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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran woke before the sun, as he usually did, and sprang out of bed. He practically jogged down the castle stairs, heading out of the Ketria Academy’s large double doors to begin his morning training. 
 
    He made it out onto the grounds before Lara and Alaro, and ran a whole lap of the academy before he saw them both walk out toward him. 
 
    Training, breakfast, and gearing up all went far too slowly. 
 
    They were going to a different Monster Realm today. They had explored the Monster Realm Alaro had taken him to for his Ranger training more than enough, and as Bran would have to start facing lower-level monsters again, he didn’t want to go back to facing the same old Vampiric Locusts and Mire Crabs. 
 
    He wanted something different. And, fortunately, Lara agreed. 
 
    As it was Lara who was training him this time, she was the one to choose the Monster Realm. 
 
    Though she hadn’t told him anything about it. Bran wasn’t sure if that was because she still hadn’t made up her mind about where they were going, or if she wanted to keep him on his toes. He imagined it was the latter. 
 
    When it was time to finally go, Lara led Alaro and Bran down to the library and into the archives. She pulled on the book that made the shelf swing open to the tunnels, then cast a fireball to light their way as it opened. 
 
    “I hope you’re not taking me to that damned spider realm,” Bran muttered. 
 
    Alaro shuddered. “I’m not a fan of that one either. They always seem to take new summoners there.” 
 
    The Ranger, who looked to be in his early twenties, had a patch sewn into the shoulder of his Ketria Academy uniform, denoting his class’s specialization as a Marksman. The patch was of a longbow ringed by a circle. Also sewn into his uniform was a ‘3’ above his chest, showing his year level at the academy. He had a dusting of stubble on his chin, and his hair was getting a bit long—definitely something he wouldn’t have gotten away with had he been attending regular classes and not training in a party with Bran. 
 
    “It isn’t just spiders in that realm, you know.” Lara led the way through the tunnels. “There are all types of monsters, you’ve just never traveled past the first clearing.” The Mage was only a few years younger than Bran. Her dark black hair was tied up in a familiar braid, and she had three earrings in each ear—something Bran hadn’t noticed before. He wondered if they were all enchanted. “But no, don’t worry, we’re not going there.” The woman was tall and slender—though not quite as tall as Bran’s six-foot-two. And, unlike Bran and Alaro, she wore Mage robes of deep red, cinched tightly at the waist by her Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    Bran relaxed a little. The spider realm hadn’t been his favorite. Though, to be honest, he didn’t really mind where they were going. He just wanted to start training. He was already in the Mage configuration, and it felt a bit strange knowing he wouldn’t be drawing his bow today. He didn’t even have his quiver wrapped around him. In fact, Lara had instructed that he leave his bow and quiver in his room. She didn’t want him tempted to use them. 
 
    He almost felt naked without them, after training so long with the bow, almost how he had felt not having a spear the first time he had faced monsters. 
 
    He still wondered what it would be like, training as a Lancer. Perhaps that could be the next class he trained with. Though even if it were, it would be at least a month away. 
 
    Lara’s fireball lighting the way, they turned three corners before the Mage finally stopped in front of a monster portal. “This is one of my favorite places to train that I’ve encountered at the academy.” 
 
    That made Bran wonder how long she had actually been here. She still hadn’t told Alaro who her father was. And she certainly wasn’t a normal student at the academy. Being Urslan’s ward seemed to give her free rein over the academy, but she didn’t seem worried about the end of year examinations. She didn’t wear a uniform, nor did she seem to have any classes. 
 
    Then again, Alaro didn’t have any classes anymore either, not since he had been chosen to tutor Bran. It seemed as though none of them had to attend regular classes like other students at the academy. 
 
    “Ah, I’ve been here before.” Alaro smiled. “I can see why you chose it. It has quite the history with the founders.” 
 
    Bran tilted his head to the side, wondering if there would be more ruins in this place. He still hadn’t found out enough about the ruins back in the Monster Realm he had been training in for his Ranger training. 
 
    “Ready to go?” Lara asked. 
 
    Alaro nodded. Bran did the same. 
 
    Alaro summoned his Blade Fiend, as he always did before they entered a Monster Realm. He liked to have one of his monsters enter first, so it would encounter whatever danger lay ahead. 
 
    The Blade Fiend was a metal-type monster. It was humanoid, with two legs and two arms, except it was entirely made of metal. And though it had arms, it lacked hands. From the elbows down it had massive, double-edged blades that ended in wickedly sharp points. And its teeth were made of needles. Bran had grown used to the monster, but it was still a sight to behold. 
 
    Bran summoned his Bronze Lynx. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx was a sleek, cat-like beast that was large enough that it came up to his midsection. Like the Blade Fiend, it was a metal-type monster. Its skin was the color—and strength—of bronze. It had large, padded paws bigger than Bran’s hands, with sharp, retractable claws. When Bran had first encountered the beast, it had been massive—even taller than him. Back then, it had been at a higher evolution—an Iron Lynx. When he had tamed the beast, capturing it into his third crystal, it had lost its levels, one of its evolutions, and became far smaller. 
 
    As Bran was in Mage configuration, he didn’t actually need to summon any of his monsters. They would gain mastery as long as he was using their spells. However, as Lara had explained to him before, if the monsters weren’t using their spells on their own, the spells were unlikely to reach the next level. 
 
    However, his monsters and their spells were higher level than his Mage configuration. So he wouldn’t have to worry about that for a while. 
 
    He took one last look at the different spells he had before stepping through the portal. 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin Spells 
 
      
 
    Wind Blast: Level 4 
 
    Gale Breath: Level 4 
 
    Wind Whip: Level 4 
 
    Vortex: Level 4 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling Spells 
 
      
 
    Shadow Step: Level 4 
 
    Dusk Miasma: Level 4 
 
    Dark Binding: Level 4 
 
      
 
    Bronze Lynx Spells 
 
      
 
    Steel Slash: Level 4 
 
    Cannon Ball: Level 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Bronze Lynx was the monster with the least amount of spells, as when he had tamed it the monster had de-leveled from level 13 to level 2. Unfortunately, whatever spells it had possessed before had been lost. So far, he only had the Steel Slash spell and the Cannon Ball  spell. 
 
    He hadn’t tested either of those spells in the Mage configuration. He had only used them when enchanting arrows. His hand reflexively went down to where his quiver usually was, itching to reach for the different arrows and check the notches. 
 
    But he didn’t have his quiver. He didn’t have his bow. 
 
    It was going to be a strange day. 
 
    The Blade Fiend, Alaro, and Lara had already stepped through the monster portal. 
 
    Bran counted to five, as he usually did before stepping through a portal after one of the other party members or monsters. Then he sent through his Bronze Lynx and waited a few more seconds. 
 
    He stepped through. 
 
    The cold hit him as it always did, though now it had become very familiar. He was used to feeling the cold snap whenever he stepped through a portal. He shook his limbs, trying to bring warmth back into them. But he didn’t need to focus on it for long. 
 
    Bran looked around. Trying to gain his bearings. 
 
    They were standing on the edge of a swamp. There were trees all around them, and the area was awash with noise. Birdlike monsters sang high in the branches, and the water swished around as unseen monsters swam through it. 
 
    Bran stayed alert, waiting to see if any threats would come. Portals always attracted monsters toward them—usually low-level monsters as they were more susceptible to a portal’s pull. 
 
    But as he stood there, he didn’t see or feel any threats nearby. 
 
    “This place feels nothing like the last Monster Realm we ventured into,” Bran said. 
 
    Lara nodded. “I thought it was time for a change.” She led the way forward, heading toward the swamp. “This way.” 
 
    “What, you expect us to wade through that?” Alaro asked dubiously. 
 
    Bran glanced at the swamp, then looked to Lara. Did she actually expect them to walk right through that? Wouldn’t a monster attack them? 
 
    “I’m not going to wade through it. Nor will Bran.” Lara smiled. She faced the swamp, her boots a few steps away from the water’s edge. It didn’t look terribly deep, maybe just enough to reach their knees. 
 
    Lara took a breath in, then a shadow appeared from nowhere. It sucked her straight into it, then disappeared. Lara was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The shadow appeared on the other side of the swamp, and Lara stepped straight out of it. 
 
    Bran blinked. He knew that Lara was able to Shadow Step, but he’d never seen her actually do it. He supposed she had never needed to in all their other fights. 
 
    For the longest time, Bran had been using the Ranger configuration. That meant that he had not actually used Shadow Step to teleport himself since he had practiced doing it in the study at the Founders’ Fortress. That was quite a while ago now, almost a month. 
 
    Bran let out a breath and focused on the other side of the swamp. Imagining where he wanted Shadow Step to send someone was second nature to him now, as he had used Shadow Step with an enchanted arrow plenty of times. 
 
    He activated the spell. 
 
    A dark patch of shadow sprang up in front of Bran, pulling him into it. For a split-second, he was in the Shadow Realm. 
 
    In that moment, his fear-sense went wild. He could feel beasts around him—powerful beasts. And in his vision, he could spot dark, shifting shapes— 
 
    Then he was standing on the other side of the swamp, as though he hadn’t entered the Shadow Realm at all. He was facing the direction he had intended to face, and looked out over the water with a wave at Alaro on the other side. 
 
    That was the first time he had entered the Shadow Realm since his fear-sense had developed. Whatever he had felt—and seen—lingered in his mind. His breathing came a little fast, but he steadied it. 
 
    He had studied what was known about the Shadow Realm, in the books he had found in the library, and he had never seen any accounts of summoners coming to harm from entering it. 
 
    “Good work,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran blinked and snapped himself back into the present, putting the Shadow Realm out of his mind. He would just have to make sure the next time he entered it, it didn’t disorientate him. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Alaro called over the water. 
 
    Lara chuckled. “Some classes are better at certain things than others.” She didn’t say this very loud, not loud enough for Alaro to hear. 
 
    “That did feel… quite amazing.” Bran looked down at the ground. As he hadn’t used Shadow Step in weeks, the spell still felt quite remarkable to him. 
 
    Alaro sighed loud enough for them to hear across the water, then he walked toward the edge of the swamp. He stopped short of touching it with his boots. He looked around, trying to see if any monsters were beneath the water. It seemed clear. 
 
    Bran smiled. “If I had my Shadow Step arrows, I’d use one on you to get you over here!” 
 
    “Thanks.” Alaro shook his head. “For offering to shoot me with an arrow.” 
 
    The Ranger sighed again. He dipped the toe of his boot into the water, then paused. A massive grin bloomed on his face. “I have a much better idea.” He rested a hand on the third crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. The crystal was green with hints of brown, denoting the type of the monster it held—a nature and earth hybrid. The crystal glowed, and a moment later, Alaro’s Crocolisk stood in front of him. 
 
    The monster was huge. It looked like a mix between a snake and a crocodile. It shifted from side to side then opened its massive jaws and let out a low yawn, revealing rows and rows of jagged teeth. Its scales looked hard as rock. And, Bran knew from experience, they were. 
 
    Alaro grinned down at the monster. “All right, Crocy, don’t go bucking me now.” 
 
    Bran raised his eyebrows, staring at Alaro. The man was a Ranger, not a Lancer, and he still hadn’t developed a very strong bond with the monster. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine this going well. 
 
    Alaro threw a leg over the Crocolisk. It bucked, then let out a low whining noise and snapped its jaws.  
 
    Alaro put a hand on its neck. “Hush now, Crocy.” He nodded across the swamp. “Come on, take me across.” 
 
    The Crocolisk snapped its jaws once more, then finally complied. It began to walk, then ran, right at the water. Alaro clung on for dear life. 
 
    Bran just watched in stunned amusement. 
 
    The second the Crocolisk met the water, it bucked again, and Alaro completely lost his grip on the monster, sliding into the swamp. He cursed under his breath then reabsorbed the monster with a long sigh. 
 
    When the Ranger reached the other side of the swamp, his pants were soaking wet. He shook them out, spraying water on Lara and Bran. 
 
    Bran chuckled. “It feels good to be a Mage.” 
 
    “You say that now, you might think otherwise when we encounter danger,” Alaro said, his clothes still dripping. 
 
    “Don’t listen to the Ranger,” Lara said. “You’ll get used to being a Mage in combat quickly enough.” 
 
    Lara led the way through the trees. The trees here were different to any Bran had seen before. They weren’t as tall as the ones in the spider realm, nor the ones in the mountainous realm. Their leaves, however, were larger than any he had ever seen, making the canopy so dense that they couldn’t see the sky. What little light that flowed through the branches was enough to illuminate their way without Lara having to cast a fireball, but only just. 
 
    The dirt beneath his feet wasn’t hard packed like the ground in the Monster Realm they had just been training in. The air was humid, and that made the ground slightly soft. It almost felt like he was walking on snow, as there was a little bit of give on each step. 
 
    It was quite strange, walking through this type of terrain after all the time they had spent around the mountains. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but have his head on a swivel, looking around at every noise, trying to spot what caused it. Usually, the second he entered a Monster Realm he was under attack. Here, nothing had tried to fight them yet. 
 
    “Feels pretty quiet here,” Bran said. “Well, despite the noise.” 
 
    “Oh, there are plenty of monsters around,” Lara said. “I’m sure we’ll encounter them soon.” 
 
    Bran’s right hand went for his quiver again. His left hand gripped the air, wishing it had a bow in it. He needed to try to start thinking like a Mage. He thought about all of the different spells he had at his disposal. He needed to know which one he would call upon first, when danger struck. 
 
    Now that Dark Binding had reached level 4, he was able to use it on multiple opponents. It tended to be his go-to first arrow when he was fighting as a Ranger. He supposed he could use the same strategy as a Mage. 
 
    If a monster were to be spotted, he could lock it down with Dark Binding. Then, he could use Wind Whip to deal damage to it. He hadn’t tried out the spells as a Mage, but he was sure they would work similarly.  
 
    If whatever monster he was attacking was still standing after that, he could use Steel Slash or Cannon Ball. 
 
    Casting his spells in that order meant that he was pulling from three separate mana pools simultaneously, and he wouldn’t have to worry about losing too much mana from any of them. This was often how he would enchant arrows, using spells from each monster one after the other to aid with mana regeneration. 
 
    He could repeat the sequence in a fight: a Shadow Mageling spell, a Stone Griffin spell, a Bronze Lynx spell. 
 
    He went through the sequence in his mind, again and again. But he knew it would be different when it came to an actual fight. He wished he had gotten some training with the spells before they had walked into a Monster Realm. It felt like he was back to square one, no longer as confident out here as he should be considering how much training he’d had. 
 
    Come to think of it, while his Mage class was at a lower level than his Ranger class, all his monsters were at a reasonably high level, which meant that he wasn’t quite starting from the bottom. 
 
    There was a rustling in the trees. Alaro was the first to stop. Lara and Bran followed, freezing where they stood. 
 
    Alaro drew one of his arrows, nocking it in his bow. He cocked his head to the side, as though he was listening for something. 
 
    Instinctively, Bran’s hands reached for things that were no longer in his possession. His right groping for a quiver he didn’t have. His left gripping for a bow that wasn’t there. 
 
    His hands felt naked not holding his weapons. 
 
    Instead, he readied himself to cast Dark Binding. 
 
    His Bronze Lynx cocked its head as well, listening for whatever had made the rustling noise. 
 
    But the area was quiet. Quieter than it had been just a moment ago. Whatever birdlike monsters were in the trees had ceased their incessant singing calls. 
 
    Something must have spooked them. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense activated. A monster was heading toward them. 
 
    Alaro turned to the left. Bran heard what he had a split second later: the crashing of leaves under heavy feet, paws, or hooves. 
 
    Something bounded through the trees, moving faster than Bran had ever seen a monster move. 
 
    He had never encountered anything like it before. It looked humanoid, but had horns like a goat. Much like the horns that were now on the Stone Griffin. It had human-like arms, and goat-like legs. 
 
    And it carried a weapon. 
 
    It shot an arrow at Bran. His Bronze Lynx jumped into the air, blocking the arrow with its metal body. The arrow was deflected, digging into the soft ground instead. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Swamp Satyr 
 
    Level: 3 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos/Nature 
 
    Strength: 15 
 
    Toughness: 15 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 25 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    “It’s all yours, Bran!” Alaro said, backing away from the fight. 
 
    “We got your back if you need us,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He had defeated plenty of monsters stronger than this one. The fact that the monster wielded a weapon had taken him off guard. He wasn’t used to seeing monsters with weapons, or any tools at all for that matter. 
 
    This was a strange Monster Realm indeed. 
 
    He forced his hands not to reach for weapons that weren’t there, instead casting a Dark Binding spell upon the Satyr. 
 
    The Dark Binding spell did nothing to stop it from shooting arrows, however. 
 
    That had been foolish of him. He was so used to fighting monsters that did not have long-range abilities other than spells, and as he had not fought as a Mage much at all, he didn’t think very well on his feet as one. 
 
    Bran sent a Wind Whip straight after. Wind hurtled through the air in a long, curved line, and slashed the monster’s bow in two. 
 
    The Satyr made a horrible bleating noise, and Bran’s fear-sense activated once more. 
 
    It was about to cast a spell. 
 
    A ball of purple, crackling energy appeared over the monster’s hands. It reminded Bran of the confusion spells that Alaro’s Cackling Goblin used. 
 
    No, it didn’t just remind him of them. It was one of them. 
 
    The Satyr threw the spell directly at Bran. 
 
    His Bronze Lynx was in no position to absorb the attack, like it had blocked the arrow from hitting Bran, as Bran had instructed it to flank the enemy monster and attack from the side. 
 
    Bran tried to dodge the spell, running to one side. 
 
    But he wasn’t as fast as he should have been. The crackling ball of energy crashed into him. 
 
      
 
    Confusion Status Effect Gained! 
 
    You are confused! It will be hard to get your bearings, or even find the enemy in this state. 
 
      
 
    Bran tried to shake off the new feeling. Everything around him swirled, as though he had gone out on the town and drank far too much ale. 
 
    He looked for the Satyr, searching for it with his gaze, ready to send a Steel Slash at the monster. But he couldn’t find the monster anywhere. 
 
    How could that be possible? 
 
    He had used a Dark Binding spell upon it. The monster was only a level 3, whereas the Dark Binding spell was level 4. Why hadn’t it worked? And where were the others? 
 
    He was all alone. 
 
    No. He wasn’t. 
 
    This… this was the confusion spell. It was shielding everyone’s presence from him somehow. He wasn’t sure how long it would last, and he couldn’t simply wait for it to wear off. 
 
    He had to act—now. 
 
    The Dark Binding spell should still be active, so the monster would not have moved from where it had been stuck. Bran searched for the spot he had thrown the spell at, where the monster should still be even though he could no longer see it. 
 
    Bran raised his right hand, then cast the Steel Slash spell. 
 
    He heard that horrible bleating sound again, then was flooded with mastery. 
 
      
 
    Confusion Status Effect Cleared! 
 
      
 
    Bran let out a long breath. He could see the others now. They were staring at him, looking a little concerned. 
 
    “I’ve never been hit with a spell like that before,” Bran said. 
 
    “It’s not very fun, is it?” Alaro stepped up to Bran, and put a hand on his shoulder. “But it’s something you’ll have to get used to around here.” 
 
    Bran looked at the monster that he had just defeated. The Satyr. It looked more like a human than anything he had faced since venturing into Monster Realms. 
 
    “Does it feel different?” Lara asked, staring down at the Satyr. 
 
    Bran blinked, deep lines setting into his brow. “Different?” 
 
    Lara motioned down at the dead monster. “It almost looks human. I know, when I first fought beasts like this…” She shuddered. “It took a little bit of time to adjust.” She looked at Alaro. “Did you feel the same?” 
 
    The Ranger remained quiet, giving only a short nod. 
 
    Bran thought about it for a moment. It… hadn’t felt any different at all. “It felt like killing any other monster,” he said. And, well, it had. 
 
    “Really?” Lara asked, a little wide-eyed. “That… I hadn’t expected that.” 
 
    “He was a soldier,” Alaro said in an even tone. 
 
    Lara looked over at Alaro, then must have realized what the man meant. 
 
    The Mage and the Ranger both stared at Bran a moment. He shifted where he stood. 
 
    “What?” Bran asked. 
 
    “What was it like?” Alaro asked. “I’ve fought beasts for a few years now, but… I’ve never gone to war. Not yet.” He bit his lip. “What was it like to… to kill someone?” 
 
    Bran looked away from them, staring through the trees with a far away look. “Honestly? It’s much like killing monsters. Except… well, soldiers know what they’re getting into, whether they volunteered or not. We enter battle knowing we might die, fighting for our countries, fighting for the men and women at our sides. Soldiers fight in wars against each other, and we know the rules. But with Monster Realms?” He shrugged, trying to grasp the words he needed. “It’s almost like… like we’re the intruders.” His eyebrows pinched together. “If anything, we’re the bad guys in this equation.” 
 
    Bran felt an insistent tug at his bond. He looked over at the Bronze Lynx—at those intelligent eyes—and knew it agreed. 
 
    The party went quiet for a long moment. 
 
    Bran looked down at the monster once more. Humanoid, chaos and nature type, with the ability to send confusion spells… Finally, he broke the silence, looking over at Alaro. “Is this where you caught your monsters, your first two I mean?” The Blade Fiend and the Cackling Goblin were both humanoid monsters. Of course, Bran knew humanoid monsters were found in many different realms—he had seen one in the Monster Realm they had just been training in, after all. The High Mountain Yeti. Though that monster hadn’t seemed quite as human as this one. 
 
    Alaro raised an eyebrow at him. “It is, yes. Though they are much rarer than the Satyr. We’ll find plenty more of this monster.” 
 
    Bran looted the dead Satyr, taking its bow from it and inspecting it. It was an average looking bow, made from crude wood. He wondered if he would be able to get any gold for it at all. “I’ve never seen monsters use weapons before.” He looked over at Alaro, then at Lara. “Is that usual here?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “It happens. But it is very rare. The Satyr is one of few monsters that uses weapons and tools.” 
 
    Bran stared down at the corpse of the monster, wondering why it had attacked them. It was intelligent enough to use weapons, wouldn’t it know by now not to attack summoners? He never really understood why monsters were so aggressive. 
 
    The monster dropped an augmentation item, its horns, but Bran had already used such an item on his Stone Griffin before. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t work twice. For a moment, he considered using it on the Bronze Lynx, but he dismissed that quickly, knowing he could only use so many augmentation items on one monster. As he was focusing on the lynx’s agility attribute, rather than its strength, he wanted to hold out until he found something more suitable. 
 
    Still, he could fetch a good price for the horns at the Trading Hall. 
 
    “How did it feel, using Mage configuration?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Strange, and natural at the same time,” Bran said. “I had to force myself not to reach for an arrow.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what that would be like.” Alaro shook his head. “It sounds amazing to be able to switch through all six classes… But it also sounds like a lot to juggle. How are you ever going to get good at all of them?” 
 
    Bran smiled. “Honestly, I’m not sure. But I can’t wait to find out.” 
 
    Lara asked Alaro to lead the way forward, and came to stand beside Bran as they trekked through the swamplands. “You did well, especially considering the Satyr was able to cast a confusion spell on you. But you should never have been hit by it. You also should have been able to get your spells off much more quickly. None of them had any cooldown period, as you were switching between different spells.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “I felt disorientated during the fight, even before the confusion spell was cast on me.” He looked at his hands. “Training for so long as a Ranger has all of my instincts locked in.” 
 
    “We’ll have to change that,” Lara said. “And, on every third day of training, you’ll have to learn how to switch between the two. You think you’ll be ready for that?” 
 
    “Honestly, I can’t wait to try,” Bran said. “I have no idea if I will be ready or not, but I want to be.” 
 
    Lara nodded. 
 
    They walked through the trees in silence, all of their heads on a swivel, scanning for threats. 
 
    This, at least, he was used to. He had been doing it for weeks now. Hunting monsters had become natural to him. The more he trained, the more he began to feel at home in the Monster Realms—more so than in the Mortal Realm. He wondered if that was something other summoners felt, or if it was just him. He hadn’t asked either of the others yet. 
 
    Part of him didn’t want to know if that was just another thing that made him unusual. 
 
    He had visited Urslan a few times in the past three weeks, but the Grand Archmage had yet to share any new information with him about his class. It was a bit frustrating, having to wait until after the end of year examinations. 
 
    Each day, Bran had strengthened the bond between his monsters. Not just the normal monster bond that every summoner had, but the unique bond that he possessed between him and those monsters that he had tamed. Now, he could slip into their senses in less than a second and feel even stronger hints of their thoughts and emotions. 
 
    However, he had yet to repeat the level of communication he had used with the Bronze Lynx the first time he had encountered it, when it had been an Iron Lynx. 
 
    If the Bronze Lynx remembered anything of that day, Bran honestly had no idea. 
 
    It worried him a little. He had told the monster he would protect it, make it strong… but if it had lost intelligence after he had tamed it, because it had been de-leveled, then had Bran taken away a part of who the monster had been? 
 
    It had been on his mind since he had tamed the monster. Not for the first time, he pushed the thought down, not liking the feeling of it. 
 
    It was at least fifteen minutes before they encountered another monster. Another Satyr. This one didn’t have a bow, but it still wielded a weapon. 
 
    An axe. 
 
    Bran smiled. It wasn’t a ranged weapon. That would make it easier for him to fight. 
 
    He never stopped finding Dark Binding useful. 
 
    Bran scanned the Satyr. 
 
      
 
    Swamp Satyr 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos/Nature 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Toughness: 25 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    Level 5. That would have been a fairly easy fight for Bran were he using the Ranger configuration. But as a Mage, with only one of his monsters summoned, it would be quite a difficult one. 
 
    Bran cast Dark Binding once more as his first spell. 
 
    The monster blinked in surprise as its hooves were stuck fast onto the swampland ground. The monster stared at Bran, then hurled the axe at his head. 
 
    It was easy enough to dodge. Bran sidestepped the axe, preparing another spell as he did. 
 
    He cast Steel Slash on the Satyr. 
 
    Three sharp blades appeared in the air in front of the enemy monster. They slashed down at it, cutting through its fur and into its skin, leaving three deep gashes. 
 
    The monster bleated, then raised its arms. It no longer had a weapon, but still Bran’s fear-sense was triggered. 
 
    It must be about to cast a spell. 
 
    Bran braced himself, ready to dodge the confusion spell he anticipated the monster would cast. The feeling of being hit by the last Satyr’s spell… He wouldn’t be caught off guard again. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx was bounding toward the Satyr, ready to use its claws to slash into it. 
 
    The Satyr turned its attention onto the Bronze Lynx. A ball of purple energy sprang into life in its hand. It threw the ball at Bran’s monster. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx halted where it stood for a moment, head jolting from side to side, searching for an enemy it could no longer see. Then it began slashing wildly at thin air. 
 
    Bran cursed to himself, casting another spell. 
 
    The Satyr did something he hadn’t expected. It shrugged off the Dark Binding spell and sprinted at Bran. 
 
    Bran cast Wind Blast at the monster, hoping to knock it down. A sphere of wind materialized in his hand, and he threw it at the Satyr. But the Satyr was too fast—it dodged to the side, then sprang into the air on its powerful legs. 
 
    It fell down at Bran, kicking him straight in the chest. 
 
    The force of the kick made him tumble to the ground. Once again, Bran reached for a weapon that wasn’t there. 
 
    Before he could cast his next spell, he was hit in the stomach by another hoof. 
 
    He rolled out of the way of another swift kick from the Satyr. 
 
    As fast as he could, Bran made it to his feet. He whirled around to find that his Bronze Lynx was no longer suffering from the effects of the confusion spell. It bounded across the ground, then pounced at the Satyr, tackling it to the ground with a violent roar. 
 
    The Satyr fell in a tumble of limbs, the Bronze Lynx atop it, biting, clawing, and slashing. 
 
    Somehow, the Satyr was able to kick the Bronze Lynx off. 
 
    The enemy monster made it back to its feet and turned its attention to Bran once more. Another crackling ball of magic appeared in its hand. It tossed the ball at the Bronze Lynx and sprinted at Bran again. 
 
    This time, however, Bran was ready. 
 
    He cast Dark Binding on the monster before it could close the distance. Then he cast Dusk Miasma to cause damage over time as the monster could not move out of the dark cloud. He added another spell, Wind Whip, and it slashed deep into the monster’s chest. Bran gritted his teeth and cast Cannon Ball at the Satyr, sending a massive metal sphere hurtling at the monster. 
 
    Bran heard the monster’s bones crack as it hit the Satyr square in the chest. The Satyr was almost defeated, the fight almost won. One more spell would do it.  
 
    Bran cast Steel Slash. More gashes cut through the monster’s fur and flesh. 
 
    One spell after another, after another, until they were all on cooldown. 
 
    And the monster was dead. 
 
    Bran stood over the body of the Satyr, breathing hard. His heart thudded. His chest was sore, it almost felt like something may be broken. He touched it and winced. It was tender. “Think that damned monster broke a rib.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Alaro said. “You took quite a hit.” 
 
    “Two actually,” Lara said with a smile. “I was almost going to step in there. But I’m glad you turned the fight around.” 
 
    Bran took a breath. The action hurt his chest. Fortunately, he had plenty of health potions. He took one from his bag of holding and uncorked it with his teeth, then gulped down the red liquid. 
 
    His chest healed instantly. It was such an amazing feeling, one he still wasn’t used to, even though he had used these potions almost every day of his training. 
 
    “How are your mana pools?” Lara asked. 
 
    “Not even half used, for any of my monsters,” Bran said. 
 
    “That’s probably because you have larger mana pools than the normal level 2 Mage would,” Lara said. “As you are using the mana pools of your monsters, you are at quite an advantage compared to what a normal level 2 Mage would be able to utilize.” 
 
    “I didn’t really feel like I was at an advantage during that fight.” Bran kneeled and began looting the monster. He grabbed the axe, which had embedded itself into a tree when he had dodged it. Like the bow he had looted from the last Satyr, the axe was rather crude. The blade wasn’t even made from metal, but rather flat stone sharpened at one end. Still, monsters with technology? It was… quite amazing. 
 
    In all of his studying these past few weeks, there had been no mention of this. It seemed rather important, didn’t it? The others didn’t seem interested. He supposed they had already known. 
 
    But the implications… There could be intelligent monsters out there with their own societies. Couldn’t there? 
 
    The thought he had received from the lynx on their first meeting entered Bran’s mind. 
 
    Why are you fighting among the humans? 
 
    He still hadn’t gotten any answers on why the monster had asked that question. Mostly, because Bran was unable to communicate with the lynx like that again. He was still waiting for it to get to a high enough level for it to be able to communicate like that once more. 
 
    He just hoped the monster would remember why it had asked that question. 
 
    After looting the Satyr, they kept trekking through the swamplands. 
 
    Though Bran wished to know more about how monsters might be wielding weapons, there were other things on his mind. 
 
    He looked at the requirements for the next spell he was after. Now that he was a Mage, acquiring different spells felt like an even more important goal. That, and leveling up the spells he already had. 
 
    The next spell he was trying to gain was for the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    The spell was called Iron Spikes. He wasn’t sure what it did, as he did not have the information for it until he unlocked the spell. What he did know was that the monster was required to take the killing blow on twenty more monsters before it received the new ability. 
 
      
 
    Future Spells to Unlock: 
 
    Iron Spikes (Metal): Level 1 
 
            Prerequisites unmet:  
 
    200 Killing Blows (20 remaining) 
 
      
 
    He had thought attaining these requirements would be easier. He was hoping that his party would be fighting groups of low-level monsters now he was starting his training as a Mage, as he was used to doing in the past. Like with the spiders, Vampiric Locusts, and Mire Crabs. 
 
    That way, he could use Dark Binding on the enemies, to ensure that they were unable to move, and have the Bronze Lynx take the last blow when fighting them. 
 
    But that became much more difficult when he was fighting monsters he was barely defeating. 
 
    “Are there any low-level monsters we can find here?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Still trying to get the requirements for your new spell?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran nodded at the Ranger. 
 
    Lara shook her head. “I don’t want you fighting easy monsters. The best way for you to train is in high-stress situations. Fighting dozens upon dozens of low-level monsters is only going to show you that you can defeat low-level monsters. I want you fighting things that challenge you from the beginning.” 
 
    “What about the new spell?” Bran asked. 
 
    Lara shook her head again. “It doesn’t work like that. Your beast is at level 4. If it fights anything too low level—in this case, below level 3—those kills will be too easy. They won’t count. You’ll have to figure out how to gain that against monsters that give you a proper challenge.” 
 
    Bran inclined his head. He hadn’t known of that rule. It was a shame, and meant it would take much longer than he thought to gain the spell. In the last realm, they had avoided killing low-level monsters for the last few weeks—he would mostly pick them off with his bow when they came near—as he had been far stronger as a Ranger, so he hadn’t noticed the rule.  
 
    As they walked, Bran sunk into his fear-sense. He tried to practice using it multiple times a day. When he focused on it fully, he was able to sense monsters that were close by. 
 
    He didn’t like to rely on it too heavily. It almost felt like cheating. But it certainly helped when it came to hunting down monsters. 
 
    Over the past few weeks, he’d managed to strengthen the sense. Now, he was better able to decipher the level of the monsters that he sensed. The fear-sense was nowhere near as accurate as his scanner was, but as the days went by, it was getting better and better. 
 
    As he sunk into the fear-sense, he could feel dozens of monsters nearby. Some felt rather low level. Level 1, or 0 even. These were high up, in the trees. He looked overhead, trying to see if he could spot any. But the leaves were so large, and the branches so thick, that it made it difficult. 
 
    Then he saw one. 
 
    The low-level monsters he sensed were the birdlike monsters that he had been hearing since they entered this Monster Realm. 
 
    He could probably pick them off easily enough with one of his spells, but that wasn’t why they were here, as Lara had said. He needed a challenge. 
 
    Further out, he sensed other monsters. Ones that felt like the Satyr. It was harder to decipher their levels. They felt… somewhere between 3 and 6. 
 
    It wasn’t the most accurate of scales, he had to admit. 
 
    That was when Bran sensed something that stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    Something powerful. At least level 11, if not above. He knew that the others could handle such a monster if they had to, especially as a group. But the monster was too high level for him to deal with. 
 
    Especially when he was still learning how to use a new class configuration. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “What did you sense?” Lara looked at him, her eyebrows drawn together. 
 
    They both knew about his fear-sense, how strong it was. 
 
    “A high-level monster. At least level 11, maybe even higher,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro looked around aimlessly, not sure which direction the monster was in. He already had an arrow nocked. He drew it slightly. “Is it close by?” 
 
    Bran focused harder. Lines cut into his brow. He shut his eyes briefly, then pointed to the right. “Perhaps a five minute walk that way.” 
 
    “Then we should avoid it for now,” Lara said. “You’re not ready to face a monster that high-level, especially not in Mage configuration, and I would like Alaro and I to help as little as possible today.” 
 
    Bran nodded. Though there was something about the monster that made him want to go out and find it. He wasn’t sure what it was that he was sensing. Though the feeling was familiar. 
 
    It reminded him of when he had sensed the mind of the Bronze Lynx, back in the tunnels atop the mountain. Was this a monster he could communicate on that level with again? 
 
    Alaro led the way through the swamplands. Bran hesitated, looking in the direction of where he knew the monster was. Alaro was going the opposite way. 
 
    Lara stared at him. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Bran blinked. “I am.” 
 
    Lara nodded, but she didn’t start walking until he did. “What is it? What else are you feeling?” 
 
    He still hadn’t told Lara and Alaro—or even Urslan for that matter—about the Bronze Lynx’s question. 
 
    The question about him fighting among the humans. 
 
    “You aren’t a normal student, are you?” Bran asked, trying to take the topic away from him. 
 
    Lara must have sensed that he didn’t want to speak of whatever it was he was feeling. She bit her lip. “No. But you already knew that.” She looked ahead of them, at where Alaro was. The Ranger was far enough away that if they spoke softly, he wouldn’t be able to hear what they said. “You know who my father is. I was a student at Dreadmorth, but…” 
 
    “You couldn’t stay.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to stay,” Lara said. “Not after I realized what he was doing. I had to leave. I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    The way she was speaking, it almost sounded as though she was trying to convince him of that fact. Bran certainly didn’t need any convincing. More likely, she was still convincing herself. 
 
    He couldn’t imagine what type of life she had lived before Ketria. Had she had second thoughts after leaving? 
 
    Lara let out a sigh. “Urslan… He took me in. I remembered him from when I was younger. It is hard to believe now, but once upon a time, Urslan and my father were friends.” 
 
    “Yes, Urslan mentioned.” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “You knew that they were friends when they attended the Ketria Academy. But they remained friends for many years afterward. I don’t think anyone really knew what my father was capable of until he became the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    “So, you became Urslan’s ward after you left your father?” Bran asked. 
 
    “I became his ward when I left the Dreadmorth Institute, yes. But… politics means he couldn’t enroll me into the academy as a normal student. It’s… complicated. That’s why he made me your tutor. So I could be here in an official capacity. But the Ketria Academy does not take students who were cast off from other academies. It is far too prestigious to do such a thing. Unfortunately, even with my background, the faculty would not take that under consideration.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’ve been able to stay.” Bran looked at the ground as they walked. Everyone had said that he would get kicked out if he failed the end of year examinations. Yet here Lara was, apparently not even an official student… And she was able to remain on-campus. 
 
    “It’s complicated, as I said. But Urslan has a lot of pull. Unfortunately, I don’t think he would be able to take a second ward.” 
 
    Bran smiled. “How did you know that’s what I was thinking?” 
 
    “I think I’ve gotten to know you pretty well over the last few weeks,” Lara said. 
 
    “Have you ever thought of enrolling into a different summoner school? Not that I would want to see you leave.” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “Right now, I’m not concerned with graduating. I just want to make the world a safer place. I can do that best here.” 
 
    Bran looked over at her. Not many people would think like that. Especially since, now that he was learning what it meant to be a summoner, he knew they could earn far more money once they had graduated from a school and earned their Summoner’s Badge. 
 
    “Is that why you are willing to train me? Do you think I can make a difference in the…” Bran glanced over at Alaro ahead of them, and lowered his voice. “In the oncoming war?” 
 
    “Yes. I do. I also don’t want to see my father get his hands on you.” 
 
    Alaro halted ahead of them, raising his fist for them to stop. 
 
    Bran sunk into his fear-sense and felt a monster nearby. It was roughly level 4, maybe higher. 
 
    Part of him wished it wasn’t another one of the Satyrs. He had hated being hit by their confusion spells, not to mention getting kicked by their powerful hooves. 
 
    Alaro put his right hand back to his bowstring, grabbing the arrow he had kept in place with his left hand. “Can you sense that?” Though he didn’t look at Bran, it was clear the question was for him. 
 
    “Yes,” Bran said, walking up to the Ranger. Again, he had to resist the urge to reach for an arrow, to grab the bow that wasn’t there. It was easier this time. 
 
    His Bronze Lynx padded by his side, ears slightly perked, head up, eyes wide and alert. Could it sense the monster nearby? Or had it heard whatever Alaro had heard? 
 
    “What other kinds of monsters are out—” Bran’s question was cut off as something screeched in the distance. It was as loud as any monster he’d ever heard, and sounded much like the birdlike monsters he had seen in the trees. 
 
    He heard running steps thudding upon the ground. The screech came again, closer this time. 
 
    Alaro turned and smiled at Bran. “Here we go again.” 
 
    Bran readied himself for another fight.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The monster bounded through the trees. Bran had never seen anything like it before. It looked like a bird, but it didn’t appear to have wings. In a way, it reminded him of the raptor he had seen back in the stables in Ealdor. 
 
    Except it had feathers, too. 
 
    He scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Swamp Emu 
 
    Level: 4 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Wind 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Toughness: 40 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 10 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    Level 4. 
 
    It was lower level than the last monster that he had fought. He should be able to take it. 
 
    He braced himself. 
 
    Bran cast Dark Binding on the monster. Dark tendrils of shadow sprang from his hands, flowing toward the monster in an instant, entangling it like thick ropes. The dark tendrils snaked around the monster, constricting around its feathers— 
 
    Then they slid right off. The spell didn’t work. 
 
