his head, looking down at the third crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. “I don’t know if that would be a good idea. The Crocolisk and the lynx were enemies. They might have some residual aggression toward each other. I’m not sure they should be trained at the same time, not until our bonds with them have strengthened.” 
 
    Bran thought about that for a moment. He hadn’t even considered that the monsters might still be aggressive toward each other. “I suppose that makes sense.” His brow furrowed. “Because I just tamed it… Does that mean I should keep it inside its crystal for the next part of this mission? If we encounter some dangerous enemies, and I am unable to command it properly…” 
 
    Lara nodded. “You’re right to be worried. It’s not often a good idea to take a new monster into unpredictable danger. It is far better to train them in more controlled environments.” 
 
    “I probably won’t be summoning the Crocolisk until we’re done with this mission,” Alaro said. “Maybe not even until we’re back at the Ketria Academy.” 
 
    Bran let out a small sigh. He had been looking forward to having three monsters summoned and fighting. But he supposed they were right. Besides, he probably wasn’t ready to fight with three monsters. Sometimes, he had enough trouble keeping track of two. He would have to build up to that. 
 
    Bran looked at the Bronze Lynx once more. It tilted its dark head to the side, still staring intently at him. He wondered what the monster was thinking, now that he was no longer able to hear its thoughts. What had it meant, when it had singled him out, and asked why he was fighting with the humans? 
 
    He would have to ask the monster when their bond had strengthened, and when it had leveled up high enough to communicate with him with the same clarity as before. 
 
    Bran absorbed the monster into his third crystal. The crystal glowed briefly as the monster returned to it, then maintained a consistent silvery glow. 
 
    “I can still sense a portal.” Bran pointed down the tunnel. “It’s that way somewhere. I’m not sure how far.” 
 
    Alaro summoned his Blade Fiend. “Onward!” He motioned to Lara, and the Mage sent her fireball hovering down the tunnel, high above them near the ceiling. 
 
    They commenced their walk through the tunnels, the melted ice on the ceiling dripping down on them once more. Bran reached out with his fear-sense, trying to see if there were any other monsters inside the cave system. Perhaps the fact that the Crocolisk and the Iron Lynx had been inside the cave had scared other monsters out of it. That could have been where the High Mountain Yeti had come from—flushed out of its own domain. 
 
    They turned a few more corners, the sense of the portal becoming stronger and stronger to Bran as they walked. 
 
    It was close. Very close. 
 
    “It’s around the next corner,” Bran whispered. He wasn’t sure why he whispered. As far as they knew, they were alone down here. 
 
    Alaro had an arrow nocked. He drew back the bowstring before they turned the corner. 
 
    Bran snatched an arrow from his quiver and did the same. He hadn’t yet looked at the spells the Bronze Lynx had. He didn’t want to get distracted and try out new spells in a dangerous situation. Still, he couldn’t wait until it was over, to discover what the Bronze Lynx was capable of. 
 
    Could he combine it with another of his monsters? Of course, that would take their levels down to 0… That was probably not what he wanted to do. 
 
    Bran shook away the thoughts. He needed to focus on the present. Though he could not sense any danger around the corner, only the portal, that did not mean someone couldn’t walk through it at any moment. The last two Dreadmorth students who had come through the portal had been formidable opponents. What if they sent students through who were even stronger? What if they sent a master, or Volrath himself? The danger Bran had sensed before may have disappeared, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t return. 
 
    Alaro sent his Blade Fiend through first. 
 
    Once they knew the way was clear, the rest followed. 
 
    The portal was a door, and looked the same as any other portal Bran had passed through. It looked as though it had been built into the cave wall. There was a lock on it, as there was a lock on the portal to the Founders’ Fortress. He supposed that made sense. Volrath would not want anyone being able to infiltrate them back. Perhaps the Lancer they had taken prisoner would have a key in his possession. 
 
    “So, how do we do this?” Bran asked, looking over at Lara who had the instructions. 
 
    “We use this.” Lara put her hand into her bag of holding, then pulled out what looked like an amulet. “Urslan didn’t tell me much about this. What he did say, however, was that it allows a summoner to interact with the building blocks of a monster portal. Usually, a monster portal has certain protections that make it impossible for a summoner to change its structural components. These amulets are only given to high-level summoners in prestigious positions. For instance, the heads of summoner schools.” 
 
    “And the monster portal builders that work for the International Summoners Guild,” Alaro added. 
 
    Lara nodded. “Indeed. It’s very rare someone of our level will even see one of these, let alone use it.” She offered the amulet to Bran. “After what just happened, I think you should do the honors.” 
 
    Bran’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m not even sure what I’m supposed to do.” He took the amulet all the same, holding it gingerly in his hand. He could sense a power within it. It was obviously heavily enchanted, and even weighed more than it seemed like it should. “Do I put it on?” 
 
    “Yes. Put it around your neck,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran did as instructed. The amulet lay heavily upon his chest. He looked down at it, and it began to glow. It was warm to the touch, and vibrating slightly. “Is it supposed to do that?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Urslan said it would do, so you don’t need to worry.” Lara pulled out a sheaf of parchment with a few lines of writing inked on it. “Now, you have to touch the door.” 
 
    Bran approached the door warily. A summoner could step out at any moment. But he didn’t hesitate. He touched the door with both hands, placing his palms flat on the wood. “Now what?” The second he said the words, something shifted within his mind. 
 
    He could hear that Lara was speaking, but he couldn’t register anything she was saying. 
 
    Power flooded into him. Power he had never felt before. 
 
    It was coming from the monster portal. 
 
    He could… feel it. In the same way he felt his monsters when he connected to them with the bond they shared. It was almost as though the portal were alive. 
 
    Were monster portals… sentient? 
 
    Power continued to flow into him, flooding his senses. Suddenly, he was beginning to understand what made the monster portal work. And what he must do to disable it. 
 
    All he had to do was sever the connection between this realm, and the mortal realm. 
 
    The monster portal started to glow so brightly that Bran had to shut his eyes to stop them from hurting. 
 
    Now he could hear the others shouting, though he still couldn’t understand them. Strong hands gripped his shoulders, grasping frantically trying to pull him away. 
 
    Were they afraid? Were they worried something would happen to him? 
 
    Bran felt no fear. 
 
    He knew exactly what he had to do. 
 
    Bran became one with the monster portal. He saw its inner workings spread out before him. Then he saw the line. A long, purple line. In his mind, Bran hovered in what looked like the night sky. The purple line stretched from one star to another. 
 
    That was the connection. 
 
    With his mind, Bran created a sword, then he slashed the connection in two. 
 
    The monster portal broke. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Bran woke on the ground. 
 
    His head hurt more than it ever had, as though someone had dropped an anvil on it. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, he saw Alaro and Lara staring down at him. His Stone Griffin nuzzled his face, and Shade hovered nearby, its head tilted to the side. 
 
    “What happened?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro and Lara exchanged a glance. 
 
    Alaro spoke first, “We were about to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “What you did…” For a moment, Lara seemed lost for words. Her mouth was agape. She closed it, looked at the portal, then back at Bran. “That was not a part of the instructions Urslan gave me.” 
 
    “Did I do it?” Bran asked. He remembered what had happened. The feeling of being connected to the monster portal. Of understanding. But though he remembered the feeling, he had no idea how to describe it. And he certainly didn’t understand the monster portal anymore. “Is that not how it’s usually done?” 
 
    “I’m no expert… But no, I don’t think so,” Lara said. 
 
    Alaro just shook his head, a small smile on his face. “What in all the realms are you, Bran?” Though he said the words in a jovial manner, Bran felt the question was quite a serious one. 
 
    What was he? 
 
    They didn’t spend long at the portal. Once they had ensured that it had been destroyed, they ventured in search of an exit out of the caves. They couldn’t exit the tunnels the way they had entered them, as they would no doubt cause the whole cave system to collapse. 
 
    So they wandered through the tunnels, trying to feel their way through them. It was like a maze, and now they had nothing to guide them. Bran’s fear-sense didn’t help them navigate through here as it had helped them reach the portal. 
 
    After a while of walking in silence, Bran felt something on his skin. Was that a draft? 
 
    Air! It must have been coming from outside. That meant they were close to an exit. He licked his finger—the others gave him a strange look—and raised his hand, trying to feel which way the wind was blowing. 
 
    Straight ahead. 
 
    Bran smiled broadly. “We’re almost out of here.” 
 
    They turned around another corner and saw light at the end of the tunnel. It must still be day time out there. The party rushed toward the light. Bran, for one, couldn’t wait to see the sun again. They had been trapped inside the cave tunnels for hours. 
 
    When they finally made it out, Bran tilted his head up, closing his eyes to bask in the sun’s rays. It was still freezing out here, but the sun offered a warmth the dark cave didn’t. 
 
    “It looks like we’ve actually gone down the mountain a bit,” Alaro said. 
 
    Bran opened his eyes and looked around them. Alaro was right. He didn’t recognize where they were, but looking up at the peak, it was definitely higher than it had been when they had entered the cave. “It might not take us two days to get back to the portal. There must’ve been some sort of shortcut within the cave.” 
 
    “Looks like I’ll be getting gold for my Marksman exam faster than I had expected,” Alaro said with a smile. “Soon, we might even be able to upgrade some of your gear.” He patted Bran on the shoulder. 
 
    “Come on,” Lara said, heading down the mountain. “Let’s not lose any daylight.” She wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I would love nothing more than a hot meal in the dining hall and to finally bathe. I’ve never been a fan of camping out in Monster Realms.” 
 
    “Where’s your sense of adventure, Mage?” Alaro chuckled. 
 
    “I think I’ve had enough adventure for the day, Ranger,” Lara replied. 
 
    Bran and Alaro exchanged a glance. They each grinned, then headed after the Mage. 
 
    Bran took stock of the day. He had increased the levels of his Stone Griffin’s spells to 2. He had gained the Vortex spell for the griffin. He had tamed a new monster. He had destroyed a monster portal, in a way that perhaps no one ever had before. 
 