    Somehow, the monster resisted the spell. That… that had never happened before. Even when he had used it on higher level monsters, the spell lasted for a split-second or so at least, sometimes much longer. 
 
    But on this monster, it hadn’t worked at all. 
 
    Hopefully the monster was only resistant to shadow-type spells. 
 
    Bran commanded the Bronze Lynx to attack, hoping it would gain the monster’s aggression. Bran smiled as the Swamp Emu turned its attention onto the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    The flightless bird monster kicked the Bronze Lynx with its powerful legs, slashing deeply into its fur and flesh with long, sharp talons. 
 
    The enemy monster reared back, then screeched again. 
 
    The screech was a wind spell. 
 
    Gale Breath. 
 
    Wind cascaded out from the monster’s beak, smashing into the Bronze Lynx and launching it backward. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx crashed into a tree so hard leaves fell from the branches. 
 
    The Swamp Emu turned its attention to Bran, its dark eyes piercing into him. The monster lowered its head, a long taloned foot pawing at the soft ground, leaving deep furrows in the dirt, and hissed through its beak. 
 
    Bran didn’t understand it. The monsters in this realm kept attacking him. In the other Monster Realm, he had practically mastered the ability to get his monsters to gain enemy aggression. 
 
    Here, seemingly no matter what he did, the enemy monsters targeted him. It was as though they knew he was in charge. 
 
    Was this more proof that the monsters in this realm were more intelligent? 
 
    There was no time to think on it. He had to act. 
 
    The emu bounded toward him, its powerful legs pounding the ground, propelling it forward. 
 
    Bran sent another wave of spells at the emu. As Dark Binding hadn’t worked, he started with Wind Blast, hoping to knock the emu to the ground. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx had regained its feet and sprinted at the Emu as it ran, pouncing at it to slash into its back. 
 
    Bran loosed the swirling ball of wind at the emu. The spell soared through the air, and the monster made no attempt at dodging it. 
 
    The Wind Blast crashed into the emu’s chest. But the spell didn’t knock it down. It did appear to damage the monster, so at least the emu wasn’t completely resistant to spells. But the damage looked almost superficial. 
 
    In seconds, the emu would close the gap. Bran could almost feel its sharp talons sinking into his chest. 
 
    “The monster is resistant to magic!” Lara called from the sidelines. “What do you do in this situation?” 
 
    Bran turned and ran. It felt cowardly, not standing his ground. He threw a spell over his shoulder—Wind Whip. It slashed at the monster, but only left a fine line of damage through its feathers. 
 
    “Draw my sword?” Bran called out to Lara. Of course, he didn’t have a sword. Nor did he have his halberd. Lara hadn’t permitted him to take them. 
 
    “This is where your monsters help you the most!” Lara said. “As a Mage, it becomes far too easy to rely on only your spells. Summon your other monsters—now!” 
 
    As Bran ran, he did exactly as Lara instructed. He summoned the Stone Griffin, then he summoned the Shadow Mageling. 
 
    The two monsters appeared in front of him. 
 
    The Stone Griffin had only grown larger since its evolution. The front of its body resembled that of an eagle, while the back of its body looked like that of a lion. Its fur and feathers were dark gray, as rough and hard as stone. It screeched, running forward to intercept the emu and slash at it with its sharp talons—Bran had sent a mental command to both monsters as he had summoned them, instructing them not to cast spells at the Swamp Emu, as they had proved ineffective. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling looked completely different to how it had in its first evolution, as Shade—though Bran still thought of the monster as Shade much of the time. Instead of an amorphous blob of darkness, it now looked far more human shaped, though it still didn’t look solid. The monster was made from shadow. Vicious, dark looking claws protruded from its hands as it Shadow Stepped away, attacking the Swamp Emu alongside the Stone Griffin. 
 
    The enemy monster screeched. Though Bran couldn’t see it, he was sure the emu was casting Gale Breath, trying to knock down Shade and the griffin. 
 
    When Bran turned around, he found all three of his monsters attacking the emu from different angles. The emu was absolutely surrounded. 
 
    Bran commanded his creatures not to use their spells, only their melee attacks. 
 
    The emu scratched and clawed. It put up a good fight, knocking the monsters down more than once, but it was outnumbered. It went down with a hundred slashes in its skin. 
 
    “That… that was brutal,” Alaro said. 
 
    Bran was breathing hard. He missed his bow, his halberd, more than anything in that moment. “That would have been much easier if I’d had my weapons.” 
 
    Lara raised her chin, folding her hands behind her back. “Part of the training I must provide you is not just to show you what a Mage can do, but also show you what a Mage can’t do. When a monster is resistant to magic, you can’t simply keep throwing spells at it and hope one of them will do more damage than before. You must use the tools at hand. That’s what your monsters are for.” 
 
    “But I could have used—” Bran had been about to say my weapons, but Lara cut him off with a raised finger. 
 
    “You, right now, are a Mage,” Lara said. “Not a Ranger. Not a Lancer. Not a Beastmaster, or anything else. Today, and tomorrow. All you can do is fight like a Mage.” She was standing a few inches from him, looking at him intensely. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I hear you.” Bran raised his hands. “I guess it’s just hard getting used to. Transitioning from a spearman to a Ranger… That was much easier. As a spearman I was used to using a weapon, used to using my hands. Now…” Bran looked down. “Now I just fling spells. It goes against everything I have ever known.” 
 
    “I thought you said it felt natural?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran shrugged. “It feels natural to use it when it works. When it doesn’t… I want to use the things I know will work.” 
 
    “And in time, you will have that opportunity. That time is not today.” Lara gestured toward the emu’s corpse. “Besides, what you did did work. You used your monsters. They are a part of you as much as your spells, as much as any weapons you wield.” She pointed a finger at his chest. “Do not forget that.” She turned on her heel and stalked away. 
 
    Alaro walked over to Bran, looking at Lara’s receding figure. “That was rather intense.” 
 
    Bran frowned. Had he brought up some emotions when he’d been asking questions of her? About her past? He didn’t know. He shrugged it off. “She is right, though. I need to learn how to be a Mage. It’s just… hard to focus sometimes.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed you’ve had a lot on your mind lately. Is there anything you want to share?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran looked over at the Ranger. He trusted the man. Quite a lot, actually. If there was anyone he could open up to about what he had felt from the lynx during his first encounter with it, perhaps it would be Alaro. “Maybe when we get back to the academy. Care for a drink?” 
 
    Alaro tilted his head to the side. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you have a drink. I mean, nothing alcoholic, at least.” He grinned. 
 
    Bran grinned back. “I like a drink from time to time. But there hasn’t been much opportunity, not with all the training we’ve been doing.” 
 
    Alaro patted him on the back. “A drink it is. Then you can stop being so mysterious about whatever is worrying you. There is actually a tavern on campus, one that I haven’t shown you yet.” 
 
    “There is? How have I never found it?” Bran asked. 
 
    “It’s not exactly as though you spend a lot of time walking the academy’s grounds and buildings. You’re either training, in a Monster Realm training, at the library… crafting potions…” 
 
    Bran folded his arms over his chest. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. I keep busy.” 
 
    “You should really learn to let off some steam.” Alaro patted him on the back once more, then headed off to follow Lara, nocking an arrow as naturally as breathing as he went. 
 
    He supposed the man was right. He did have a lot of training to do, but he hadn’t taken an opportunity to slow down since he’d gotten here. He worked all through the week, and spent any days off he had recovering from the hard training. 
 
    He still barely knew anyone else at the academy other than Urslan, Alaro, and Lara. 
 
    And the merchants and other students he traded with? All Bran really knew about them was how much money they might have, and what items they might be interested in. 
 
    His first day of Mage training continued much how it had started. Lara kept pitting him against monsters that he could defeat, but were challenging enough that he couldn’t make a single mistake during the fight. 
 
    Bran had been in difficult fights before. As a soldier. As a summoner. But he had never been in so many hard fights in a row. By the end of the day, he had used fifteen of his health potions, and ten mana potions. More than he had ever used in a single day of training. 
 
    His monsters were as tired as he was, as unfortunately the health potion did not renew energy, only life force. 
 
    Despite all the physical training he had undergone, by the end of the day, he was absolutely exhausted, and every part of his body hurt. Somehow, casting spells didn’t only take a mental toll—which had given him a full blown headache, one that Lara promised would stop coming when he had undergone more training—it also took a physical toll. 
 
    However, the hard fights had been worth it. He was quickly becoming adept at the Mage configuration. 
 
    He had gained his next level in the Mage configuration, and was now level 3. 
 
    It felt amazing, as leveling up always did. It also increased the mana pools of his monsters, along with their mana regeneration and the speed at which he could cast the spells. The level had come faster than he had expected—fighting higher level monsters had definitely been the right choice. 
 
    And on top of that, he was no longer reaching for his bow and quiver, either. Now, whenever an enemy drew near, he would cast spells immediately, and he knew to rely on his monsters more when necessary. 
 
    He didn’t get stuck into the trap of only using his spells and thinking of his monsters as secondary forms of attack to himself, which was apparently something a lot of new Mages suffered from. 
 
    Of course, he knew that when he became a stronger Mage, he would be able to rely more heavily on his spells than he did now. 
 
    Bran remembered watching Urslan and Volrath fighting, when the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute had ambushed them on the Lion’s Mane. He hadn’t gotten to watch the fight for long, but what he had seen… the Mages had been able to fly. Not in the same way a Lancer or Beastmaster might fly—they had no wings, nor did they ride upon monsters. 
 
    They just… flew. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to be able to do something like that. But he had a long way to go. 
 
    When they were heading back to the monster portal, Bran checked his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Inventory: 
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    162x Gold 
 
    9x Silver 
 
    25x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    13x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    12x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    10x Health Potions 
 
    15x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    12x Satyr Horns 
 
    12x Satyr Hooves 
 
    10x Emu Feathers 
 
    10x Emu Claws 
 
    15 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    It was hard to look at his gold, knowing how much he’d had the day before. The bow he had bought at the Trading Hall—which had cost 300 gold—almost didn’t feel worth it, considering he hadn’t gotten to use it since buying it. But he knew it had been a worthwhile investment. 
 
    He would get to use it soon enough, on the days he got to fight as both a Mage and a Ranger. He couldn’t wait to finally experience what that would be like—transitioning between two classes. 
 
    He was sure it wouldn’t be as easy as he imagined, especially after all the times he had reached for his bow when he was trying to train as a Mage… but he knew with training and time, he would become adept at the skill. 
 
    The party hadn’t looted as many monsters as they normally would after a full day of training. Though the day felt as though it had been nonstop battles, Bran had only really fought monsters ten minutes out of every thirty. The monsters here weren’t as close together as they were in the last Monster Realm. They were more scattered, and he had been instructed to only go after the monsters that would pose a challenge, so he was unable to go after the groups of low-level monsters he would often sense as they had trekked through the swamplands. 
 
    When the party made it back to the academy, Bran dropped off his loot into his room, then met up with Alaro. 
 
    Bran was going to a tavern for the first time since leaving Ealdor. 
 
    Alaro waited at the end of the hall. “So, what is it you’re finally going to tell me?” the Ranger asked. 
 
    Bran motioned for Alaro to take the lead. “I might need a drink in me before I tell you.” 
 
    The Ranger raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he surged ahead, walking down the steps to the ground level of the main building of the Ketria Academy. 
 
    “So where is this tavern you told me about?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Honestly, I am actually a little surprised you haven’t found it yourself. It’s not far from where I first met you.” The Ranger quickened his pace down the steps. 
 
    Bran sighed, still exhausted from the day, and hurried after him. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they found themselves in the very hallway Alaro had mentioned. The place they had first met, filled with portraits, murals, and tapestries. They were moving too quickly for Bran to get a good look, though he had been here plenty of times, so he knew what each painting depicted. 
 
    Bran spotted a hallway he had never walked down, just past one of the portraits of the three founders. 
 
    Alaro turned down the corridor, and Bran followed. There was a large wooden door at the end of the hall, with an iron knocker in the shape of a fist. Alaro touched his hand to it, and it glowed briefly. 
 
    “This is a summoner only tavern,” the Ranger said. “You have to use a little bit of mana to open the door.” 
 
    Bran blinked at the knocker. “Summoner only tavern? Are there lots of these?” 
 
    Alaro turned and stared at him for a moment. He tilted his head to the side. “You’ve really never heard of them?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I definitely haven’t.” He crossed his arms. He wasn’t sure how he felt about this. He had lived the majority of his life as a normal human. Now he was a summoner, a unique one at that, finding out so many things he never knew before… 
 
    He had always known summoners and normal humans were treated differently, but this… they had their own taverns? Places where they didn’t have to associate with those they considered beneath them? 
 
    Bran let out a breath and shut his eyes. It had been a while since he had felt feelings like that. He could understand why summoners would want places to be with others like their own. He had yet to venture through a city as a summoner, but he remembered what it was like for people who did. How the masses stop in the street to gawk and stare, when they are just trying to go from one place to another. 
 
    Of course, it wouldn’t be too hard for them to hide who they were. They certainly didn’t need to walk through the city wearing glowing armor, or have their Summoner’s Bandoleer on full display… 
 
    Bran shook his head, trying to shake away what he was feeling along with it. He was a summoner now, not a normal human. And whatever frustrations he had at the differences between them wouldn’t help him here. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Alaro asked, holding the door open. 
 
    Bran blinked at the Ranger, then nodded, stepping through the door the other man had been holding open for him. 
 
    The tavern was packed. 
 
    Apparently, students of the Ketria Academy didn’t only spend their time in the library, dining hall, and Trading Hall like him. 
 
    Though here, the food wasn’t ‘free’ like it was in the dining hall, so he imagined students wouldn’t be here every night. 
 
    The tavern almost felt like any other he had been in before in his life, though its walls were made of hard stone while most taverns he had visited had been made from wood. 
 
    There were lit candles atop every table, and a roaring fire to one side. A woman was at one side of the tavern, singing sultry songs in a tongue that Bran didn’t recognize. She had a monster at her feet. A large, wolf-like monster, that had sharp horns protruding from its back. 
 
    Bran was about to scan the monster when Alaro grabbed his arm. 
 
    The Ranger gave a quick shake of the head. “It’s impolite to scan others in a summoner tavern. This is where we come to relax. Understand?” 
 
    Bran glanced back over at the woman singing, and the massive monster curled up sleeping by her feet. He inclined his head. “Understood.” 
 
    “Now, I’ll buy the first round. You find us a table.” 
 
    “First round?” Bran asked. “How many rounds do you think we’ll have? We still have training first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Alaro smiled. “I’m sure we can skip the physical training and head straight to breakfast, if need be.” 
 
    Bran shook his head with a sigh, then found them a table in the corner of the bar. As he always did in places like this, he surveyed the other patrons, checked if there were multiple exits, and made a threat assessment. 
 
    Though that was difficult when he wasn’t supposed to scan anyone. And a threat assessment where everyone here was a summoner, all likely a far higher level than he was… 
 
    Bran frowned. 
 
    Everyone here was a threat to him. 
 
    That would change, in time. He was capable of doing things no other summoner could. And he knew once he got the hang of multiple classes, could smoothly transition between them, and once his monsters were a high enough level, that he would be able to take on any summoner here. 
 
    But how long would that take? 
 
    Summoners like Urslan and Volrath had been training for decades. Bran might have unique abilities, but how long would it take him to match people like that? If what Lara had said was true, about Volrath wanting to start a war, to take control, to become the most powerful summoner in the world… 
 
    Well, that meant he had to become strong faster than any other summoner had before if he were actually to be of use. And he had to do it with all six classes. 
 
    Not to mention, he had to make sure he was never taken by Volrath. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. He placed his hands on the table, interlocking his fingers, and stared down at the hard wood. 
 
    This was the opposite of relaxing. 
 
    He knew he wasn’t the only former soldier who struggled to relax. All of his squad mates returned from the war with their heads on swivels, always alert, with an itch on their back they could never scratch. 
 
    Maybe that’s why he hadn’t been able to blow off steam since he had gotten here. He should be safe here. Everyone at the Ketria Academy protected each other, and Urslan protected them all. 
 
    But how could he think he was safe at the academy when he had seen it infiltrated first hand? He knew that those two Dreadmorth students—the Lancer and the Ranger that Bran and his party had intercepted sneaking into the academy to steal from the study in the Founders’ Fortress—hadn’t been the first, and likely wouldn’t be the last. There was no way of knowing how many monster portals Volrath had in Monster Realms that should be solely accessible from the Ketria Academy. 
 
    They’d had a monster portal in the realm where the Founders’ Fortress was! 
 
    And almost the entire third-year class had gone missing… 
 
    Bran let out a long breath. His hands were shaking slightly. Relax, he told himself. He wasn’t here to train. He wasn’t here to fight. He was just here to have a drink with Alaro, his closest friend in this place, and finally confide in the Ranger. 
 
    A loud tap forced Bran to open his eyes. He jerked his head up sharply, searching for danger. 
 
    Alaro frowned down at him, his hand on the handle of a mug of ale he’d just placed in front of Bran. “You all right?” The Ranger let go of the handle and sat across from him, placing his own mug of ale on the table more gently. 
 
    “Yeah.” Bran’s gaze scanned around them. “Just…” 
 
    “Jumpy?” Alaro said. He took a sip of his ale, staring at Bran over the lip. “I get it.” 
 
    Bran blinked. “You do?” 
 
    The Ranger nodded, then looked down into his drink. “I’ve never been to war. Not yet. Summoners don’t get sent in until after they’ve graduated. But…” He let out a sigh, then took another gulp of his drink. “Ever since I came here, I always felt safe inside the academy’s walls. No matter what dangers I faced inside a Monster Realm, it was easy to… shut that part of me down, you know?” 
 
    Bran didn’t reply. He took a sip of his own drink. 
 
    Truth was, he didn’t know. 
 
    Alaro gestured toward the wall. “The danger is out there. It’s only around when I’m in a Monster Realm. Step out of them, and I’m safe.” He gestured around at the academy. “A wild monster can’t get through these walls. Not only is it nigh impossible for them to get through a monster portal, the Ketria Academy has some of the strongest protective enchantments in the entire world…” 
 
    The Ranger looked down at the table. “Then most of the third-year class disappeared in the night, right from their rooms, and that safety I felt inside these enchanted, defensible walls? It disappeared along with them.” He sipped his ale, then bit his lip, seeming to consider sharing something more with Bran. 
 
    “What is it?” Bran asked, his voice soft. 
 
    “Before… before that happened, I used to sleep well. Soundly. My head would hit the pillow and bam, asleep.” Alaro, head still down, gazed up at Bran. “Now I can only sleep with one of my monsters summoned, standing guard at the door to my room.” 
 
    Bran knew a little something about that. About coming home from the war. About not being able to sleep. The room he had kept back at the Wayward Inn, well… It had never been very quiet. 
 
    You see, while he was in the army, Bran had learned how to fall asleep anywhere. He had hoped that would serve him well in civilian life. 
 
    But when he had returned, after the Battle of Heathland, it hadn’t been easy to fall asleep anymore. 
 
    Not until he had become a summoner, had the nightmares finally stopped. The nightmares where he saw the Lancer, atop his manticore, slaying Jed and Wilson. 
 
    Over and over again. 
 
    Bran nodded at Alaro. “I understand that.” 
 
    He took another long sip of the ale. It was good. He hadn’t really noticed from his last sips, his attention so focused on Alaro. 
 
    It was far better than the ale served at the Wayward Inn. Not to mention at the tavern where he would have drinks with his squad mates. He wondered how expensive it was. He probably wouldn’t have been able to afford a round of this ale before he was a summoner. 
 
    “So, what was it you wanted to tell me?” Alaro asked. He sounded a little reserved, not his usual jovial self. He must still be thinking about his old classmates. Urslan had said that Volrath might be… experimenting on them. 
 
    Bran suppressed a shudder at the thought. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it had been Alaro’s plan, but Bran felt more comfortable sharing what he had been keeping to himself these past few weeks after the Ranger had shared things with him. He licked his lips, tasting the ale still on them. 
 
    Bran looked over at Alaro. “You remember when we faced the Crocolisk? In those frozen tunnels?” 
 
    Alaro raised an eyebrow. “Of course I remember that.” He tapped the crystal that held the Crocolisk. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “You know how I was able to communicate with the Iron Lynx?” Bran asked. 
 
    The Ranger nodded. 
 
    Bran looked down at the table, gripping the handle of his mug tightly. “Well, there was something I left out.” 
 
    “I thought there might be.” 
 
    Bran jerked his head up. “You did?” 
 
    Alaro inclined his head. “After that… it was like you were lost in thought for days. For a while, I thought it had to do with how you’d connected to the monster portal. How you had destroyed it. But I had a feeling it was more than that. That something else had happened you didn’t wish to share.” The Ranger glanced around the tavern, then looked at Bran again. “I felt you holding back when we spoke with Urslan about the mission.” 
 
    Bran shook his head with a smile. “Apparently, you’re getting to know me too well.” 
 
    “Hazard of the job, I guess.” Alaro grinned. It was good to see a smile back on the Ranger’s face after what they had just spoken of. 
 
    “Well…” Bran wasn’t sure how to say this. Saying it out loud… Ever since the Iron Lynx had sent that thought to him—why are you fighting among the humans?—he had been afraid of something. 
 
    Telling Alaro about the lynx’s question would be like making that fear a reality. 
 
    He supposed he should just get it over with. 
 
    “The Iron Lynx asked me a question. It didn’t use words, more emotions, feelings, understanding… that’s how the communication seems to work. But I understood exactly what the question would have been if it were in words.” Bran took another sip of the ale, delaying the inevitable. 
 
    “I can’t imagine what that must feel like,” Alaro said. “What did the monster ask?” 
 
    Bran stared the Ranger in the eye. “It asked, ‘Why are you fighting among the humans?’” 
 
    Alaro blinked. “Among the… humans…” Deep lines furrowed his brow, and he shook his head a little. “That means… it thought…” 
 
    “That I’m not human,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro took a long pull from his mug of ale, gulping it down until there wasn’t a drip left. He placed the mug back on the table with a soft tap, then wiped his mouth. His eyebrows drew tightly together, and he wasn’t looking right at Bran but instead down at the empty drink. “I’m gonna need another.” 
 
    Bran looked down at his own drink. He followed the Ranger’s example, downing the rest of it until there was nothing left. “Me too.” 
 
    “It’s your turn, but I’ll get it.” Alaro stood from the table, still not looking at Bran. 
 
    Had Bran made a mistake telling the Ranger this? His reaction… wasn’t what Bran had expected. Perhaps the man was still processing the information. 
 
    Yes, that must be it. 
 
    Bran still wasn’t sure what the question really meant himself. Did it mean that he was… something other than human? It was the only conclusion he had come to. Obviously Alaro had come to the same conclusion the instant Bran had told him the question. 
 
    But if Bran were not human, what was he? 
 
    He watched as the Ranger headed back to the bar. Alaro’s shoulders were stiff, his movements jerky. He ordered the next round of ale as though on instinct, seemingly deep in thought. 
 
    Bran bit his lip. Out of everyone at the Ketria Academy, Bran had grown to trust Alaro the most. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Lara, but… The fact that she was the daughter of the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute still rubbed him the wrong way. 
 
    He probably could have trusted her with this information, but would she have gone straight to Urslan afterward? 
 
    Honestly, he wasn’t sure. Maybe going to Urslan in the first place would have been the best course of action. And it wasn’t as though Bran didn’t trust the Grand Archmage, it was just… This information wasn’t exactly easy to share. 
 
    Only, there was some part of him that wanted to avoid telling Urslan what had happened. If Bran wasn’t human, then would Urslan send him away? Would he no longer be allowed to study at the academy and, ultimately, would he still be allowed to summon monsters?  
 
    Another part of Bran thought that such worries were foolish, but the two parts warred with each other constantly in his mind, which is why he had yet to tell Urslan about what the lynx had said. 
 
    Alaro returned with two more mugs of ale—the Ranger’s already half drunk. The man let out a long sigh as he sunk into the seat across from Bran. He placed Bran’s mug of ale in front of him, then looked him in the eye. “So.” The Ranger glanced around the tavern, as though checking to see if people were listening in. “If you’re not human, what… What are you?” 
 
    “I’ve been afraid to ask myself that question since this happened,” Bran said. He gripped the fresh mug of ale, then took a healthy sip. “Obviously, I’m not like other summoners.” 
 
    Alaro nodded, opening his hands. “Obviously.” 
 
    “But I have no idea what this could mean,” Bran admitted. “I’ve never heard of any class of being except for humans and monsters. Sure, there are fairy tales about elves and dwarves and all that, but they’re just that—fairy tales. I suppose there are demons, too, but they’re just another type of monster, right?” Bran found his words tumbling out of his mouth in a barely coherent ramble. 
 
    The Ranger ran a finger around the rim of his mug. “Why haven’t you told Urslan? Do you not trust him?” 
 
    “I trust him. It’s just… There are lots of things he has kept from me. He knows more about me than he is willing to share. Telling me I have to wait until after the end of year examinations…” Bran trailed off. 
 
    Alaro raised an eyebrow. “Are you punishing him by keeping this from him?” 
 
    Bran shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. But I think he already knows this. I think this is what he’s been keeping from me. Like he doesn’t think I can handle it.” Bran tightened his grip around the mug. He felt anger build up inside him, as he often did when thinking about what Urslan must be hiding from him. 
 
    “I understand that,” Alaro said. “I don’t think he has a right to keep… whatever he’s keeping from you, to be honest. Not that I’d ever tell the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy such a thing.” He chuckled. 
 
    Bran smiled. “No. That doesn’t seem like the best thing to tell one of the most powerful summoners in the world.” 
 
    Alaro blew out a breath. “Not human. That’s—that’s a lot to process. No wonder you’ve been quiet.” 
 
    “I mean, I feel human.” Bran laughed a little, realizing how ludicrous that statement sounded. 
 
    “Yeah, but what does it mean to feel human? I mean… No one knows what anyone else feels like, do they?” Alaro smiled. “Thinking about that is giving me a headache.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do about this? You have to tell Urslan at some point,” Alaro said. 
 
    “I do. But not yet.” Bran gulped down more of his ale. 
 
    Alaro tapped his fingers on the table, staring at the wood. He looked up at Bran. “Have you told Lara?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “You’re the only one I’ve told.” 
 
    “Really?” The Ranger straightened his uniform slightly, smiling. “I’m the one you trust the most? That’s nice to hear.” 
 
    “Considering I barely know any of you… that doesn’t necessarily mean much.” Bran grinned over at Alaro, watching the man frown. He looked down at the table, holding his mug close. “I do want to tell Lara. And Urslan. I just don’t think I’m ready to yet. I’d like to know what it means myself first.” 
 
    Alaro tilted his head to the side. “Well, like your other secrets, this one stays with me. I won’t discuss it with anyone unless you tell me to.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why I told you,” Bran said. 
 
    Alaro sipped his ale again, then placed it back on the table quite heavily. “Now! We drink! This is not how you blow off steam, Bran. I know I’m not currently your tutor, but it looks like I’ll have to teach you this.” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I need to train in the morning. So do you.” 
 
    “We can skip the morning training. It’s not as though we do this often.” Alaro chugged the last of his second mug of ale. “I believe the next round is on you, first year.” 
 
    Bran laughed. He heaved himself off the chair, grabbed his own mug, and downed the rest, then strode to the bar. 
 
    He supposed drinking was the only way he would force himself to relax after a conversation like that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran woke the next morning with a terrible headache. It wasn’t just a headache from all the spells he had cast while in Mage configuration, it was because he had downed… six? Eight? 
 
    No. Ten. 
 
    He had downed ten mugs of ale the night before. 
 
    Bran sat up in bed, holding his head with both hands, and let out a long groan. He hadn’t felt like this in a while. Not since the last time he had gone out drinking with his old squad mates. 
 
    As he rose from his bed, he wondered where his squad mates were now. 
 
    He had never written them that letter… He hadn’t written a letter for Annie, the monster Medic, either. 
 
    He had just been so busy since getting here that he had barely even thought about it. Besides, he still wasn’t sure what he would write to them. But they must be worried about him. None of them would have known what happened to him, other than that he had left with the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy. 
 
    Annie would have asked Mr Lettrige. His squad mates would have turned up at the Wayward Inn at some point, asking around for him. 
 
    Bran looked over at the small writing desk in the corner of his room. Right now, there was a pile of books atop it that he had borrowed from the library, along with scrawled notes strewn around them of his studies. 
 
    He sighed. Right now, with his head pounding as it was, wasn’t the best time to write those letters. But he would. Soon. He missed his old friends, and didn’t want them worrying for nothing. 
 
    No, not soon, he thought as he stumbled towards the baths. I’ll write them by the end of the week. He cleaned himself off, got into uniform, then made a quick stop to the Trading Hall. 
 
    Usually, he would craft his own health potions, but as he had been… busy, the night before, he did it on his way to breakfast. 
 
    He picked up fifteen health potions and ten mana potions, to put his total of both back to twenty-five. Fortunately, health and mana potions weren’t overly expensive, and all those potions only cost him a total of 25 gold. 
 
    Only 25 gold, Bran thought, shoving the potions into his bag of holding. 25 gold would have felt like a lot, before he came here. 
 
    Yet he’d spent almost that much at the tavern the night before. 
 
    He checked his inventory before heading to the dining hall: 
 
      
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    117x Gold 
 
    6x Silver 
 
    21x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    13x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    12x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    25x Health Potions 
 
    25x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    12x Satyr Horns 
 
    12x Satyr Hooves 
 
    10x Emu Feathers 
 
    10x Emu Claws 
 
    15 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    He winced as he saw how much gold he had left over, but he also knew he had all of yesterday’s loot sitting in his room. 
 
    That evening, he would make sure to figure out how to craft some new resistance potions—especially against chaos-type monsters. 
 
    He didn’t want those Satyrs catching him off guard. 
 
    When he reached the dining hall, he found Alaro sitting at a table in the corner, staring down at an uneaten plate of bread, cheese, and bacon. Lara was shaking her head at him from across the table, taking a bite of her own breakfast. 
 
    She looked up at Bran as he approached, then raised an eyebrow at the sight of him. “You too?” Lara asked. “This is how you show up for your second day of Mage training?” 
 
    Bran sank onto the bench next to Alaro, wincing as he did so. He should have grabbed a plate of food, but he was sure his appetite was as disturbed as the Ranger’s must be. He glared at the other man. “Blame Alaro.” He let out a long sigh. “Are there any potions that cure a hangover? I rifled through my potions book, but didn’t have any luck…” 
 
    Lara chuckled. The chuckle was a little high-pitched, and it grated on Bran’s headache. 
 
    “No,” the Mage said. “Not that I know of.” Once she had finished her food, she clapped her hands together unnecessarily loudly. It jerked both Bran and Alaro’s heads up. “Time for training!” Lara announced with a mischievous smile. She stood from the bench, staring down at the two of them. “You only have yourselves to blame, really.” 
 
    The Mage sauntered off, leaving the two men holding their heads and wincing at the tap of her heavy boots on the stone floor. 
 
    Bran sighed again. “I suppose we should go after her.” 
 
    “You certainly should,” Alaro said. “Today, I am neither tutor nor tutored. Perhaps I should just… take the day to rest.” The Ranger’s head sunk further into his hands. 
 
    Bran slapped his hand on the table, startling the Ranger. 
 
    Alaro glared at him. “Why?” His eyes blazed with a hint of rage. 
 
    Bran winced at the sound of his hand hitting the table, and forced a smile. “Because if I have to train after that many drinks, so do you.” Bran steeled himself and rose from the bench, trying to make it seem as smooth as possible. Pain pierced his skull, but he didn’t let it show. 
 
    Alaro gritted his teeth. “Fine. I suppose that’s only fair.” He stabbed his fork into the bacon, then consumed it in what seemed like no bites. It reminded Bran of how a duck ate. The Ranger stood, still swallowing. He winced as the food went down, then nodded at Bran. “You should probably eat something first.” 
 
    Bran snatched Alaro’s plate from the table, quickly scoffing down the food remaining on it. It didn’t go down easy. 
 
    They made it to the archives, where Lara was waiting. Her arms were crossed at her chest, and she was tapping her foot against the stone—each tap vibrated Bran’s skull. She headed into the tunnels as they arrived, toward the portal to the Monster Realm where they would be training. 
 
    The others headed through the portal, and Bran stared at it a long moment. For the first time in weeks, he dreaded the cold snap he knew stepping through it would bring. But he didn’t dally. He didn’t want the others to have to wait for him. 
 
    He summoned his Bronze Lynx—and stepped through the portal. 
 
    The cold hit him hard, but it seemed to ease the pain of the hangover. A cool breeze fell upon his skin, and he took a deep breath of fresh morning… swampy air. Lara was already on the other side of the small swamp. Alaro was standing at its lip. 
 
    Bran walked over to the Ranger. “I’m sure the second day of training can’t be harder than the first, right?” 
 
    Alaro chuckled. “I don’t think Lara is gonna take it easy on you just because you’re hungover, do you?” 
 
    Bran shook his head, wincing. “You’re right. She won’t.” And honestly, he didn’t want her to. Bran put a hand on the lynx’s head, then cast Shadow Step, teleporting them both over the water. 
 
    He had discovered the higher-level spell worked with one of his monsters, as long as he was touching them at the time. 
 
    When he arrived, he heard Alaro let out a sigh behind him, and Bran could hear the swish of the swamp water as he and his Blade Fiend waded through it—he didn’t even attempt to ride the Crocolisk this time. 
 
    Alaro shook himself off. “Well, that was refreshing,” he said with a straight face. 
 
    Bran looked down at the Bronze Lynx, then checked its requirements for its next spell. 
 
      
 
    Future Spells to Unlock: 
 
    Iron Spikes (Metal): Level 1 
 
    Prerequisites unmet:  
 
     200 Killing Blows (14 remaining) 
 
      
 
    Bran frowned. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx still had fourteen killing blows remaining before it received its new spell. That meant it had only taken six killing blows the day before. He would need to develop a better plan than he had yesterday for the monster. Though they hadn’t faced as many monsters the day before as he usually might, and every encounter had been challenging enough that if he had lost his concentration for a moment, he would have been taken down, he knew he could do better. 
 
     Bran tilted his head from side to side, working out a kink in his neck. He took a few deep breaths. As he did, the pain in his head began to clear, and his full focus returned to him. 
 
    He smiled, closed his eyes, and sunk into his fear-sense. 
 
    As his mind latched onto the fear-sense, Bran tried to identify the different monsters around them. 
 
    So far, he could not distinguish between how different monsters felt. He was only able to discern their rough level, and the distance they were away from him. 
 
    In time, he hoped to be able to distinguish what type of monster they were, whether chaos, wind, nature, or anything else. That would help him better prepare for the encounters. 
 
    He let out a long breath, then began to explain what he felt to Alaro and Lara. He pointed to the right. “There is a high-level monster that way. Maybe… level 12, perhaps higher? I think it is the same monster I sensed yesterday.” He pointed to the left. “I can sense two monsters between level 3 and 6. They seem to be hunting together.” 
 
    There were many more monsters that he could sense, but he could only get a rough feeling of what level they were as they were much further away. There were also lower-level monsters high up in the trees, the birdlike monsters he had seen the day before. He decided to ignore their presence, as he knew Lara wanted him to face more challenging foes. 
 
    “We’ll go after the two monsters,” Lara said. “You may summon your other monsters to be better prepared, if you wish.” 
 
    Bran opened his eyes. The pain in his head from the hangover was all but gone. “No. I’ll summon them if I need them, but I want to have the Bronze Lynx reach its requirements for its new spell.” He also didn’t want to make the encounters too easy. If he had all three of his monsters summoned, he would learn to become more reliant on them than he needed to be as a Mage. 
 
    He stretched out his shoulders, still missing having a bow in his hands. But he was getting used to casting spells, faster than he had expected, even. 
 
    Lara nodded. “If you think that’s best.” 
 
    Alaro drew an arrow and nocked it. Bran might have expected the movement to be a little sluggish, for the drinks they had the night before to affect his fluidity. But the motion was no less smooth than it usually was. The Ranger looked entirely alert, his shoulders pulled back, head on a swivel, eyes darting around the trees. 
 
    Good. Bran shouldn’t have expected any less. Though he had worried how the hangover might affect their performance today, they were both experienced fighters. For Bran, fighting was in his bones. He imagined the same must be true for Alaro, considering he was a third-year summoner. 
 
    Bran took the lead. He stalked through the trees, having commanded his Bronze Lynx to be a few paces ahead. The monster kept its body low, its head moving left and right, ears perked, always alert. 
 
    Bran had felt the monster’s senses before. He had used the bond that he had with his monsters on the lynx. The Bronze Lynx’s hearing had been even better than the Stone Griffin’s. 
 
    But as Bran could sense monsters with his fear-sense, he didn’t need to utilize the senses of his monsters as much. Though he still knew it was quite an asset. 
 
    That was why—before they made it to the clearing that he knew the two monsters he had sensed were in—he raised his fist, signaling for the party to stop. He made his way to his Bronze Lynx, touching the monster on the head. 
 
    Bran connected to the bond he had with the monster. He tapped into the monster’s sense of smell. 
 
    The lynx could smell the two monsters, as well as hear them. Bran focused on that as intensely as he could. The monsters smelled… damp. Somewhat like how the swamplands themselves smelled damp, but more pungent. Stronger. 
 
    Then something else, something he couldn’t quite identify. But it was familiar. Like… wet fur? Kicked up dirt? Both of those? He shook his head. He had never been very good at identifying individual smells. He supposed that was something he would improve at, given time. 
 
    But he knew what monsters these were, and the Bronze Lynx’s thoughts confirmed his suspicions. 
 
    Two Swamp Satyrs. 
 
    He wished he had prepared one—or ten—of those chaos-resistant potions. Though he still didn’t know how to do that yet, he hoped he would find a recipe for such a potion in his spell book. And with what he had looted from the monsters the day before, he no doubt would have enough ingredients to make one. 
 
    He tried to remember every detail of the past fights he’d had with the Swamp Satyrs. Like with the Swamp Emu, he hadn’t been able to make his monsters gain the enemy’s aggression entirely. 
 
    Two Satyrs. How was he going to do this? He could summon his other monsters, but he wanted the Bronze Lynx to take the kills. 
 
    Mages were what the Grand Archmage had called ‘glass cannons’. Bran was no good in a melee fight in this configuration. 
 
    Though the Swamp Satyrs were able to use ranged attacks, those ranged attacks had seemed limited to confusion spells. 
 
    Bran didn’t know how to prevent them from hitting him with a confusion spell entirely, but he might be able to prevent their melee strikes. 
 
    He looked up at the trees above them. Using his fear-sense once more, he sensed that there were no monsters up there. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    The Satyrs were not moving at the moment. From what the Bronze Lynx could hear, they seemed to be… conversing? 
 
    He couldn’t understand them. 
 
    But of course he couldn’t understand them—they were monsters, after all. Still, the fact that the day before he had seen the Satyrs using tools… 
 
    Weapons. 
 
    That was right. The Satyrs did have ranged attacks. Or they could—the first Satyr he had fought the day before had had a bow, after all. 
 
    Still, he was sure his plan would work. 
 
    Bran headed toward a tree he knew would give a good view of the clearing ahead, ensuring to keep his steps as silent as possible, and stared at the trunk. The tree didn’t have any good handholds lower down, so he removed his belt and wrapped it around the trunk. 
 
    Using the belt, he shimmied up the tree. He had learned this skill when he was in the army. Sometimes, he was sent on scouting missions with members of his squad. On those missions, he’d had more than one occasion to climb trees and try to get a better view of the area. 
 
    When he reached the first branch, he clung onto it gratefully, glancing down to see Alaro and Lara staring up at him. 
 
    They both had their heads tilted to the side, eyebrows drawn tightly together. If he hadn’t instructed them to be silent with the hand signal earlier, he had no doubt that they would be asking him many questions. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx lurked around on the swampland floor. Its footsteps were soft and silent, padding about in a predatory stance. 
 
    Bran kept climbing the tree until he was high enough to get a view of the Satyrs. 
 
    The two Swamp Satyrs were standing about a foot away from each other, gesturing wildly with their hands, speaking in whatever odd grunting language they had. 
 