    And he had communicated with a monster on a level he never had before… 
 
    The thought the lynx had sent him still turned in Bran’s mind. 
 
    Why are you fighting amongst the humans? 
 
   



 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran, Alaro, and Lara returned to the Ketria Academy victorious in their mission. 
 
    The first thing they did was go straight to the Grand Archmage. They needed to tell him about what had happened. About how Bran had destroyed the portal. 
 
    They were sure no one had done it like that before. 
 
    When they made it to his office, his assistant led them straight in. Urslan sat behind his desk, gaze locked on the ancient tome still in front of him. It looked like he had barely moved from his seat since the last time they had been there. Bran could almost believe that that was the case. 
 
    The only thing that had changed in the room was that there were more pieces of parchment scrawled with the Grand Archmage’s translations of the ancient tome that had information on Bran’s unique class. 
 
    Information that the Grand Archmage had yet to share with him. 
 
    “Please, take a seat,” Urslan said. “I’m eager to hear all about your mission. And I’m curious as to why you have returned a day earlier than expected.” He cleared some space on his desk and rested his elbows on the oak. He put his chin in his hands and looked first at Lara, then Alaro, and finally his gaze rested on Bran. “Did you succeed in the mission?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lara said. “The monster portal has been destroyed.” 
 
    Urslan bowed his head. “Good. Yes, very good.” He looked at Alaro. “I shall provide you with the necessary gold for your next Marksman examination.” 
 
    Alaro lit up, nodding enthusiastically. 
 
    Bran knew how eager the Ranger was to gain his Marksman qualification. 
 
    The Grand Archmage’s gaze was drawn to Alaro’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. “It looks as though you have tamed another monster? Ah, and one with two elemental types.” He looked at Bran’s Summoner’s Bandoleer next. “And I see you have another monster, too, Bran! You are progressing rather quickly. Though, I have to say that I knew you would. Not just because of your unique abilities, but because of your military background. Once we have discussed the mission, you’ll have to tell me all about the new monsters you have acquired.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He doubted the Grand Archmage took such an interest in every student’s acquisition of new monsters. He supposed now that Alaro was training him, the Ranger was more of interest to the Grand Archmage as well. 
 
    “Now, tell me how you went about disabling the monster portal?” Urslan asked. 
 
    They all exchanged a glance. 
 
    “I think that Bran should be the one to talk about this,” Alaro said. 
 
    Lara nodded her ascent. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He wasn’t really sure what had happened. He looked at his hands for a moment, composing himself, going through all the details that he could remember of the event. Then he looked at the Grand Archmage and explained everything that had happened. 
 
    How when he had touched the monster portal, he had been flooded with power. How he had understood exactly how the portal worked, and how to disable it. How he had seen the connection between the monster portal in the Mortal Realm, then created a sword in his mind to destroy it. 
 
    The Grand Archmage listened intently. He barely even blinked as he focused on Bran. He didn’t ask any questions, nor did he interrupt Bran. He nodded occasionally and waited. 
 
    When Bran was done, he took a deep breath. “That’s not normal, is it?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Not normal for other summoners, no. But as we have discovered, you are not a normal summoner.” The Grand Archmage did not sound at all surprised about this new development. His gaze lowered to the translations on his desk. “There is much that I have discovered in this book. Much about you, and those in the past who have been like you.” 
 
    Bran sat up straighter than he ever had, staring at the Grand Archmage. “What did you discover?” 
 
    Urslan raised his chin, and an eyebrow along with it. “I’m not sure you’re ready for the information inside this book. There is… a truth about your origin that I have yet to decipher. The translation is… challenging. I’m not sure I have it correct yet.” 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. His jaw worked, and he locked it together as hard as he could. He felt frustration rising inside of him—but Urslan was doing his best, he knew, and something this important couldn’t be rushed. He’d get answers in time. “How much longer do you think it’ll take you?” he asked. 
 
    The Grand Archmage’s brow became heavily lined. “After the end of year examinations, I will have translated all I need.” He looked at Bran gravely. “And then… then I will share all I know.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He was excited—and a little anxious—about learning the truth, but he knew the Grand Archmage was going as quickly as he could. It was frustrating having to wait, though. 
 
    The Grand Archmage looked at him intently for a moment. “I know you must be frustrated. There is no need to try and hide that fact.” He chuckled softly. “Believe me, I’m frustrated too. This text is proving quite impenetrable. I’ve fought all kinds of enemies—human and monster—but I never thought mere ink on parchment would be my greatest challenge.” Urslan’s face went serious again, all humor draining from it. “It’s… complex. Inhumanly complex. It feels like it wasn’t written by ancient people. It feels like it was written by… something else entirely.” 
 
    Something else. The thought struck Bran like a dagger twisting in his mind.  
 
    The thought the lynx had sent into Bran’s mind came to him again, practically screaming this time. 
 
    Why are you fighting amongst the humans? 
 
    What had Urslan discovered about the text—and about Bran? Was the ancient text written by something that wasn’t human?  
 
    An awkward silence fell upon the room. Alaro and Lara exchanged glances with one another. 
 
    “Now, tell me about your new monsters!” The Grand Archmage’s demeanor shifted considerably, as it often seemed to. Gone was the stern head of one of the most powerful summoner academies in the world. Now, he sounded like a proud, excited grandfather. 
 
    Bran looked to Alaro to speak first, as his mind was still turning.  
 
    Alaro glanced at Bran, then looked at the Grand Archmage. He gave the man a grin. “I caught a rare monster,” Alaro said, “one of the monsters we mentioned to you in fact. The Crocolisk.” 
 
    “You did? That’s remarkable! It is quite a rare monster indeed!” The Grand Archmage smiled broadly at the Ranger. “I was hoping you would be able to acquire a new monster soon.” Urslan turned his gaze to Bran once more. His eyes slid down to his Summoner’s Bandoleer, looking at the third crystal. “And considering the color of your crystal, it looks as though you acquired the Iron Lynx?” The Grand Archmage shook his head. “You are full of surprises. Considering your level, that is quite the prestigious monster to tame. It must have been rather difficult. How did you manage it?” 
 
    Bran was silent for a moment. His frustration had poured away, but he wasn’t exactly sure how to explain the way he had tamed the monster. After a moment, he cleared his throat, then explained what had happened to the best of his abilities. Though he left out one detail. The question the monsters had asked him, the question that still gnawed at his mind. 
 
    That, he kept to himself. 
 
    At the end of his explanation, Lara spoke, “I’ve never seen anything like it before. I’ve never known anyone to tame a monster with such care.” 
 
    “We didn’t even know it was possible,” Alaro said. 
 
    “It is very rare indeed. Of course, it is made much easier by Bran’s abilities.” The Grand Archmage smiled. “I can’t imagine what it must be like to communicate with a monster on such a level. To be honest, I quite envy your abilities. You are more remarkable than any student I have ever seen enter this academy.” His gaze fell to the papers on his desk, the translations that he had yet to share with Bran. “Of course, that is to be expected from someone like you.” 
 
    “Very rare…” Alaro mused. “You’re saying that this is something other summoners can do? Tame monsters in a non-violent manner?” 
 
    “Indeed it is, though it is incredibly difficult, hence why it isn’t trained,” the Grand Archmage said. 
 
    “I could certainly never see that being a part of the curriculum at the Dreadmorth Institute,” Lara said. “But to be honest, I would have expected it to be taught here if it were possible…” She looked away, perhaps realizing what she had said could sound like a judgment toward the Grand Archmage’s decision not to teach it. 
 
    “It is rare that any student would be capable of doing such a thing,” Urslan said. “Even I have never managed to tame a monster in such a way. Wild monsters… they are too dangerous to approach like this.” 
 
    Bran wasn’t so sure. Obviously, he knew that most monsters were aggressive. But the lynx had not shown any aggression toward them, only toward the Crocolisk. It had not acted like any other monster he had seen, running away from the Crocolisk instead of staying to fight. None of the monsters he had encountered thus far had ever run away from a fight. 
 
    The Vampiric Locusts had still come at him even when they must know they were outmatched. The same could be said for the Mire Crabs, the spiders, and any other monster he had fought. 
 
    But the Iron Lynx… It had seemed far more intelligent. 
 
    Was that because it was at a higher level? He still didn’t want to share the other thoughts the monster had sent to him. But he licked his lips and asked the question on his mind. “Are higher level monsters more intelligent than lower-level monsters?” 
 
    Urslan lowered his gaze. “They are, though it is more complicated than simply levels.” 
 
    Bran waited for the Grand Archmage to elaborate, but he never did. Curious. Perhaps there were things he would have to discover on his own… 
 
    In fact, looking at all the pages of translations on the man’s desk, Bran had to wonder how difficult it would be to sneak inside the office and take them, and finally find out more information about himself. 
 
    Like what he was. And where he had come from. 
 
    But he would never do such a thing. So, he would have to wait until Urslan deemed him worthy of the information—after the end of year examinations. 
 
    The party left the Grand Archmage’s office with their bags of holding filled with gold. 
 
    Bran had never had so much gold in his life. Where he had gained 23 gold coins from selling looted items in the Trading Hall, Urslan had given him 100 gold coins. 
 
    Were he anywhere but the Ketria Academy, he might have thought himself rich. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    For the next three weeks, Bran continued his training under Alaro. Lara accompanied them to the Monster Realm, and they fought monsters as a group. Bran focused primarily on two skills: his technique and ability with a bow, and the coordination of his monsters. 
 
    It didn’t take long for all three of his monsters to reach their next level, in advancement and in spells. All their attributes increased, and they became better at fighting as a group. His bond with both his new monsters, the Bronze Lynx, and the Stone Griffin, increased. While his bond with Shade was still as strong as ever. 
 
    Over those three weeks, he didn’t just focus on combat training. He focused on training himself. Every morning, he would run a lap or two around the Ketria Academy, then perform strength exercises with his monsters. He continued to condition the toughness of the Stone Griffin, while making his Shadow Mageling focus primarily on its magic power. The Bronze Lynx already had a good amount of toughness, so Bran made agility the monster’s training priority. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Alaro and Lara joined him in his morning training. Alaro helped Bran condition his own toughness, just as Alaro had explained that normal human martial artists in the Laniri mountains in the eastern continent conditioned themselves. 
 