    Bran observed them for a moment. One of them had a bow, while the other had an axe. The weapons looked just as crude as the weapons he had seen Satyrs wielding the day before. 
 
    That didn’t make the weapons any less deadly. 
 
    Bran used his scanner on the two monsters. 
 
      
 
    Swamp Satyr 
 
    Level: 3 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos/Nature 
 
    Strength: 15 
 
    Toughness: 15 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 25 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Swamp Satyr 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos/Nature 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Toughness: 25 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Level 3 and level 5. 
 
    Bran swallowed. He had faced two monsters of that level the day before, but that had been in two separate encounters. He touched his chest, where the second monster had kicked him, sending him far to fall onto the ground. 
 
    The bruise was no longer there, as he had taken a health potion to heal it. Still, he clearly remembered the pain the attack had wrought. 
 
    He would need to be careful. These monsters might be intelligent enough to go after him, instead of his Bronze Lynx, but he had good cover up here in the trees. 
 
    Bran positioned himself behind a thick branch, with many of the large leaves obscuring him from his enemies’ view. 
 
    He braced himself against the branch and the tree in such a way that allowed him to use both of his hands in spellcasting. 
 
    Then he sent a mental command to his Bronze Lynx. Perform a sneak attack against the level 3 Swamp Satyr. Though he could not see his lynx, Bran knew the monster was stalking around the trees, getting into position. 
 
    Bran spotted Alaro and Lara down below. Alaro still had an arrow nocked and was staring through the trees. Lara was looking up at Bran, a contemplative expression on her face, and a hand at her hip. 
 
    Did she think he was preparing too much? It didn’t matter. He wanted this fight to go as smoothly as possible. 
 
    He wasn’t going to be hit by another confusion spell again. 
 
    He could see the Bronze Lynx now. Its body was low. It stalked toward the back of the Swamp Satyrs, ready to attack. 
 
    Bran readied Dusk Miasma. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx pounced. It attacked the lower level of the two monsters. The Satyr was brought straight to the ground in a tangle of claws and fangs. 
 
    Bran smiled. It was the Satyr wielding the bow. 
 
    Bran cast Dusk Miasma on the downed Satyr. The spell was an area of effect spell, and it caused damage to both of the enemy monsters. The second Swamp Satyr—the level 5—who looked just as startled as the first at the surprise attack, turned its attention away from the Bronze Lynx, looking for whoever had cast the shadow spell upon them. 
 
    It stalked out of Dusk Miasma’s range, head turning left and right, searching for Bran. It gripped its axe tightly, and Bran could feel a tingle from his fear-sense as the monster was no doubt preparing to cast a confusion spell. 
 
    Dark tendrils of shadow shot toward the enemy monster. They entangled its limbs, clinging to its feet. 
 
    The Swamp Satyr couldn’t move, and it didn’t have any ranged attacks other than its confusion spell. Frantically, the monster looked left and right, then up at the trees. 
 
    But it still couldn’t find Bran. 
 
    Bran turned his attention to the level 3 Swamp Satyr that his lynx was fighting. The fight had not moved out of Dusk Miasma’s range, so the Satyr was still taking damage from the spell. 
 
    But it didn’t look like it was close to death yet. 
 
    Bran cast Wind Blast. A sphere of turbulent wind appeared in his hand, and he sent it flying straight for the level 3 monster. The Wind Blast struck the Swamp Satyr square in the chest, knocking it off its feet once more, giving his lynx even more of an advantage in the fight. 
 
    As Bran was sure his lynx would win out, he turned his attention onto the level 5 Swamp Satyr once more. The Satyr had stopped searching for Bran, and looked like it was about to throw a confusion spell at the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    Bran could not let that happen. 
 
    He sent a Wind Whip at the monster. The spell flashed through the air, hurtling toward the Satyr. It slashed into the monster’s head, leaving a deep gash above its ear—and interrupted the monster’s confusion spell. 
 
    The monster became enraged, whirling around, scanning the trees once more. 
 
    Bran sent a Steel Slash at the monster. Metal claws materialized in front of the monster and slashed down at it. Bran needed to damage the Swamp Satyr enough—distract it enough—so that it wouldn’t attack the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    He also needed to make sure he didn’t accidentally kill the monster, as he was trying to get his lynx more killing blows to fill the requirements of its Iron Spikes spell. 
 
    Mastery filled Bran. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, relishing the feeling. His lynx had defeated the level 3 Swamp Satyr. 
 
    Bran didn’t need to command the lynx to attack the other Satyr. It pounced upon the monster instantly, taking it down to the ground as it had the first one. Its talons slashed deeply into the Satyr’s fur. 
 
    The Satyr was barely able to get in a single strike with its axe. As it had already been damaged by Bran’s spells, the Satyr went down quickly. 
 
    More mastery flooded into Bran. He smiled again. 
 
    That fight had gone so much better than his first encounter with the Satyrs. 
 
    He scrambled down from the tree, heading toward the corpses of the monsters. As he looted them, Alaro and Lara emerged into the clearing. 
 
    Alaro laughed. “Fantastic strategy! Hiding in the tree.” He shook his head. “They didn’t see the attacks coming.” He grinned. 
 
    Lara folded her arms across her chest, surveying the scene, gaze moving from the first dead Satyr to the second. She nodded once, then a hint of a smile played on her lips. “The Ranger is right. You did well. Of course, you won’t always be able to prepare for such encounters in this way. However, when you can, it is always the right choice to take such an advantage.” She nodded again. “All right. No time to waste. Where is the next monster?” 
 
    Bran barely had time to loot the two Satyrs before they were on the move again. 
 
    Still, he was proud of what he had accomplished. His Bronze Lynx had barely taken any damage during the fight, as it had taken the two Satyrs by surprise. Bran himself hadn’t taken any damage, and the mana pools of his monsters recovered quite quickly. 
 
    He didn’t even need to use any potions. 
 
    Bran hoped the next fights would go as smoothly. 
 
    He only needed his lynx to perform a killing blow twelve more times before it received its new spell. 
 
    As they walked toward the next encounter—a single monster he sensed to the party’s left, that felt like it might be between level 5 and 7—Bran mentioned the fact that he had heard the Satyrs talking. “Do monsters… have language?” 
 
    Lara shook her head sharply. “Not that any summoner has discovered. They were probably conversing in the way birds converse. Very very simply, and not on a level akin to humans.” 
 
    Bran frowned. He wasn’t so sure. The complexity of the thoughts his lynx had sent him before he had tamed the monster had felt far more than just… simple. And the fact that these monsters used tools, weapons. Well, Bran thought they were being severely underestimated. 
 
    As he thought about this, he contemplated the ruins in the last Monster Realm they had trained in. Alaro had said the ruins had been created by the Ketria Academy’s three founders. 
 
    But no proof of that had been presented. At least, none had been presented to Bran. 
 
    He recalled the symbols on the wall he had seen, how different they appeared to the languages he had knowledge of. Even since he had begun his studies in the library in the archives, he had not come across anything quite like the symbols on the stone walls of those ancient ruins. 
 
    A flurry of thoughts came to him. 
 
    Could those ruins have been created by monsters? Maybe not the monsters he had encountered thus far in his journeys, but more intelligent ones. Higher level monsters. If they could create tools, like the bows and axes he had seen the Satyrs wield, what was it to stop them from building structures? Homes? 
 
    Fortresses? 
 
    He looked over at Alaro. The Ranger seemed deep in thought. He was gazing at the ground, his forehead deeply lined. 
 
    Or he could still be pushing past his hangover… 
 
    “They could have language,” the Ranger said slowly. He looked at Bran. “There are so many things we don’t know about monsters.” The look he gave Bran was… significant. The Ranger stared at him for a long moment. 
 
    Was he thinking about what they had discussed the night before? About the question the Iron Lynx had sent Bran? 
 
    Was he thinking about the fact that Bran might not be human? At least, not in the same way that other people were… 
 
    And if he wasn’t human… then what was he? 
 
    That reminded Bran of something Urslan had said, weeks ago. That summoners may have originally come from Monster Realms, and that would explain why they had abilities distinct from normal humans, abilities that let them tame, summon, and command monsters. Whatever talent inborn in them that gave them their monster magic may have originally come from Monster Realms. 
 
    Of course, as the Grand Archmage had said, that had just been a theory. 
 
    But what if it were true? 
 
    Monsters could use tools… 
 
    The monster that they were heading toward was still a few minutes walk away. Bran looked at his hands. 
 
    Monsters could use tools… maybe even converse with each other. Perhaps they could have been the ones to build those ruins. 
 
    “Bran?” 
 
    Bran blinked. He hadn’t even noticed, but he had stopped walking. He had halted right on the spot, his gaze locked on his hands. 
 
    Alaro and Lara stared at him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lara asked, looking concerned. 
 
    Bran nodded. “I was just lost in thought.” 
 
    “Well, you need to be focused,” Lara said. “Remember, even with that fancy fear-sense of yours, that doesn’t mean we won’t be caught unawares. You must stay alert at all times in a Monster Realm.” 
 
    Bran nodded again. He knew all about staying alert. Usually, he wouldn’t get stuck in thought like this. He looked at his hands once more. He pulled them into fists, pushed away the thoughts spinning around in his mind, and kept walking. 
 
    The rest of the day, he put his mind toward the fights. 
 
    Every time they came close to a monster, he would utilize the bond he had with the Bronze Lynx, using its sense of smell and hearing to decipher what monster they were about to encounter. Each time, it became easier and easier for him to use the lynx’s sense of smell to identify the enemies. 
 
    Depending whether it was a Swamp Emu or a Swamp Satyr, Bran’s combat strategy would be different. For the Swamp Emus, he would ensure he had all three of his monsters summoned before attacking them, as they were resistant to his magic. 
 
    Though there were a few monsters out here that they hadn’t encountered the day before. 
 
    When he immersed himself into his Bronze Lynx’s senses, he smelled something he hadn’t before. Like… burned stone. The smell was dry. Rough. He couldn’t fully describe it. 
 
    Even without his monster’s senses, he could detect smoke in the air. 
 
    He glanced at Alaro and Lara, but they were too close to the enemy monster for him to feel comfortable talking. He didn’t want the monster to know it was being stalked. 
 
    Whatever it was, he would have to face it without any prior knowledge as to its abilities. 
 
    He contemplated whether he should summon the Stone Griffin and the Shadow Mageling. He decided not to. This monster felt like it was level 5—he was getting more confident in guessing the levels from how enemy monsters felt with his fear-sense—and that should mean he would only need the Bronze Lynx to face it. 
 
    Still, he tapped the other two crystals on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. He would be ready with them, if needed. His and his monsters’ lifeforces, along with their mana pools, were full. He could do this. 
 
    He didn’t climb a tree like he did when facing the two Satyrs in his first encounter of the day. While that tactic had been useful, he had no idea what type of monster he was about to face. If it was a fire-type like he suspected, it could simply set fire to any tree he climbed up. 
 
    Then he would have nowhere to go. 
 
    He rubbed his hands together, looking through the trees, trying to catch a glimpse of the monster. 
 
    Bran commanded the Bronze Lynx to stalk toward the enemy. The metal monster slunk through the underbrush, body low and poised for attack. Ever since he had tamed it, Bran had been impressed with its abilities at stealth. 
 
    Bran flanked to the right. If he had any luck, the lynx wouldn’t be detected and would be able to perform a sneak attack on the enemy. If he wasn’t lucky, then the enemy monster would still see the lynx before it saw Bran. 
 
    The lynx would catch the enemy’s aggression, and Bran should be able to get off a few spells—locking the enemy with Dark Binding if it wasn’t resistant like the Swamp Emus—before its attention went off the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    Bran glanced at Alaro and Lara. The two summoners both looked ready to jump into the fight at a moment’s notice, but he hadn’t needed them to intervene yet. 
 
    Soon enough, when his Mage training had developed, the three of them would be fighting as a team once more—then they would really be able to rake in the loot. 
 
    Bran shook his head, focusing on the looming fight. He crouched low, stepping quietly around the trees. He still had his fear-sense activated. The tingle up his spine, and the slight tug at his gut, told him exactly where the enemy monster was. 
 
    A mighty roar sounded, and there was a dull thud. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx must have engaged the enemy. 
 
    Bran rushed faster through the trees and spotted the lynx slashing at the enemy monster. 
 
    He halted, staring at it. It was definitely a fire-type monster—Bran didn’t need his scanner to figure that out. 
 
    It was a massive lizard, somewhat like the Crocolisk, except its scales were red. 
 
    Burning red. 
 
    Steam wafted off the monster. It was at least eight feet long, with glowing eyes and a thin, whipping tail that bloomed with flame at the end. 
 
    In a way, it reminded Bran of a dragon. Except… more primitive. Like, a dragon’s ancestor. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Ruinous Fire Lizard 
 
    Level: 6 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 40 
 
    Toughness: 40 
 
    Agility: 20 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    Level 6. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He could do this. 
 
    The Ruinous Fire Lizard’s tail whipped out, smashing into the Bronze Lynx. The flames scorched the lynx’s metal skin and knocked it to the ground. 
 
    Though the monster’s aggression was wholly focused on the lynx, Bran cast Dark Binding upon it. The dark tendrils of shadow wrapped around it. Bran stared a moment, almost expecting the heat of the lizard’s skin to burn the shadows away, or for it to be resistant to shadow-type spells like the Swamp Emus. 
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
    The shadow tendrils held, locking the monster in place. 
 
    Bran followed up with Dusk Miasma. The dark cloud of damage materialized around the enemy monster in an instant. 
 
    The lynx had sprang back to its feet in less than a second, and was performing Steel Slash against the Ruinous Fire Lizard’s burning scales. 
 
    The slash left three long gashes along its side, but none of the attacks the enemy monster had endured slowed it down. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense sent a sharp tingle up his spine, and the Ruinous Fire Lizard started to glow. Its skin became a deeper, brighter red. The light grew so bright that it stung Bran’s eyes, and he had to force them to remain open, like when Shade and the griffin had evolved. 
 
    Was the Ruinous Fire Lizard… evolving mid-fight? 
 
    A wave of heat and light exploded from the monster. Bran stumbled back, blinking away the pain. 
 
    Spots of light and darkness filled his vision. 
 
    And… nothing else. 
 
    He couldn’t see! 
 
      
 
    Blind Status Effect Gained! 
 
    You have been blinded. Remember to use your other senses. 
 
      
 
    The lizard had not been evolving—it had used some sort of blinding spell! 
 
    From the sound the Bronze Lynx made when the spell had been cast—a loud, high-pitched yelp—it had been hit too. 
 
    Summoner and monster alike were fighting blind. 
 
    Bran couldn’t afford to panic. He rapidly assessed his options. Should he summon his other monsters? What if they were blinded, too? Then he and all of his monsters would have no vision. 
 
    A health potion! 
 
    No. Wait. That wouldn’t work. Health potions didn’t heal status effects— 
 
    Bran summoned his Shadow Mageling. 
 
    He could have summoned the Stone Griffin too, but he was worried that the Ruinous Fire Lizard would use the spell once more. This way, at least if the Shadow Mageling soon became blinded, Bran could still summon his final monster, and it would be able to see. 
 
    By then, hopefully the enemy monster would be close to death. 
 
    Bran reached around blindly, until he found the trunk of the tree he had been taking cover behind. He leaned against it heavily and sent a mental command for his monsters to attack the enemy. 
 
    The unique bond he had with his tamed monsters, which only seemed to work when he was touching them, suddenly triggered. 
 
    He felt a wave of confusion crash into his mind—a wave that was coming from the Bronze Lynx. Bran could almost see the monster in his mind, imagining what it must be doing right now. Was it slashing wildly at thin air, like it would had it been hit with a confusion spell? 
 
    Bran couldn’t let the bond distract him, even if he was amazed that it was happening without him having to touch the monster. 
 
    The bond was deepening. Becoming stronger. Would he soon be able to communicate with the Bronze Lynx on the same level he had when he had first encountered the monster, when it was an Iron Lynx? Or would he have to wait until the monster was higher level again? 
 
    Bran shook those thoughts away. 
 
    He focused, as hard as he could, on his fear-sense. Usually, he wouldn’t be able to use the fear-sense to get an exact location of an enemy monster. It wasn’t accurate enough to use as a targeting system. 
 
    But he pushed all of his energy into it. 
 
    “Bran! Are you okay?” Alaro’s voice came from somewhere behind him. “We saw what happened. We can intervene if you need us to.” 
 
    Bran heard the Ranger’s rushing footsteps heading closer to him, with Lara’s slower steps behind him. Alaro would have an arrow nocked while glaring at the monster. Lara no doubt was poised and ready to send a spell at the Ruinous Fire Lizard. 
 
    Bran threw up a hand. “No. This monster is mine.” 
 
    He could still hear the battle raging. His Bronze Lynx growling low in its throat. The sound of something clashing with something else—probably his Shadow Mageling’s shadow claws, slashing into the Ruinous Fire Lizard. 
 
    Bran sent another mental command to Shade. If the monster begins to glow, Shadow Step away and close your eyes. Of course, Bran wasn’t exactly sure if the shadow creature strictly had eyes, but he trusted the monster would understand his command. 
 
    Sinking into his fear-sense, and further pinpointing with his own hearing, Bran was now quite sure he had the exact position of the enemy monster. 
 
    He sent spell after spell in that direction, listening in. 
 
    First, a Wind Whip. 
 
    Then, a Cannon Ball. 
 
    Though he couldn’t see the Cannon Ball as he was blinded, he imagined the metal sphere appearing over his palm, and faced it toward where he thought the monster was. He felt the pressure of it build, then he released it—like a rock in a slingshot, the Cannon Ball flew with immense force. 
 
    He heard a crunch as the metal sphere struck the enemy. 
 
    Finally, he sent a Wind Blast, hoping to knock the monster over. 
 
    A moment after the Wind Blast had been sent, mastery flooded into him. Bran smiled broadly and let out a manic laugh. 
 
    He had done it! Even fighting blind, he had managed to succeed! 
 
    Bran blinked, still leaning heavily against the tree with one arm. He still couldn’t see. Something gripped his shoulder, making him flinch. His fear-sense didn’t activate. 
 
    “Well done, Bran!” Alaro said. “I’ve been hit with that status effect before.” He paused. Was he shaking his head? “It’s not fun.” 
 
    “Do you have a cure?” Bran asked. 
 
    “I don’t, unfortunately. Maybe you can craft one from the monster’s loot.” 
 
    If I can find the monster’s loot, Bran thought. 
 
    “It should wear off soon,” Lara said. “Maybe within the next couple of hours.” 
 
    Bran slumped against the tree he had been leaning against. “Hours? How am I supposed to keep hunting monsters like this?” 
 
    Alaro yawned loudly. “We could always rest. It’s a beautiful, swampy day here.” Bran could hear the grin in the Ranger’s voice. 
 
    “I don’t want to rest. I need to keep training,” Bran said. He pushed off the tree. The fear-sense was no longer any use to him, but he hoped he was accurately recalling the direction the enemy monster was in. 
 
    After a few stumbling steps, arms reaching out, he relented and commanded his Shadow Mageling to his side. Guide me. 
 
    He felt the shadowy presence of Shade nearby. In his mind’s eye, Bran still sometimes saw the monster as it had been when he had first tamed it, but that wasn’t so anymore. The monster was more humanoid in shape now. 
 
    One of its shadowy arms wrapped around Bran’s. The monster was quiet as it hovered beside him—it was always quiet. Now that Bran couldn’t see, it was almost eerie. 
 
    As he walked, Bran concentrated on absorbing the Bronze Lynx. Though he wished to keep the monster summoned, it wouldn’t be of much use suffering from the blinded status effect—it would certainly struggle going for a killing blow. 
 
    He could hear the other two summoners walking behind him. They probably thought he was stubborn, not asking for either of their help. But he wasn’t stubborn. He was simply determined. 
 
    “We can loot the monster for you, you know,” Alaro said. “I know you keep your potions book in your bag of holding. As far as I know, there’s a Founder-made outpost somewhere close in this Monster Realm. A tower. If we can get inside, it should have a crafting station.” The Ranger patted Bran’s shoulder. “I can make you a cure.” 
 
    Bran’s shoulders slumped. There was no shame in taking assistance, and he would be far more prepared for his next fight if he could actually see. 
 
    He halted where he stood and turned his blind gaze toward where he suspected the corpse of the Ruinous Fire Lizard must be. 
 
    The next time he fought one of these monsters, he would be ready for their blinding attack. 
 
    Bran nodded. “All right. Let’s do that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran hated not being able to see where they were going. 
 
    Lara was leading him through the swamplands. He could hear Alaro ahead of them, though his steps were soft and quiet, Bran’s hearing seemed even sharper now he couldn’t see. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but wonder what he would be able to do to counteract the blindness status effect if he were in the Beastmaster configuration. Could he… use the vision from one of his monsters? If he were able to grow wings, like he had the first and only time he had tried the Beastmaster configuration, did that mean he would be able to grow a third, and maybe fourth, eye? 
 
    It was an odd thought. Thinking on it made him remember how foolishly he had acted when he had grown those wings. 
 
    He had jumped right off of the Lion’s Mane. Only those wings hadn’t been strong enough to hold him up. He would have fallen to his death had Urslan not been there. 
 
    Afterward, the Grand Archmage had warned him that Beastmaster was a very dangerous class. That the mind of a monster was different to the mind of a summoner. 
 
    Of a human. 
 
    But… Bran wasn’t human, was he? 
 
    He shoved that thought back into the dark recesses of his mind where it belonged. Now wasn’t the time to confront whatever that meant for him. 
 
    As they trekked through the swamplands, the ground soft underfoot, the birdlike monsters chirping and whistling their songs up in the trees, the wind sighing and moving the massive leaves, Bran used his fear-sense to lead them away from enemy monsters. 
 
    It felt harder to track time while in this state—he certainly couldn’t look at the Monster Realm’s sun. Not that the suns in Monster Realms always moved at the same rate as those back in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    Still, he wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he heard the Ranger stop ahead of them. 
 
    “Here we are!” Alaro announced. 
 
    Bran looked at him, then instantly realized the futility. “What does it look like?” he asked. 
 
    “An ancient, stone tower,” Lara said. “There are some symbols on it. Old writings, similar to the writings on the ruins back in the last Monster Realm.” 
 
    Now Bran really wished he could see. If his theory was correct, and monsters truly had built those ruins… maybe this wasn’t a Founder outpost as Alaro had mentioned. 
 
    “Is the door open?” Bran asked. 
 
    There was a pause, something metal rattling. “No. It’s locked tight,” Alaro said. “We’re gonna have to breach it.” 
 
    Bran thought for a moment. “Hold on. Don’t break down the door.” 
 
    He looked at the description of the Shadow Step spell. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Step: Level 4 
 
    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 can be used to teleport other monsters and summoners if they are in contact with the caster. It can also be used to teleport through solid structures the user cannot see behind. However, if the user isn’t careful, they may end up trapped inside a wall. 
 
      
 
    Bran had never used the Shadow Step spell to teleport through a solid object before, but at least he now knew it was possible. 
 
    Come to me, Bran commanded the Shadow Mageling. In a moment, he felt the presence of the shadow creature nearby. 
 
    “I think the Shadow Mageling should be able to Shadow Step through the wall.” Bran looked to where he thought Lara was, as she had just let go of his arm. “Or could your monster, your Daeva, get through there?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Lara said. “I might be able to Shadow Step in there myself, actually.” 
 
    Bran heard her take a step forward. He raised his hand, palm out. “No. It should be one of the monsters. If you teleport in and end up in a wall, it could kill you. If one of the monsters dies trying the same, at least they would only be forcibly reabsorbed.” 
 
    He heard her halt. 
 
    “You’re right,” Lara said. “I’ve never tried something like that, and I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    “I’ll command the Shadow Mageling to go in first,” Bran said. “Hopefully, he will be able to unlock the door from inside. If he fails, send in your Daeva. They both fail, then you can breach the door. Does that sound like a good plan, Alaro?” 
 
    “Sounds like a great plan. Though I was getting a little excited to get to break down the door.” Alaro chuckled. 
 
    Bran smiled. “That does sound like fun. But the tower wouldn’t be very defensible if we went and did that.” He focused on the Shadow Mageling, sending the command. It was a little difficult, as he couldn’t see the tower himself, but he was sure the monster would understand him. 
 
    He couldn’t see the shadow portal appear. Couldn’t see it suck his monster into it. But he almost felt when the monster slipped in and out of the Shadow Realm. 
 
    “Did it do it?” Bran asked. It was quite frustrating, not having his sight. He hated not being able to see what was going on around him. But he could tell that the monster had not taken any damage—he would have felt the monster lose some of its life force if it had. 
 
    There was another metallic rattle. Then a long, high-pitched creak. An old door opening on rusted hinges. 
 
    “The Shadow Mageling did it,” Lara said. Bran could hear a hint of surprise in her voice. 
 
    The Mage took Bran’s arm again and led him into the tower. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Here.” Alaro thrust something into Bran’s hand. It was round and felt like glass. 
 
    A potion bottle. 
 
    Bran moved his hand up the nape of the bottle until he found the cork, then he pulled it free hungrily, tossing it on the stone floor beneath him. 
 
    He gulped the potion down in one. 
 
      
 
    Blinded Status Effect Cleared! 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked. The light was almost overwhelming. It hit him all at once. He began to see shadows across his vision. 
 
    He put his hands over his eyes for a long moment. Then he took them away and looked around. 
 
    Slowly, the world around him was coming into focus. 
 
    Alaro stood over him, staring into his eyes, a look of concern across his face. “It worked?” 
 
    Bran nodded. 
 
    Lara had her hands on her hips, standing a few steps away at the crafting station. 
 
    Bran took in his surroundings. It almost felt strange being able to see again. 
 
    The stone walls were as old as Lara had said. They looked positively ancient. Bran stood from the rickety wooden chair and headed to the wall. He ran a hand against the rough stone, tracing the shape of one of the symbols that looked as though it had been etched into the rock thousands of years ago. 
 
    “This looks just like the ruins in the last Monster Realm,” Bran said. 
 
    “That is how I described it,” Lara said, matter of factly. 
 
    Bran didn’t reply. He just kept staring at the symbols. There was no way the founders could have made these, was there? 
 
    He supposed the Ketria Academy founders weren’t the first summoners to venture into Monster Realms. Maybe someone before them had made these… 
 
    But he liked his theory more. That these structures had been made by old, powerful monsters. If he was right, however… why weren’t the monsters here? And where had they gone? 
 
    Next, Bran looked at the crafting station. It was a solid slab stone table. Some old instruments sat atop it, though they looked nowhere near as old as the tower itself.  
 
    “Other students have used this place in the past, haven’t they?” Bran asked. 
 
    “I imagine so. Though this is the first time I’ve been inside of it,” Alaro said. 
 
    “I’ve never been in here either.” Lara gazed around at the walls, looking at the symbols. But she only appeared to have a passing interest in them. “I wonder how long it has been locked.” 
 
    “From the look of these instruments, decades… Maybe even longer.” Alaro picked up an old, glass tube. “This is well-built. But I have never seen anything like it before. The glass is oddly thick, and not transparent. And this cauldron.” He tapped the large iron cauldron beside the stone table. “Who knows how old it could be.” 
 
    The cauldron was massive. Far larger than the ones at the crafting stations back at the academy. And it was full of scratches, as though it had been dragged across the hard stone from every angle hundreds of times. 
 
    “I wonder why no one has used this place in recent years,” Bran said. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Lara said. “But it gives us a good opportunity to craft some potions.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He would rather craft these potions during the evenings, and not lose training time. But the last thing he wanted was to suffer from the blinded status effect again. 
 
    That would lose him far more time than crafting some potions would. 
 
    He found his potions book already open upon the crafting station, on the page that detailed how to create a Blinding Cure Potion. Bran ran a finger over the weathered paper, then set it to rest on the list of possible ingredients. “Do we have enough ingredients to make another one?” He shut his eyes and scanned the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    His scanner told him the monster was still suffering from the blinded status effect. No doubt it would wear off soon enough, hopefully before they left this tower. But if it didn’t? He wanted to have a potion ready. 
 
    “The Ruinous Fire Lizard only dropped enough ingredients for two potions.” Alaro gestured toward some scales, and half of what looked to be a tongue. 
 
    “Then I’ll make one more,” Bran said. As they had faced a few of the Satyrs, he was sure he would have enough ingredients to create some chaos-resistance potions as well. 
 
    Of course, he had been doing just fine facing the monsters without them. 
 
    Still, the potions would be a welcome new addition to his arsenal. 
 
    He began the crafting process. The first thing he needed to do was place one of the monster’s scales inside of the cauldron. 
 
    He looked at the instructions once more, ensuring he wasn’t mistaken, and that it truly was the scale he needed to place inside of the cauldron, and not the piece of the monster’s tongue. 
 
    You see, there were several different ways to create potions like this one, as there were countless numbers of monsters that could perform such blinding spells. 
 
    Bran tapped the page with his finger. Scales were on the list of necessary ingredients for the first portion of the process. He nodded to himself, then threw the scales into the cauldron. He heard them ding as they fell inside. 
 
    Next, he needed to imbue his mana into the scales. This he was used to. He had been crafting almost every evening for the past three weeks. It had become like a hobby, or a little side-profession. He found he enjoyed the process of creating potions, which was why he had managed to make it a rather lucrative stream of income. 
 
    Bran used mana from each of his monsters. Just a drop. As he had found, when he used mana from more than one monster’s mana pool when crafting potions, it gave them a little extra kick. Made them more potent. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why. He had found the tip within the potions book Urslan had given him. He still hadn’t seen another potions book like it. Though it contained many of the same recipes as other potions books in the library, there were other things it had within its pages. That made him remember—when those Dreadmorth students had stolen books from the founders’ study, Urslan had mentioned that every single book on those shelves was one-of-a-kind. 
 
    The Grand Archmage had taken the potions book from one of the shelves on Bran’s first night at the academy. 
 
    Once Bran had infused mana into the scales, the scales melted. They became a black, liquid substance. This was often how it worked once you infused mana into something in this way. 
 
    Then it was time to add the lizard’s tongue. A puff of smoke shot from the cauldron as the two ingredients combined. A few moments later, the black liquid that had formed when the scales had melted turned green. 
 
    Bran checked the potions book, ensuring this was the correct color for the potion to become. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    The process for creating the chaos-resistance potions took a little bit longer. He made five chaos-resistance potions, as he didn’t have enough ingredients in his inventory to make more. 
 
    When they were leaving the tower, the status effect on the Bronze Lynx wore off and Bran sighed in relief. 
 
    It was time to get back to training. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, Bran woke even earlier than usual. He practically sprang out of bed. 
 
    He went to the bow and quiver by the wall of his room and put them into his bag of holding with a great big smile. 
 
    It was the third day of his Mage training. 
 
    He would finally be able to practice transitioning between two different classes. Not to mention, he would finally be able to use the new bow that he had acquired from the Trading Hall. 
 
    Bran scanned the lacquered wood bow, looking at its stats once more. 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    His morning training and breakfast went by in a blur. He had trouble concentrating on anything other than wondering what strategies he would be able to employ as he switched between the two different classes. 
 
    Honestly, he had no idea what it would be like, and that excited him more than anything. 
 
    He didn’t even know how long it would take him to switch between the configurations. Didn’t know if there would be too much of a delay while he was fighting. 
 
    Would he have to retreat out of the battle every time he switched from Mage to Ranger, or vice versa? 
 
    He was about to find out. 
 
    Alaro and Lara stepped through the portal first. Bran counted, waiting impatiently for his turn, then sprang through. 
 
    He had his Bronze Lynx summoned again that day. The monster was getting infinitely closer to gaining its next spell—it only had three killing blows remaining. 
 
    He should easily be able to achieve that today. 
 
    Alaro was already wading through the swamp when Bran arrived. He seemed used to trudging through that water now. The monsters that called it home were all low level and always seemed to leave him be. 
 
    Bran put his hand on the Bronze Lynx, then Shadow Stepped over to the other side of the small swamp to stand beside Lara. 
 
    He had his bow out and drew and nocked an arrow. It felt so… natural and right, wielding a bow again. Like it was always the weapon he had wielded. 
 
    That made him ache for his chance to finally fight as a Lancer. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself riding astride the Stone Griffin, halberd in hand, swooping down at the enemy and spearing them through… 
 
    “How does it feel?” Lara asked, peering over at him. 
 
    Alaro emerged from the water behind them and shook water from his legs. “Wet. Like always.” 
 
    “Not you,” Lara said. She nodded at Bran. “I was talking to him.” 
 
    “Good.” Bran smiled. “It feels good.” He looked down at the Elatai Recurve Bow. The grip fit his hand like he had been born to hold it. 
 
    “So, how are we going to do this?” Alaro asked. “This is kind of unprecedented, switching between different classes to fight.” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering the same these last few days. Though as he is fighting as a Mage and a Ranger, I also wasn’t sure which of the two of us should be instructing him, or if we both should.” Lara rested her chin in one hand, the other hand on her hip. She stared at Bran. “I think you should take the lead today. You’re the only one who can use multiple classes, so you’re the expert. If you feel like you should fight low-level monsters first, have at it. Whatever you choose.” 
 
    Bran thought on it for a moment. This had been on his mind since he had first found out it was possible, but he didn’t know what would work best until he actually tried it. “I think there’s some merit in training against low-level monsters, but I don’t think a monster at too low a level is going to put up enough of a fight.” He raised his bow. “One arrow from this would take them out.” 
 
    “Maybe you should spar one of us?” Alaro grinned, an arrow nocked in his own bow. “I’ll go easy on you.” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I considered that, but I would rather fight monsters. Gain loot, mastery… sparring might be good training in the morning, but while we’re in a Monster Realm, I want to take advantage of that.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Smart.” He tapped his bag of holding. “I would do the same.” 
 
    Lara sighed. “It’s not all about loot and levels, you know.” 
 
    Bran and the Ranger looked at her for a long moment, a little wide eyed, until she raised her hands in mock surrender. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Maybe it is,” Lara conceded. 
 
    Bran shook his head. 
 
    What should he do first? In the two days he had fought in this Monster Realm, he had learned a lot about being a Mage. Casting spells was slowly becoming second nature. He had also learned a lot about the monsters here, and how to fight them. 
 
    He sunk into his fear-sense, reaching out through the trees around them. A Swamp Satyr or Swamp Emu would be a good match. He would rather not fight another Ruinous Fire Lizard until he got the hang of switching configurations, but as he had only encountered one of those before, he doubted it was something he needed to worry about. 
 
    Bran identified what felt like a level 3 to 5 monster. A single monster, idling alone a few minutes’ walk to the right of them. 
 
    That would be a good start. 
 
    He pointed in the direction of the monster, and Alaro and Lara nodded, letting Bran take the lead. 
 
    They stalked through the trees at a jog. Bran led the others, keeping part of his focus upon his fear-sense so nothing could sneak up on them while they ran. Though he didn’t rely entirely on his fear-sense—his ears were perked, his eyes darting about, his head moved on a swivel. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure if some monsters were resistant to his fear-sense, and he wouldn’t want to find out the hard way. 
 
    Bran had an arrow nocked in his new bow. The arrow was enchanted with Wind Whip. He wondered what it would be like casting a spell while holding a bow in his hands. 
 
    Perhaps he should have practiced some of these things while sparring. But it wasn’t as though he could walk out onto the grounds outside of the Ketria Academy, and practice switching between the different summoner configurations. 
 
    He was trying to keep his ability a secret, after all. 
 
    That made him wonder about Volrath. The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute had yet to send someone after Bran. Urslan had all of the Monster Realms within Ketria’s control being checked by the faculty for hidden monster portals—the masters were using their monsters to track the portals. 
 
    Just last night, Bran had heard that three more had been identified and dismantled. 
 
    Who knew how many more were out there… 
 
    They hadn’t checked this realm for one yet, but he would have felt it with his fear-sense, wouldn’t he? 
 
    As they neared the monster they were hunting, the one that Bran had sensed, he raised his hand and slowed from a jog to a quiet walk. The others slowed behind him, their steps becoming so silent he could barely hear their presence. 
 
    Now that he was closer, he should be able to identify what the enemy monster was. 
 
    Bran kneeled by his Bronze Lynx and put his hand on the monster’s head. The monster nuzzled into him. Their bond had increased so much over the last few weeks. Deepened. 
 
    Bran shut his eyes and utilized the monster’s sense of smell. 
 
    Dampness… Wet fur… 
 
    Another Swamp Satyr. Good. These monsters weren’t resistant to magic like the Swamp Emus were. While he wouldn’t have minded if his first fight switching configurations had been with a Swamp Emu, he knew that fight would have heavily favored his Ranger configuration as the monsters were resistant to magic. 
 
    This way, he would be able to utilize both configurations. 
 
    Bran considered how he would fight this fight. After yesterday, he had made a few more of the chaos resistance potions. 
 
    He had ten in his inventory. 
 
    Bran took two of the potions. He applied one to himself, and one to his monster. The last thing he wanted was to be hit by one of those chaos spells, and he didn’t feel like climbing up a tree for this fight. 
 
    He let out a breath. There was only so much he could think about. He needed to fight the fight. 
 
    He focused on the switch. 
 
      
 
    Mage configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    Bran held his bow braced in his left hand, and slipped his thumb around the shaft of the arrow to keep it in place before he removed his right hand from the bowstring. He let out a breath, commanded his monster to perform a sneak attack, then began to flank around the enemy. 
 
    His strategy should work. He had done this before, after all. 
 
    Bran positioned himself behind a tree, and could see the swamp Satyr now. He could also see his lynx on the other side of the clearing, its body low, ready to pounce. 
 
    He scanned the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Swamp Satyr 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Chaos/Nature 
 
    Strength: 25 
 
    Toughness: 25 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 35 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    The Bronze Lynx shifted on its back legs, getting closer and closer to the Swamp Satyr. 
 
    Bran prepared to cast Dark Binding. 
 
    The lynx pounced. 
 
    Bran cast the spell. 
 
    The Satyr was tackled to the ground as dark tendrils of shadow wrapped around it. 
 
    He focused on switching configurations once more, trying to do it smoothly and quickly. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    It happened in an instant. One small thought. 
 
    Bran smiled, drawing the enchanted arrow. He felt the Wind Whip spell imbued into it, and sighed in relief. A part of him had been worried that the spell would have worn off from him shifting into the Mage configuration—of course, he shouldn’t have worried, as that had been something he had tested beforehand. 
 
    Now that he was a level 4 Ranger, enchantments imbued into his arrows lasted for forty minutes. 
 
    Plenty of time to prepare for a fight. 
 
    Bran drew the arrow in a perfectly smooth motion. He anchored the string by his ear, aimed, exhaled, then loosed. All in one practiced technique that he had been perfecting for hours and hours and hours, and on countless monsters, over the last few weeks. 
 
    Two days away from the bow had not diminished his skill in the slightest. 
 
    The arrow flew straight at the Swamp Satyr. Even with the lynx atop it, slashing at it with its sharp claws and its Steel Slash attack, Bran’s arrow hit true. 
 
    It hit the Swamp Satyr right in the head. The enemy monster was still stuck fast by the dark tendrils of shadow from Bran’s Dark Binding spell. And though both summoner and monster were using chaos resistance potions, the enemy never got one of its confusion spells off. 
 
    The Wind Whip slashed right through the enemy’s head, cutting it clean in half. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. He had forgotten how… powerful he was in this configuration compared to in the Mage configuration. 
 
    Mastery flooded into him. It felt euphoric. 
 
    He didn’t have to check to know that he had received mastery for both of his configurations. A moment after the mastery flooded into him from killing the monster, a line of text flashed over his vision. 
 
      
 
    Ranger Level Increased: Level 4 → 5! 
 
      
 
    He pumped his fist into the air, then turned to see Alaro and Lara emerging from the trees. 
 
    Lara had her arms folded at her chest. She looked at the dead Swamp Satyr, then at Bran. She nodded, a smile playing on her lips. “Good job.” 
 
    “A very good job, I’d say,” Alaro said. “But why are you smiling so much?” 
 
    “I reached level 5 in the Ranger configuration,” Bran said. 
 
    “How was it? Switching between Mage and Ranger configurations?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. “As easy as breathing. It was like…” He grasped the air with his fingers, trying to find the words. “It was like I had done it before. It was like… I had always done it, and I was only just now remembering. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Lara raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Alaro shook his head. 
 
    “Must be unique to me.” Bran looked over at the loot the Swamp Satyr had dropped. 
 
    It was going to be a good day. 
 
    “There was no delay? When switching?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “It happened in an instant. Like taking a breath. Like blinking. Like—” 
 
    “Like something natural. Yes, I think we understand.” Alaro chuckled. He clapped Bran on the shoulder. “That is amazing to hear! I can’t wait to see what it’s like when you’re trained in all seven configurations.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Bran said. 
 
    He kneeled by the dead monster and gathered its two horns and two hooves, putting them into his bag of holding. 
 
    He checked his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    117x Gold 
 
    6x Silver 
 
    21x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    13x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    12x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    8x Chaos Resistance Potion 
 
    25x Health Potions 
 
    25x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    1x Blinded Antidote 
 
    2x Satyr Horns 
 
    2x Satyr Hooves 
 
    15 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    Bran eyed his gold. He really should get to the Trading Hall this evening. He had spent the last evening crafting potions from the ingredients he had in his room, making more health potions, mana potions, chaos resistance potions… almost everything he would need here. 
 
    But he was very low on gold. At least, he was low compared to what he was used to now. Not long ago, he would have considered 117 gold an absolute fortune. 
 
    Now, his bow cost more than that. 
 
    He looked down at the two rings on his fingers. The plain brass ring was on his left hand. The plain silver ring was on his right. “Do you think I should purchase any more enchantments soon?” 
 
    Lara tilted her head to the side. “I think you should focus on your training for a bit longer, like you did as a Ranger. New equipment is good, but it is by no means a substitute for training. Speaking of training, where’s the next monster?” 
 
    Bran sunk into his fear-sense, and they headed out of the clearing and onto the next fight. 
 
    The day flew by. 
 
    The next encounter was with a Swamp Emu. As it was only prudent, Bran switched to the Ranger configuration. As he did, he found out something curious. The magic resistance the monster had was less effective against enchanted arrows than it was to pure spells cast by a Mage. 
 
    When he sent a Dark Binding arrow at the monster, just to test its reaction, the Swamp Emu still shrugged it off. 
 
    But it took three whole seconds to do so, rather than being entirely resistant as it had been when he’d used Dark Binding on the monster in the Mage configuration. 
 
    Curious. He could definitely use this information in the future. 
 
    His enchanted arrows still didn’t do as much damage as they normally would, but they were offset by the fact that they were still arrows piercing the enemy. 
 
    For this monster, he was able to give his Bronze Lynx the kill. 
 
    Only two more killing blows remaining. 
 
    He was going to gain a new spell today. 
 
    The next monsters that he fought were ones he had not seen close up before. They were the birdlike monsters that resided high in the trees. Except unlike the ones he had sensed previously, these monsters were not low level. 
 
    Before fighting them, Bran examined them from the ground. They hadn’t spotted him, his monster, or anyone else in his party yet. 
 
    They looked strange. Nothing like his griffin. Nothing like any monster he had seen before. 
 
    They had long, flexible necks. The necks reminded him of a snake. They moved their heads from side to side as a snake might, though instead of fangs they had long, sharp beaks. They were black, as dark as a starless night sky. 
 
    He scanned them. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Vulture 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 30 
 
    Toughness: 30 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Shadow Vulture 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Air 
 
    Strength: 30 
 
    Toughness: 30 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
      
 
    Both were level 5. 
 
    And shadow-type. 
 
    Bran hadn’t encountered any wild shadow-type monsters before. The only shadow-type monsters he had encountered were his Shadow Mageling and Lara’s Daeva. 
 
    That meant he wasn’t used to fighting such creatures. 
 
    Would shadow attacks even work against them? He had come to heavily rely on Dark Binding and Dusk Miasma in his arsenal of spells. 
 
    But it wouldn’t matter if they didn’t work. He had metal and air attacks. Soon enough, he would even have stone attacks. Though he hadn’t developed any stone spells with the Stone Griffin yet, he hoped he would get the chance to soon. 
 
    As he looked up at the monsters, he considered his first move. They were far too far away for his Bronze Lynx to engage them with its claws and fangs. So he needed to bring them down from the trees—especially if he wanted to gain the last two killing blows for acquiring the Iron Spikes spell. 
 
    Bran looked over at Alaro and Lara, who were far enough away that they couldn’t see the enemy creatures. 
 
    They were looking at him, studying him. 
 
    He wanted to show them what he was capable of. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. A plan was coming together, forming in his mind. He found it easier and easier to strategize, to come up with different tactics to fight different monsters. His training was paying off. 
 
    With a mental command, he commanded the lynx to send a Cannon Ball spell up at the enemy. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx bounded over to the bottom of the tree trunk that held the two Shadow Vultures. 
 
    The monster opened its maw wide. The inside of its mouth began to glow, then a large metal ball materialized in front of it. 
 
    The monster tossed its head forward, sending the Cannon Ball flying up at the enemy. 
 
    The Cannon Ball smashed straight into the head of one of the Shadow Vultures. 
 
    Both of the birdlike monsters screeched, louder than Bran had ever heard a monster screech before. His hands wanted to clap over his ears to block the sound out, but he didn’t let them. 
 
    The monsters spread their wings wide. Their wingspan was huge—well over ten feet long. They swooped down from the tree, launching off the branch they perched on at high speed. 
 
    Bran took a few steps back, so as not to distract the enemies by his presence. He waited until they engaged his lynx. 
 
    Bran cast Dark Binding on one of them. 
 
    The spell had a cooldown period. Though it wasn’t very long, it was long enough that he couldn’t cast two in quick succession. 
 
    So Bran focused, and switched configurations. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    The dark tendrils of shadow clutched the Shadow Vulture, gripping it and pulling it down. Good. It was working. 
 
    He released a Dark Binding arrow at the other monster. Both would be trapped now. 
 
    Bran switched back to Mage configuration. 
 
    He cast a Gale Breath spell at the creatures, hoping to knock them down. But the spell wasn’t quite strong enough. Though as an area of effect spell, at least it damaged the two Shadow Vultures. 
 
    Then the Shadow Vultures disappeared. 
 
    Bran felt pain eat away at every inch of his skin. A cloud of dark shadow appeared around him, suffocating him. It felt like he had been covered in acid. Like something was draining his lifeforce. 
 
    He knew that shadow. He had seen it countless times. 
 
    One of the Shadow Vultures had cast Dusk Miasma on him. 
 
    Bran jumped out of the way, diving to the side. He dropped one of his arrows in the process, but managed to keep hold of his bow. 
 
    Before the Shadow Vultures had disappeared, a dark shadow had sprang out of nowhere, pulling them into the Shadow Realm. 
 
    They had Shadow Stepped. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense sent tingles up his spine and wrenched violently at his gut. 
 
    He felt the enemy monsters’ presence in his mind—one had teleported to the left side of the clearing, while the other had teleported to the right. 
 
    Bran made it back to his feet and turned to the one that was on the right, then commanded his Bronze Lynx to attack the Shadow Vulture on the left. 
 
    Bran drew a Wind Whip arrow, wanting to inflict as much damage as he possibly could on the enemy monster. He held it drawn, running sideways until a glimpse of the Shadow Vulture caught his eye. 
 
    Its piercing dark eyes stared at him through the trees. Bran sent a Wind Whip arrow at the monster. His aim was true. 
 
    But the monster flapped its wings and sent a wave of air crashing forward. The arrow was deflected away, and it pierced the soft dirt beside the Shadow Vulture uselessly. 
 
    Bran cursed. He switched configurations. 
 
      
 
    Mage configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    He cast Steel Slash, knowing wind could not divert a spell as easily as it could divert an enchanted arrow. He heard a screech behind him and hoped the Bronze Lynx was having better luck with the other monster. 
 
    For a second, Bran considered summoning his Shadow Mageling and Stone Griffin. But he didn’t want the lynx to lose out on the killing blows. Not when it was so close to gaining another spell. 
 
    Bran cast Dark Binding upon the Shadow Vulture. Once again, the dark tendrils gripped the monster, lashing it to the soft ground of the swamplands. 
 
    Bran switched configurations once more, turning into a Ranger. He nocked another arrow and sent it flying toward the enemy as it looked ready to cast another spell. He nocked another arrow, as fast as he could, drew and loosed. 
 
    The first arrow he hadn’t bothered enchanting. It was one of his dull arrows he kept off to the side. As he had expected, it was washed away by another wave of wind. 
 
    But the second arrow he shot? That hit the Shadow Vulture right in the neck. The arrow had been infused with Wind Blast. 
 
    The vulture was knocked straight to the ground. 
 
    Mastery filled Bran. But it wasn’t from the vulture he had just attacked, it was from the other one his Bronze Lynx must have defeated. 
 
    Bran held a third arrow nocked, staring at the Shadow Vulture rolling on the ground trying to gain its feet once more. 
 
    He commanded the lynx to sprint as fast as it could to pounce on the downed vulture. 
 
    The vulture screeched again. This one sounded different to the last, though it was just as loud. It pierced Bran’s eardrums, sending a stab of pain into his skull. The screech lasted longer than he expected, and every second the sound persisted it throbbed at his head. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense tingled. 
 
    He focused on it for a moment, wondering if the Shadow Vulture was about to cast another spell.  
 
    He watched the monster closely. But his fear-sense had not been triggered by the Shadow Vulture. It had been triggered by all of the monsters he now sensed coming toward him. Low-level monsters, from the trees. 
 
    More Shadow Vultures… 
 
    The monster had sent for its kin! He felt… twenty of them on their way. At least. 
 
    Bran summoned his Stone Griffin and Shadow Mageling. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx made it to the downed Shadow Vulture. One slash of its vicious claws took the monster to its death. 
 
    More mastery flooded into him. 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Bronze Lynx has unlocked the spell Iron Spikes. 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t time to celebrate, nor read the spell description. 
 
    Twenty shadows appeared around the clearing, and out of each one a Shadow Vulture emerged. 
 
    “Do you need our help?” Alaro yelled from somewhere to Bran’s left. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I can do this.” His voice was full of confidence, even at the sight of so many monsters… He couldn’t say he was quite as sure as he sounded. 
 
    His monsters huddled around him. 
 
    He sent them out. 
 
    And the fight began in earnest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran sent countless spells before he switched configurations and loosed a dozen arrows. 
 
    The monsters were low level. He hadn’t even bothered scanning them. He didn’t have time to read all that text. He could tell that they were low level from the way his fear-sense felt. 
 
    And the way they died so easily. 
 
    As all the monsters had just Shadow Stepped into the clearing, they wouldn’t be able to use that spell again very quickly. 
 
    They were stuck here. 
 
    With him. 
 
    Bran smiled. 
 
    One by one, the Shadow Vultures—far smaller than the two he had just faced—went down. One by one, Bran and his monsters were filled with mastery. 
 
    He loosed an arrow into a Shadow Vulture’s eye, the Wind Blast he had enchanted it with sending it flying to crash into a tree, dying on impact. 
 
    His Bronze Lynx pounced on one, using Steel Slash and following up with a few swipes of its vicious claws. 
 
    His Shadow Mageling cast Dusk Miasma on a group of three Shadow Vultures it had already bound with Dark Binding, and the Stone Griffin took the killing blows. 
 
    It felt like minutes passed by the time all twenty of the monsters were dead, but it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. 
 
    Bran was breathing heavily, but he had barely taken any damage during the fight. He looked at all the corpses surrounding him, and his first thought was of all the loot he was about to gather. 
 
    Alaro and Lara sauntered into the clearing. 
 
    The Ranger smiled. “You did good work. Nice to see all that training with the bow has paid off.” 
 
    The Mage nodded. “Indeed. And your spell work was incredibly adequate.” A smile played on her lips. “You did well. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Well, that was… invigorating,” Bran said, but he waved his hand at their comments of praise. “But there was no way I could fail against so many low-level monsters. I’m sure it wasn’t quite as impressive as it looked. 
 
    Alaro and Lara exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Actually,” Alaro said, “I would be hard pressed to find a second year student able to do what you just did, let alone a first year student who had only been training for a month. Don’t sell yourself short. Especially considering you have to cut your time between multiple configurations, you’re doing incredibly well.” 
 
    Bran raised an eyebrow at Alaro, then looked at Lara. The Mage nodded her agreement. 
 
    “I’m impressed.” She smiled. “Even if I don’t always look it.” 
 
    Bran let out a breath, surveying the battlefield once more. He supposed they were right, but it didn’t feel like enough, not when the others were so far ahead of him—not when Volrath was so far ahead of him. 
 
    He needed to be better than this. Faster. 
 
    Still, he let himself bask in the joy of the battle he had just won. Everything they had said had been true, after all. He had only been training as a summoner for a little over a month, and he wasn’t only focusing on one class configuration. While that would certainly come to his advantage in the long run, he had already seen that it set him back in the short run. 
 
    He looted all of the downed monsters, then looked at the new spell he had just gained. 
 
      
 
    Iron Spikes: Level 1 
 
    Iron Spikes is an area of effect spell that manifests multiple metal spikes to strike a target. 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled. It was an area of effect spell. That would certainly come in handy the next time he fought a lot of different monsters, like he had just now. He was already mentally adding it to his strategy. Whether he used them as spells or enchantments, he could hit a group of enemies with Dark Binding, Dusk Miasma, Gale Breath, then if any were still alive, finish the remnants with Iron Spikes. 
 
    He wondered how the spell would act when enchanted with an arrow, or cast as a Mage, and realized… he didn’t have to wait to find out. 
 
    “The Bronze Lynx just learned a new spell,” Bran told the others. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Alaro said. “It’s called Iron Spikes, yeah? Show us what it can do.” He clapped Bran on the back. 
 
    Lara nodded. “I’d be interested to see myself.” 
 
    Bran ensured he was in the Ranger configuration, then he reached for one of his arrows. He nocked it in a practiced, smooth motion. As he drew it back to his ear, taking aim at a thick tree trunk, he enchanted the arrow with Iron Spikes. 
 
    Focusing on the tree, Bran exhaled. 
 
    He loosed the arrow. 
 
    As the arrow flew—straight as any arrow he had ever loosed before, right at the target—the shaft, arrowhead, and fletching all took on a silvery glow. 
 
    The arrow shifted and… separated. 
 
    It turned into a long, iron spike. 
 
    Five long iron spikes. 
 
    It didn’t just hit the tree he was aiming at, but the trees around it. The iron spikes lodged themselves all the way through the wood, their tips visible from the other side of the thick trunks. 
 
    Alaro clapped him on the back. “That was impressive.” He walked over to the tree, examining where the spike had cut through the bark, piercing straight through the thick wood to come out the other side. He surveyed the other trees with spikes lodged deep into them. “It’s like the spell my Blade Fiend has, but area of effect…” He shook his head. “Very impressive.” 
 
    Lara stepped forward. “Very good.” She folded her arms at her chest. “Let’s see it in the Mage configuration.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He focused for a moment. 
 
      
 
    Mage configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    He selected the spell in his mind, then focused on another set of trees. Then wondered something before he cast the spell… 
 
    When he cast his Shadow Step spell, he was able to control the exact location and angle in which he exited the shadow portal. 
 
    Could he control the angle and height at which the Iron Spikes spell worked when cast in the Mage configuration? He considered how useful that might be in a fight. 
 
    He focused as hard as he could, wanting the spikes to appear beside the tree, instead of in front of them. 
 
    Bran cast the spell. 
 
    The spikes materialized in the air beside the tree, as he had wanted. They shot to the left. Four of the spikes lodged into different trees—and he found he was able to accurately target which trees the spikes hit, as he had focused on that when he had cast the spell. 
 
    Except for one—one of the spikes missed completely. It soared right past the tree he had targeted, then glanced off a rock a fair distance away. 
 
    Alaro grinned. “That was awesome! You can hit multiple targets at once, and assign those targets?” He winced, looking at the spike that had missed. “Well, hit most of the targets.” He chuckled. “Good thing you didn’t aim them in our direction and miss.” 
 
    Lara let out a sigh. “This spell will definitely require some practice. If you were to do it in a real fight, when your monsters—or fellow party members—were close to the enemy, you'd need to be sure of your accuracy, lest you hit one of us…” 
 
    Bran dusted himself off. As he looked at the spike on the other side of the clearing, it started to flake, chips of metal falling off it. 
 
    Then it disappeared completely. The only thing left to show that it had been there at all was the small round hole it had pierced straight through the rock. 
 
    Bran nodded at Lara. “Yes. I definitely need more practice with that one.” Still, he was impressed with how well it had worked. It looked as though in the Mage configuration, he could cast the spell in such a way that he could hit any five targets in the area. 
 
    However, to do that, he needed to better learn how to split his mind into five parts. To hit each target, he needed to be focusing on each target. Their exact location. 
 
    If those targets were moving, unlike the trees he had just struck, he imagined it would be even more difficult to pull off such a spell successfully. When he was in a fight, especially before he had mastered the spell, he would of course ensure he did not cast it if any of his allies were close to the line of sight—but that went without saying. 
 
    “You’re taking the lead today, Bran. What would you like to do next? More monster hunting? Or would you like to practice that spell?” Lara asked. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Bran to make his decision. As much as he would like to master the spell, spend hours practicing it until he had it down as he did with Shadow Step, he knew it would take far too long. He would also have to wait for the cooldown period, which seemed to be roughly a minute or so. 
 
    He was in a Monster Realm. He needed to take advantage of that. 
 
    He knew that his monsters must be nearing their next levels, and now that his Bronze Lynx had gained its new spell, he needed to focus on his Shadow Mageling and Stone Griffin. 
 
    None of their future spells had presented themselves, but he knew they would soon. He just had to keep training. 
 
    So they spent the rest of the day hunting monsters. Bran did not choose his targets like he normally would these last few days—only going after the monsters he knew would put up a good fight. Instead, he took advantage of every opportunity. 
 
    He targeted monsters up in the trees, taking down Shadow Vultures. He sent his Stone Griffin up to rouse them out from where they perched. He ran after Swamp Emus and Swamp Satyrs. 
 
    He took down monster after monster and was flooded with mastery—not to mention loot. He pushed himself as hard as he could go, always switching between the Ranger and Mage configurations during every fight, casting as many spells and loosing as many arrows as he could manage. 
 
    Then he encountered another of the Ruinous Fire Lizards. 
 
    Bran was kneeling maybe twenty paces away from where he sensed the Ruinous Fire Lizard. 
 
    He had his hand on the head of the Bronze Lynx, using its sense of smell. Now he recognized the smell of burning for what it was. The monster’s scales. 
 
    This fight would go far better than the last. He tapped his bag of holding, glad for the potions he had made the day before. He wouldn’t be caught blinded again without a way to cure it. 
 
    He commanded his monsters with an instruction to close their eyes, or turn away, should the Ruinous Fire lizard once again cast its blinding spell. 
 
    Quickly, he came up with a battle strategy to fight the lizard. 
 
    He would have his three monsters move stealthily through the trees, then attack the Ruinous Fire Lizard from four different directions. 
 
    The monsters began to make their way to their positions. 
 
    Bran stayed where he was and waited patiently. He had an arrow nocked in his bow, though he was currently in Mage configuration. He found he was getting much better at holding the arrow braced on the bow’s shaft with one hand, his left, so he could cast a spell with his right, then quickly draw and loose the arrow after switching to the Ranger configuration. 
 
    The transition was so fast that he could cast a spell and loose an arrow faster than he could loose two arrows, or cast two spells in a row. 
 
    It was a definite advantage. 
 
    Using his fear-sense, he found that his monsters were all in their correct position. 
 
    Keeping low, Bran stepped over the soft ground, swiftly heading toward where he would attack from. 
 
    When the monster was in his view, Bran scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Ruinous Fire Lizard 
 
    Level: 8 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 52 
 
    Toughness: 52 
 
    Agility: 24 
 
    Magic Power: 52 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Passive 
 
      
 
    Level 8. That would be a tough monster to fight, but he was well prepared. 
 
    He wouldn’t need help from Alaro or Lara. He could do this with his monsters. He sent a mental command to his Stone Griffin, Shadow Mageling, and Bronze Lynx. 
 
    A Steel Slash came from the left side of the clearing, gouging into the back of the Ruinous Fire Lizard’s scales. 
 
    A Dark Binding spell came from the right side of the clearing, locking the monster to the ground. 
 
    From the opposite side of the clearing, a Wind Whip slashed at the enemy monster. 
 
    Bran let loose a Cannon Ball spell, smoothly switched configurations as he drew a Wind Whip enchanted arrow, then loosed it at the lizard’s head. 
 
    The monster barely had time to react. Spells and arrows came at it from every direction. Once each of Bran’s monsters had sent their spells, they attacked. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx bounded in, pouncing down at the Ruinous Fire Lizard as it tried to figure out who to target. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling Shadow Stepped behind it, slashing it with its shadow claws. 
 
    The Stone Griffin flew up, then swooped down, digging its sharp talons into the monster. 
 
    Bran cast Dusk Miasma, and was about to let loose another arrow after switching back to the Ranger configuration, when the monster died. 
 
    Bran slowly returned the string to its neutral position, then put the arrow back in his quiver. 
 
    Mastery flooded into him. 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin Level Increased: Level 4 → 5 
 
    Strength: 32 → 38 
 
    Toughness: 30 → 36 
 
    Agility: 22 → 25 
 
    Magic Power: 18 → 21 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling Level Increased: Level 4 → 5 
 
    Strength: 15 → 18 
 
    Toughness: 15 → 18 
 
    Agility: 30 → 40 
 
    Magic Power: 40 → 54 
 
      
 
    Bronze Lynx Level Increased: Level 4 → 5 
 
    Strength: 20 → 22 
 
    Toughness: 25 → 30 
 
    Agility: 33 → 45 
 
    Magic Power: 25 → 30 
 
      
 
     Bran couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    All three of his monsters had reached level 5. And on top of that, he had defeated a level 8 monster without him, nor any of his own monsters, taking any damage. 
 
    The Ruinous Fire Lizard dropped something the last one hadn’t as well. A piece of loot that Bran had not seen before. 
 
    He approached the monster’s corpse, kneeling to examine a glowing scale. When he picked it up, it felt warm to the touch. He heard Alaro and Lara approaching behind him. 
 
    Bran turned to face them. “What is this? It doesn’t look like the usual scales that this monster drops.” 
 
    Alaro quickened his pace and kneeled beside Bran, holding his hand out for scale. He examined it closely. “This is an augmentation item.” 
 
    Bran scanned the item. 
 
      
 
    1x Augmentation Item (Toughness): Glowing Fire Lizard Scale 
 
    This item can only be consumed by monsters that are compatible. Once consumed, it adds +5 to a monster’s toughness. 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled. He had two monsters that were strong in toughness, the Stone Griffin and the Bronze Lynx. He had already given the Stone Griffin an augmentation item before—its two sharp horns which had increased its strength. 
 
    Which monster should he give this to? 
 
    He didn’t think it would be compatible with the Shadow Mageling. Besides, he was training that monster to be strong in magic power, as that was the evolutionary route he was taking it in. 
 
    “You could always sell it, if you don’t really need it,” Alaro suggested. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I want to give my monsters every advantage I can.” 
 
    “Good.” Alaro nodded. “That’s the right answer.” He grinned. “So, which one will you use it on?” 
 
    Bran put the augmentation item into his bag of holding. “I’m not sure yet. I want to keep hunting monsters. Besides, I figure I’ll wait until their next potential spells and evolutions reveal themselves; I might need to increase their toughness to meet the prerequisites.” 
 
    “There’s no slowing you down today, is there?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran smiled at her. “No. Not at all.” He looted the rest of the items from the monster, picking up some of the regular lizard scales that it dropped, and a few of its fangs. It was definitely time to stop by the Trading Hall that evening. 
 
    Bran sunk into his fear-sense once again, then jogged off out of the clearing. He heard the other two sigh behind him. 
 
    This was probably Bran’s favorite training day in weeks. He couldn’t wait until the next time he was able to switch between the Mage and Ranger configurations. 
 
    On every third day of his Mage training, he would be able to do this. Which just made him wonder… How long would it take him to get through his Mage training? And what class configuration would he be training in next? 
 
    Bran defeated ten more monsters that day. 
 
    When they all headed back to the portal, he assessed his progress. 
 
    First, he considered the new spell he had gained. Iron Spikes. The spell had fast become one of his favorites. He was careful not to use it in a way that endangered any of his allies, but found it was incredibly effective. If he concentrated well enough, it could be quite accurate. He could hit vulnerable spots on five different enemies, or use all five spikes to hit just one enemy. 
 
    It seemed more effective as a spell rather than an enchantment on an arrow, but that didn’t mean it was ineffective as an enchantment. 
 
    He created another notch in his arrow enchantment system. With all the different spells he had, he now had ten different notches for his arrows. 
 
    It was getting more difficult for him to find the one that he needed. Perhaps he would have to reduce the number of different enchantments that he used for his arrows, condensing them down to one damage enchantment, one area of effect enchantment, and Dark Binding as a trap. 
 
    He would have to think about that before his next day of training the two configurations simultaneously. 
 
    He also checked his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    117x Gold 
 
    6x Silver 
 
    21x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    13x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    12x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    8x Chaos Resistance Potion 
 
    25x Health Potions 
 
    25x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    1x Blinded Antidote 
 
    14x Satyr Horns 
 
    14x Satyr Hooves 
 
    12x Emu Feathers 
 
    12x Emu Claws 
 
    24x Shadow Feathers 
 
    24x Shadow Talons 
 
    2x Lizard Scales 
 
    1x Lizard Tongue 
 
    1x Augmentation Item (Toughness): Glowing Lizard Scale 
 
    7 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    He had enough ingredients to make two more of the Blinded Antidote potions, though he hadn’t even needed one today, he thought it prudent to craft more anyway. 
 
    Much of the rest of his loot, and the loot he had kept inside of his room, he would sell at the Trading Hall. 
 
    It wasn’t just a new spell, all the loot, and the augmentation item that he had gained. All three of his monsters had leveled up. 
 
    As he stepped through the portal, bracing for the cold snap he knew would come, he smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After they returned through the portal, Bran gathered the loot he had stashed in his room, then headed down to the Trading Hall. His stomach was grumbling, and his muscles ached terribly from a day of nonstop monster battles, but he wanted to get the trading started far more than he wanted dinner. 
 
    He traded with the merchants, bargaining and bartering, then pawned off the rest of the potions he had already prepared to other students—health potions and mana potions, mostly. There were some very rich students in the Trading Hall, who would much rather buy potions than make them themselves. As Bran was able to undercut the price of the potion merchants, he was always able to get their business when he went looking for it. 
 
    By the time he was ready to leave the Trading Hall, he was richer by 105 gold. 
 
    That made him feel considerably better. Though it wasn’t his most profitable day at the Trading Hall, it was definitely comforting seeing his gold go up instead of down. 
 
    Alaro and Lara hadn’t joined him. He wasn’t sure where they were. Alaro was probably chowing down on dinner in the dining hall, while Lara would no doubt have her head stuck in a book sitting in the corner of the library. 
 
    Bran’s own stomach was still grumbling. He walked through the crowded Trading Hall, which seemed to be a little more packed this evening than others, his mind on his dinner. Students were huddled together, talking excitedly. A few of the traders had stepped away from their stalls and were talking to the other merchants. 
 
    Bran frowned. He’d never seen a trader step away from their stall before. 
 
    Something was going on. 
 
    The Trading Hall was often a hub of news at the Ketria Academy. The traders traveled far more often than any of the students did, and so when anything happened in the kingdom and outside of it, they were the ones to bring the news. 
 
    Much of the crowd seemed to be gathered around one trader who looked a little bit familiar. Bran tilted his head to the side, staring at the man. He was wearing full plate armor, and it had a bright glow to it. From where he stood, Bran could see the hilt of a sword poking over the tall man’s shoulder, strapped to his back. 
 
    Then Bran placed the man. 
 
    He was the summoner Bran had seen walking through the streets of Ealdor, back when Bran was still a lowly stable hand at the Wayward Inn. Though it wasn’t that long ago, seeing the man brought Bran right back to that night. The night he had discovered he too was a summoner. 
 
    When the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy had crashed through the roof of the stables. 
 
    Bran strode through the crowd, heading toward where the students had gathered around the merchant. The man was a weapons merchant—in particular, a sword merchant. But that wasn’t why people had gathered around him. He was talking excitedly to the crowd, though not happily… 
 
    Had something happened in Ealdor? 
 
    Now Bran was in earshot, he could hear what the sword merchant was talking about. 
 
    “…a portal opened up in the middle of the main district. The whole place was surrounded by non-summoners. Monsters flooded out of the portal, tearing people limb from limb. They got… decimated.” The man lowered his head, deep lines cutting into his brow. “If I wasn’t there, it could have been a lot worse. As it is, over one hundred people died.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t just low-level monsters that came out of the portal. It was… far, far worse.” The summoner gripped the hilt of his sword over his shoulder. “Dragons. Minotaurs. Giants.” 
 
    “Dragons and giants? In the middle of Ealdor’s main square?” Someone in the crowd laughed. “You have to be joking!” The person speaking was a man—by the look of his uniform, he was a first year. He looked so… young. “The Royal Guard would never have let something like that happen. Monsters in the streets.” He shook his head, chuckling. 
 
    The sword merchant stepped forward, the crowd parting as he did. He definitely looked like a high-level summoner. He was in his late thirties, perhaps early forties. Though he didn’t have any scars—summoners rarely had scars, as they always have health potions handy—he looked plenty battle hardened. 
 
    Bran blinked. The man wore full-plate armor, the sword strapped to his back too big for a normal human to carry… The armor wasn’t glowing, but Bran realized it was the same man he had seen outside of the Wayward Inn’s stables the night he had discovered he was a summoner. 
 
    “Are you calling me a liar?” The sword merchant was at least a head taller than the first-year student. “I’m not the only one who was fighting. There were other summoners there. And your precious Royal Guard didn’t turn up until the battle was already over.” 
 
    The young student—by the look of him, and the way he purported himself even in front of a high-level summoner, he must have been some noble’s son—turned his nose up at the sword merchant. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You should.” The voice boomed louder than any other in the entire Trading Hall. It came from the large double doors—the exit to the hall. 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy stood inside the doorway, his robes flowing behind him, almost touching the floor. He wore a serious expression on his face. “All students are to make their way to the Grand Hall.” He surveyed the crowd. “Be there in five minutes.” 
 
    Urslan turned on his heel, and strode out of the hall, leaving a palpable silence in his wake. 
 
    The Archmage’s footsteps echoed in the hallway. When Bran could no longer hear the footsteps, murmurs began among the crowd. The murmurs became louder and louder until the conversations were a clamor of indecipherable noise. 
 
    What in the world was going on? 
 
    Bran’s first thoughts were of his old squad mates. Of Annie, the Monster Medic. Even of Mr. Lettrige. 
 
    His old squad mates didn’t often frequent the main square in Ealdor, but that didn’t mean they were never there. What if they had been one of the casualties? They were fighters, through and through… but they weren’t summoners. 
 
    Bran had already seen what one monster could do to a normal human. 
 
    And that square was only a few blocks away from the Wayward Inn. 
 
    Over one hundred people dead, Bran thought. That… That couldn’t be true. 
 
    Yet the Grand Archmage himself had all but stated that it was. 
 
    Almost as though they all thought as one, every student in the Trading Hall began to walk toward the Grand Hall in what felt like a massive wave. 
 
    Bran got caught in the mass of people, dragged along toward the hallway, and toward the hall. 
 
    He had only been in the Grand Hall once before, when he had been exploring the academy. It was on the ground floor of the Ketria Academy’s main building, not far from the dining hall and the Trading Hall. It was where the Grand Archmage spoke to the entire school, and since Bran had come late such a thing had not happened in his time here. 
 
    The Grand Hall’s doors were already open. 
 
    Bran’s gaze turned upward, examining the domed ceiling. It was awash with painstakingly detailed paintings of rare and powerful monsters. Bran wondered if the ceiling had looked like this when the Founders had built it, or if some new Grand Archmage had had the paintings commissioned over the years. 
 
    The hall was flanked by massive marble pillars. The pillars were dazzling white, and if the sun had been streaming through the stained-glass windows, he knew it would be quite a sight. 
 
    As it was, torches bloomed on wall sconces, and small balls of light floated high in the air, illuminating the entire Grand Hall. 
 
    Slowly, the clamor of conversation turned to a murmur, then back to silence, as the Grand Archmage walked down the middle of the hall. All of the students parted for him, making way. As he walked, his robes fluttered behind him. 
 
    The other members of the faculty were already sitting on the chairs at the front of the hall. Bran didn’t recognize all of them—he had yet to have a class after all. But they all looked like powerful summoners. 
 
    The Archmage took his seat—though, to be honest, it looked more like a throne. It was the largest of the ten chairs and stood taller than the others. 
 
    The silence was almost deafening. Bran was near the front of the hall, staring up at the Grand Archmage, waiting for whatever announcement he was about to give. 
 
    The Grand Archmage looked around at all the students standing before him. “I have some terrible news. Many of you have already heard the rumors, some even first-hand accounts, of what happened in the main square of Ealdor.” He lowered his head. “I regret to inform you, but all the stories are true. Two days ago, a portal appeared in the middle of the main square. The International Summoners Guild has yet to release more information as to how the portal originated, but it is clear that the same person that made the portal that the Mage Ganadon closed a year ago, is likely the culprit.” 
 
    Murmurs broke out among the crowd once more. 
 
    Bran knew exactly who had made the portal. He knew exactly who was responsible for this. 
 
    Volrath. The Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute. The same man who had sent students to infiltrate the Ketria Academy. To steal from the Founder’s Fortress’s study. The same man who had no doubt stolen away most of the third-year class. 
 
    The same man who wanted to capture Bran because of his unique abilities. 
 
    Bran looked around the crowd and spotted who he’d been searching for. Lara was near the front, on the opposite side of the hall as Bran. Her eyes were serious. 
 
    She stared up at the Grand Archmage, her expression carefully put together. 
 
    “For those of you who have family in Ealdor, you may take the time to write a letter to them. I will be heading to Ealdor to check the damage, and to find out more about whoever has done this.” The Grand Archmage looked down at Bran and Lara, his gaze resting on them for a moment. “You will have this evening to write any letter you wish and address it to any person you wish. I will take them along with me on my airship.” He lowered his head once again. “Over one hundred citizens of Ealdor lost their lives. As far as I know, no summoners were killed. The dead were all non-summoners.” He shook his head. “It is our duty, as those with power, to protect those who do not have it. This was a terrible thing. monsters should not be unleashed upon the populace. I promise you all that I will get to the bottom of this, whether I have the assistance of the International Summoners Guild or not.” 
 
    The grand Archmage left his seat. He strode right out of the hall, the crowd parting for him once more. 
 
    Bran blinked, thinking on what the Grand Archmage had said. 
 
    Why wouldn’t he have the assistance of the International Summoners Guild? There must be more going on behind the scenes than Bran knew. 
 
    One hundred people… non-summoners or not, that kind of loss was absolutely devastating. He could barely believe it. If he’d only been there, maybe he could have done something. Maybe he could have helped… 
 
    The Grand Archmage was heading to Ealdor. Bran headed out of the Grand Hall, trying to catch up to the man. 
 
    Bran wanted to be on that airship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    It took Bran far too long to make it out of the Grand Hall. Too many of the students had stopped and were talking instead of walking. Bran had to barge his way through them, shouldering those who wouldn’t get out of his way. 
 
    He had lost track of Lara, and hadn’t even seen Alaro. He wasn’t sure if either of them would want to accompany the Grand Archmage—he wasn’t even sure if he would be able to accompany Urslan. 
 
    But he was going to find out. 
 
    By the time he made it out of the hall, the Grand Archmage was long gone. Bran jogged through the halls of the Ketria Academy, heading up the stairs toward Urslan’s office. His legs ached, and his stomach grumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten yet that evening. 
 
    It didn’t matter. There would be time for that later. 
 
    When he made it to the Grand Archmage’s office, his assistant was nowhere to be seen. Bran walked straight to the door and tried to open it, but that was locked. 
 
    “He isn’t there,” someone said from behind him. 
 
    Bran turned around to find Lara standing in the doorway to the hallway. “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think he will be in the Founder’s Fortress study.” She looked out into the hallway. “I imagine you want to join him.” 
 
    “Of course I do. I’m from Ealdor. There are people that… I need to make sure are safe.” He bit his lip. “And I want to be in this fight.” 
 
    “Do you think you’re ready for that?” Lara asked. 
 
    “I have to be,” Bran said. 
 
     Lara nodded. “Okay then. Let’s go find Urslan.” She turned to walk out of the hall, then stopped abruptly. 
 
    “You weren’t thinking of leaving without me, were you?” Alaro stood just outside of the doorway. 
 
    “Of course not,” Bran said. “Glad you can join us.” He glanced at Lara. The mage still hadn’t told Alaro who her father was. He wondered if that conversation was about to happen—maybe on the airship, assuming they were allowed to go. 
 
    They rushed through the halls, heading straight for the library. The halls were oddly quiet. They didn’t see a single soul on the way down. Everyone must still be talking about what happened or writing letters to family. 
 
    Ealdor was the second-largest city in the kingdom, after all. There must have been many students with family there. That made him wonder how many students had family that were non-summoners. 
 
    He knew that most of the Royal and noble families were summoners, but not everyone among them was born with monster magic. 
 
    Summoners came from every level of society, though they came less often from the one that Bran was from. 
 
    He shrugged away those thoughts as they ran, heading down the steps to the archive. Bran pulled on the book that opened the secret passage to the ancient archives beyond. 
 
    Lara cast one of her fireballs to light the way ahead of them, and they rushed through the halls, none of them talking. 
 
    Bran wondered what they would do when they got to the door. It wasn’t as though it would be unlocked. If Urslan was in the Founders’ study, how would they get into it? None of them had a key. 
 
    As they rushed through the hallways, a plan came to Bran. He wasn’t sure if it would work, but he hoped it would. 
 
    Finally, they came to the door of the Founders’ study. The portal was locked and closed, just as he had expected it to be. 
 
    “Wait. How do we get in?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Lara looked at Bran expectantly. Had she been thinking the same thing? 
 
    Bran approached the door, reaching out for it. “I have an idea. I’m not sure it will work.” When he touched the portal in the mountain’s tunnels, back in the Monster Realm where he had trained to be a Ranger, he had been wearing the amulet Urslan had given them for the mission. 
 
    Now, he didn’t have that amulet. However, he knew his powers were unique. Different to other summoners. Perhaps he would be able to connect to this portal, if only he tried… 
 
    Bran placed his hands on the door. The wood was cool—freezing, actually. He had never noticed that before. He didn’t often stop to touch one, and the last time he had done this, the power he had felt from the portal had overwhelmed him. 
 
    He shut his eyes, remembering what it felt like when he had tapped into whatever power controlled the portals. When he had understood them completely. 
 
    This time, that feeling was out of his grasp, but it was there. He could feel it, just outside the range of his senses. 
 
    Then a thought occurred to him. 
 
    Eyes still closed, Bran sunk into his fear-sense. 
 
    Though he wondered if he should call it something else. The odd sense that he got was not just something that signaled danger anymore. That same sense seemed to be what allowed him to communicate with his monsters on a level no one else could. At least, in a way that no normal summoner could. 
 
    Someone else like Bran might be able to do it too. He wondered if he would ever meet anyone like that… 
 
    Slowly, he sunk into the sense. In his mind, he could feel the hundreds of different monster portals down in these tunnels. The doors. The power stones. They lit up like beacons inside of him. Like raging fires that pulled at him. Called to him. 
 
    He resisted them, as he had long become used to doing. 
 
    The portal in front of him called too. He pinpointed it in his mind, then forced a connection with it. 
 
    Nothing happened. Why wasn’t it working? What was missing? 
 
    Was this simply not possible without the amulet? 
 
    No… His instincts told him otherwise. The amulet could not be the only reason why summoners were able to interact with, and create, monster portals. There must be another reason. Their monster magic must be connected to them on some primal level. A level so deep that most summoners wouldn’t feel it at all. 
 