    His skills with his bow and his monsters weren’t the only things to increase. He felt himself become stronger, faster, and more alert. 
 
    And with his physical conditioning, he found that he was more resistant to attack, even if only by a small amount. 
 
    While the mornings were taken up with training himself and his monsters physically, and the days spent training fighting monsters, his evenings were devoted to study in the library and potions crafting. 
 
    Studying in the library, reading books, was quite a difficult thing to begin with. Bran had never been much of a reader. He could read, certainly, but it wasn’t something he did for enjoyment. After a time, however, he began to realize how much he could gain from it. The books in the library might not shed any light on his own abilities, but they contained information on a myriad of summoning subjects. 
 
    Crafting, too, he enjoyed more and more. He wasn’t able to use the Grand Archmage’s crafting station, but he had found that there were crafting stations available for use by students within the Academy. He also found that in the Trading Hall, it wasn’t just merchants trading with students, but students trading with other students as well. 
 
    Over those three weeks, he had only gained more gold. He had found that the merchants were more than happy to take the loot acquired in the Monster Realm off his hands, and he was able to purchase supplies for his potion making. 
 
    Because of this, Bran developed a steady stream of income. Selling items to the merchants, buying ingredients for potions, crafting the potions, then selling those off for quite a profit to students too busy or rich to bother crafting their own. 
 
    Over this time, he had yet to purchase any new equipment. Alaro had advised him to focus on his abilities without enhancements for a little bit longer. His argument was that while Bran could buy new equipment earlier, if he waited a little bit longer, he would be able to buy even better equipment. That way, he would save money in the long run. 
 
    Bran had no issue with the equipment he already had, so he’d taken the Ranger’s advice. But after weeks of intense training, and weeks of gaining more gold than he’d ever had before, it was finally time to upgrade his gear. 
 
    The Ranger was rubbing his hands together, gazing at all the items and weapons at each store. “So, what are we after today?” 
 
    “I was hoping you would be able to help me with that,” Bran said. “You definitely know more about summoning weapons than I do. What type of bow should I get?” 
 
    “That is always a difficult decision. It depends entirely upon what type of Ranger you want to become. We’ve discussed before about the differences between Marksman, Engineer, and Arcane Archer. Have you decided which one you will be going for?” Alaro raised his eyebrows, waggling them briefly. “I still recommend Marksman.” He tapped a patch on his shoulder, one of a longbow. It was proof that he had gained his Marksman qualification. 
 
    “I know exactly what you would recommend.” Bran grinned back at him. “But I’m still not one hundred percent sure. I keep going back and forth… I like the idea of Marksman, and I like the idea of Arcane Archer. It seems as though Engineer has the best of both worlds.” 
 
    Alaro scratched his chin, where a bit of stubble had cropped up over the last few days. “I can see why you would want to do that.” He nodded forcefully. “It’s certainly more versatile in its focus. However, you are already going to be focusing on a lot of different…” He left the last word unsaid, glancing around them. It was clear he didn’t want to mention that Bran would be using different classes where there were other people to hear. 
 
    Bran appreciated that. They were still keeping his unique abilities a secret at the Ketria Academy. It was only Urslan, Alaro, and Lara who knew what he was truly capable of—and the Assistant Headmistress, Bran supposed. 
 
    He was eager to begin his training as a Mage. In fact, that training would begin soon. 
 
    It was almost disappointing, getting new gear when he was about to commence his training in a different class. He had become quite fond of being a Ranger. But he supposed he could always take his bow out again. In fact, Urslan had recommended that on every third day of his training as a Mage, he switch between the two classes now that he had become proficient in one of them. 
 
    Bran was incredibly excited about that. It had been how he had wanted to train from the beginning. Using all the different classes at once. 
 
    Soon, that would become closer to being a reality. 
 
    He looked around at the different tables, taking into account what Alaro had said. If he were honest, he had considered this before. He was already going to be specializing in six classes. Why should he be broad in his use of each one of them? Perhaps it would be better to specialize as a Marksman or an Arcane Archer than try to juggle both of them as an Engineer. 
 
    He nodded, knowing what his final decision would be. Considering how useful he had found using different spells, he thought being an Arcane Archer would be the way to go for him. “Okay. I agree. I should only focus on one.” 
 
    “So Marksman, then?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran laughed, shaking his head. “No, I don’t think Marksman is for me. I’d rather be an Arcane Archer.” 
 
    Alaro crossed his arms. He looked disappointed. “I thought you might say that. Which is why I’m not going to bother talking you out of it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Bran said sarcastically. “I appreciate the support.” 
 
    “Anytime,” Alaro said. He pointed ahead of them, at a particular merchant’s stall. 
 
    Bran had not seen the stall before. The Trading Hall was often frequented by different merchants, merchants who traveled from one school, to capital cities, to another school, and back again. Though Bran had been here a little over three weeks, he’d yet to see the same trader in here twice. Except for Alaro’s mother. She didn’t seem to travel quite as much as the other merchants. Perhaps to keep close to her son. 
 