    The amulet… What if it just increased the power of that connection? That ability to interact with the monster portal? 
 
    What if it had amplified his fear-sense? Enhanced it somehow? 
 
    He sunk deeper and deeper into the sense. He could hear the others beside him, breathing, shifting where they stood. Part of him was surprised that they weren’t asking questions. He must have been taking quite some time. 
 
    But over the last few weeks, Alaro and Lara had grown to trust Bran—especially when it came to his unique abilities. 
 
    Bran put all his concentration toward this task. He felt the cold wood of the portal door freezing his fingertips, his palm. He focused his mind on where he touched the portal. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much time passed like that. Whether it was seconds, minutes, or even hours. He no longer heard what was happening around him—the breathing of his companions or the shifts in their stance. 
 
    All he felt was his fear-sense, and the power—the pull—emanating from the portal. 
 
    Then… something clicked. 
 
    “Whoa,” Alaro said. 
 
    “It’s working,” Lara whispered. 
 
    Bran didn’t open his eyes, but he didn’t have to open them to know that a bright light must be emanating from the portal. 
 
    He felt his connection to it, as he had felt the connection to the portal in the mountainous caves. 
 
    And he hadn’t needed the enchanted amulet to do it. 
 
    When he had made the connection, the understanding he remembered gaining the last time didn’t hit him as strongly. For instance, he didn’t know how to dismantle the portal itself. But, that wasn’t what he was trying to do. 
 
    All he needed was to open the door. 
 
    There. He felt it—the lock. With a subtle push of his mind, the lock clicked. 
 
    Bran pulled open the portal. 
 
    He looked back at the others. 
 
    Alaro was smiling. “Still full of surprises, huh?” 
 
    Lara just stared at the door a moment. 
 
    Bran turned back to the portal and gripped the handle. “Hopefully Urslan won’t be angry with us for barging in.” He figured this war was far more important than politeness. Besides, knowing Urslan, he would probably just be excited to find out that Bran had used his abilities in a new and interesting way. 
 
    He opened the door, and they all stepped through the portal. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Urslan sat at the writing desk. He had a quill, and was writing something furiously fast, going back to dip the nib into the ink every few moments. “I was wondering if the three of you would figure out how to get through that portal,” he said, continuing to write. “Take a seat, I will be done soon.” 
 
    Bran exchanged a glance with Alaro and Lara. Alaro shrugged. Lara crossed her arms and nodded. They sat down on the armchairs in the middle of the study. 
 
    The fire roared nearby, and Bran was glad his armchair faced it. He wasn’t as bothered by the cold snap that came on when he stepped through a portal as he used to be, but it still affected him. A shiver ran up his spine, and he rubbed his fingers together, shifting where he sat. 
 
    The fire crackling and the scratch of Urslan’s quill were the only noises Bran could hear other than his own breathing. His mind kept returning to what must have happened back in Ealdor. 
 
    He shut his eyes, and saw the main square, in the main district, clear in his mind. In the middle of the cobblestoned main square was a statue of the Mage Ganadon himself—a tribute to him, for his strength and accomplishments. 
 
    Was that statue still standing? Dragons, minotaurs, giants. Wild, high-level monsters running rampant in the second-largest city in the kingdom… that was a horrible thing to imagine. 
 
    Bran had been to war. He had seen loss. Felt it. He had seen chaos, blood, and death. And he had seen what monsters could do to non-summoners. 
 
    Jed and Wilson had lost their lives to such a thing. 
 
    But this? This was so much worse. That rogue summoner, the Lancer astride the minotaur who had attacked Bran’s squad, had done something terrible. But that had been in the middle of the war. 
 
    This had been in the middle of a city, during peacetime. 
 
    A meaningless massacre, Bran thought. And for what? He clenched his fists, his fingernails digging sharply and strong enough into his palm that they began to draw blood. 
 
    One of the noises in the room ceased. There was a soft tap as Urslan put his quill down into its small holder. 
 
    Bran turned his head, staring at the Grand Archmage, waiting for the man to speak. 
 
    The Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy turned in his chair. He rested his elbows on his knees, steepled his fingers, and stared at the three of them, his gaze finally resting upon Bran. The seriousness did not drop from his face as it sometimes did. “You all wish to accompany me,” Urslan said. It wasn’t a question, more of a statement. 
 
    Bran didn’t hesitate. “We do.” 
 
    The Grand Archmage inclined his head. “I understand why you would, Bran. However, the Ketria Academy is the safest place for you right now.” 
 
    Bran drew his eyebrows together and leaned forward in his chair. He relaxed his hands as best he could, composing himself. He didn’t want his anger to be seen on the surface. He imagined he was back in the army, speaking to one of his superiors, walking the fine line of being deferential while still wishing to argue his point. “With all due respect, Urslan, the Ketria Academy isn’t safe. We’ve seen first hand that it is compromised. I know that you and the faculty have come a long way in dismantling Volrath’s portals in our Monster Realms, but that doesn’t mean he will not still be able to infiltrate the academy.” 
 
    Urslan tilted his head to the side, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Bran is right,” Lara said. “Without you here to protect him, the Ketria Academy isn’t as safe as it needs to be. The second you leave, Volrath will know. You remember how easy it was for him to find your airship? He’s watching you. He must be. This portal that opened in Ealdor, for all we know, could be a diversion to pull you from the academy so he can go after Bran.” Lara lowered her head. “That man has always been good at diversions. It’s hard to ever know what he is truly up to. I do not think he made the portal simply to create chaos.” 
 
    At those last words, Alaro turned his gaze on Lara, a curious expression on his face. “It almost sounds like you know Volrath.” Alaro’s eyes widened. “That’s where you came from, isn’t it? I knew you weren’t a regular student… were you… were you once a student at the Dreadmorth Institute?” 
 
    The room went quiet but for the crackling fire, and the Ranger’s bated breath. 
 
    Urslan and Bran looked at Lara. Their reaction must have all but confirmed Alaro’s suspicions. 
 
    Lara let out a sigh. “I suppose it’s about time I tell you this, too.” She looked away from the Ranger. “You’re right. I was a student of Dreadmorth. But I… had to leave that place. But that isn’t all.” She seemed to summon some courage, as she looked Alaro in the eye. “Volrath is my father.” 
 
    Alaro’s jaw fell open, his mouth agape. He closed it, then opened it, then closed it again. Finally, he spoke, “What?” 
 
    “Volrath is—” 
 
    “No, no. I… I heard you. But… Volrath is…” Alaro shook his head. “But you’re good!” 
 
    Lara smiled, let out a puff of air from her nose, and shook her head. “Yes. I am.” The smile fell away. She looked down at her hands, which were folded neatly in her lap. “There are many things I did not know about my father growing up. Many things that did not become evident until… until I started asking questions he did not have answers for. Needless to say, I eventually learned the truth about him. And that’s why I’m here.” She was silent for a moment. “I understand if that means I have lost your trust.” 
 
    Bran looked over at Alaro, as did the Grand Archmage. Urslan was as quiet as Bran. Whatever else they had been discussing was put to the side. 
 
    The Ranger looked down at his hands. He was silent for a long moment. Then he shook his head, looking over at Lara. “No. You haven’t lost my trust.” He looked at Bran, and Urslan. “Apparently, I am the last to learn of this. But obviously the Grand Archmage has known this entire time, and he trusts you enough not only to make you his ward, but with the secret of Bran’s unique abilities. That, and the actions I have seen you perform, are more than enough for you to have earned my trust twice over.” 
 
    Bran let out a breath. For a moment, he was worried that would go a different way. When they had fought the students from Dreadmorth, and the one Lara had faced had gotten away… Bran would be lying if he said that the thought of Lara having intentionally let the woman escape hadn’t entered his mind. 
 
    But he had never let that thought persist, as he knew how false it was. Lara was on their side. That was clear, and none of her actions, or who happened to be her father, had muddied that for Bran. 
 
    He was glad that was the same for Alaro. 
 
    Urslan cleared his throat, and the party all turned their attention to him. 
 
    The Grand Archmage opened his steepled hands. “Now that we have that all cleared up, well, perhaps I was too hasty in my decision.” He looked at Lara. “I want you to accompany me, as I know you may have insight into your fa—” He cleared his throat again. “Into Volrath that no other person might.” 
 
    Urslan faced Bran. “And Lara’s argument is… correct. Perhaps you would be safer with me. However, I do not wish to make it obvious you have left the academy. If Volrath is watching my airship, that means you must remain below decks until we arrive at our destination, and walk onto the ship in disguise, just to be safe.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “I imagine that would be wise.” He wasn’t sure what he would do, stuck in a small room aboard a ship for that many hours, but he supposed he would find something. 
 
    Urslan clapped his hands together. “Then it’s settled! We leave this evening, after collecting any letters the students—and faculty—have written for their loved ones.” 
 
    Alaro shifted where he sat, and Urslan raised his eyebrow at the Ranger. 
 
    “Yes, Alaro?” the Grand Archmage asked. 
 
    “What about me? Am I coming along?” There was a hint of hope in the Ranger’s voice. Bran knew he wanted to come along with them, wanted to help find out what had happened and why. 
 
    He also knew the man was never one to miss out on an adventure. 
 
    “Of course, Alaro. You may come along.” Urslan surveyed the three of them and smiled warmly. “Far be it from me to break up the party. You have all proven yourselves to be strong, competent, and trustworthy. You will each be a valuable asset on this journey. Now, ensure your inventories are stocked. And Bran? Make your way to the armory, to Quartermaster Birch. Tell him you need regular armor, and a helmet, and that I have approved the acquisition at no cost. Ensure he applies whatever enchantments you already have upon your own uniform to the armor. I don’t want any of you wearing your uniform for this mission.” He turned his gaze to Alaro. “I trust you already have suitable gear?” 
 
    The Ranger nodded. “I do, sir.” 
 
    “Good.” The Grand Archmage smiled. “But please, call me Urslan.” He opened his hands. “You are in the inner circle now, Alaro.” 
 
    Bran, Lara, and Alaro left Urslan alone in the Founders’ study. On the other side of the portal, each rubbing their shoulders from the cold, Alaro turned to the both of them. 
 
    “There is far more going on here, isn’t there?” the Ranger asked. “This… this isn’t just about Volrath doing experiments on monsters and—and summoners.” He shook his head. “He’s opening portals now? He… he was responsible for the one before this? The one that Mage Ganadon closed?” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    Alaro knew some things about Volrath, but not all that Lara had told Bran. Bran looked over at Lara. She nodded. 
 
    They told Alaro everything. That Volrath didn’t just want to become powerful—he wanted to start a war. Not a war between kingdoms and countries. A war between summoners. 
 
    He wanted to rule over them all. Over everything. He wanted to turn the world back to what it once was, when the summoners were warlords. 
 
    And he wanted to be the one at the top. The most powerful of all. 
 
    Alaro stared at them as they explained all this, slowly nodding his head. None of it seemed to come to much of a surprise to him. At the end, the Ranger let out a long sigh. Then he smiled—it only looked a little bit forced. “I guess taking him down is going to be quite the adventure. Something for the ages.” He got a faraway look. “It will be an accomplishment as grand as those performed by the Founders of the Ketria Academy.” 
 
    Bran just shook his head and smiled. He couldn’t say he had thought of it that way before. But he wasn’t surprised that Alaro, always one for adventure, did. And he knew the man took this seriously, he just did it in his own way. 
 
    The three summoners left to prepare themselves for the journey ahead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was strange, wearing armor again. The armor Bran chose wasn’t full plate armor like that he had seen on many different summoners—like the sword merchant from the Trading Hall. No, Bran chose armor he was used to wearing. Armor he had become familiar with as a spearman in the army. 
 
    A mail hauberk over thick gambeson, along with tough leather gloves and heavy boots. The helmet Quartermaster Birch gave him was not like the helmet he had worn as a spearman, however. The helmet he had worn as a spearman had been a metal skullcap. This was a full helm. Bran didn’t like the way it obscured his vision, but he knew why he had to wear it. 
 
    It would be far harder to tell who he was if he was wearing this, rather than his uniform, or a different helmet that exposed his face. 
 
    They didn’t want Volrath or his spies knowing Bran was leaving the Ketria Academy, after all. 
 
    He looked at the enchantments on the armor. 
 
      
 
    Ring mail hauberk 
 
    Steel 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
            20% reduced damage from physical attacks 
 
    100% increased durability 
 
    50% decreased weight 
 
    20% Increased mana pool for all monsters  
 
      
 
    Good. Quartermaster Birch had applied the same enchantments as his uniform. 
 
    Bran had already topped up his potions at the Trading Hall, after making all his other dealings, and so was fully stocked. 
 
    When he made it outside to where the airship was docked on the lawns of the Ketria Academy, he found Lara and Alaro waiting. Alaro was wearing light leather armor, very befitting of a Ranger, whereas Lara wore her regular robes. While the Mage’s attire might have looked not very protective, it was no doubt laden with enchantments that would make it the equal of any footsoldier’s mail. 
 
    “Urslan is already onboard,” Lara said. 
 
    “We were just waiting on you.” Alaro grinned. 
 
    Bran nodded and headed up the ramp, the Mage and Ranger following behind him. 
 
    He had the same room that he did the last time he was aboard the ship. He’d only been aboard it for a day, but he remembered the way easily enough. 
 
    When he was below decks, he took off the helm and let out a breath. “It’s stifling in that thing.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get used to it.” Alaro clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    Bran made it to his room, opened the door, and went to sit on the bed. Alaro and Lara stood in the doorway. 
 
    “I’ll show you to your room, Alaro,” Lara said. “It’s best we get some sleep.” 
 
    Bran’s stomach grumbled. “Where were the kitchens again?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The journey from the Ketria Academy to Ealdor felt like it went by much faster than the journey from Ealdor to the Ketria Academy had. For one, Bran didn’t undergo any training. He had a light dinner, then tried to sleep. 
 
    And no one attacked the ship this time. 
 
    By the time he woke up the next morning, they were about ready to dock in Ealdor. The airship being one of the largest, they had to wait for room to be made for it. No one had been expecting the Grand Archmage to make his way to Ealdor—there had been no time to give any type of warning. 
 
    Bran stood at the rail on the starboard side of the ship, looking down at the city. 
 
    Even from up here, Bran could see the damage done. His gaze was drawn straight toward Ealdor’s main square. 
 
    The statue of the Mage Ganadon lay sideways, on the ground atop the cobblestones. There was a long line in the stone, where the statue had cracked from the force of it falling—it went right through the man’s nose and between his eyes. 
 
    Bran’s gaze traveled further, toward the buildings. Some of them were hollowed out shells of what they used to be. It had been three days since the incident had happened, yet the air still smelled of smoke. 
 
    The dragons must have set so much aflame… 
 
    Bran gripped the rail tightly. He heard the footsteps of two people approaching from either side of him. Lara leaned against the rail, looking down at the damage. Alaro did the same on the opposite side of Bran. 
 
    Lara put a hand on his shoulder. “One hundred people… Are you worried for anyone? You came from here, after all.” 
 
    Bran did not look at her. He couldn’t take his gaze off all the destruction. It was the first time anyone had asked him that since the news had come. “I have friends here. My old squad mates. A woman I used to work with, a Monster Medic…” Then he thought of the others who worked at the Wayward Inn. The barmaid, Petra, who used to always flirt with him. The others he had befriended, even casually… 
 
    Any number of them could be dead if they had found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    Alaro slapped his hand on Bran’s shoulder. “I’m sure none of them were here.” His words rang hollow. There was no way he could know that. No way any of them could. 
 
    Eventually, the Lion’s Mane was lowered down into the airship docks. 
 
    Bran, wearing his armor and helmet, walked over to the ramp. Urslan was already standing there. 
 
    “What needs to be done first, Urslan?” Bran asked. 
 
    The Grand Archmage faced him. His eyes were serious. “First, I want you to look at the list of confirmed dead.” He passed Bran something. A piece of paper, with the Ketria Academy seal upon it. “I do not have full authority here, but I do have some. This grants you permission to request the necessary information from the Royal Guard.” 
 
    Bran folded the piece of paper and put it into his bag of holding. His Summoner’s Bandolier was currently around his waist, on the other side of his armor. 
 
    This would be the first time he set foot in Ealdor as a true summoner. 
 
    But he wasn’t here to reunite with old friends. In fact, he couldn’t let any of them know that he was here at all. As far as they knew, the Lion’s Mane hadn’t been followed. But that didn’t mean he could stop being careful. 
 
    “Where will you be?” Bran asked of the Grand Archmage. 
 
    “I will be making my way to the International Summoners Guild house in Ealdor.” Urslan nodded to the left of where the airship had docked. “It’s only a block away.” 
 
    Bran didn’t need to be told that. He had passed the building more than once in his life. The tall tower, built from ancient stone. 
 
    Come to think of it, the tower resembled the Ketria Academy more than he had realized before. 
 
    Had it been built by the Founders? Considering it was within the same kingdom… then again, a thousand years ago, when the Founders were still alive, Ealdor may not have been in the same kingdom as the Ketria Academy. 
 
    Urslan walked down the ramp, leaving Bran and his party to watch him leave. 
 
    Bran looked around the docks. A few people had stopped to watch the Lion’s Mane dock, but not near as many as the last time Bran was here. He supposed, after a massacre, the citizens of Ealdor had other things on their mind. 
 
    And perhaps, after so many had died, normal folk were no longer as enamored by monsters and summoners. Summoners were who had stopped the massacre from getting worse, but monsters were instantly associated with them. 
 
    As Bran waved over Alaro and Lara, he tried to put himself in the shoes of his former self. It had only been a little over a month ago, yet he found it quite difficult. 
 
    What would he have thought of what happened? Would a part of him have blamed the summoners themselves? 
 
    He shook that thought away. 
 
    No. He wouldn’t have blamed them—but he might have become even more wary of them than he already had been, after what had happened at the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    Lara nodded at Bran’s bag of holding. “I saw that the Grand Archmage gave you his seal.” 
 
    “He did?” Alaro asked. “He’s putting a lot of trust in you.” 
 
    Bran hadn’t thought of it that way. He had been too focused on the task he’d been given. “He wants me to check the list of dead.” 
 
    Alaro and Lara went silent for a moment. 
 
    “You should make a copy,” Lara finally said. “There will be more than one person back at the academy who will want to know if… if they lost anyone.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “We’ll head to the Royal Guards’ main headquarters.” He started walking down the ramp. 
 
    The Royal Guard, despite their name, were responsible for more than just the protection of the royals. They differed from the normal city guard in the fact that they were all experienced summoners. 
 
    They were supposed to protect the people should any summoners—or monsters—run amok inside the Kingdom of Kalaran. 
 
    But in all Bran’s time in Ealdor, he barely remembered seeing them. They often spent their time in the richer districts, like this one, not anywhere near where he grew up. 
 
    He remembered what the sword merchant had said back in the Trading Hall, back when he had first heard of this happening. 
 
    Your precious Royal Guard didn’t turn up until the battle was already over. 
 
    How could that be possible? They had Lancers. Those were the ones Bran had seen most often—they would periodically patrol the skies above Ealdor, on the backs of various flying monsters. 
 
    Bran often stared up at the one who rode on a green dragon, wondering what that must be like. He’d grown up watching that green dragon circle the city. 
 
    How had they not been in the square? 
 
    The party ended up heading through the main square, stepping across the cobblestones to the north. Bran couldn’t help but stare at the statue of the Mage Ganadon, still lying on its side, a cracked line up its face. 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone righted that yet?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “Because they don’t want the tragedy forgotten,” Bran whispered. He understood why the Ranger might not understand the tradition—it was very much something practiced in Ealdor. 
 
    Bran remembered, when he was a child, a fire had broken out in the lower district. The lower district was on the lowest economic rung in the city, and most of the houses there were made of wood and had thatched roofs. 
 
    The flames ripped right through it. 
 
    Nothing was done to clean up the mess for an entire week. Bran had remembered asking his mother why they let it stay like that, and she had whispered back to him, “So we remember.” 
 
    That’s when Bran noticed it—the stares. The looks. The pointing and whispering. 
 
    It wasn’t as much as he had thought it might be, but plenty of non-summoners were noticing them—staring at their Summoner’s Bandoleers. 
 
    “This feels… awfully strange,” Bran said. “I remember being one of those people, watching as a summoner walked by.” He remembered what he had thought every time he had seen one, too: Gods among mortals. 
 
    Alaro clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll be honest, it is a bit strange, but you get used to it.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure of that,” Lara said. “I most certainly have not.” 
 
    Alaro looked over at her. “Are summoners not as revered in the Morkoth Empire?” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “Oh, they certainly are. Especially…” She looked down, eyes on the cobblestones. “I remember walking around in the city, with Volrath. My father. People practically bowed in the streets. I definitely can’t ever imagine getting used to that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Alaro paused for a moment. He still seemed to be digesting the fact that Lara was Volrath’s daughter, and all that entailed. “I can imagine that would be… very very strange.” 
 
    Bran tried not to look at the people staring at him. But it was hard not to. Though he was wearing armor and a full helm that disguised who he was, and he doubted Volrath knew he was in the city, he didn’t want to let his guard down. 
 
    Besides, he wasn’t sure he knew how to let his guard down. 
 
    Alaro had tried to teach him, with the night of drinking they’d had at the tavern. But one night of drinking couldn’t change years of conditioning. 
 
    Bran’s head was on a swivel, looking at everyone staring at him. He noticed a few of the city guardsmen. Even recognized one of them, a man he had served with in the Kalaran Royal Army. He almost nodded at the man, who was staring back at him. He remembered his name. Peter. 
 
    If anyone was to know if his squad mates were okay, it was probably this man. But he couldn’t just go up and ask him. He couldn’t reveal who he was right now. 
 
    Bran stuck his eyes forward, blocking out all of the stares. “I don’t like hiding who I am.” 
 
    “I understand, you know. But it’s important that you do.” Lara put a hand on his shoulder. “Hopefully, you will not have to do it for long.” 
 
    Bran didn’t hear any confidence in that remark. “We will deal with Volrath.” His voice, on the other hand, was filled with confidence. He didn’t know how they would do it—Bran knew he wasn’t powerful enough yet—but they would. 
 
    They wouldn’t let someone like the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute take over the world. 
 
    They wouldn’t let him become even more powerful than he already was. 
 
    “So, where is this Royal Guard headquarters?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran nodded ahead of them. “Not too much further. It is near the palace.” 
 
    Alaro let out a whistle. “The palace. Where Prince Roderick lives.” 
 
    “Yes. Prince Roderick rules over Ealdor in his father’s stead.” 
 
    “I hear he is a summoner of great renown,” Lara said. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “He went to the Ketria Academy. He was there my first year, actually. He was a third-year student at the time.” 
 
    “He must be rather young then,” Lara said. “He can’t have been ruling Ealdor long? Especially if he spent three years away from it?” 
 
    “Prince Roderick is…” Bran considered his next words. “He’s more of a figurehead. His uncle, Duke Baxter is the one that really runs things. At least, that’s the word on the street.” 
 
    Alaro frowned. “Duke Baxter? Isn’t he…” The Ranger’s voice turned to a whisper. “A non-summoner?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bran said, nodding. “But that doesn’t stop him from being a good ruler.” 
 
    Alaro put his hands up and chuckled nervously. “I know that. I was just asking.” 
 
    For the rest of the way, the party fell silent. 
 
    The streets and buildings became less and less familiar to Bran. They were in the heart of the high district now, somewhere he had little reason to frequent in the past. 
 
    But he remembered what the Royal Guard headquarters looked like. 
 
    As the palace came into view, Bran couldn’t help but stare at it in awe. 
 
    Though it was officially called a palace, Bran had always thought it was the wrong word. It looked far more like a castle to him. It had grand towers that rivaled the height and majesty of the towers back at the Ketria Academy. Its walls were tall, thick, and filled with guardsmen walking along the ramparts. 
 
    Royal Guardsmen. They wore glowing, full plate armor. Their Summoner’s Bandoliers were on full display. A few of them gazed down at the three summoners heading past the palace, no doubt assessing whether their proximity was a threat. 
 
    The Royal Guard headquarters was a fortress in itself. It was a large stone building, surrounded by a tall wall—though the wall was not as tall as the one surrounding the palace. 
 
    Two guards stood at the gates. They each held halberds. Their Summoner’s Bandoliers had four crystals. Bran resisted the urge to scan the guards, knowing doing such a thing would be considered impolite—perhaps even hostile. 
 
    Of course, he doubted the Royal Guards were not scanning them in return. 
 
    One of the guards—the taller of the two—stepped forward as they approached. His gaze sat squarely on Bran. “Why can I not read you? You are blocking scans.” 
 
    Alaro put a hand on Bran’s shoulder, stepping forward to talk to the guard. “We are here on behalf of the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy.” He motioned to Bran. “Show him the thing.” 
 
    Bran put his hand down to his bag of holding. 
 
    The guard lowered his halberd. “Careful now. Whatever you’re pulling out of that, do it slowly.” 
 
    The short guard behind the tall guard took a step forward. “Do as he says.” The short guard’s voice was incredibly deep and gravelly—like he’d swallowed stones, and his throat had never fully healed. 
 
    Bran raised his eyebrows, though he knew such a movement would not be visible inside his full helm. He wasn’t sure if the Royal Guards were always this suspicious, or if it was just because of the massacre that had happened recently in the main square. 
 
    Either way, he found he was glad for their caution. 
 
    Used to following orders, Bran didn’t say a word as he produced the piece of paper with Urslan’s official seal upon it. 
 
    The guard snatched it out of his hand. He stared at it, eyes moving from one side of the page to the other slowly. After a long moment, where he looked from the paper, to Bran, Alaro, and Lara, the guard inclined his head. “I will have someone escort you inside.” He handed the piece of paper back to Bran, then walked to the gate. He reached through the bars and pulled on a rope; a bell rang above their heads. 
 
    Bran looked up. There were two different bells. One was much smaller than the other. That was the one that was ringing now. 
 
    He could only imagine the large bell was for emergencies. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a young Royal Guardsman—who couldn’t have been out of a summoner school more than a year—jogged from the entrance of the main building. 
 
    The gate rose slowly. The tall guard and the short guard still eyed them suspiciously. 
 
    The young guard motioned them through the gate. “What is your business here today?” He looked at them, his eyes falling on their Summoner’s Bandoliers before their faces. When he looked at Bran, he asked him to remove the helm. 
 
    Bran glanced at Alaro and Lara. 
 
    Alaro shrugged. 
 
    Lara nodded. 
 
    Bran supposed if he were safe anywhere, it would be here. And he couldn’t very well explain why he wanted to keep the helmet on. He removed it, and then took a long breath of fresh air. Gods, it was stifling in that thing. 
 
    The guard froze when he looked at Alaro’s face. “Alaro? What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the academy?” 
 
    Alaro took a double take at the man. Then his face broke out in a grin. “I almost didn’t recognize you! You look so much different in full plate armor compared to your Ketria Academy uniform.” He looked at Bran and Lara, then motioned to the young guard. “This is Patrick. He was at the academy last year. He’s a Beastmaster.” 
 
    Bran looked over the guard again. He had four crystals in his Summoner’s Bandolier, not surprising for a graduate of the academy. From the looks of their colors, he had two air-type monsters, and two earth-type monsters. 
 
    Bran wondered what qualities he used from them when he used his Beastmaster abilities. 
 
    The guard puffed out his chest a moment, obviously proud of his class. Then his face fell, his eyebrows drawn together. “I thought your family were from the capital… Your mother, she’s a merchant. She wasn’t here when…?” 
 
    Alaro shook his head vigorously. “No, no. My mother’s fine. We’re here for another reason.” 
 
    “The other guards said you had the Grand Archmage’s seal?” Patrick asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “We do. He sent us here to check the list of the dead. From… from the massacre,” Bran said. 
 
    Patrick straightened. “Of course. I’ll get a copy made for you.” He led them into the main building’s foyer. 
 
    The foyer was massive. Bran blinked, gazing around it. It wasn’t as large as the one at the Ketria Academy, but it still took him a little by surprise. Like the Ketria Academy, there were paintings and murals adorning the walls. They all depicted various different Royal Guardsmen in their full plate armor, fighting battles with different parts of the city as a backdrop. 
 
    It made Bran wonder how many times something like this had happened. It couldn’t have been that often, could it? There certainly had been no monsters running wild while he had grown up in Ealdor. He had heard of a summoner… a summoner who had murdered some people in the lower district. In one of the taverns. The Royal Guards had tracked him down. The battle resulted in the man’s eventual death, and the death of two Royal Guardsmen. 
 
    But that had been over a decade ago. 
 
    Patrick jogged off, leaving them there. 
 
    Alaro cleared his throat. “You know, I used to want to be in the Royal Guard. Not in Ealdor, but working for the King.” 
 
    “Really? What made you change your mind?” Bran asked. 
 
    The Ranger shrugged. “I realized how much time they spent just… Patrolling. Standing guard.” He smiled. “I’m proud of Patrick for making it here, but it’s hardly a life of adventure.” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but chuckle. “No. I suppose it isn’t.” 
 
    Though he did wonder how important they might become, these Royal Guard. If something like this were to happen again, he just hoped they were there to stop it. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Patrick returned, handing over the list. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help it anymore. He had to ask. “Were you there? At the main square, when it all happened?” 
 
    Patrick froze. He stared at Bran for a long moment. Then he looked over at Alaro. “Can I see that seal? From the Grand Archmage?” 
 
    Alaro nodded and motioned to Bran. 
 
    Bran pulled the piece of paper out of his bag of holding once more and passed it over to Patrick. 
 
    Patrick grabbed the piece of paper. His hand… it was shaking. He read it carefully, then passed it back to Bran. “None of us were there. We… We got there too late. The fighting was already done.” He lowered his head. 
 
    “How was it you weren’t there?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Patrick bit his lip. “Something else was happening in the city.” He glanced behind him, as though trying to see if anyone was listening. But there were no guards in the middle of the foyer. It was just the four of them. “I can’t tell you what was happening. It’s been kept a closely guarded secret. But there was a threat. A credible threat on the palace. That massacre…” Patrick shook his head. His eyes were wide. “We didn’t know that would happen. All our focus was on the palace… we should have been there, but we weren’t.” He straightened again, regaining his composure. His face became a mask of emotion. “You have your list now. I should lead you back out.” 
 
    They walked out of the main building in silence, through the courtyard back to the gates. It wasn’t until the party was out of earshot of the guards guarding the gates that they finally spoke to one another again. 
 
    “Something happened at the palace?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “A threat, he said. I wonder what it could have been…” Lara said. 
 
    “I’m sure Urslan will find out. Hopefully, he’ll share that information with us.” Bran glanced back at the Royal Guard headquarters. All he could think about was what must have happened at the palace. What could have distracted all of the Royal Guards? 
 
    It must have been quite a threat indeed. 
 
    “When are you going to look at it?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran blinked. He glanced over at Alaro, momentarily confused. Then he remembered—he was still clutching the list of names. 
 
    The names of all who had died when the portal had unleashed wild monsters into Ealdor’s square. 
 
    The paper was folded in half. 
 
    Bran opened it carefully. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know who was on this list. The longer he waited, the less likely he was to find out that it was someone he knew. If he didn’t look at the list, he could still imagine that all of his friends were alive. 
 
    But he couldn’t just not look. He had to know. He read down the list of names carefully. He didn’t recognize any of them. At least, not the first eighty. But he wasn’t ready to relax yet. He kept scanning, looking for someone he knew, someone familiar. 
 
    Then he saw it. 
 
    Andrew. Andrew Jacobs. 
 
    That… that had been one of his squad mates. One of the people he had fought with in the war. One of the people he had stood beside at the Battle of Heathland. A spearman like he had been. Short blond hair. A scar above his eye. Andrew had been… he’d been one of the men Bran would have drunk with at the tavern in the lower district the night he had found out he was a summoner. 
 
    One of his friends whom he had never seen again. 
 
    And now he was dead. Dead like Jed. Dead like Wilson. 
 
    Carefully, Bran folded the piece of paper and put it back into his bag of holding. He looked up at Alaro and Lara. 
 
    It must’ve been written on his face. 
 
    Lara placed a hand on his shoulder. “You knew one of them, didn’t you?” 
 
    Bran looked away. He clenched his fists. “One of my old squad mates. That’s three I’ve lost. Three I’ve lost to summoners not following the rules.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Bran,” Alaro said. 
 
    “Yeah. Me too. But it’s Volrath who will really be sorry.” He glanced at Lara, wondering what she thought of that. He was talking about her father, after all. 
 
    They were a few blocks away from the airship docks. Bran had his helm back on, the sun falling directly on it. He took a left, down an alleyway. It wasn’t the fastest way back, but he wanted some shade—his head was getting cooked inside that helm, with the metal getting heated up by the sun. 
 
    The anger was building up inside of him, bubbling toward the surface. 
 
    Another of his squad mates was dead. And this hadn’t been during a war. This hadn’t been during a conflict between two countries. 
 
    It had been in the city square. 
 
    What had he been doing there? Why had he come to the main square that day? 
 
    Bran clenched his fists ever harder, feeling his nails digging viciously into his palm. He knew his anger wasn’t helpful—knew it wouldn’t fix anything. After the Battle of Heathland, and the ‘end’ of the war—the war between Ketria and Morkoth never truly ended, but rather had long breaks between its conflicts—he had felt a lot of anger. 
 
    He had come back to his ‘normal’ life not knowing how to operate outside of a battle. The reason he had gotten a job at those stables wasn’t because he had much of any experience with horses, but was because it would give him more time alone to deal with those emotions. 
 
    He thought he had gotten a handle on them—on that anger—but Andrew’s death brought it all back to the forefront of his mind. 
 
    Perhaps that was why his fear-sense didn’t activate as he stepped through the alleyway. Perhaps that was why he didn’t feel the enemy coming. He wasn’t sure. 
 
    A violent gust of wind took him in the side. He went down, fast, crashing into the stone wall of the narrow alleyway. 
 
    It was only then that his fear-sense finally activated, in that split second after he had been hit and was trying to regain his feet. It was almost as though time stopped. All of the training he had undertaken—as a spearman, as a Ranger and Mage—kicked in. 
 
    He sunk into his fear-sense and felt the presence of multiple enemy monsters within the alley. He did a count, assessing the ranges of their levels before he had even turned his head—there were two monsters. 
 
    Both well over level 10. 
 
    A shout rang out. 
 
    Then a scream. 
 
    Alaro and Lara! Bran thought. He sprang to his feet, turning around to see who had attacked. 
 
    A man in a dark cloak, a hood over his head obscuring his face in shadow, stared down at Bran—all Bran could see were the man’s green eyes. 
 
    And the monsters. They had come as though from nowhere. The man—the summoner—had come from nowhere. How had he gotten here? 
 
    Bran conjured images of all his monsters in his mind, and they began to materialize as he stole glances at the four enemy monsters in the alley. 
 
      
 
    Ancient Pterodactyl 
 
    Level: 20 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Wind 
 
    Strength: 115 
 
    Toughness: 80 
 
    Agility: 160 
 
    Magic Power: 105 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Summoner Bond: 30% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Shadow Wolf 
 
    Level: 20 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 110 
 
    Toughness: 100 
 
    Agility: 120 
 
    Magic Power: 110 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Summoner Bond: 30% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Two level 20 monsters! Bran thought. He barely had time to see what the monsters looked like—a giant wolf wrapped in shadow, blending into the darkness of the alleyway; a large, terrifying birdlike monster with leathery skin, a long sharp-looking beak, and terrifying teeth. 
 
    The second monster reminded him more of a Raptor than anything else. 
 
    Those monsters… they were far too high-level for Bran to be able to face. How could he fight monsters like that? Teamed with Alaro and Lara, they hadn’t been able to defeat the Flame Lion, and that monster had only been level 15. 
 
    Judging by the types of monsters the enemy had, and the fact he held no weapons, Bran assumed he must be a Mage—that was how he had gotten in here without being noticed. 
 
    He had Shadow Stepped into the alley and used a Gale Breath to knock them all down, then summoned his monsters to block them in. 
 
    Bran’s Shadow Mageling, Stone Griffin, and Bronze Lynx materialized around him, closing in. He threw quick glances to either side of him. Alaro and Lara were picking themselves off the ground—they’d been thrown into the stone wall of the alley even harder than he had as they’d been closer. 
 
    The Mage and Ranger got their bearings, staring wide-eyed at the two level 20 monsters. 
 
    The enemy summoner took off their hood, and a small gasp escaped Lara’s mouth. 
 
    Bran didn’t recognize the dark haired man who stood before them. The man had countless rings adorning his fingers and piercing covering his face—a bar through his eyebrow, a ball stud through his lip, a ring in his nose. Jewelry littered with enchantments, Bran thought. 
 
    “It’s been a long time, Lara,” the man said. 
 
    Lara took a stumbling step back. “You don’t have to do this, Jonah.” 
 
    The man licked his lips. He eyed Alaro, then his gaze settled on Bran. “Oh, but I do, little sister. But I do.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a moment, Bran could barely make sense of the words. 
 
    The man in front of them—a powerful Mage named Jonah with level 20 monsters—was Lara’s brother? 
 
    Bran realized his mouth had fallen open, and he was just gaping at the summoner. He closed his mouth, and tried to think up a battle plan. 
 
    The man had four filled crystals on his Summoner’s Bandolier. A dark crystal that must have been for the Shadow Wolf. A yellow crystal that must have been for the Ancient Pterodactyl. 
 
    And two more crystals. Both red. They were glowing as though the monsters inside them were summoned—two fire-types. 
 
    Bran glanced up and down the alleyway, but wasn’t able to see the monsters anywhere. 
 
    Lara put her hands up in a placating gesture and took a step forward. Bran’s instinct was to stop her. To pull her back. 
 
    Instead, he took the moment to pull his bow and quiver out of his bag of holding. 
 
    He wasn’t prepared for this fight—not in the way he usually would be—and so none of his arrows had any spells imbued into them. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    Bran let out a breath, his gaze on the two monsters—they hadn’t attacked yet. 
 
    “Jonah, what are you doing here?” Lara asked. 
 
    The alley was quiet—too quiet. They weren’t that far from the Royal Guard headquarters. Shouldn’t someone have seen this by now? 
 
    At the same time, his Stone Griffin and Bronze Lynx’s ears perked up. Bran touched a hand to the griffin, tapping the monster’s senses through the bond. 
 
    Screams. Shouts. A commotion happening a few blocks away… 
 
    Jonah didn’t look at Lara as he spoke, his gaze still locked on Bran. “I’m here for him. Father wants him. And you know, what Father wants, Father gets.” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “You don’t have to do what he says, Vol. If he’s asking you to do things you don’t want to do—” 
 
    “Oh, little sister.” Jonah made a tut-tut sound. “You never truly understand what’s really going on, do you? I follow Father because I want to. Now, I do not wish to hurt you, or your friend.” He bobbed his head at Alaro. “But I will if I must.” 
 
    Alaro put a hand on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. In a moment, all three of his beasts appeared. The Crocolisk snapped its jaws. The Cackling Goblin gave a wicked grin. The Blade Fiend swiped at the air.  
 
    “The Royal Guard will come,” Alaro said. “They’ll hear this.” 
 
    “They won’t come,” Bran said, still listening to the screams and shouts through the Stone Griffin’s ears. “Your other two monsters, they’re wreaking havoc around the city, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Well, well, this one catches on fast,” Jonah said with a smile. “No one is coming to your aid.” Finally, he looked at Lara. “No one.” His gaze returned to Bran. “So please, come with me, and don’t make this harder on yourself.” 
 
    Bran glanced at Lara. At Alaro. Would this man really hurt his sister, just to take him? They had never faced monsters as powerful as level 20. The odds of them winning… 
 
    “We’re not going to give him up, Jonah,” Lara said. Her two crystals began to glow. The Daeva appeared, the shadow creature’s face obscured by the dark hood it wore. 
 
    Then her second monster appeared in the alley. Her fire-type monster that Bran had never before seen her summon. 
 
    The monster was entirely made from flame, in the way that the Shadow Mageling was entirely made from shadow. It hovered off the ground. It looked human-like but for the fact that it lacked legs. Two flaming horns jutted out from its head. Its torso was massively muscled, and its eyes glowed white hot. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster quickly. 
 
      
 
    Inferno Elemental 
 
    Level: 8 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 35 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 60 
 
    Personality: Chaotic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 25% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    He blinked. 
 
    A summoner bond at 25%? And the monster’s personality was… chaotic? It seemed strange that Lara should have a beast like that. 
 
    Why hadn’t she trained with it, increased her bond? 
 
    Bran shrugged off the thoughts. There was no time to think on it. 
 
    Jonah’s expression shifted completely. Gone was the cool, casual demeanor. His eyebrows drew together, lines cutting through his forehead. His cheeks twitched. “You’re going to regret this, little sister.” 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense went absolutely insane. It gave him a dirt-rotten feeling in his gut. It didn’t so much as tingle up his spine but shudder. 
 
    Jonah took a step backward in the narrow alley. He raised his arms, a fireball appearing in mid-air. 
 
    His Shadow Wolf disappeared, shifting in and out of the Shadow Realm in an instant. Bran’s fear-sense told him the beast was now behind them. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl flapped its wings, sending a rapid Wind Blast spell straight at Alaro’s Blade Fiend. 
 
    Bran could barely keep track of everything that was happening. He pushed all of the negative thoughts and doubts from his mind. It didn’t matter that they were fighting level 20 monsters. 
 
    They had to win. 
 
    If they didn’t, Alaro and Lara would be hurt—or worse—and he would be captured and taken to Volrath. 
 
    It wasn’t his own life that he cared about. The torture, the experiments he might endure… It was the fact that if he were caught and Volrath were able to discover his secrets—then somehow replicate them—the man would become even more powerful than he was now. 
 
    The war would begin in earnest, and the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute would dominate the world. 
 
    All of Bran’s training kicked in. 
 
    He drew an arrow from his quiver in an instant, imbuing Shadow Step into it. He couldn’t defeat these monsters in a straight fight—he knew that—but just as when he fought the High Mountain Yeti, he would need to get creative. 
 
    And he knew just the way. 
 
    Bran nocked, drew, and loosed, shooting at the Ancient Pterodactyl. The Wind Blast the monster had launched crashed into the Blade Fiend, launching it straight into the stone wall of the alleyway. 
 
    He heard the Bronze Lynx roar behind him. 
 
    And knew the beast would be intercepting the Shadow Wolf. 
 
    Bran couldn’t focus on every aspect of the chaotic fight at once. All he could do was focus on the fight in front of him—something he had long ago learned how to do while a spearman in the Kalaran Royal Army. Though a battlefield with normal humans was far more straightforward than something like this. 
 
    His arrow hit true. He didn’t need it to hit the Ancient Pterodactyl in the head. It didn’t need to be a high-damage attack. He just needed the spell imbued into it to activate. 
 
    A dark cloud of shadow engulfed the beast as the Shadow Step infused arrow teleported the pterodactyl away. A hundred feet in the air, where Bran had been focusing his concentration, the pterodactyl appeared, spat out of the Shadow Realm. 
 
    He knew the monster could fly. Knew that it would be upon them in moments once more. 
 
    He also knew that the Royal Guards would be on high alert. Lara’s brother, Jonah, had a distraction elsewhere in the city. His fire-type monsters must be setting things aflame. Maybe even hurting people… 
 
    Bran couldn’t imagine what that would be like for the citizens of Ealdor, especially only days after the massacre happened. But the Royal Guard had just been distracted by whatever threat Patrick had spoken of in the palace only three days ago, missing the massacre in Ealdor’s main square completely; they would be looking out for distractions like this. 
 
    At least, that’s what Bran hoped. 
 
    The pterodactyl screeched high above them, then fell into a swift dive. 
 
    Something roared in the distance. Something massive, and powerful. 
 
    Jonah shuddered. Literally shuddered. His eyes widened as he stared into the sky. The man’s lips peeled back. He bared his teeth in a look of rage, then cast another fireball. The fireball shot straight past Bran. 
 
    And into one of his monsters. 
 
    Bran felt pain crash into him. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx, Bran thought. He felt the monster die—felt it forcibly reabsorbed into his crystal. The pain was immense, even worse than the last time one of his monsters had died, as the Bronze Lynx was now at level 5. 
 
    In one spell, Bran’s monster had been killed. 
 
    A single spell from this mage. 
 
    He’s too powerful, Bran thought. But we just have to hold him off until the Royal Guard come. 
 
    That roar split the sky again, filling Bran’s ears even from so far away. 
 
    The pterodactyl flapped its wings as it neared the alleyway, sending another Gale Breath at the three summoners from the Ketria Academy and all of the remaining beasts. 
 
    Every single one of them was knocked to the cobblestones. 
 
    Bran pulled a health potion from his bag of holding, pulling off the cork with his teeth—the bow still held in his left hand—as he stood. He gulped the health potion down as fast as he could, feeling the life force of him, his Stone Griffin, and Shadow Mageling fill back up. 
 
    He glanced to the side and saw the Shadow Wolf’s jaws clamp down on the Davea’s head. Lara’s Daeva glowed, forcibly reabsorbed into her crystal. Lara stumbled back a few steps, a fire spell she’d been about to cast cut off by the pain she must have endured. 
 
    Bran couldn’t see the Blade Fiend anymore. It must have died when the pterodactyl’s Gale Breath hit them. 
 
    He drew an arrow, imbued it with Wind Whip, and sent it at the Shadow Wolf—but it didn’t do anything. At least, it did barely anything. 
 
    The wolf was already being attacked on all sides—by the Crocolisk. The Inferno Elemental. The Shadow Mageling. 
 
    Bran looked up. His Stone Griffin had taken to the air, and was flinging spells at the Ancient Pterodactyl, barely dodging out of the way of the pterodactyl’s own spells. The griffin’s spells were landing on the enemy monster, but they were barely harming it. 
 
    Bran nocked another arrow and focused on the Shadow Wolf. It wasn’t Shadow Stepping out of the way—wasn’t even casting any spells—just swiping and snapping at the monsters attacking it as though they were mere nuisances. 
 
    Then the entire alleyway was engulfed in darkness. 
 
    Bran blinked, trying to figure out what was happening. The wind picked up, and the sound of a massive whoosh, whoosh came from above. 
 
    Bran looked up. A smile bloomed on his face. 
 
    His plan had worked. 
 
    A giant green dragon loomed over the alleyway, a Lancer riding astride the monster—a high-level summoner, and member of the Royal Guard. Bran had seen this man fly over the city of Ealdor for years. Watched him staring down, eyes peeled for danger. 
 
    Bran knew the moment he sent the Ancient Pterodactyl up into the sky with the Shadow Step infused arrow that it would be seen by a member of the Royal Guard, and hoped they would be able to come swiftly. 
 
    “No!” Jonah yelled. 
 
    Bran’s gaze whipped toward the enemy Mage. Jonah was staring up at the green dragon and the Lancer atop it. His face was red with rage. 
 
    He looked directly at Bran. “I’m not leaving here without you,” he said, his voice turning into a growl. 
 
    Jonah disappeared. 
 
    He Shadow Stepped, Bran thought. 
 
    His fear-sense lit up, warning him of a threat directly behind him. 
 
    The man was going to try and grab him and Shadow Step away—Bran couldn’t let that happen. Wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    He dived forward, rolling on the ground. He heard Jonah shout behind him. Bran whirled, turning on his knees. He nocked another arrow, imbuing it with Cannon Ball and loosing it in a fluid motion. 
 
    As the arrow flew, it shifted into a massive metal ball, then slammed straight into Jonah’s chest. 
 
    Jonah grunted as the Cannon Ball hit his robes, but it didn’t hurt him as much as it should have—as much as Bran thought it should have. 
 
    This was the son of Volrath, and a powerful summoner in his own right. Of course Bran’s spells wouldn’t be effective against him. There was no doubt that the man’s robes were filled with so many enchantments that nothing they threw at him would hurt him. 
 
    Not only that, he would have access to every single type of elemental resistance potion, and if he knew they were here… well, that meant he had been watching them. From seeing the different colors of the crystals on their bandoleers, he would have known what type of monsters they each possessed, and how to protect against them. 
 
    The green dragon roared again. 
 
    Bran spared a quick glance up at the monster. 
 
    His scanner activated without him even meaning for it to. 
 
      
 
    Emerald Dragon 
 
    Level: 30 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Air/Nature/Fire 
 
    Strength: 100 
 
    Toughness: 110 
 
    Agility: 110 
 
    Magic Power: 140  
 
    Personality: Loyal 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Level 30! And it had three different elemental types! 
 
    The dragon was casting a spell—a fireball. One as large as Bran himself. 
 
    It shot it straight down at the Shadow Wolf. When the fireball struck, it engulfed Jonah’s monster in a great blaze, the heat of which touched Bran’s skin. 
 
    The Shadow Wolf glowed. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but grin, watching the monster get forcibly reabsorbed into its crystal on Jonah’s Summoner’s Bandoleer. Now that hurt the man. Bran could only imagine how much pain something like that would bring, after he had felt the pain of a level 5 monster being reabsorbed. 
 
    How much would a level 20 monster being absorbed hurt? 
 
    When Jonah regained his footing, he stared at Bran. “You should have come with me willingly. Now, your friends will suffer.” He threw a shadow spell up at the Emerald Dragon above them. 
 
    Dark tendrils of shadow burst forth, wrapping around the Emerald Dragon’s legs and wings. 
 
    Bran recognized the spell instantly—it was Dark Binding. 
 
    Then a pocket of shadow appeared, and Jonah vanished from the alleyway. Bran looked around, sinking into his fear-sense,  but he couldn’t feel summoners in the same way that he could feel monsters. 
 
    What he did feel was the Ancient Pterodactyl and the Emerald Dragon above. Bran swung his gaze up to the two monsters. The pterodactyl was still sending spells at the Stone Griffin who—miraculously—was still alive. 
 
    The Emerald Dragon’s wings were locked up by Dark Binding. Bran had seen what such a spell did to a flying monster—halting their momentum completely, making them plummet to the ground. 
 
    The exact same thing happened to the dragon. 
 
    But the spell didn’t last very long. The shadow tendrils wrapped around the monster’s massive wings broke away, dissipating into the air until they looked as though they had never even been there. The dragon regained its flight. The Lancer Royal Guardsman atop it pointed into the distance, then launched away. 
 
    Leaving the three summoners from Ketria alone in the alley with the level 20 pterodactyl. 
 
    Alaro ran to Bran’s side, an arrow nocked in his longbow, head tilted up watching the Emerald Dragon and the Lancer astride it disappear. He drew the bowstring, and loosed the arrow—which turned into a large, metal spike as it flew—at the Ancient Pterodactyl. “Where did the Royal Guard go?” he asked. 
 
    Bran switched to Mage configuration—he wanted more mobility. Wanted to be able to Shadow Step out of the way if he needed to, and with his Bronze Lynx having been reabsorbed early in the fight, that mana pool was still relatively full. 
 
      
 
    Mage configuration activated. 
 
      
 
    “He went after the summoner!” a man shouted from behind them, his voice familiar. “Now he’s identified the man, he should be able to track his monster magic’s signature!” 
 
    Bran turned around to find Patrick, the Beastmaster Royal Guardsman they’d spoken to at the guard headquarters, sprinting into the alley. As he did, wings sprouted from his back, and his skin turned to stone. 
 
    His wings flapped, and he quickly rose into the sky to intercept the Ancient Pterodactyl. 
 
    Bran tried to scan Patrick, but something blocked him. 
 
    The man is warded against scans, Bran thought. He hadn’t tried to scan any of the Royal Guard he had encountered. Lara and Alaro both had told him that scanning other summoners without their permission wasn’t very polite. Bran supposed all of the Royal Guard would be warded against scans. It made sense for them not to want to reveal their capabilities to potential enemies. 
 
    For a moment, Bran watched in awe as the Beastmaster engaged the Ancient Pterodactyl in mid-flight. How strong must Patrick be, for his wings to keep his stone body in the air? The one time Bran had tried to fly in the Beastmaster configuration, his wings had not been large enough to hold him up. 
 
    He shook off those thoughts, refocusing on the moment. There was no way Patrick would be strong enough on his own to defeat the level 20 monster Jonah had left behind. 
 
    The man had only been out of the Ketria Academy for a year. 
 
    Bran took a page from Jonah’s book. With a mental command, he instructed the Shadow Mageling to cast Dark Binding upon the Ancient Pterodactyl. At the same time, his Stone Griffin was performing Wind Whip, Wind Blast, and Gale Breath—each three spells again and again. Bran pulled a mana potion from his bag of holding and gulped it down. He felt all of his monsters’ mana pools replenish in an instant. As the Shadow Mageling’s Dark Binding spell hit the Ancient Pterodactyl, Bran watched as shadows wrapped around the enemy monster, constricting around its body, locking up its wings. 
 
    He knew the spell wouldn’t last for a very long time—knew that it couldn’t against a monster this strong. 
 
    But it might be just long enough. 
 
    The monster plummeted toward the cobblestones. 
 
    As it did, Bran focused on the pterodactyl, then used the new spell he had gained for the Bronze Lynx—Iron Spikes. He split his mind into several parts, aiming for the monster’s wings. If he could shred those wings, he would seriously damage the monster’s mobility. 
 
    He cast the spell. Metal spikes appeared all around the monster, shooting into its wings. Bran let out a sigh of relief as the spikes actually penetrated the pterodactyl’s skin. He’d half expected for the Iron Spikes to just be shrugged off, or to ricochet off the monster. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one launching spells and attacks at the monster. At an almost unimaginable rate, Alaro was loosing arrows, every one of them with deadly aim. Since he had gained the Marksman qualification, his accuracy had improved even more. Bran didn’t doubt that he could hit a dot the size of a speck of dirt from a hundred feet. The man was a beast with the bow. 
 
    Lara sent spell after spell. Fireballs. Shadow spells. Dark claws appeared as though from nowhere, slashing at the Ancient Pterodactyl. 
 
    And now that the monster was close to the ground, every one of their summoned monsters were in range. The Shadow Mageling slashed at it with its shadow claws. The Crocolisk snapped at it with its powerful jaws. The Cackling Goblin laughed maniacally, sending purple balls of chaotic energy that seemed to heighten the enemy monster’s fear. 
 
    But it still wasn’t enough. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl broke the Dark Binding spell. With all of the monsters surrounding it, it performed Gale Breath in a circle and flapped its wings—which only seemed to make the spell more powerful. 
 
    Then, one by one, it killed the monsters. 
 
    The Crocolisk was slashed to ribbons, the pterodactyl’s claws rending its flesh. 
 
    The Cackling Goblin had a beak penetrate its chest. 
 
    Alaro fell to his knees from the pain of two strong reabsorptions. His hands were shaking—he didn’t even look strong enough to pull a health potion from his bag of holding. 
 
    Lara’s Inferno Elemental was defeated next. The flying monster slapped it into the stone wall of the alleyway with one of its wings so hard it died on impact. Lara let out a small gasp—both her monsters were now down. 
 
    Patrick had landed behind the Ancient Pterodactyl. He wielded a two-handed sword that glowed blue. With each slash of his powerful arms, he left a massive gash in the monster’s back. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl targeted him next. 
 
    No, Bran thought, I can’t let this happen. It was one thing for the monsters to be defeated—killed. They were not permanently dead, only returned to their crystals for five minutes, leeching off of the summoner’s life force to regain their own. Soon, they could be summoned once more. 
 
    But a summoner didn’t have the same luxury. Bran had seen enough people die in his life. He’d watched as Jed and Wilson had been slaughtered by the Lancer astride the manticore. 
 
    He didn’t know Patrick, but he wasn’t about to let the same thing happen to him. 
 
    Bran sent a mental command to Shade, who was right behind the Ancient Pterodactyl. He couldn’t send a Shadow Step arrow at the monster as he had before—there simply wasn’t enough time to switch configurations, draw, imbue, and loose an arrow. 
 
    He had to think differently. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling sprang into action. In one swift movement, it clutched the Ancient Pterodactyl with its powerful claws, then Shadow Stepped the beast to the other side of the summoners, effectively interrupting the monster’s aggression against Patrick. 
 
    As the two monsters teleported, Bran downed another mana potion, refilling the mana pools of his monsters the best that he could. “We have to defeat this thing, now!” He yelled, casting Dark Binding on the pterodactyl before it could gain momentum and take to the sky again. 
 
    He had no idea how much life force this monster had, but it must have been taking some serious damage. It must be nearing the edge of its life. 
 
    At the same time as he cast Dark Binding on the monster, his Shadow Mageling cast Dusk Miasma. Dark tendrils of shadow wrapped around the monster’s legs and wings as a dark cloud surrounded it, damaging it by the second. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl screeched. Its movements were beginning to slow—finally, it was weakening. 
 
    But no one else was attacking the monster. 
 
    Alaro was still on his knees, fumbling with the cork of a health potion. Lara was struggling with a mana potion, her hands shaking. They were drained—more so than he had ever seen them. 
 
    Patrick was sprinting across the alleyway, trying to reach the monster. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. “Patrick, stay away from that thing! It’s too powerful!” 
 
    But it was too late. The Beastmaster Royal Guardsman didn’t even seem to hear Bran’s warning. He moved so much faster than any normal person Bran had ever seen, letting out a roar as he ran. His legs must have been enhanced with the strength of his monsters. He leapt into the air, his wings carrying him into a glide, his two-handed sword poised in an overhead strike, mouth wide open in a battle cry. 
 
    The sword came down. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl broke through Dark Binding at the same time, whirling to meet the Beastmaster head on. With a powerful flap of its wings, it launched a rotating Wind Blast straight at him. 
 
    Patrick was sent flying across the alley. He landed on his back, his stone-skin head smashing into the cobblestones, eyes turning up until the whites were visible. 
 
    Bran swallowed, not even sure if the man was still alive. He has to be, Bran thought. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl then turned its full attention onto Shade. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling, however, was adept at dodging attacks. When it couldn’t Shadow Step out of the way, it was able to hover just out of reach, then launch itself back into range. 
 
     I need to get that monster more offensive spells, Bran thought, then pushed the thought away—now wasn’t the time to be contemplating such things. 
 
    Then, miraculously, the Shadow Mageling landed a blow on the Ancient Pterodactyl’s neck. Its shadow claws slashed straight through the monster’s throat. 
 
    The monster lost all of its strength. As it fell, it glowed intensely brightly—it was being forcibly reabsorbed. 
 
    Bran had defeated the level 20 monster! 
 
    Of course, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to do such a thing if he hadn’t had the help of the other three summoners. With all of their attacks, they had slowly but surely whittled down the enemy monster’s life force until the Shadow Mageling tipped it straight over the edge. 
 
    The mastery Bran gained was intense. It flowed into him so fast he stopped breathing. A thrill ran through his entire body. 
 
    He’d never felt so much mastery before! 
 
    The Shadow Mageling must have been feeling the same thing. It tilted its shadow-head back, and seemed to be basking in the feeling. 
 
    The mastery would have been split between all of the different summoners, but as all of their other monsters had died, and it had been Shade that had taken the killing blow, the Shadow Mageling and Bran were the ones who received the greater share. 
 
      
 
    Mage Level Increased: Level 3 → 4! 
 
      
 
    Bran staggered back a step as he saw the text flash over his vision. 
 
    He… he had gained another level in the Mage configuration? Already? How could that be possible? 
 
    Defeating the Ancient Pterodactyl must have been even more of an achievement than he realized. It had taken him weeks to achieve level 4 in the Ranger configuration, and yet he had only been training in the Mage configuration for a short time. 
 
    That… that was amazing. 
 
    Then the Shadow Mageling began to take on a dim glow. 
 
      
 
    You have unlocked a special condition evolution for Shadow Mageling! 
 
      
 
    Void Reaver (magic power based) 
 
    Void Reaver is a unique, special condition evolution. You have ten minutes to decide whether to advance your Shadow Mageling. If you choose to evolve your Shadow Mageling, the monster will also be granted a new, powerful spell. 
 
      
 
    Do you wish to continue? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran stood in the alley, mouth open, gaping at the description of the special condition evolution he had just unlocked—something he had never even heard of. Not only had he gained a new level in the Mage configuration by defeating the Ancient Pterodactyl, he had also gained the opportunity to evolve his Shadow Mageling and gain a new spell in the process. 
 
    It almost felt too good to be true. 
 
    Then he remembered—Patrick. 
 
    The Beastmaster had been hit so hard by the Ancient Pterodactyl’s spell, his head smashing into the cobblestones, that he could very well be dead. 
 
    Bran whirled around and sprinted over to the Beastmaster. Alaro and Lara were already beside him. Lara’s face was pale, staring wide eyed down at the Royal Guard, a hand at her mouth. Alaro was kneeling on the ground, two fingers on the man’s neck, checking his pulse. 
 
    “Is… is he okay?” Bran asked, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “His pulse is still strong.” He leaned back, resting on his knees, and let out a sigh. “The Ancient Pterodactyl must have just knocked him out.” Calmly, the Ranger  pulled a health potion from the inside of his bag of holding. He pulled the cork off, tilted the Beastmaster’s head back ever so slightly, then poured a trickle of the potion’s liquid into the man’s mouth. 
 
    The Beastmaster woke with a spluttering cough, head jerking up, hand shoving the potion away from his mouth. It took him a moment to focus on Alaro kneeling above him, the potion in his hands. 
 
    Once Patrick seemed to have regained his senses, he pushed himself up into a sitting position then gulped down the rest of the potion, gripping it tightly in his fingers. He let out a long breath and let his body augmentations fall away. His wings were sucked into his back. His skin, which had been as hard as stone and just as gray, returned to normal. 
 
    It was remarkable, the way the shift seemed so… natural. How much power did this man have over these abilities? Would Bran be able to control his Beastmaster abilities that much in the future? 
 
    I will be able to, he thought. I’ll be proficient in all of the classes. 
 
    The Beastmaster looked down the alleyway. “The monster escaped?” 
 
    “It was defeated,” Lara said. “Bran’s Shadow Mageling took it out.” 
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow at Bran. “That’s impressive.” 
 
    Bran inclined his head. “We all defeated it together.” 
 
    Alaro stood, then pulled Patrick to his feet. 
 
    Patrick tilted his head from one side to the other, cracking his neck. “Why was that man after the three of you?” he asked, looking from Lara, to Alaro. Finally, his gaze settled on Bran. He blinked, tilted his head back and to the right, seeming to recall something. “And how, exactly, were you able to use the abilities of a Ranger and a Mage?” 
 
    Bran took a step back. He hadn’t even intended to—it was some primal, protective instinct. “I didn’t.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyebrows drew close together, lines furrowing his brow. 
 
    “We have to find Jonah,” Lara said. 
 
    Patrick maintained eye contact with Bran for a long moment before he turned to Lara. “That was his name? Jonah?” He took a step toward her. “How do you know this summoner? Why did he attack you?” He pointed down the alley, the way the party had originally been heading. “He set two of his monsters loose in the main marketplace.” The Royal Guard’s eyes drifted to her Summoner’s Bandolier. “They were Inferno Elementals, and they looked exactly like the fire-type monster you had summoned. And you know his name.” He looked at Alaro. “I’m going to have to take the three of you back to headquarters for a full report.” 
 
    A full report, Bran thought. An official Royal Guard report where they ask me questions about why I could use both of my classes… 
 
    “There isn’t time for that!” Lara said. “We have to find that summoner!” 
 
    “Why?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Bran looked at Lara, realizing why it was so important. “Because he didn’t get here through conventional means. That man is the son of the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute. They have been known to infiltrate Monster Realms they have no jurisdiction over, using them to sneak into places they shouldn’t.” 
 
    “You think he’ll escape through a Monster Portal?” Patrick asked. “The Head of the Royal Guard, Dominic, the Lancer you saw on the Emerald Dragon, is already pursuing the man. He will find him.” 
 
    Bran bit his lip. His fear-sense… he wasn’t able to sense summoners with it. “You said he would be able to track the man, how he knew his… his monster magic signature?” Bran had never heard of such a thing before. 
 
    The Royal Guard sighed. He pulled something from his bag of holding. It was a talisman, a pendant similar to the one that Bran had worn to help him tap into the Monster Portal the Dreadmorth students had come through. “With this. It’s an enchanted item. It’s called a Finder. It can help track summoners.” 
 
    “Can you use it?” Lara asked, urgency in her voice. 
 
    With all the talking, Bran had momentarily forgotten there was a time limit on his special evolution. His Shadow Mageling hovered nearby, still glowing slightly. If they were going to chase after Jonah, they had to do it soon. 
 
    He needed to take a moment to trigger his special evolution. 
 
    As he thought about it, text appeared over his vision. 
 
      
 
    You have 8 minutes and 10 seconds to activate your Shadow Mageling’s special evolution! 
 
      
 
    Bran clenched his fist, trying to remain patient. 
 
    Patrick sighed. “I should be leaving this to Dominic.” He closed his eyes, and the talisman began to take on a purple glow. It brightened, then dimmed completely. The Beastmaster shook his head. “It isn’t working. I think… I think he’s too far away?” 
 
    In the sky, there was a loud whoosh sound. Bran looked up. The Emerald Dragon flew overhead, circling the city. “He mustn’t have found him.” Bran had an idea. He put his hand out. “Pass the Finder to me.” 
 
    Patrick stared at Bran for a moment. “Why? What can you do that I can’t?” 
 
    Alaro stepped up to Patrick. “Do you trust me?” he asked. 
 
    The Beastmaster paused, then nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “Then please Patrick, give him the Finder.” 
 
    The man hesitated, let out a sigh, then relinquished the Finder, passing it to Bran. 
 
    Bran took it quickly, trying not to snatch it from the man’s hands. He wasn’t sure if he should do this—he wasn’t even sure if he could—but he had a sneaking suspicion that this Finder worked in a similar way to both his fear-sense, and the way the pendant he had used to interact with the portal had worked. 
 
    If he were right, the Finder would strengthen his power. Bran would be able to use his unique fear-sense to track Jonah far more effectively than any normal summoner could. 
 
    He shut his eyes and imbued mana into the Finder. He felt the talisman become warm in his hands, almost too hot to keep touching. 
 
    Then a shiver ran up his entire body. Power flowed into him. And something else… an awareness he had never felt before. A knowing feeling. His fear-sense expanded. Strengthened. The feeling shocked him so much he stumbled back a few steps. 
 
    He could… he could feel the people beside him. Their… their life force! Their monster magic! Even their summoner crystals, and the monsters within them. 
 
    So much power… 
 
    Bran felt Lara to his right, and two bright glowing balls of energy that seemed to come from within her—her two monsters. 
 
    He felt Alaro, the Ranger’s presence slightly stronger than Lara’s. His monsters, glowing different colors. 
 
    And he felt the Beastmaster, even stronger than the other two, his four monsters so bright in Bran’s mind. 
 
    Something within the Finder seemed to trigger, pulling his focus away from the summoners and their monsters around him. It went outward, in the direction of the lower district. His awareness moved through the city, sensing more and more summoners—there were more in Ealdor than Bran had ever realized. He felt something else, too—Monster Portals. 
 
    The Finder settled his focus on one of those Monster Portals, then… then it penetrated the portal, as though it were moving through it, and pinpointed another summoner who was on the other side. 
 
    A summoner with four monsters, glowing brightly in Bran’s mind. Two fire-types, a wind-type, and a shadow-type. 
 
    Jonah. 
 
    Bran opened his eyes. “I know where he is. I know the Monster Portal he went through.” 
 
    The other three summoners were all staring wide eyed at him. 
 
    Bran looked down—his body was… glowing. 
 
    “How… how are you…” Patrick shook his head. “How do you know?” 
 
    “There isn’t time!” Lara said. “We have to move! He won’t be expecting us to come after him in the Monster Portal. If we catch him by surprise—” 
 
    “We can get his Summoner’s Bandoleer off him,” Bran finished. He still wondered at the importance of capturing this man. He wasn’t a threat, now that he was gone, was he? Does she want to find him because he is her brother? 
 
    Patrick only took a second to make his decision. Then he nodded at the three of them. “Let’s go then.” He looked at Bran. “Lead the way.” 
 
     Bran didn’t hesitate—there was no time for hesitation. He sprinted down the alleyway, running as fast as he could. Not only did they need to get there quick enough to catch up to Jonah, Bran needed to be on the other side of that portal with the man still in his fear-sense sights before he triggered the special evolution. 
 
    If Bran remained in the Mortal Realm when he triggered the evolution, he would surely lose Jonah. And the others couldn’t go alone—they couldn’t track the man like Bran could. 
 
    So he sprinted down the cobblestone streets as fast as he could. They went through populated areas, but at the sight of the Royal Guardsman, and all their Summoner’s Bandoliers, everyone got out of their way. 
 
    They passed a few buildings whose stone walls looked scorched. There were men and women who looked to be non-summoners with burn marks all over them, cradling arms or peeling clothes off wounds. 
 
    Lara gave a sharp intake of breath as they passed the wounded. It had been her brother who had done this to these people. Bran couldn’t imagine what that must feel like. 
 
    And non-summoners couldn’t be healed by health potions—a fact Bran hated, but one he couldn’t change. Some of these people might be permanently scarred because Jonah needed a distraction to try and catch Bran. 
 
    At least no one had appeared to die. 
 
    Except in the massacre only a few days ago, he thought. Andrew Jacobs had died there. That portal opening should not have happened. 
 
    And he didn’t doubt that Jonah had been in on it. Didn’t doubt that the man helped his father open the portal. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth, pumped his legs even harder, and kept sprinting toward the Monster Portal he could feel in his mind. 
 
    Eventually, they were in what people called the “bad” part of town—the part of town where Bran had grown up. He recognized the area—knew it like the back of his hand. 
 
    That’s why he knew the alley they were running down, where he felt the Monster Portal at the end of it, was a dead end. 
 
    Bran pointed. “It must be in that building!” Except he was pointing at a stone wall, and there were no doors or windows to be seen. 
 
    “We need to skirt around, find the entrance,” Patrick said. 
 
    Lara shook her head. “There isn’t time. I… I could Shadow Step us inside.” 
 
    “And get us stuck in the wall?” Alaro asked. “No thank you.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to break through.” Patrick’s voice had turned into a low roar. Bran turned to find the man shifting his shape. 
 
    His legs grew larger, and so did his upper body. His strength must have been increasing immensely. The full-plate armor he wore shifted and changed with him—it must have contained enchantments that made that possible. 
 
    That’s how he’d been able to sprout wings through the armor, Bran thought. It changed with him. Before he had become a summoner himself, Bran might have thought such a thing to be impossible. 
 
    The Beastmaster took a few steps back, creating more distance between himself and the brick wall, then he leaned forward— 
 
    And sprinted at the wall, running faster than Bran had seen any human run before. 
 
    The man’s weight must have doubled. Every time his foot hit the ground, it sent vibrations through the cobblestones. 
 
    Patrick lowered his shoulder as he neared the wall, and smashed straight into it. The unenchanted stone crumbled around him, creating a hole large enough for the four summoners and the Shadow Mageling to slip through one at a time. 
 
    Bran checked the time remaining on the special evolution as they stepped through into the building. 
 
      
 
    You have 4 minutes and 50 seconds to activate your Shadow Mageling’s special evolution! 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much time left. 
 
    It was dark inside of the building. Lara fixed that in a moment, casting one of her fireballs to hover above them. It bobbed in the air. 
 
    “The portal is this way,” Bran said, leading them down a corridor. 
 
    “What is this place?” Alaro asked. 
 
    They passed doors on either side of them, each with several massive deadlocks. 
 
    Patrick cleared his throat. “This is the old Ealdor Asylum. It isn’t used anymore.” 
 
    Bran glanced through one of the doorways and found massive chains inside the room. Old Ealdor Asylum? Bran knew this area, but he had never heard of this place. To him, it had just been another abandoned building the government didn’t want poor folk to squat inside of. 
 
    By the looks of those chains, this place didn’t hold normal humans. Bran’s mouth fell open, remembering something Urslan had said the first—and still only—time that Bran had used the Beastmaster configuration. “This… this place was an asylum for summoners?” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Correct.” He cleared his throat again. “Where’s this portal?” 
 
    “Around the next corner,” Bran said. He could feel it, pulsing with power. And he could feel Jonah on the other side—except his presence was becoming fainter, as though he were slowly getting further and further away. 
 
    When they turned the corner, they found themselves in a large room with manacles on one side of the walls. Patrick swallowed silently at the sight, and Urslan’s words played through Bran’s mind once more: Beastmasters might be the rarest of summoners, and quite powerful at that, but they fill the halls of the Imperial Asylum. 
 
    Bran shuddered at the thought, knowing he would be using that class soon enough. 
 
    The portal was on the far wall of the room. 
 
    It was still open! 
 
    For a moment, Bran’s eyes widened in terror—what if this portal flooded the city with monsters, as the last one had? But with his fear-sense as strong as it was with the pendant, he would have felt if any monsters got in. 
 
    He let out a breath, then hastily walked toward the portal. 
 
    “Does that portal look… odd, to you?” Alaro asked as they neared it. 
 
    Bran halted, ready to command his Shadow Mageling to step through the portal. 
 
    There was something strange about it. It shimmered like a normal portal did… but it was darker. 
 
    Still, that wasn’t going to stop him from stepping through it. They couldn’t wait any longer. If he paused for too long, he wouldn’t just lose the opportunity to use the special evolution that Shade had gained, they would lose track of Jonah. 
 
    “There’s no time to figure out why it’s different,” Bran said, turning to face the others. “We have to step through now.” 
 
    Alaro and Patrick exchanged a glance, but Lara looked just as determined as Bran. 
 
    “Alright,” Alaro said, “let’s do this.” 
 
    Patrick looked at Bran. “When this is all over, you’re going to explain to me exactly how you were able to do this.” The Royal Guard’s gaze was hard. 
 
    And it wasn’t just the feat with the Finder the man was talking about—he had seen Bran use multiple configurations, switching from Ranger to Mage while fighting Jonah and his level 20 monsters. 
 
    Bran didn’t respond to Patrick. He wasn’t sure what he should say. He supposed he should be able to trust the man, but now wasn’t the time to think about it. 
 
    Alaro and Lara both summoned one of their monsters. Alaro summoned his Blade Fiend—which always seemed to be his favorite. Then Lara summoned her Daeva. 
 
    Bran frowned. Why wouldn’t she use her Inferno Elemental? And why was the bond between Lara and that monster so weak? 
 
    He was glad it had already been five minutes since their monsters had been killed and forcibly reabsorbed, but that also meant his special evolution was running out of time fast. 
 
    Bran turned back to the portal, its shimmering surface eerily dark compared to that of the portals he was used to, and commanded the Shadow Mageling to step through. 
 
    The monster didn’t hesitate. It headed through the portal instantly. 
 
    Bran counted to three, then headed in after. 
 
    He stepped out the other side of the portal into complete and utter darkness. Wherever they were, it must have been night time. He knew that time worked differently in different Monster Realms, but many of the ones he had visited in the past had been close to the Mortal Realms time. 
 
    This place… that did not seem to be the case. 
 
    Bran stepped aside as the others started appearing. His eyes were instantly drawn to his Shadow Mageling. The monster was still glowing, illuminating a small space around them. 
 
    “Has… has your monster always done that?” Patrick asked a moment after he stepped into the realm. “I hadn’t noticed it before, back in the light of day.” 
 
    The others arrived, each staring at the Shadow Mageling’s glow. 
 
    “Whoa,” Alaro said, approaching the monster. “Is this… is this what I think it is?” He stared at Shade, looked at Bran, then kept staring at Shade some more. “A special evolution! Was this from defeating Jonah’s Ancient Pterodactyl? Why haven’t you evolved it yet?” 
 
    Lara’s mouth opened at the sight of the monster. 
 
    Bran shut his eyes. He still had a couple more minutes to spare, and he had to ensure he could feel the man they had come here after. His eyes still closed, Bran pointed to the left. “Jonah is that way. He’s not moving faster than a walk; he must not expect that we are here.” 
 
    “He lost Dominic. I doubt he even knows that we went after him,” Patrick said. 
 
    “Bran!” Alaro grabbed Bran by the shoulders. “Your Shadow Mageling! Evolve it!” There was a big grin on his face. 
 
    Bran let out a breath and checked the timer. 
 
    Less than one minute remaining. 
 
    Alaro was right—it was now or never. 
 
    “It says it will evolve to a Void Reaver, and that I will gain a new spell when that happens,” Bran said. He focused on the evolution, prompting it to activate. 
 
    Lara shook her head. “Special evolutions are rare. I’ve never seen anyone attain one before.” 
 
    “Dominic’s dragon came from a special evolution,” Patrick said, his voice sounding as though he were in awe. 
 
    The monster began to glow even brighter. Bran couldn’t help himself. Despite all that had happened—despite the massacre, getting attacked by Jonah—he smiled. 
 
    Shade was evolving once more. 
 
    He couldn’t believe how fast he was progressing. 
 
    The monster glowed brighter and brighter. The fact that this Monster Realm was so dark only increased the contrast, making the Shadow Mageling’s glow feel even brighter than it could have in the light of day back in Ealdor. 
 
    Lara summoned a fireball to hover about them. Idly, Bran wondered why they would need the extra light, but he knew the moment the monster evolved they would be plunged into darkness. 
 
    The Shadow Mageling began to shift and change. It rose further from the ground than it could normally hover, the glow increasing in intensity until Bran had to shield his eyes with his hands. 
 
    Bran, eager to watch the whole thing, peeked at the transformation through the gaps between his fingers. 
 
    Just as the Beastmaster, Patrick, had sprouted wings, so did the Shadow Mageling. 
 
    The wings were made from pure darkness. Shadow so thick it looked as hard as steel, as tough as stone. The shape of the wings were reminiscent of a bat’s wings, and they seemed to be sharpened to a point at the ends. 
 
    Shade grew larger and larger. He was bigger than Bran now, and he knew the monster would only continue to grow in size as its levels increased. 
 
    “Incredible,” Alaro breathed. 
 
    The shape of its body became more defined—more humanoid. Dark, glowing orbs appeared where eyes would on a human, and the monster smiled, its mouth a dark crack in the air. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Mageling has evolved into Void Reaver! 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Shade has unlocked the spell Rending Blades. 
 
      
 
    Bran let out a breath, taking in Shade’s new evolution. 
 
    The Void Reaver tilted its head to the side, that same smile on its face. The monster would have looked eerie—perhaps even terrifying—if Bran hadn’t known it so well. 
 
    Shade’s body, now more humanoid than ever before, still hovered off the ground. The Void Reaver floated toward Bran, lowered its head, then nuzzled against his chest. 
 
    Bran chuckled. “Same old Shade,” he said, smiling at the monster. 
 
    But there was no time to bask in the glory of the monster’s new evolution, or to test out the spell it had gained. 
 
    They had to go after Jonah. 
 
    The last thing Bran wanted was for him to return to Volrath for reinforcements. Lara’s older brother had already hurt people and caused damage to the city of Ealdor in his attempt to capture Bran. What if they escalated? 
 
    What if they brought an all out war to Ealdor, all to capture him? 
 
    I shouldn’t have come back to the city, Bran thought. He clenched his fists and stared out into the darkness of this realm—a realm that in some strange way felt oddly familiar. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Lara said. “Jonah will be heading to another portal; one we won’t be able to follow through this time. It will lead straight to the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly where we don’t want to go,” Alaro said. 
 
    “What exactly have I gotten myself into?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Alaro slapped the big Beastmaster on the back and grinned. “An adventure, my friend!” 
 
    The Beastmaster just shook his head in reply. 
 
    Bran took a deep breath, clutching the talisman in his hands, and fell back into his fear-sense once more, searching for Jonah’s presence, and the presence of his four powerful monsters inside their crystals. 
 
    His brow furrowed in intense concentration, eyebrows pinching close together. “I… I can’t find him.” Bran opened his eyes. He looked at Lara. “We lost him. He must have already gotten through the next portal.” 
 
    Lara ran a hand through her hair and began pacing. 
 
    Alaro frowned, looking between the two of them. 
 
    “Then we have to head back to the Royal Guard headquarters,” Patrick said. “This is an official matter. I’m going to need to write up a full report, and I’ll need the three of you to come with me.” He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have come with you in the first place. I should have reported this immediately.” 
 