    The merchant Alaro pointed out seemed to be a class specific seller, only selling equipment for Rangers. “Perfect,” Bran said. 
 
    They headed over to the stall. Bran gazed at all the different bows. 
 
    “Ah, a Marksman.” The merchant looked at the patch on Alaro’s shoulder. The man had a long beard, one that looked barely cared for. He was gruff and had broad shoulders. But through the dense beard, it was evident that he was smiling. “Looking for a new longbow?” He motioned toward the bows he had lining the wall, all unstrung. “I also have many enchantments, bowstrings, quivers, and more.” 
 
    Alaro waved a hand, dismissing the man. “I’m rather happy with the bow I have now, thank you very much.” He patted Bran on the shoulder. “Actually, we are here for him. He has just decided that he wishes to specialize as an Arcane Archer.” 
 
    The merchant looked at Bran. His eyes widened slightly. Was he looking at Bran’s scars? Noticing his age, and the fact that he had a 1 sewn into his uniform, denoting his year level at the academy? If the merchant thought anything about Bran’s age relative to other students in his year, he didn’t let that show. He was a merchant, and merchants were used to dealing with all types. “Ah, that’s wonderful to hear! I love helping people choose their bows.” 
 
    Bran looked at everything the man had to offer. He noticed the different composite bows. The ones made from bone and horn, different lacquered woods, and other materials he couldn’t identify. He knew that Arcane Archers tended to focus on shorter range attacks, and so did not use longbows like Marksman did. 
 
    Still, he wasn’t sure what the best bow to buy was. 
 
    He scanned the different items before him. Many of them were still far beyond his price range. 
 
    “Now,” the merchant said, “before I start recommending bows you cannot afford, perhaps you should mention what your budget is?” 
 
    Bran looked at his inventory. He had yet to purchase a superior bag of holding, but after Urslan had paid them for the mission they had completed, he had upgraded from his minor bag of holding to a regular bag of holding, which could hold up to 25 items, and stack each up to 25 times. 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    612x Gold 
 
    9x Silver 
 
    25x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    1x Halberd 
 
    15x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    16x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    25x Health Potions 
 
    25x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    18 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    612 of gold was more gold than he had ever had before. Even when he had come out of the army, having barely spent any of his money during his time in service, he hadn’t had this much gold saved up. 
 
    That all felt like so long ago. An entirely different life to the one he was living now. 
 
    After looking at his gold, Bran was about to mention his budget, but Alaro put a hand on his shoulder. “May I speak with my friend for a moment?” Alaro asked the merchant. 
 
    The merchant put his hands up, raising an eyebrow. “Of course! Talk amongst yourselves!” The man turned from them and began tapping his fingers on the wooden table of his stall. 
 
    Alaro led Bran away from the merchant’s stall, and the two huddled close. “You can’t simply tell the man what your highest budget is. If you do, he’ll only show you the most expensive options.” 
 
    Bran glanced back at the merchant. “So, what, I should pretend to have less than I do?” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Unless you want to pay the marked price, you definitely should. You aren’t a noble’s son; you can’t afford to throw away all the money you have on a couple of weapons.” 
 
    Bran frowned. He wasn’t a noble’s son, no. But looking in his inventory, never having had so much gold… Well, he hadn’t imagined being able to make so much money so quickly. 
 
    He certainly felt like a noble’s son. 
 
    But he knew Alaro was right. He may have more money than he ever would have earned as a soldier or stable hand, but that by no means made him rich. It would take him weeks to earn this much again, and that was while working six out of seven days a week, barely taking breaks from the moment he woke up. 
 
    “All right,” Bran said, nodding at Alaro. “I’ll follow your advice.” 
 
    Alaro patted him on the back. “Good man. Always a wise decision.” He grinned. 
 
    They stepped back to the merchant’s stall. The man raised an eyebrow at their return. “Shall we get this started? Your budget, sir?” 
 
    Bran did some mental calculations. He had 612 gold, but a bow wasn’t the only thing he intended to purchase that day. Though he wasn’t able to wear anything but his uniform while training at the Ketria Academy, he wished to acquire some better enchantments for it. And soon, he would be training as a Mage. 
 
    Though Lara didn’t wield a weapon, he had noticed that she wore several pieces of jewelry. He was mostly sure that they weren’t simply to be aesthetically pleasing—that jewelry was no doubt enchanted with class specific buffs. 
 
    And, he still had to purchase more crafting ingredients for the week. 
 
    He decided it would be wise to start with a low number. “I can spend up to 300 gold.” 
 
    The merchant’s shoulders sagged minutely, which one wouldn’t have noticed if they weren’t watching closely. Clearly, 300 gold wasn’t very much to this man. “Well…” The merchant scratched his beard. “That indeed rules out much of my stock. However, I’m sure we will be able to find something suitable for your needs, hmm?” The man smiled jovially. 
 
    The merchant pulled thoughtfully at his beard, then turned to look at the bows lining the walls. “Let’s see… Yes…” He grabbed one of the composite bows that Bran had been eyeing. “This bow is made from the bones of a monstrous elephant.” He strung the string expertly, pushing one end of the bow’s shaft into the ground, and wrapping his leg over it. The bow bent enough that he was able to easily slip the string over the other end. 
 
    He picked up the bow and placed it into Bran’s hands. 
 
    Bran looked down at the bow. He scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Composite Elephant Bow 
 
    Giant Elephant Bones 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
              25% increased piercing damage 
 
              20% increased damage to earth-type creatures 
 
              10% Increased agility for all monsters 
 
    Draw Weight: 100 pounds 
 
    Price: 280 gold 
 
      
 
    The stats were far better than the bow he already had. That bow had no extra enchantments on it. And it wasn’t just the enchantments. He pulled the string, feeling the poundage. Over the last few weeks, he’d developed a much stronger bow arm, and was now able to pull the string far more easily. 
 
    The higher the poundage of the bow, the more damage an arrow could do, and the further the arrow could be shot. 
 
    The string felt much heavier than the bow he had been using. But it also felt… comfortable. He could imagine letting arrows loose with this quite effectively. 
 
    “This bow does feel… right.” Bran slowly returned the string to where it had been, ensuring he did not dry-fire the bow. As he had drawn the bow back, the merchant had looked a little nervous. Did he think Bran was some sort of amateur? That he would risk damaging the bow by loosing the string without an arrow drawn? 
 
    Though the bow felt right, Bran didn’t want to choose the first one that was handed to him. He wanted to look at a few before making his decision.  
 
    “Have you any others I can try?” Bran asked. 
 
    He passed the bow back to the merchant. The merchant carefully placed the bow onto his table, then turned around and searched for another. He came back with a recurve bow made from lacquered wood. 
 
    “This wood is from the Forest of Dreams. The Monster Realm that houses the forest is quite the treacherous one, and making it to the Forest of Dreams is quite the dangerous journey. The best bows in the world are made from wood that comes from that forest,” the merchant said. 
 
    “The Taniri Monster Realm?” Alaro asked. 
 
    The merchant nodded enthusiastically. “Indeed!” After stringing the new bow, he passed it to Bran. 
 
    The lacquered wooden shaft felt smooth in his hands. Bran ran a hand over the length of the bow, then braced it in his left. He held it up and drew the string like he had the other. The poundage on this bow was slightly lighter, but it still felt much stronger than the one he currently used. 
 
    Bran scanned the bow. 
 
      
 
    Elatai Recurve bow 
 
    Elatai Wood 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
              40% increased piercing damage 
 
              20% increased impact damage (impact damage increases the odds of knocking an opponent down on contact) 
 
              15% Increased agility for all monsters 
 
    Draw Weight: 85 pounds 
 
    Price: 300 gold 
 
      
 
    This bow had far more piercing damage, and more impact damage, plus it was only 20 extra gold. 
 
    It felt even better than the last one. As he hefted it, he imagined what it would be like to use it each day. He turned to Alaro, as Alaro knew far more about bows than Bran did. 
 
    The Ranger gave a small shrug. “They are both good bows. Either one would serve you well.” 
 
    Bran had been hoping for a little more insight, but he supposed Alaro was more of a longbow man, considering he was a Marksman and not an Arcane Archer. 
 
    “I think I’ll go for this one,” Bran said, holding up the lacquered wood bow. Besides, he felt strange wielding a bow made out of the bones of a monster. He knew that it was quite common for a composite bow to be made from bone and horn, but that didn’t mean he wished to wield one like that. 
 
    The merchant clapped his hands together. “Excellent! Another satisfied customer.” He waved his hands to a few rolled up pieces of parchment. “Are you after any spell enchantments? I am very strong in the crafting skill and can apply them myself if you wish.” 
 
    Bran looked at the price of the bow once more. It was exactly 300 gold. That meant if he were to spend any more on enchantments for the bow, he would have less money left over for the other things he was after. Not only that, now that he was making so much gold, he liked to have a bit of a surplus. Just in case he needed it for an emergency, or got kicked out of the school for some reason—though he doubted that would ever happen. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll come back later for those,” Bran said. 
 
    The merchant looked slightly disappointed, but he nodded and exchanged the gold for the bow. Bran’s other bow was back in his room. He realized now that he should have taken it with him. Maybe he would have been able to sell it… 
 
    He smiled, feeling foolish for that thought. No one would buy that bow off him. 
 
    Bran felt like it was almost a crime to put the bow into his bag of holding without going out and testing it first. But they still had a lot of other things to accomplish in the Trading Hall. Lara was supposed to meet him here soon, to help him choose out some enchanted jewelry as he was starting his Mage training the next morning. 
 
    It was going to be strange no longer training as a Ranger. And though his monsters were higher level now, he would be starting basically from the beginning as a Mage. 
 
    He would have to face lower-level monsters again. It almost felt like… going backward. Yet he had a feeling that things would never be that easy, not with the machinations of Volrath and the students of Dreadmorth Academy.  
 
    He deposited the bow into his bag of holding. He didn’t need to unstring the bow, as a bag of holding would preserve it perfectly and it would not bend and become loose inside of it. 
 