    “What if…” Alaro looked off in the distance, in the direction Bran had pointed that Jonah had gone. He brushed his hand across his lightly stubbled chin, as though he were a wizened old man stroking a long beard. “What if we bring in a team of Royal Guardsmen and infiltrate the Dreadmorth Institute?” 
 
    They all looked over at Alaro. 
 
    The Ranger shrugged. “What? It was just a suggestion!” 
 
    “That’s one way to start a war,” Patrick said. 
 
    Bran bit his tongue. They’ve already started a war, he wanted to say. 
 
    Alaro sighed. “Then I hate to say it. The Beastman—” 
 
    “—Beastmaster,” Patrick corrected. 
 
    Alaro smiled. It seemed like this was a common exchange between the two of them. “Patrick is right. We should return through the portal. I’m sure Urslan will want to know that you’ve been compromised, Bran.” 
 
    “How were they able to track him?” Lara asked. “We made sure to hide his face…” 
 
    Patrick’s brow furrowed as he looked between the three of them, seemingly trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
    Bran looked out into the darkness one more time, wondering what this Monster Realm looked like in the day—what it would have to offer—then turned back to the portal. 
 
    Only, the portal wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran gaped at the space where they had entered. “Ah, guys. The… the portal is gone.” 
 
    The other three summoners all turned at once. Lara’s eyes widened. Alaro’s mouth fell open. Patrick’s brow furrowed ever more deeply. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Patrick said. “How could the portal have just… disappeared?” He shook his head. “That isn’t how portals work.” 
 
    Lara hovered her fireball to the spot where they had all stepped in, examining the ground. 
 
    Alaro looked around. “Maybe… maybe we just stepped away from it.” He peered into the darkness surrounding them. “Yeah, yeah. Maybe it’s just down there.” The Ranger nodded into the darkness. 
 
    Lara made her fireball bloom more brightly, expanding its illumination. “The portal was here,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. The Mage pointed, hand shaking slightly. “See, these are our footsteps.” 
 
    The different patterns of their boot treads were clear in the dirt beneath them. But Bran didn’t need to see their footprints, nor the space around them, to know that the portal had disappeared. He could feel that it was gone. He hadn’t noticed before—he should have noticed—when he had used his fear-sense to look for Jonah. He had been too focused on finding Jonah. Too focused on the enemy summoner’s presence to notice the portal wasn’t where it should be. 
 
    “How is this possible...?” Patrick said. Though he seemed to be talking to himself. He was pacing back and forth, staring at the space where the portal should be. 
 
    “We’re stuck in a Monster Realm, aren’t we?” Alaro motioned around them. “An eerie, dark Monster Realm.” 
 
    “There must be a way out.” Lara turned to Bran. “You said Jonah went through another portal?” 
 
    Bran inclined his head. “Yes, he did.” He sunk into his fear-sense once more, looking for the portal Jonah had gone through—but that portal had disappeared. He couldn’t sense it at all—he couldn’t sense any portal. 
 
    But he could sense monsters. 
 
    Dozens—no, hundreds—around them in the darkness, spreading for miles. With the talisman in his hand, and his fear-sense amplified, he could sense even further. 
 
    The monsters varied in level. Some felt low-level, but there were countless others that felt strong—some, even, as strong as Jonah’s monsters had been. 
 
    “I can’t feel the other portal. It’s… it’s gone,” Bran breathed. “We are stuck here.” 
 
    Lara ran both her hands through her hair. “This isn’t good.” 
 
    Alaro shut his eyes, inhaling deeply before opening them again with a long sigh. “I guess I did say I wanted adventure.” 
 
    “You should be careful what you wish for,” Patrick said. 
 
    “There’s something strange about this place.” Bran’s brow furrowed as his eyes searched the darkness. He could feel the monsters, some quite close by. He strained his vision, trying to spot them, but couldn’t quite make out their shapes. “This place… it feels so familiar. Like I’ve been here before.” 
 
    “Is this the Monster Realm you visited before you came to the Ketria Academy?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “No. It feels like… like I’ve been here more recently than that.” 
 
    Shade hovered close, its body so much more intimidating and larger than before. The Void Reaver stretched to its full height, and tilted its head to the side. It placed a hand on Bran’s shoulder, and something tugged at the bond they shared. 
 
    Shade was trying to tell him something. The Void Reaver squeezed Bran’s shoulder now. It tilted its head to the side, and sent emotions down through the bond. 
 
    Bran took his helmet off—it was still stifling in that thing, and it was obscuring his peripheral vision—and put it into his bag of holding. He narrowed his eyes at Shade, trying to decipher what the emotions meant. “What is it, Shade?” 
 
    “Is he… talking to his monster?” Patrick asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    Alaro raised a hand to quiet him. 
 
    The Royal Guard obeyed, though his expression was dubious—and now mildly annoyed. 
 
    The Void Reaver hovered around, turning in a circle. The feelings it was sending Bran were… a sense of longing? A sense of the familiar? Bran wasn’t sure he understood them, but it seemed as though he wasn’t the only one who recognized this place. 
 
    Then Shade raised one of its arms and pointed toward the left, in the opposite direction to where Jonah had fled—it also happened to be in the direction of the most monsters. 
 
    “Patrick, have any of your monsters got night vision?” Bran asked. He could sink into his bond with Shade and utilize its senses, but then he would just have another thing to explain to the Beastmaster. Though he supposed keeping his secret from the man was no longer an option, considering all that had happened since the alleyway. 
 
    “One of them does,” Patrick said. “But… I’ve been using it since we got here, and I haven’t been able to see what’s out there. The darkness, the shadows… they feel different. There’s something very strange about this place.” 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but agree. “It looks like Shade wants us to go that way.” He nodded in the direction that the Void Reaver pointed. “It also happens to be where I feel the most number of monsters. They’re all clustered together over there.” He shook his head. “I’ve never felt so many in one place before.” 
 
    “You can feel where monsters—” Patrick cut himself off and let out a sigh. “Never mind that.” He shook his head. “If you didn’t have such a strong bond with your monster, I’d wonder if it were leading us into a trap. Since you seem to be able to communicate with the Void Reaver, maybe you can ask it why it wants to take us somewhere we could easily be overwhelmed?” 
 
    Bran wanted to say, It doesn’t work like that. But even he didn’t really know how it worked. He was still figuring out the extent of his abilities. When he had first encountered the Bronze Lynx, when it had been level 13 and an Iron Lynx, he had been able to communicate with it on a higher level than he ever had with any monster. 
 
    What if he were able to duplicate that with Shade? 
 
    He sent the question down the bond. Why do you want us to go this way? There are monsters that way—they could be dangerous. 
 
    The Void Reaver shook its head emphatically, then pointed in the direction again. Emotions tumbled down the bond toward Bran once more. Longing. Safety. Familiar. 
 
    Though the strength of communication wasn’t as high as it had been with the Iron Lynx, it did feel stronger than it had been before the Shadow Mageling had evolved into the Void Reaver. That was interesting, and, Bran supposed, not altogether surprising. 
 
    Bran blinked. The Void Reaver was incredibly adamant about this, and seemed to think it would be safe for them to continue down this path.  
 
    “Shade has been here before.” Bran looked over at the others. “That’s what it feels like, at least. Like it knows this place and wants to show us something.” 
 
    Lara peered into the darkness. Her Daeva hovered nearby. Though the monster’s eyes were not visible under its shadow hood, it appeared to be staring at Shade. 
 
    Bran looked between the two monsters, then out at the darkness. 
 
    Everything clicked. 
 
    The reason this place was so familiar. 
 
    The reason the portal had been darker than a normal Monster Portal. 
 
    It was because it wasn’t a Monster Portal—it was a Shadow Portal. 
 
    “I think we’re in the Shadow Realm.” 
 
    Alaro, Lara, and Patrick all stared at him. 
 
    “The Shadow Realm? Isn’t that where you go when you”—Alaro waved a hand—“use that Shadow Step spell of yours? The one that teleports you?” He shook his head. “I didn’t think that was a real place.” 
 
    Lara swallowed. “Oh, it’s a real place alright. But I didn’t think it was possible to get here. Or, well—to stay here.” Her eyebrows pinched together. “But in a way, it makes sense… that’s why the portal looked different—darker.” 
 
    “Is that why the portal isn’t open?” The Royal Guard asked, walking over to where they had entered this realm. He kneeled down, staring at the boot prints in the dirt. “Even a portal created by a powerstone won’t just disappear.” 
 
    “Shadow Portals must work differently.” Bran looked around, into the darkness. No wonder this place felt eerie. Familiar. He had been here before—hundreds of times by now. Every time he used the Shadow Step spell, he glimpsed this place, saw shapes and shadows moving. Monsters, lurking in the darkness, just beyond the reach of his senses. 
 
    “Wait.” Alaro raised a finger. “What if you use Shadow Step to get us out of here? If the Shadow Step spell works by taking you into the Shadow Realm, maybe it can… take us out of it?” His voice went higher at the end of his question, his eyebrows raised, showing just how unsure he was of his idea. 
 
    Bran looked at Alaro and the others, then at the Void Reaver. He wanted to know how to get out of here as much as the others did, but he also wanted to find out what Shade wished to show them. “I don’t think that would work, but we should try it.” He turned in the direction Shade wanted them to go. “After we see what Shade wants us to see.” 
 
    Alaro smiled broadly. “Sounds like an adventure to me.” 
 
    Lara peered into the darkness, then looked at her own shadow-type monster. “My Daeva seems comfortable here.” 
 
    Patrick looked between the three of them, then let out a sigh. “Perhaps we will discover how the Dreadmorth Institute managed to put a Shadow Realm portal in Ealdor.” 
 
    “Good,” Bran said. “Then it’s settled.” He looked over at the Void Reaver, then motioned ahead of them. He sent a mental command to the monster: Lead the way. 
 
    The Void Reaver twirled around where it stood, giving its new dark wings a few flaps, and sent an emotion down the bond—excitement—before it headed toward the mass of monsters. 
 
    Alaro nocked an arrow in his bow, eyes peering this way and that. 
 
    Lara made her fireball hover ahead of them, her Daeva to her left. 
 
    Patrick, the Beastmaster, turned his head from side to side, eliciting cracks that sounded like breaking stone. 
 
    As they walked, following Shade through the darkness that the fireball barely seemed to penetrate, Bran sunk into his fear-sense. He’d put the Finder around his neck—it seemed to work just as effectively there as it had in the palm of his hand. It rested against his breastplate, lightly tapping the armor as he walked, so he tucked it beneath the neckline, safe and sound. 
 
    The monsters he felt were incredibly close by. They must have been able to see in this darkness, and they would definitely be close enough to see their party—especially since their party were the only ones with light in this place. 
 
    The fireball would have stuck out like the first star to appear in the night sky of an evening. 
 
    Bran looked at the Void Reaver—at Shade. Even after two evolutions, there was still so much in the monster that he knew from the first time he had met the creature. He remembered it appearing in the stables one night, out of nowhere. Though, he supposed it must have been lurking in the shadows, concealing itself until it wanted to be seen. 
 
    Bran had instantly taken a liking to the monster. He had tried to find out who its owner had been, asking all the patrons whether the monster had belonged to them. He had asked Annie, the Monster Medic, to ask the summoners that came to her. 
 
    But he had never found out where the monster had come from. 
 
    He just assumed someone had abandoned the poor creature, and he had taken it upon himself to look after the shadow monster. 
 
    Patrick and Alaro were chatting among themselves a little ways behind Bran. Bran heard Lara quicken her stride to come up next to him. 
 
    She glanced back at the other summoners, then stepped in close. “You don’t think Shadow Stepping out of here will work, do you?” 
 
    “No. I don’t. I don’t even know if it would be possible to Shadow Step here. I doubt anyone could Shadow Step into a different realm entirely.” Bran shook his head. “I mean, I know we briefly step into this realm when we Shadow Step, but—” Bran cut himself off, motioning with his hands as he was lost for words. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Lara said. “If summoners had the ability to Shadow Step to different realms, it would basically make portals defunct. The power that summoners would possess…” She trailed off. 
 
    “It would be immense.” 
 
    “And I agree,” Lara continued, “I don’t think we will be able to Shadow Step here. Honestly, I’m afraid to even try, wondering what might happen.” 
 
    “We can always get one of our monsters to do it. Or”—he began whispering, still not wanting to explain to the Beastmaster what he could do—“I could switch to the Ranger configuration and use Shadow Step on an enemy monster.” 
 
    The Void Reaver halted, stopping instantly where it hovered and turned to Bran. The dark, glowing orbs it now had for eyes stared at him, and it shook its head sharply once, then turned back around and kept hovering toward whatever their destination was. 
 
    “Something tells me Shade doesn’t want you attacking any monsters here,” Lara said, her voice sounding somewhat in awe. 
 
    Bran stared at the back of the Void Reaver. “Yeah, I got that impression too.” He spread his fear-sense outward, feeling all of the many monsters that were nearby. “I don’t think we want to start a fight here anyway… something tells me we wouldn’t be able to finish it, and there’s nowhere for us to run.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “We need to be careful here. We’re in uncharted territory. No one has ever been to the Shadow Realm before, in all recorded history—” She stopped herself, face scrunching up. “I guess that’s a lie.” Lara got a faraway look. “Jonah came through here. My father must know how to get to this realm… There are so many things he has been hiding from me.” She looked down at the ground, kicking up a clump of dirt. “When I left the Dreadmorth Institute, I asked my brother if he would come with me.” 
 
    Bran pursed his lips. Knowing what he did from the brief encounter they’d had with Lara’s brother, he could imagine how that conversation had gone. “What did he say?” 
 
    “Not much. Mostly, he just laughed in my face and called me a naïve child.” 
 
    That sounded about right. For a moment, Bran looked at Lara, wondering how it was she became so different from the others in her family. Considering where she had come from, well… He remembered what Alaro had said when he had discovered she was from the Dreadmorth Institute—”but they’re evil!” It had sounded like an absurd remark, but Bran could see how he might think that way. 
 
    He had certainly thought that, after his first encounter with a summoner from the Morkoth Empire, a man that had no doubt gone to the Dreadmorth Institute for his training. 
 
    “I’m glad you left, Lara,” Bran said. “You don’t belong with people like them.” 
 
    Lara didn’t reply. She just nodded her head lazily. 
 
    They walked the rest of the way in silence. The monsters Bran could sense around them seemed to part, moving out of the way as the party got closer to wherever they were going. 
 
    Are they afraid of us? Bran had encountered many monsters in his time, and was used to the opposite happening. Usually, when monsters knew summoners were around, they attacked. The Iron Lynx had been the first monster Bran had encountered inside a Monster Realm that hadn’t been instantly aggressive. 
 
    Were they parting because Shade was with them? Shade must have come from here. This is its home. 
 
    As they neared the larger cluster of monsters Bran could feel with his fear-sense, his heartbeat began to quicken. The monsters he could feel were quite powerful. His party may have been able to defeat Jonah’s Ancient Pterodactyl, but it had taken a lot out of all of them to manage such a feat. 
 
    They certainly wouldn’t be able to face ten monsters of that level. 
 
    Bran squinted. He began to see shapes where they were headed—shapes slightly darker than the surrounding shadows. The closer they got, the more defined those shapes became, revealing what looked to be dark, stone walls. He pointed at them. “I think this is where Shade is trying to take us.” 
 
    “Are those… walls? Stone walls?” Patrick asked. “Summoners must have been here before—made a fortress here.” 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first time summoners had created buildings and fortresses inside of Monster Realms, Bran thought, but he also remembered the ruins they had seen—in two different Monster Realms, that didn’t look at all like what the Founders had built. He remembered the monsters they had encountered in the realm where he had been doing his Mage training with Lara. Some of the monsters there had wielded weapons, even if they were simple ones. 
 
    Those walls… the closer they got to them, the more unnatural they appeared. They were made from stone, as far as he could tell, but the stone was like nothing he had ever seen—it was darker than the shadows around them, darker than a night with no moon. When the light of Lara’s fireball hit it, it didn’t reflect off the stone. Rather, the stone seemed to absorb it. He looked over at Alaro. “Do you think the Founders could have visited the Shadow Realm?” 
 
    Alaro shrugged. “Before today, I would have said no. But now? I have no idea.” 
 
    Bran didn’t say out loud that he thought the structures might have been made by monsters. He had spoken to Alaro and Lara about such things before, and neither of them thought such a thing was possible. 
 
    As they neared, they came upon a gate. Bran looked up. The wall stretched so high into the darkness that he couldn’t see the top of it, and the light from Lara’s fireball failed to penetrate those shadows. 
 
    The Void Reaver hovered near the gate. It didn’t make a noise—though the shadow creature was always very quiet. It turned its head up, gazing into the darkness, standing as silent and as still as a statue. 
 
    “What… what is it doing?” Patrick asked. There was a slight shudder to the Beastmaster’s voice that Bran hadn’t been expecting. 
 
    He supposed the man was afraid. That wasn’t too unusual, considering where they were, and the fact they thought they might be stuck here, but it still wasn’t something that Bran had expected from the man. 
 
    The gates creaked, then rose. 
 
    The sudden noise broke the eerie silence, making Bran take an instinctive step back. He found he had a spell in his mind, and was ready to release it—his few days of Mage training had certainly paid off. 
 
    Though his vision wasn’t able to penetrate the darkness, he could feel something up there. A monster, somewhere atop that wall. It must have been what had raised the gate for the party. 
 
    The Void Reaver confidently moved through the gate, followed a short moment later by Lara’s Daeva hovering behind it. 
 
    “Well, they both have definitely been here before,” Alaro said. “So, should we follow the shadow monsters into this dark gate, deeper into the Shadow Realm where we are trapped?” He smiled. It looked a little forced. 
 
    Bran forced a smile back. “Sounds like the best option to me.” 
 
    He trusted Shade. As Patrick had said, their bond was strong. It had been even before Bran had known he was a summoner. He’d always had a strong connection to the monster, and in time that connection had only deepened—even if it could never grow beyond 100% when he scanned the monster. 
 
    Still, this place made him feel uneasy in a way that no other Monster Realm ever had. Other Monster Realms sometimes made him feel fear or excitement, and being in them felt… natural. Sometimes more natural than being in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    But being here? It just felt strange in a way he couldn’t define. 
 
    Bran followed the two shadow-type monsters through the eerie looking gate made from dark steel. He heard the footsteps of his companions follow a moment later. Patrick’s heavy, long strides. Lara’s short, confident steps. The Ranger’s soft walk, his boots quietly brushing the dirt. And the Blade Fiend’s metal feet scraping the ground. 
 
    The moment Bran stepped through the gate, light blossomed into life around him, and the darkness was completely banished from his vision—he could see everything. 
 
    An entire city filled with monsters. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran stopped on the other side of the gate. His mouth fell open, and he gaped at what he saw. The moment he had stepped through the gate, light had filled his vision. 
 
    He heard the others stop behind and beside him. Heard their sharp intakes of breath as they saw what he saw. 
 
    The city was massive. He couldn’t even tell how big it was from where he stood. There were buildings on every side of them. Towers stretching up to the sky—a sky that wasn’t blue, nor black, but gray. Not the gray of clouds… just gray. 
 
    It was even stranger than it had been outside of the walls. 
 
    All of the buildings, all of the towers, were made from the same dark stone and steel that the walls and gate had been made from. 
 
    And there were monsters everywhere. Far more monsters than his fear-sense had been able to pick up. He sunk into that fear-sense now, and just as the darkness from his vision had been banished when he had stepped through the gate, it seemed as though a darkness lifted from what he could sense with his fear-sense. 
 
    It pulled at his gut, wrenching it, giving him a dirt-rotten feeling deep inside of him. 
 
    There was so much power here. 
 
    He could now sense all the monsters in this place. Somehow, the walls must have been blocking his fear-sense from identifying them, only letting him feel the strongest ones among them. 
 
    But all the monsters within the city were strong. His fear-sense wasn’t as accurate as his scanner was, but these monsters weren’t as strong as Jonah’s monsters as he had originally thought—they were stronger. 
 
    More akin to Dominic’s monsters—the Lancer Royal Guardsman atop the green dragon. 
 
    The towers were tall enough to rival those in Ealdor and the Ketria Academy, buildings as large as castles. Shadow monsters of all manner of shape and type hovered or walked around the street that stretched out before them, all seemingly ignoring the presence of the summoners. 
 
    Bran tried to scan one of the creatures. 
 
      
 
    ??? 
 
    Level: ??? 
 
    Evolution Stage: ??? 
 
    Affinity: ??? 
 
    Strength: ??? 
 
    Toughness: ??? 
 
    Agility: ??? 
 
    Magic Power: ??? 
 
    Personality: ??? 
 
    Status: ??? 
 
      
 
    He blinked at what he saw. 
 
    That was exactly the same readout that he got back when he used to try and scan Shade. He remembered something Lara had said—shadow-type monsters were often resistant to scans. 
 
    Gazing around, he realized not all of the shadows were gone. There were dark patches and pockets of blackness everywhere he looked. A chill wind blew in, and even through his armor, he felt the biting cold of it snap at his face. 
 
    A shudder ran up his spine. 
 
    His Void Reaver and Lara’s Daeva might feel comfortable here, but he certainly didn’t. 
 
    Then he sensed something—monsters at their back, the ones that had previously avoided them when they had been outside of the gate. They were… amassing, heading toward the gate at incredible speed. 
 
    His fear-sense wrenched ever harder at his gut. He wasn’t sure why the monsters had suddenly decided to come after them, but they felt like a threat. Sorry, Shade, he thought, turning around to face whatever monsters came. I can’t just let them attack me and my friends. 
 
    The monster sent emotions down the bond. A warning. Fear. 
 
    Bran shrugged it off. 
 
    “We have incoming monsters. More than ten of them, coming toward the gate,” he said. 
 
    The others turned. 
 
    Alaro drew his nocked arrow. Lara raised her hands, poised to cast. Wings sprouted from Patrick’s back, his full-plate armor shifting to accommodate the change. 
 
    The Void Reaver hovered in front of them. It raised its shadowy hands and shook its head—then it got hit by what looked like a Dusk Miasma spell as a shadow-type monster appeared directly behind it just outside the gate. 
 
    Shade tilted its head up, the dark, glowing orbs it had for eyes seemed to intensify, and its crack of a mouth gaped open in what looked like a silent scream. 
 
    Bran could feel the pain it was in, but it didn’t turn to attack the monster—an amorphous blob of shadow, similar to Shade’s original evolution—that had Shadow Stepped into range. 
 
    “Are you sure we should attack?” Patrick asked. “We’re definitely outnumbered here!” The Royal Guard glanced behind him, at all the monsters within the city. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster that appeared, just us others Shadow Stepped into range outside the gate. 
 
      
 
    ??? 
 
    Level: ??? 
 
    Evolution Stage: ??? 
 
    Affinity: ??? 
 
    Strength: ??? 
 
    Toughness: ??? 
 
    Agility: ??? 
 
    Magic Power: ??? 
 
    Personality: ??? 
 
    Status: ??? 
 
      
 
    Again, it didn’t work, so he tried scanning two more of the monsters, but they all had the same result. 
 
    Bran cursed under his breath. He still couldn’t get a read on them, but they felt low-level. Maybe level 1-3.  
 
    “We can’t just let them attack us.” Bran gritted his teeth. He would never stand by and watch his friends—his brothers and sisters in arms—or his monsters be attacked. 
 
    He was in the Mage configuration. There were ten monsters out there now, his fear-sense going wild as they were all about to cast spells. Crowd control, he thought. Shade clearly didn’t want him to attack them. 
 
    Maybe he could… scare them away? He’d never managed to scare a monster away before, but there was a first time for everything. 
 
    Bran took two steps forward. He jutted his chin out and cast Gale Breath. A stream of wind flowed from his mouth. He turned slowly, trying to impact every single one of the amassed shadow-type monsters. 
 
    All he wanted was to knock them all down. Scare them off. Show them that attacking his monsters and party was a very, very bad idea. 
 
    Every single one of the ten shadow monsters—which ranged from amorphous blobs of darkness, to what looked like small shadow wolves and shadow ravens—were knocked down, falling to the ground. 
 
    “Alright, let’s run into the city while they’re down!” Bran turned. Maybe the shadow creature on the wall would shut the gates. Maybe the monsters outside of the city weren’t safe, but the ones within were. 
 
    Shade wouldn’t have led them into a trap, after all. 
 
    His fear-sense exploded in his mind, sending pain up his spine, through his stomach. Bran gasped from the shock. This had never happened before. He’d never felt such unerring unease. Never felt a threat this powerful before. 
 
    As he turned, tendrils of shadow wrapped around his legs, constricting his range of motion completely and stopping him from moving. Dark Binding, he thought. 
 
    “What in all the realms—” Alaro’s words were cut off sharply, the Dark Binding spell wrapping around his legs and lower torso. 
 
    “This is a high-level spell!” Lara called out, struggling to turn around. 
 
    “It’s behind us,” Patrick breathed. 
 
    Bran managed to fully turn around, struggling against the dark tendrils restricting his movement. 
 
    A massive shadow monster loomed over them all.. His fear-sense—this is what it had been reacting to. He wasn’t sure what level it was exactly, but it felt stronger than the dragon by at least ten levels. That makes it level 40! he thought, eyes widening in shock. 
 
    The monster was twice as tall as him. It wore a dark cloak and looked almost human. Its wingspan was twice as long as its height. The wings almost felt as though they weren’t solid—like they shifted from shadow to flesh and then back again over and over. As with the Daeva, it wore a hood over its head, but he could see its features. See eyes, a mouth, a nose. 
 
    Teeth. 
 
    And a face full of anger. 
 
    The shadow monster pulled off its hood. Atop its head was a dark, glowing crown. 
 
    Bran raised his arms, unsure of what else to do, and readied another spell. 
 
    The shadow monster raised its hands. Stop. 
 
    Bran froze. He’d felt the word enter his mind. The monster was communicating with him! In an even stronger way than the Iron Lynx had. The word wasn’t just emotions and understanding—it was language. 
 
    Bran swallowed, licked his lips, then tried to respond to the monster using his unique abilities. I’m sorry I attacked. I was defending myself—defending my friends. 
 
    You were attacking children! 
 
    Bran looked around at the others, hoping they wouldn’t attack. He didn’t want to further anger this monster. 
 
    But his friends were gone. Vanished, completely along with their monsters. 
 
    Only his Void Reaver remained. 
 
    Bran’s gaze returned to the monster. What… what did you do to my friends? 
 
    They have been imprisoned, in the Shadow Dungeons beneath the Shadow City, where they will be judged, and face whatever fate I deem to be justice. The massive shadow monster turned. You, too, will be judged. The shadow monster waved its hand. Bran began to hover in the air, the tendrils from the Dark Binding spell, still locking up his legs, began to move and shift, until they wrapped around his arms, locking them to the side of his body. 
 
    Bran tried to move, tried to break the bindings, but he couldn’t. He was trapped. 
 
    Then he remembered. Shadow Step! It was difficult to Shadow Step in a direction one wasn’t looking, but he had practiced it once or twice. He focused as intensely as he could, scrunching his eyes shut. He imagined the spot just outside of the gate where they had entered. I need to get out of this place! I need to find Urslan—launch a rescue mission! 
 
    Why had Shade led him to this city? 
 
    Bran cast Shadow Step. 
 
    But he didn’t move. 
 
    The tendrils constricted tighter, making it difficult for him to breathe. 
 
    You cannot escape my grasp, Worldbreaker, the shadow monster said inside Bran’s mind. 
 
    That word… what the monster had called him… 
 
    Worldbreaker. 
 
    He had heard it before—it was the same thing the scroll with the unjoin spell within it had called him. Bran looked at the monster. At the glowing crown on its head. There were more creatures amassing around the city. Void Reavers. Shadow Wolves. Daevas. That’s what they looked like to Bran, except they were all massive, and appeared to be of higher evolutions than any of the shadow monsters he had encountered before. 
 
    Ganadon’s Might, what had he gotten them all into? 
 
    All of the monsters stared at Bran as he passed, his fear-sense flaring inside of him. He couldn’t hear their thoughts. At least, they were not trying to communicate with him like the level 40 monster was. 
 
    But he felt a strong emotion coming from each and every one of those monsters. Two emotions, actually. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    And fear. 
 
    Bran craned his neck. He could feel Shade behind him, the Void Reaver following along. He managed to move just enough that the monster was now in his field of vision. Save me, Bran commanded. I need to get out of here. 
 
    Something tugged at the bond. The Void Reaver looked at him, and he could feel a sadness within it. But it didn’t move to free him. It was being stopped, somehow. Prevented from helping him. 
 
    Bran could tell it wanted to, but it couldn’t. 
 
    Why did you lead me here? Bran sent the question down the bond, but no reply came. Shade was never able to communicate with more than its base emotions. Not like the Iron Lynx had before it had devolved and de-leveled. 
 
    Not like the monster leading him to the Shadow Dungeons could. The high-level monster wearing a crown. 
 
    It was the king of this place. 
 
    It had to be. 
 
    Unlike the others in his party, Bran wasn’t teleported straight into the Shadow Dungeons. He was led there, hovered in the air, paraded through the dark, shadowy streets of this forsaken place. 
 
    This was his fault. They wouldn’t have come to the Shadow Realm if not for him. He had tracked Jonah here, and he had let Shade lead them to this city. 
 
    He sent another thought to the shadow king. Those monsters attacked us. I was only defending my monster, myself, and my friends! Please, let us go! 
 
    The shadow king turned, anger in its eyes. Enough! Though there was no volume to the communication, the strength of the message was clear. The force of it sent a chill up Bran’s spine. They. Didn’t. Know. Any. Better! 
 
    Neither did I, Bran replied, but he felt something block him. The shadow king had put up some sort of mental barrier between the two of them that he couldn’t breach. The monster no longer wanted to hear what Bran had to say. 
 
    He was led to the largest structure in the Shadow City. Bran craned his neck to look at it, his entire body still restrained by the dark tendrils wrapped around him. 
 
    Bran wanted to say it looked like a castle, but the truth was the architecture was so strange—so alien—that it looked like nothing he had ever seen before. 
 
    The building had dark, metal spires that stretched high into the air. They looked like massive spikes of metal that had been twisted by a giant’s hand. There were towers of dark stone that glittered in the odd, gray light of this place. Shadows gathered at the top of those towers. Bran spread his fear-sense into the building, but he couldn’t feel a thing within it. 
 
    Something about the material they used to create these walls was messing with his fear-sense. He couldn’t identify the monsters within, even though he was sure there must be some inside. 
 
    He was led to massive, double doors. The doors were three times as tall as the shadow king. They appeared to be made of the same dark stone as everything else in this place. 
 
    The shadow king approached the doors. The doors had no locks. No keyholes. No door knocker. 
 
    The high-level monster laid a hand on them. Bran felt a chill in the air, though in that moment there was no breeze. 
 
    The solid door dissipated, turning into a dark patch of shadow. 
 
    The shadow king walked through the shadow cloud. It shifted around him, as though it were fog. 
 
    Bran hovered through it. It was cold. Deathly cold. Like being thrown into a frozen lake—or stepping through a portal. 
 
    The inside of the ‘Shadow Castle’, as Bran tried to think of it, was just as strange and eerie as everything else in this place. 
 
    It was as dark as the realm outside of the city had been, except now Bran had no light to shine their way, and he couldn’t reach the Void Reaver to borrow its senses. 
 
    He felt himself being hovered. Then he felt himself move down, in a spiraling pattern for a long way. A spiral staircase, Bran thought. It’s taking me to the Shadow Dungeons. 
 
    Bran had never been a prisoner before. He had never broken any laws. He had felt fear. Felt vulnerable. Felt his life in danger. 
 
    But he had never felt as useless as he did in that moment. 
 
    If he could lay his hands on the shadow king and Shade at once, maybe he could fuse the two monsters together. Maybe he could free his friends… 
 
    But he knew that wouldn’t work. He couldn’t move. How in this realm or any other would he be able to lay a hand on the shadow king? 
 
    As he was being hovered down what he assumed was a spiral staircase, he thought about all the options he had. He hated feeling like this—feeling like he wasn’t in control. When he had become a summoner, he had sworn that he would become as strong as he could, so he would never have to face an unwinnable situation like when he had fought the Lancer astride the manticore back in the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    The thought of that summoner brought rage into Bran’s heart. He tamped down the emotion, once again thinking through his options. 
 
    He could summon his other monsters. Whatever was stopping Shade from attacking… it must be because it was the same type of monster as the shadow king. His other monsters, the Stone Griffin and the Bronze Lynx, weren’t shadow-type. 
 
    They should be able to attack the shadow king. 
 
    But what good would that do for Bran? It had taken the efforts of four summoners and many of their monsters to take down the Ancient Pterodactyl, and Bran had been the lowest level of all of those summoners. 
 
    No, summoning his monsters wouldn’t help—that would probably just get the monsters killed and forcibly reabsorbed, adding pain to his list of current problems and cause his monsters unnecessary suffering. 
 
    It would also, surely, anger the shadow king even more than it already was. 
 
    He went through his list of spells. If he had access to his hands, he’d be able to use his bow, loose a Shadow Step arrow at the shadow king and make it teleport into arms’ reach. But he couldn’t move his arms, let alone get his bow from his bag of holding. Even if he could, something told him the Shadow King would be resistant to low-level shadow-type spells. 
 
    In his mind, he went through his other spells. Wind Blast. Gale Breath. Wind Whip. Vortex. Cannon Ball. Steel Slash. Iron Spikes. Dusk Miasma. Shadow Step. Rending Blades—a spell he hadn’t even had a chance to use, let alone read the description for. And Dark Binding. 
 
    He went through each of them, twice. 
 
    None of them would help him! 
 
    As he felt he was no longer descending the stairs, he wondered if he would be better served by switching into one of the configurations he hadn’t learned yet. He didn’t know how to use each one, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t find something useful in them. 
 
    His first thought was of the Beastmaster configuration. Could he become strong enough to break through these bindings? No. He severely doubted that. And part of him was still wary of switching to the Beastmaster configuration, considering what had happened the first time he had tried to use it. 
 
    He went through the other configurations in his mind. 
 
    Protector… 
 
    Hunter… 
 
    Lancer… 
 
    The anger that had been building in his heart, the anger he had tried to push down, turned to frustration. 
 
    Bran had the potential to be the most powerful summoner who had ever lived. He had access to all of the different classes, and was able to fuse monsters. 
 
    But he couldn’t think of a way out of this. In that moment, he couldn’t use any of his unique abilities to free himself. 
 
    Finally, he stopped moving. He heard something creak, then light appeared—it looked like some sort of Illumination spell. 
 
    The dark tendrils around him disappeared, falling away. His feet thudded to the hard floor beneath him. His legs went weak, but he managed to hold himself up. 
 
    He was standing inside of a cell. It wasn’t very large, maybe five-by-five paces. There was no bed. There wasn’t anything. 
 
    Just dark stone walls, a dark stone ceiling, a dark stone floor. 
 
    And black metal bars. 
 
    His Void Reaver hovered in the other corner, its wings retracted to its side, looking as small as it possibly could given its size. 
 
    Bran felt more than just sadness from the monster—he felt shame. His first impulse was to reabsorb Shade into its crystal, but he wanted the monster here. It knew this place. It had led Bran and his party here for a reason. 
 
    Maybe Shade would be their way out of this mess. 
 
    The shadow king stood on the other side of the metal bars, the Illumination spell hovering beside it. Though the cell wasn’t very large, it had quite a tall ceiling, so the monster’s head was visible high above Bran. 
 
    You shall remain here until I return, then you will be presented to the Council of Five for your judgment. The words echoed in Bran’s mind. He wasn’t sure what—or who—the Council of Five was, but he didn’t sense that he would be judged lightly for his actions. 
 
    Clearly, this shadow king saw the monsters outside of the city as mere children. Children who weren’t in control of their actions. 
 
    Children whom Bran had attacked. It didn’t matter if they had struck first. What if Bran had a child, a little brother, and that child had kicked a stranger? How would Bran feel if that stranger knocked the child to the ground, and prepared to kill them? 
 
    I would be furious, he thought. 
 
    Before Bran could respond to the shadow king, the monsters disappeared. 
 
    Bran blinked. I guess Shadow Step does work here after all. He touched the metal bars. The dark steel was blisteringly cold. He let out a sigh and tried to Shadow Step to the other side of the bars. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Once again, something had blocked him. He didn’t know if it was the bars, or if he simply couldn’t use that spell in this place like the monsters could. 
 
    Bran walked the short few paces to the opposite wall of the bars. He put his back to the wall, then slid down until he was in a crouch. 
 
    Not only was he trapped in the Shadow Realm with no portals. He had now been separated from his friends and thrown into a cell in the Shadow Dungeons by the shadow king of this strange, eerie city. 
 
    How was he going to get out of this mess? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When the shadow king left, Bran was plunged into darkness. 
 
    There wasn’t a single light in this place. He craned his neck to look through the bars. He didn’t know what was out there, and didn’t see even a hint of light anywhere. 
 
    With his bond, he commanded the Void Reaver to come to him. Shade did so in a moment—he could still feel the shame radiating from it. Bran wasn’t sure how to process that. On the one hand, he wasn’t angry at his monster. On the other hand… 
 
    How could Shade lead him into this? 
 
    There must be more to it, Bran thought. More to this place. He could feel the Void Reaver hover close and reached out for it. He felt the monster’s hand—oddly cool to the touch—then tapped into their bond. 
 
    Bran plunged into the monster’s senses and blinked. 
 
    Shade could see perfectly in the darkness that surrounded them. To the Void Reaver, there was no darkness at all. Bran stood, his hand still on the Void Reaver’s, and examined the bars. Just because he hadn’t been able to Shadow Step out of the cell, didn’t mean he wouldn’t be able to break through it. 
 
    When the shadow king had imprisoned him, he hadn’t even taken his weapons. He still had his bow in his bag of holding, his quiver over his shoulder. 
 
    At the very thought of escaping, he felt a pang of reluctance from the Void Reaver. It was similar to what he had felt earlier from the monster, when Bran had turned to attack the monsters that had ambushed them at the gate, though not quite as strong. 
 
    Bran bit his lip. He should have heeded the monster’s warning then, but he hadn’t. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t spend a moment more in this cell. He had to escape. To find his friends. To get out of here. 
 
    And where will I go next, with no portal to leave through? he thought with a sigh. One step at a time. First step: escape. 
 
    Bran had just gone through every spell he had. None of them would have broken through the Dark Binding he had been trapped in, but circumstances had changed. 
 
    He cast Steel Slash on the bars. There was a massively loud clang, along with four large gashes in the metal. Good. It had made a dent. He had worried the bars would be impervious to— 
 
    The gashes in the dark metal disappeared. The bars had healed. 
 
    “Hello?” a voice came from somewhere down the hall, echoing off the walls. 
 
    “Lara?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me! Bran! You’re here!” Lara replied. 
 
    “Come to break us out?” Alaro called after. 
 
    Bran looked at the bars again. “That is the plan. Having a little trouble breaking out myself first, though.” 
 
    “These bars are unbendable,” a deep, growling voice said. It took a moment for Bran to place it. Patrick. The Beastmaster. He must be using even more of his monster’s traits, trying to escape. 
 
    “I can’t get through them either,” the Ranger said, his voice seeming to come from a different cell. 
 
    “Same trouble,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. He wanted to sink down the wall and put his head in his hands, but he refrained. “I think…” He looked over at Shade. “I think we’re here for a reason. Shade wouldn’t have led us into a trap.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” Patrick asked. “I thought your bond would have prevented such a thing, but here we are.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” Bran said tightly. He shut his eyes for a brief moment. “The… the shadow king knew what I was.” 
 
    A quiet followed his words. 
 
    “And what, exactly, are you?” the Beastmaster said. 
 
    Bran swallowed. No use hiding from it anymore. “Can I trust you to keep a secret, Patrick?” 
 
    “Who am I gonna tell down here that doesn’t already know?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “We’re getting out of here. I don’t know when, or how… but we are.” 
 
    “Okay, okay. As long as the secret isn’t a threat to the people of Kalaran, I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    For the next few minutes, Bran enlightened the Royal Guardsman on what he was. At least, what he knew of what he was. Once again, he left out the detail of what the Iron Lynx had sent him. At the end of his explanation of his unique abilities, the Beastmaster let out a long sigh. 
 