    They spotted Lara through the crowd, waving and motioning for them to join her. 
 
    Alaro patted Bran on the back. “Don’t worry, it won’t be long before you get to test that thing out.” 
 
    Bran nodded. Besides, he was just as excited to try out his Mage abilities. If not more so. Going backward or not, he would be fighting in an entirely different way. How could he not be excited? 
 
    Lara took him to a stall that Bran had never noticed before. It could be that the stall had never actually been in the Trading Hall while he had, but he doubted that. His gaze would have just glazed right over all the jewelry upon it, not realizing that each piece had a different enchantment imbued into it. 
 
    Lara looked happier than she had in a while staring down at all the different rings, bracelets, bangles, necklaces, and earrings. “Finally! It’s been good training with the two of you, but it will be nice not to be the only Mage in the party. There has been so much talk about bows and arrows and enchanted arrows…” She shook her head. Then smiled. “Now, it will be all about spells!” 
 
    Alaro chuckled slightly. “Glad to see you’re excited! I’ll actually be happy to be taking a bit of a backseat in training from now on.” The Ranger tilted his head to the side, cracking his neck. “I can focus more on my own training.” He grinned. “Not that it hasn’t been fun taking on the role of teacher.” 
 
    “Well, sorry to have been a burden on you.” Bran shoved Alaro in the shoulder playfully, making him stumble a couple of steps. 
 
    Alaro tapped his bag of holding. “At least you’ve been a profitable burden.” 
 
    The two of them laughed, and Lara shook her head. 
 
    “Bran, time to focus now.” Lara motioned toward all the jewelry on the table. “You need to choose at least two things. One for mana regeneration, and one for increasing your mana pools.” 
 
    Bran turned his attention toward the stall. The woman behind the table looked him up and down. He supposed he didn’t look like a Mage, though he wasn’t sure what that meant. He eyed the jewelry almost suspiciously. He’d never worn any before. He wasn’t sure what a ring would feel like on his hands. He certainly didn’t want to get his ears pierced.  
 
    “Do I have to wear a ring?” he said to Lara. 
 
    “You could wear a bracelet,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m sure this one would suit you quite well.” Alaro picked up a bangle with a pink gemstone inset into it. He held it out for Bran. “Don’t you think so?” 
 
    Bran frowned down at it. “I’m not sure it would go with the uniform.” 
 
    The woman behind the counter gave a bright smile. She had jet black hair that reached past her shoulders, and dark brown eyes. She looked like she was just out of the academy. Of course, she could have graduated from another of the summoner schools. “I think it would suit you quite well.” 
 
    Alaro grinned. 
 
    “I don’t think he can afford that one,” Lara said. 
 
    The smile fell away from the woman’s face. “Well, here is our budget range.” She motioned toward the other side of the table. The rings, necklaces, bracelets, and earrings looked quite… plain compared to the others. Looking at the prices, however, they still felt incredibly expensive to Bran. 
 
    Though Bran preferred the fact that the rings looked more plain. He scanned a few of them, looking for the things that Lara had said he needed. 
 
      
 
    Plain Brass Ring 
 
    Brass 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
              20% increased mana regeneration for all monsters 
 
    Price: 75 gold 
 
      
 
    Plain Silver Ring 
 
    Silver 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
              20% increased mana pool for all monsters 
 
    Price: 75 gold 
 
      
 
    Bran pointed out the two rings. “What about these two?” He looked over at Lara. 
 
    The Mage nodded her head. “Those should do perfectly.” 
 
    Bran smiled at the woman behind the counter, gesturing toward the two rings, then he exchanged his gold for them. He couldn’t quite believe that they were each worth seventy-five gold—he’d spent almost that much for his regular bag of holding. Though he knew that the benefits of the enchantments would serve him well. For a moment, he was worried the rings wouldn’t fit him. But as he went to put them on his fingers, they changed shape, shifting to the size they needed to be. He put one on each of his middle fingers. 
 
    Alaro grinned. “They do quite suit you, actually.” 
 
    The woman behind the counter smiled brightly again, though the smile was a little different to before. This one seemed to meet her eyes more readily. “I agree.” 
 
    Bran nodded to the woman, then they made their way away from the stall. 
 
    Though he had been planning to buy some enchantments for his uniform, after spending so much money on the bow and two rings… it didn’t feel right spending even more money on his gear that evening, so he decided to wait a little while longer before upgrading it, just so he wouldn’t be too low on gold. 
 
    He spent the next little while trading with Alaro’s mother, buying some crafting ingredients for the potions he was going to make later that evening. He usually liked potions crafting, but he almost wanted to just go to sleep now, so the next day of training came more quickly. 
 
    Bran was finally going to train in the Mage configuration. Yet he still had the feeling that this next phase of his training would be rife with unexpected obstacles. Whenever he thought of it, his fear-sense started to make the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. 
 
    Well, whatever was coming, Bran would face it. With his monsters and his new friends alongside him, he felt like a new man. And, in more ways than one, he supposed he was. He was a summoner now. A student of the Ketria Academy.  
 
    On his way to becoming a god among men. 
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