    “That’s a lot to take in,” Patrick said. “But I believe you. I saw you. Fight as a Ranger and a Mage. And I saw whatever you did with the Finder, the way you glowed…” 
 
    Bran took a deep breath. He was glad he got that out into the open, and wouldn’t have to mince his words as much around the man. 
 
    After the conversation, the mood grew quiet. But it didn’t feel like too much time had passed when the shadow king popped up in the hall. Literally popped up, having used a Shadow Step spell. 
 
    The shadow king loomed tall on the other side of the cell. He was dead silent, and Bran was sure none of the others even knew he was here. Bran himself wouldn’t have been able to see the monster if he hadn’t tapped into Shade’s senses. 
 
    The shadow king looked at the Void Reaver. 
 
    The Void Reaver looked back. 
 
    Not a word was said, but Bran felt as though a conversation was happening between the two monsters. The Void Reaver moved toward the bars, gesticulating with one of its shadowy arms—the other still holding Bran so he could see what was happening. 
 
    The shadow king didn’t move at all. It just stood—or rather, hovered—on the other side of the bars, staring at Shade. 
 
    Then the conversation seemed to end. 
 
    The shadow king stepped straight through the bars. It inched closer to Bran, moving smoothly as it hovered off the ground. It happened so fast Bran didn’t have a moment to do anything. 
 
    The shadow king grabbed Bran’s shoulder, and that of Shade’s, then everything went dark. 
 
    Bran blinked. 
 
    He was in what looked to be a throne room. Light shone through a massive glass window on one side of the hall. Though glass might have been the wrong word. He hadn’t seen any sign of glass in the Shadow Realm. Either way, it was a transparent material of some sort. 
 
    Dark pillars of shadow rose on each side of the hall, not even connecting to the ceiling. They reminded him of the dark spires he had seen outside in the city. The ones that looked twisted by a giant’s hand. 
 
    On the side opposite to where the glass-like wall was, Bran saw a large arch, opening onto another room. What he saw inside the room made his mouth fall open. 
 
    The room looked like… like a treasure room he had heard of in old stories of summoner kings. There were stacks of gold coins and a myriad of shining gems and different artifacts. He saw swords with intricate designs etched into their metal, finely crafted longbows and recurve bows. One wall had glowing, full plate armor stacked beneath it in a haphazard pile. He even saw a few Summoner’s Bandoliers—though none of them had any crystals within them. 
 
    Something to the far side of the room caught his eye. A massive gemstone atop a pedestal, glowing with a dark energy within it. Even without his fear-sense activated, he could sense that it had great power inside of it. What is that gemstone? he wondered. 
 
    He had never seen monsters hoard wealth before. He thought the nobles at the academy were rich, but this treasure room would surely put them and their families to shame. 
 
    Bran had to wrench his gaze away from the treasure and force his gaping mouth to shut. 
 
    He looked toward the end of the hall. There sat a throne, atop it the shadow king lounged. The throne was massive—it had to be, to fit the massive monster—but it wasn’t adorned with any of the finery found in the treasure room. 
 
    Bran’s Void Reaver was at his side, hovering silently as always. Bran wasn’t sure what to do, so he walked toward the throne, then stood before it. 
 
    “Worldbreaker,” the shadow king said in a deep voice. 
 
    Out loud. With its mouth. 
 
    Bran blinked. “You… you can talk?” He had communicated with the monster before, but never in such a manner as this. 
 
    “I am no wild beast. No thoughtless monster. Of course I can talk.” 
 
    Bran swallowed. “Why have you taken me and my friends captive?”  
 
    “Because you attacked children.” 
 
    Bran bit his tongue. Those children had attacked Shade! What was he supposed to do? But he had a sense that getting on the defensive wouldn’t help with this monster—man? He wasn’t sure how to think of the shadow king anymore. He tried scanning the monster again, and still came up with nothing. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    The shadow king leaned back in his throne. “That is understandable. So much knowledge has been lost by humanity.” He sighed. “Though of course, had you killed them perhaps it would not have been a great loss.” He lowered his head as he said this. “They would have simply returned to the Great Cycle, to be born anew on a different world, their souls strengthened.” He made an odd gesture with one of his hands, touching it first to his forehead, then to the middle of his chest, and finally he raised his chin and gestured the hand toward the ceiling. 
 
    Bran had never seen such a gesture before. Then again, he had never seen a monster talk before. What was the Great Cycle? He ran through the shadow king’s words in his mind, trying to understand them. Was he saying that monsters were… reborn after they were killed? 
 
    He pushed those questions down. As interesting as they were, he was still a prisoner. He looked around. “You said I would be judged by the Council of Five?” 
 
    The shadow king stared down at him. “You wish for that to happen already?” The monster tilted its head to the side, in an eerily similar way to how Shade would. “I would think you would wish to get into my good graces before doing such a thing.” 
 
    Bran narrowed his eyes. There was something strange about all of this. “You didn’t imprison me because I attacked those monsters, did you?” He took a step forward. “You imprisoned me because you want something from me.” 
 
    The shadow king leaned forward in his chair. It was hard to read the monster’s body language. Though the shadow king had a face, and it was humanoid in shape—with eyebrows and everything—his face didn’t move much as he spoke. His forehead didn’t crease. His eyebrows didn’t go up or pinch together. His nose didn’t crinkle, and his eyes didn’t dart up or down—there was nothing to betray any of the emotions he felt. 
 
    The only emotion Bran had seen on the shadow king was anger. But that anger was gone from his face now. 
 
    “There is something I wish for you to do for me,” the shadow king’s deep voice boomed around his hall. It sounded like nothing Bran had ever heard. Somewhere between the deep roar of a beast, and the confident cadence of a king. The anger returned to his face. “Humans are stealing energy from my realm. Siphoning it for themselves.” He looked at Bran once more. “It is causing a sickness among some of the Djinn—the shadow people.” 
 
    The Djinn? That must be what the shadow people called themselves… 
 
    Bran took in what the shadow king said. Humans are stealing energy from my realm. In all of the books he had read since becoming a summoner, and all the things he had learned from Urslan, Alaro, and Lara, he had never heard of such a thing. 
 
    But it didn’t take him long to figure out who must be doing it. 
 
    Bran already knew that Volrath not only had knowledge of the Shadow Realm, but was able to create portals to this place. He also happened to be looking to gain as much power as possible, and was more than willing to start a war to do it. 
 
    Still, Bran had no idea how someone could do something like that. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    The shadow king leaned back in his throne. “There is a portal that has been open for months. I tracked the energy leakage toward it, but have found no way to destroy it.” 
 
    A portal! Bran thought. A way to escape this place! He tried to keep what he was thinking from showing on his face. 
 
    The shadow king continued, “I want you to close it.” 
 
    Bran was taken aback. He had dismantled a portal before—but only once. And that had been with the help of an enchanted item. He had no such item with him now. He glanced over at the treasure room, wondering if he would be able to find what he needed in there, then returned his gaze to the shadow king. “What makes you think I can close it?” 
 
    “Do you think me stupid? You are a Worldbreaker.” 
 
    There was that word again. Bran stepped closer to the throne, unitil he was one step from the raised dais it sat upon. “What do you know about me?” 
 
    The shadow king waved his question away. “Will you do this for me?” 
 
    Bran paused. He still wasn’t sure what he had gotten into here—there were so many things he hadn’t processed. 
 
    The shadow people—as the monsters before him had called them—had a city. A king. A society. The high-level shadow-type monster before him was communicating with Bran, not just telepathically through whatever unique abilities Bran possessed, but actually talking. 
 
    And he wanted Bran to do something for him. Something that would hurt Volrath. Bran very much wanted to hurt Volrath, in any way he could. But he also needed to get out of the Shadow Realm and back to reality. 
 
    There were other things to consider, as well. What would happen if he went out there to stop the portal, and got attacked by all of the shadow monsters? These “children” the shadow king had imprisoned him for fighting back against?  
 
    “When we arrived in your city, we were attacked by monsters at the gate,” Bran said. “What’s to prevent that from happening again? You said they didn’t know any better, but it’s not as though I can stand there and let them attack me.” 
 
    Anger flashed on the shadow king’s face. “You may defend yourself.” The words were said through gritted teeth. It was the most emotion Bran had seen the king display since he had met the monster. The shadow king closed his eyes. “I will project my presence, and instruct them not to attack you. Some will be able to heed my warning, others… will not.” The shadow king opened his eyes. He looked down at Bran, and the anger was gone, though Bran could not decipher what the monster was feeling now. “If you have to kill them, they will not die for good. They will be returned to the Great Cycle.” He looked up at the ceiling once more, though he didn’t repeat the gesture he had performed earlier when mentioning this. 
 
    The Great Cycle. Twice, the shadow king had brought that up. Monsters don’t die? They are reborn? He shook away thoughts of that, knowing it was important but that there were more pressing matters. 
 
    “Will you allow the others to join me?” Bran asked. “I cannot do this alone.” He wasn’t sure of that part. Perhaps he could do it alone. Close the portal. Stop Volrath from draining energy from the Shadow Realm. Stop its people—its monsters—from getting sick. 
 
    But if he were able to bring his whole party… perhaps they could step through the portal, escape this place, then close the portal on the other side. 
 
    “You may bring two of them,” the shadow king declared. “One shall remain my prisoner until your return.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadow king didn’t listen to a word of Bran’s protestations. The monster stared at Shade a moment, closed his eyes briefly, then stated that the Void Reaver would lead him to the portal. 
 
    Then, with a wave of his hand, Bran was standing in the middle of the Shadow City. He frantically looked around him. On his left stood Alaro, on his right Patrick. 
 
    “Where’s Lara?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. “Still in her cell.” 
 
    Patrick stared down at himself, then looked at the other two. “How did we get here?” 
 
    “I’d like to know that myself,” the Ranger said. 
 
    “The shadow king.” Bran’s fear-sense went wild, trying to warn him of all the threats around him. They all felt over level 30, and whenever he scanned one of them, it just came back with “???” next to everything. 
 
    “I can’t scan these monsters,” Patrick said. He and the Ranger had come closer to Bran, forming a circle pointing outward. 
 
    Alaro’s Blade Fiend looked just as wary as his summoner. 
 
    “Neither can I,” Alaro said. 
 
    A massive Shadow Wolf stalked past them. Its lips pulled back, revealing sharp, black teeth that looked as though they were made from dark stone. A pack of five Daevas were huddled together in a group, hovering down the street. They kept glancing back at the three summoners, nothing visible under their hoods. 
 
    “This is a very, very strange place,” Alaro said. 
 
    “You wanted adventure,” Bran muttered. “Come on. The shadow king gave us a mission.” He looked at the Void Reaver, sending it a mental command to lead the way. In a moment, it began hovering down the street. “Maybe… maybe he’ll release us once we’ve completed it.” 
 
    When Bran had been led to the shadow castle by the shadow king constricted by Dark Binding’s tendrils, hovering in the air, he had craned his neck to try and look around the strange city, but he hadn’t seen all that much. He had been too focused on his situation, and possible ways to get out of it. 
 
    Which must have been the only reason he hadn’t noticed that there weren’t just shadow-type monsters in this place. 
 
    There were other monsters. Monsters his fear-sense hadn’t felt. He wasn’t sure why that was, but his fear-sense hadn’t been working all that well since coming to this place, even with the strength of the Finder tucked beneath his armor. 
 
    Before either the Ranger or the Beastmaster could ask about the mission, something caught Alaro’s attention. “Look.” He nodded toward a Daeva leading a fox-like monster through the street. 
 
    As Bran looked at the monster, which stood half as tall as a horse, had a narrow, pointed face, needle-sharp teeth, and where a normal fox might have fur, this monster had flames, text ran across his vision. 
 
      
 
    Fire Fox 
 
    Level: 7 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 33 
 
    Toughness: 33 
 
    Agility: 42 
 
    Magic Power: 42 
 
    Personality: Submissive 
 
    Summoner Bond: 60% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    All three of the summoners stopped in their tracks. They must have scanned the monsters at the same time. 
 
    “Did… did I read that correctly?” Patrick said. “Did that say—” 
 
    “Summoner bond,” Alaro interrupted. “That monster has a summoner bond. How can that be possible?” 
 
    Bran bit his lip, staring at the Fire Fox, and the Daeva it was following behind. 
 
    It almost looked as though the fire-type monster was the shadow-type monster’s pet. He sunk into his fear-sense. With the Finder, he was able to feel summoners, even from over a mile away. He had felt them all over Ealdor. 
 
    But here, all he could feel were monsters. And even then, he knew he couldn’t feel all of them. Something was definitely blocking his fear-sense. 
 
    “Bran,” Alaro said, nudging him on the shoulder. “You did see that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did,” Bran replied. “And I have no idea how to explain it.” He shook his head, trying to understand the new reality they had gotten themselves into. Then he looked at Alaro. “I guess I was right about those ruins.” 
 
    The Ranger’s eyes were wide, still staring off at the Fire Fox. He blinked, seeming to register Bran’s words. “What? What ruins?” 
 
    “In the first Monster Realm we trained in, the ruins where the portal was… I said I didn’t think they had been made by the Founders. Then we found those monsters using tools in the next realm, then the Swamp Satyrs who seemed to be talking to each other.” Bran motioned around the city. “I don’t understand how, but these monsters created an entire city. They don’t just live here, they made it!” Then he realized he hadn’t told them about the king being able to talk. They probably both thought Bran had used his unique abilities to converse with the monster. “And… the king was able to talk. Not just in my mind.” 
 
    The Ranger and the Beastmaster stared dumbly at Bran for a moment. 
 
    Patrick was the first to speak. “I think I need a drink.” 
 
    Alaro sighed. “I doubt they have those here.” His eyebrows pinched together, still staring at Bran. “You said the… the shadow king has a mission for us? And he’s holding Lara captive?” 
 
    Patrick looked around. “I wish we could just bust her out.” 
 
    Bran bit his lip, hoping none of the passing shadow people heard what the Beastmaster had said. Then he wondered if they could all understand them and speak to them, or if it had just been the Shadow King? “He wants us to close a portal. Apparently, someone is siphoning energy from this realm.” He shook his head. “I don’t understand how, or for what purpose… but I believe I know who is doing it.” 
 
    “Volrath,” Alaro said. “It must be.” 
 
    Patrick looked between them. “It seems as though you are both sure of that.” 
 
    They nodded in unison, not expanding on their reasons, then kept walking toward the gate. 
 
    Bran’s gaze darted all around the city. The Fire Fox wasn’t the only monster he saw that seemed to be in the control of these shadow people. There were others—and they all had summoner bond meters. 
 
    He even saw some monsters he recognized. One summoner—a wolf-like shadow beast that walked on two legs—had four large spider monsters trailing behind it. Bran shuddered when he saw this. One Daeva had a humanoid stone monster carrying a large, heavy box up some stairs. 
 
    The Daeva didn’t speak, but it lashed out with some sort of shadow whip, forcing the stone monster to move faster. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Earth Golem 
 
    Level: 7 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 50 
 
    Toughness: 50 
 
    Agility: 30 
 
    Magic Power: 20 
 
    Personality: Submissive 
 
    Summoner Bond: 20% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bran wrenched his gaze away from the Earth Golem and its Daeva master, feeling horrible for how the monster was being treated. 
 
    “I don’t understand this,” Patrick said, shaking his head at the scene. “I have never before heard of monsters being able to tame monsters. How could such a thing be possible? And how could we not know about it?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of monsters having society, or language, either,” Alaro said. “And I’ve done my research! I know almost all there is to know about Ketria history!” He threw his arms up dramatically, then they fell by his side. “At least, I thought I had known.” 
 
    “There is a lot out there we don’t know,” Bran said, thinking of the mysteries surrounding himself. His abilities… his origins. 
 
    He wished the Daeva whipping the Earth Golem was the only incident of poor treatment of monsters that he had seen, but such behavior was prevalent throughout the entire city. Bran tried to spot summoner crystals, but the shadow people—the Djinn—didn’t have bandoleers—he had no idea how they had tamed these monsters. No idea how they had a summoner bond, when they weren’t summoners. 
 
    Before they left the city, they walked through what looked like a market square. The things he saw there were similar to what he saw exchanged in the trading hall—tusks, fangs, hooves, and all manner of loot that would drop when killing monsters. 
 
    “This is really, really weird,” Alaro said. 
 
    “It’s like they’re… trying to be us.” The Beastmaster frowned as he said this. 
 
    Bran was still processing everything he saw. Then he noticed a few Djinn sitting on benches, hunched over. They all looked like Daevas. He wished he could scan these monsters—they were all a higher evolution than the Daeva that Lara had, and he wanted to know what they were actually called. 
 
    These Daevas were acting differently to the ones they had seen walking the streets. The monsters were… losing their solidity. They were more transparent than the others, and they seemed to flicker in and out, much like the shadow king’s wings flickered from solid, to shadow, and back. 
 
    Except this looked… almost like the monsters were sick. 
 
    Bran had seen monsters become sick before. He had worked near a Monster Medic—Annie—after all, and had been wanting to become one himself. Sickness in monsters was different to status effects. They were more persistent, and couldn’t be cured by health potions. 
 
    But Bran had never seen a sickness like this before.. 
 
    Bran looked from Patrick to Alaro. “Have you ever seen a monster get sick like this before??” he asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve never heard of it, either,” Alaro replied, his voice hushed. 
 
    They moved on from the square. Bran couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder at the fading Daevas. 
 
    As they neared the gate, Bran shut his eyes for a moment, then snapped them back open. “All right. We need to focus. This is all… very strange, and I can’t make sense of it all, but we need to focus on the mission. There’s a portal out there we need to close. If we do that, maybe we can get out of this place.” 
 
    Alaro and Patrick exchanged a glance, then both nodded at once. 
 
    Bran slapped Alaro on the shoulder, in the same way the Ranger often did to Bran. “Think of it as another adventure.” 
 
    “I do like adventures…” The Ranger trailed off. “But right now, I think I’d rather be off in a tavern somewhere, with you lot and Lara sitting around the table, drinking just a little too much, then stumbling back to the airship to head home. To Ketria.” He shook his head. “These last few days…” 
 
    Alaro didn’t say anymore. He didn’t need to. 
 
    A lot had happened, and none of it had been good. 
 
    The gates opened for them as they approached. Bran looked over at the Void Reaver, who was trailing directly behind him. The monster was always quiet, but somehow it was even more quiet than usual. Its head faced the ground, and the glowing orbs that represented its eyes had dimmed. 
 
    Bran felt a hint of shame come through the bond they shared. Was that shame at having gotten Lara trapped here? Or was it shame at how some of the monsters in this place were being treated? Or something else? 
 
    Shade had led them to this place, and it had done that deliberately the moment they could no longer follow Jonah. 
 
    But was it more than that? Had Shade been leading him here all along? The monster had appeared out of nowhere in the stables. No one had claimed to have left it behind. Who would abandon a monster? Couldn’t they have sold it, if they truly didn’t want it? 
 
    The shadow king knew what I was. Wanted my help… The thought played in Bran’s mind as he stepped out of the city with the others. 
 
    The moment they left the Shadow City, the light disappeared once more. They were plunged into a darkness so thick and so full it took them by surprise. 
 
    “I almost forgot about this,” Alaro said. 
 
    Bran looked around. He didn’t have an illumination spell, or any type of fire spell. How were they supposed to get around out here? 
 
    Then light flashed into being beside him. 
 
    Alaro held a lit torch, the flames flickering, licking the air. He shrugged. “One must always be prepared when on an adventure.” The Ranger grinned, then walked ahead. 
 
    “Why don’t I take that off your hands?” Bran said. He wanted the benefit of being able to use his bow, which he couldn’t do with a torch in his hands, but at least he could use the Mage configuration. I really need to get a fire-type monster, he thought. 
 
    Alaro passed the torch over to Bran. 
 
    They still couldn’t see very far out here, but Bran’s fear-sense seemed to work much more effectively than it had when in the city. Whatever had been obstructing it had lifted. 
 
    “So, where exactly is this portal?” Patrick asked. He let out a long sigh. “I hope this doesn’t take very long.” His stomach grumbled. “We’ve been out here a while. No one in Ealdor even knows where we went. And, well, I hope there’s some food in this place, because I’m getting hungry.” 
 
    “I hope there’s water,” Alaro said. He kicked the dirt. “Have either of you seen any plants?” He motioned up. “Any clouds? What if we die of thirst before we’re freed by this shadow king?” 
 
    Bran too had wondered about these things as his own hunger was beginning to gnaw at his stomach. Was Urslan worried about them? Did he think Jonah had captured them somehow? Or had hurt them? Bran wondered how the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy would react if he thought they had been killed. 
 
    “The shadow king somehow gave Shade the location of the portal.” Bran nodded at the Void Reaver. “It will lead the way.” 
 
    The Void Reaver dipped its head then hovered off ahead of them. Bran was still getting used to seeing Shade in this new stage of its evolution. He wanted to test out its new spell—Rending Blades—but there hadn’t exactly been a good opportunity. 
 
    He was starting to miss their normal days of training, heading into monster realms with Alaro and Lara. Lara, he thought. She’s all alone in her cell. Does she even know where we are? She must be worried sick, not to mention frightened. 
 
    “Come on,” Bran prompted the others as he began running after the Void Reaver, who hovered off into the dark without worrying at all about the darkness. Shadow-type monsters didn’t seem to see in the same way as other monsters. 
 
    As they ran, Alaro asked Bran what they should do if they were to get attacked again, considering that was how they became imprisoned in the first place, and Bran ensured the Ranger and Beastmaster that they were allowed to defend themselves, but they shouldn’t go out of their way to hunt shadow-type monsters while they were here. 
 
    Using his fear-sense, he felt the monsters nearby. There were dozens—hundreds—of monsters out there. They seemed to cluster around the city, even though they weren’t high enough level to enter. 
 
    Bran wondered about that. How would they increase their level? Who did they fight? Did they fight each other? 
 
    He had never thought too hard on how monsters leveled up when they weren’t tamed. He had seen monsters hunt other monsters, like when the Crocolisk had gone after the Iron Lynx, so perhaps they simply fought among themselves. 
 
    Pushing out his fear-sense, he tried to feel the portal they were heading toward. He had been able to sense portals well before he had even gotten a true handle on his unique fear-sense ability, yet whatever portal the shadow king wanted them to close, Bran was having trouble feeling its existence at all. 
 
    They jogged after the Void Reaver, and time seemed to stretch as they made their way through the darkness. As they jogged, Bran put the torch into his left hand. They had no idea what they would find when they got to the portal. He didn’t sense any summoners out here, but there still might be some guarding the portal when they got there. 
 
    With his right hand, he touched the top of the arrows in his quiver, finding each of the notches. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated! 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure how long it would take to get to the portal, but he wanted to be as prepared as he could be when he got there. Now that his Ranger configuration was at level 5, his enchantments on the arrows would last for 50 minutes. 
 
    He enchanted as many arrows as he could while they ran, then took a mana potion as they finally neared the portal, and switched back into Mage configuration. 
 
    The portal was surrounded by large, stone rocks. Pillars of stone that rose from the ground. There were patterns etched into those rocks—patterns Bran couldn’t help but recognize. He rushed toward them, torch in hand, to get a closer look. 
 
    They looked like the same types of symbols that had been etched into the walls of the ruins he had just mentioned to Alaro. As he hurried to examine them, his fear-sense tingled, wrenching at his gut. He stopped short, looking around. 
 
    Then he realized something odd must be going on. 
 
    He could see the portal, right there, in the middle of six of those odd-looking rocks, but he couldn’t feel it. 
 
    Then a head popped out from the side of one of the stone pillars, someone his fear-sense hadn’t picked up. It was a woman he instantly recognized. 
 
    A student of the Dreadmorth Institute. The Ranger who had infiltrated the Ketria Academy, stealing books from the Founder’s study with the Lancer they had captured. She shot an arrow around the rock. It was enchanted with some sort of fire spell. Patrick jumped in front of Bran, taking the hit, seemingly impervious to its damage. 
 
    And the Dreadmorth Ranger wasn’t alone. 
 
    More summoners popped up from behind the massive stone pillars. How long had they been there? Had they known Bran and the others were here? 
 
    No. They hadn’t known Bran was here. All of the summoners—four in total—looked at them with wide-eyed surprise. Shock. 
 
    “That’s the one he’s looking for!” the Dreadmorth Ranger shouted. “He killed Petrov!” 
 
    Petrov? Bran wondered. Had that been the Dreadmorth Lancer’s name? The one they had taken captive? 
 
    Bran summoned his monsters. At the same time, he cast a Dusk Miasma spell at the space between the stones. 
 
    Monsters began to materialize everywhere. The portal itself was giving off a bright glow, one that stretched around them at least a hundred feet. Though the shadow, the darkness, in this place didn’t act like any other would, and the light from the portal hadn’t been visible until Bran and his party had neared it. 
 
    It seemed as though light couldn’t travel far in this place. That must have been why the enemy summoners hadn’t already had their monsters summoned—they hadn’t seen the party’s torch. 
 
    As the light from the portal was more than enough to see by, Bran threw the torch to the side. 
 
    He scanned the other summoners and their monsters that appeared, but he didn’t have time to read everything in the middle of the battle. He skimmed what he saw. 
 
    The Ranger was level 10. 
 
    They had a Mage at level 8—a woman with blond hair tied back in a braid, rings on every single one of her fingers. 
 
    Their Protector was level 9. He was a large, muscular man who was even taller than Bran’s six foot two. He was wearing full-plate armor instead of a Dreadmorth uniform, but he had the Institute’s insignia on his pauldron. 
 
    The final summoner among them was a level 7 Hunter. A short man with wiry muscles. 
 
    Bran had never seen Protectors and Hunters fight. He supposed now was as good an opportunity as any other. 
 
    “They have a Hunter!” Bran shouted. “Watch out for traps! 
 
    Bran dove out of the way as one of the Mage’s spells—what looked like a confusion spell—sailed in his direction. 
 
    The space fell into chaos. 
 
    Each of the four Dreadmorth summoners had three monsters, which meant his party were facing four summoners and twelve monsters. 
 
    The Crocolisk half ran, half slithered toward one of the enemy monsters. Bran scanned the monster as he came back to his feet, as he hadn’t gotten a good look at its stats the first time. 
 
      
 
    Iron Badger 
 
    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] 
 
      
 
    The monster was as tall as a horse, but had a short, wide body that sat close to the ground, with short powerful looking legs. It was entirely made from metal—iron—and had four sharp claws at the end of each paw. A white stripe ran through the middle of its head. 
 
    The Crocolisk snapped its jaws on one of the monster’s legs, and they both went to the ground like kids wrestling in the dirt—except with a lot more blood. 
 
    Bran didn’t need to command his monsters to attack, they were already in the thick of things. His Void Reaver used Rending Blades. Dark shadow claws appeared in the air, slicing down a level 9 Fire Raptor’s face. His Stone Griffin plunged into the fray, crashing one of the enemy summoners—the Mage—to the ground before taking to the air and launching spells down into the middle of the stones. 
 
    The Bronze Lynx cast Steel Slash, then clawed at a humanoid water-type monster—a thing made entirely from water called a Tsunami Elemental. It was reminiscent of Lara’s Flame Elemental monster. 
 
    Bran flung as many spells as he could at the enemies. He hadn’t expected the place to be guarded, but he had prepared for this. Now he no longer needed to hold the torch, he pulled his bow from his bag of holding, gripping it tight in his left and casting spells with his right. 
 
    He didn’t need to hide that he could change configurations from these people. They knew who he was, and they knew what he could do. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated! 
 
      
 
    He whipped an arrow from his quiver, one imbued with Dark Binding, and loosed it toward the Protector. The man carried a massive warhammer. His armor glowed blue, as though he had some sort of shield surrounding him. 
 
    The shield, fortunately for Bran, was not resistant to shadow-type spells. The Dark Binding arrow slammed into the man’s chest, and dark tendrils locked up his legs, immobilizing the Dreadmorth Protector where he stood. 
 
    “There are too many targets!” Patrick shouted. “We need to regroup, fight as a united force! 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure what the Beastmaster intended, but he was inclined to take the man’s advice, considering he was a higher level summoner who had been trained as a Royal Guard. Bran’s military training kicked in, and he retreated back to where Patrick stood. 
 
    The Beastmaster motioned toward himself. “Get behind me!” His stone wings were spread wide, and though Bran tried to scan him as he ran toward the man, he again wasn’t able to. 
 
    How strong was the Beastmaster? 
 
    Bran and Alaro stood behind the Beastmaster, who had summoned all four of his monsters—two air-type, two earth-type—into the fray. The air-type monsters flew high above the enemy summoners, pelting down attacks. One was a Pegasus, while the other was a giant eagle-looking monster. The earth type monsters were on the ground, right in front of the Beastmaster, and were creating some sort of shield between them and the enemies. The monsters looked almost identical. Though there was barely any time, Bran scanned one of them quickly. 
 
      
 
    Stone Golem 
 
    Level: 13 
 
    Evolution Stage: Hero (4th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Earth 
 
    Strength: 120 
 
    Toughness: 130 
 
    Agility: 50 
 
    Magic Power: 100 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 85% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Stone Golem. Level 13! 
 
    Bran blinked at the level. He hadn’t known what to expect from the Beastmaster. That was just one of his monsters. 
 
    The two earth-type monsters finished creating the barrier. It was a large, stone wall between them and the enemy summoners. Alaro went to the left side of the wall, bow in hand. He popped out, loosing arrows at the enemies. 
 
    Bran went to the right side, popping out to loose arrows at the Iron Badger. 
 
    Patrick leaped over the wall, his wings carrying him into the air and back into the fray. “Target the Iron Badger!” he yelled back at them. 
 
    Bran whipped another arrow from his quiver—a Wind Whip arrow—and sent it flying at the Iron Badger. At the same time, he sent a mental command to his monsters to attack the Iron Badger. 
 
    With their whole party attacking the monster, the Iron Badger went down fast. Bran saw the Dreadmorth Protector—already out of the Dark Binding—take the reabsorption hit as he was running toward them. The hit made him stumble only slightly, and he kept running. 
 
    One monster. That’s all they had taken down so far. One of twelve. The wall was taking hard hits from the enemy Mage and Ranger, and Bran could feel the life force of his own monsters diminishing fast. At the same time, he saw Alaro strategically absorb his Blade Fiend into its crystal—the monster must have been close to death. He pulled a health potion out from his bag of holding and gulped it down as quickly as he could.  
 
    “This isn’t going to be enough!” Bran called toward Alaro. “We have to do something else! There are too many of them!” 
 
    Then an idea came to him. Something he had never tried doing before. 
 
    There are too many of them. 
 
    Too many enemy monsters… They had to even out the playing field. A smile spread across his face as Alaro glanced at him. 
 
    “Oh, Bran, what are you going to do?” Alaro asked, after seeing the look on his face. “Bran!” 
 
    But it was too late. Bran vaulted over the wall and ran toward two of the enemy monsters. He had no doubt that the Dreadmorth summoners would kill Patrick and Alaro, but he was the one they were after. Volrath wanted him alive. Jonah, the Dean of the Dreadmorth’s own son, had failed in his attempt at capturing Bran. These four summoners would probably be rewarded greatly if they were to be the ones to bring him in. 
 
    Which meant they’d be careful not to kill him. It was just a theory, but he was pretty sure it was true. 
 
    Bran did something he hadn’t done since he had been on the Lion’s Mane for the first time. 
 
    He switched configurations to one he hadn’t been trained in. 
 
      
 
    Protector configuration activated! 
 
      
 
    He remembered practicing with the configuration, using one of the griffin’s spells to create a shield of air around himself. He did that now, casting Gale Breath. As he called the wind, opening his mouth wide to unleash it, it began to surround him in a swirling mass of protection. 
 
    “Bran! Get out of there! This wasn’t the plan!” Patrick yelled. 
 
    Bran didn’t listen to the Royal Guard. After he had cast the protection spell upon himself, he switched back to Mage configuration. Then he grabbed one of the enemy monsters—another humanoid monster made from steel, though it looked different to the Blade Fiend, more stocky and tough—then he Shadow Stepped directly toward another of the enemy monsters. A humanoid, fox-like monster called a Kitsune. He grabbed the monster’s fur. 
 
    Holding both of the monsters, he focused. 
 
    Join, he thought, commanding the spell to work. 
 
    Both of the monsters began to glow, as bright as a monster glowed when they were about to be reabsorbed. The monsters changed shape, shifting until they became one. 
 
    The moment he fused the monsters, he felt a draining of energy deep within him. It was something he never recalled feeling before, as though fusing these two monsters had taken a part of him. 
 
    Before him stood a metal, fox-like humanoid monster. 
 
    Bran scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Iron Kitsune Form] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Metal/Nature 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 80% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    It was only the second time he had ever done this to two monsters, and the sight of the fused Amalgabeast made him freeze—but only for a second. 
 
    Level 0. 
 
    Breathing hard from the energy-drain, Bran cast Wind Whip on the monster. It died in one hit. He felt the mastery hit him, though only a small amount. 
 
    Someone shouted behind him. It was somewhere between a scream of pain and a battle cry. Bran whirled around and found the Protector, wide-eyed, running straight for him. Three of the man’s monsters had just been forcibly reabsorbed, and he had a look of pure anger on his face. 
 
    But Bran had done it. He had fused two of the enemy monsters together, making them weak, level 0 monsters. Nine enemy monsters remaining, he thought. He would only need to do that a few more times to turn the tide of this fight toward his party being the victors. 
 
    That was assuming he could do it more times. He felt short of breath, and there was an ache in his chest. He pushed past it—pushed the pain down. 
 
    The Protector barreled toward Bran. Bran smiled, knowing exactly what to do. 
 
      
 
    Ranger configuration activated! 
 
      
 
    He felt for the correct notch on his arrows, grabbed the one he wanted, then drew and loosed at the Protector before he could get close enough to swing that massive hammer he gripped so tightly his knuckles had turned white. 
 
    The Shadow Step arrow hit the Protector dead-on. The man hadn’t even moved, he must have been ready to take the pain of whatever Bran sent his way. 
 
    A dark shadow sprang to life, sucked the Protector into it, then sprang up directly in front of one of the stones surrounding the portal. 
 
    The Protector materialized, sprinting full tilt into the rock. His head smashed against it, and there was a terrible crack. 
 
    Bran felt invigorated. The drain on his energy forgotten. Mastery flooded into him from that action—he had just massively injured a higher level summoner. 
 
    He looked around for the next nearest monster. For a moment, he wondered if he should be doing this—merging other summoner’s monsters. If these summoners got back to Dreadmorth, Volrath would study the monsters he had fused together. 
 
    Patrick ran up beside Bran, looking to where he had defeated the fused monster. “That was utterly reckless!” he yelled. “And a damned genius move!” 
 
    “We can’t let those summoners escape,” Bran said. “Especially not now that they have seen me fuse a monster!” 
 
    “We won’t,” Patrick said. “I’ll make sure of it.” He stood in front of Bran. “Stay on me, I’ll get you to the next two monsters! Alaro, cover us!” The Beastmaster ran forward, straight for another of the enemy’s monsters. 
 
    Bran put his bow over his shoulder as he ran, the protective wind shield around him still activated. He switched to Mage configuration once more as he felt the Shadow Step spell end its cooldown period. 
 
    He smiled as he ran, feeling invigorated. Feeling the thrill of the fight. When this battle had started, he thought he would be the least helpful summoner in his party. He might be able to switch through all the different configurations, but that didn’t mean he had mastered any of them yet. Besides, his monsters were still far too low level compared to the monsters Alaro and Patrick had. 
 
    But he had unique abilities no one—as far as he knew—shared. Unique abilities that made him the perfect candidate to even the playing field and win them this battle. We will defeat these Dreadmorth summoners, he thought, pumping his arms ever harder as he ran. We will close the portal. Then we will get out of this place. 
 
    Bran grabbed hold of the next monster, then Shadow Stepped to another. 
 
    He fused monster after monster, bringing them all down to level 0, killing each of them in one shot. 
 
    It took moments, not minutes, for all of the Dreadmorth summoner’s monsters to be defeated. But each time he did it, the drain to his energy increased, and the ache within him seemed to double. 
 
    “Run for the portal!” the Ranger yelled to her comrades. 
 
    But Bran wasn’t going to let the Dreadmorth Ranger get away—not again—nor any of the other enemy summoners. He sprinted toward the portal, gasping for every breath, pushing his aching legs as hard as he could. The pain he felt, the lacking of energy, made him wonder if he’d be able to perform the Join spell again. 
 
    It almost felt like using it once more could kill him. 
 
    Bran let out a battle cry, pushing past the pain in every in of his body, then cast Gale Breath on the four summoners running toward the portal, knocking them all to the ground. At the same time, he had commanded his Stone Griffin to cast Gale Breath from the sky. The monster flew in, and hit the summoners with the area-of-effect knockdown spell just as Bran did. 
 
    As they’d all been weakened by their monsters being defeated, and they were all higher level than him, a massive amount of mastery flooded into Bran. 
 
      
 
    Protector Level Increased: Level 0 → 1! 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked. He had gained a level in the Protector configuration, just from switching to it briefly in the fight? He had never been sure of how the mastery was distributed between his different classes when switching from one to another, but he had thought the mastery only went to the class he was using when it flooded into him. 
 
    Apparently, he had been wrong—and he was glad to be wrong! 
 
    Patrick landed in front of the portal, his wings outspread, his great sword in hand. 
 
    The battle had been won. 
 
    Now, it was time to close the portal. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Bran stared at the text on the screen. The moment he had taken down four summoners, knocking them to the dirt near the Monster Portal, he had been flooded with mastery. 
 
    He felt something deep down shift within him. Some of the pain that had threatened to overtake him had eased. Though the pain still persisted, his breath wasn’t as ragged anymore. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    Join spell reached level 2! 
 
      
 
    Bran tried to focus on the spell, tried to find a description of how it had changed, but nothing came up. He hadn’t only gained a level in Protector, but in the Join spell, too! 
 
    “Bran!” Alaro shouted. “We have to get their bandoliers!” The Ranger was running, heading toward the first downed enemy summoner he could find—the Hunter. Patrick, who had been in front of the portal, stepped forward, heading to the closest to him, the Protector. 
 
    Bran let the text that had appeared over his vision disappear and focused on the present. He stepped into the circle of stones—for the first time since they had come here—and felt his fear-sense inflame. 
 
    The portal. He could feel it now. Along with the enemy summoners. 
 
    He almost collapsed from the feeling. Whatever had drained him when he’d overused the Join spell, it seemed to be connected to his use of his fear-sense. He leaned heavily on one of the stones, using both hands to hold him up. 
 
    The stones! Somehow, they had been blocking out his fear-sense. He had never heard of anything like that. Then again, he had never heard of anything like his fear-sense. 
 
    It wrenched at his gut as Patrick took another step toward the Dreadmorth Protector, who was struggling back to his feet. 
 
    Leaning against one of the stones as he was, Bran saw a shimmer along the ground. “Patrick, stop!” 
 
    The Beastmaster froze mid step. “What is it?” 
 
    Bran pushed off the stone, steadied himself, then looked at the ground, stepping carefully. “The Hunter set a trap.” He pointed toward the shimmer along the dirt. “Right there.” 
 
    Patrick looked down at it. “Gods, Bran, how did you see that?” 
 
    The four enemy summoners had just been about to run into it. It mustn’t work on allies, Bran thought. 
 
    As Alaro was pulling the Summoner’s Bandolier off the Hunter, Bran grabbed his bow off his shoulder, then pulled an arrow from the quiver at his hip. He drew, his arm shaking from the pain he still felt, and loosed the arrow—unenchanted—at the trap. 
 
    A mass of flames erupted from the ground. It lasted for five full seconds before it died down. 
 
    Patrick let out a sigh. “Thanks, Bran.” He shook his head. “That was a close one.” 
 
    Bran, Alaro, and Patrick managed to get the rest of the Dreadmorth summoners’ bandoliers off them. The summoners stopped putting up a fight. Without their bandoliers, they were basically powerless. They would no longer be connected to their monsters, and so wouldn’t be able to cast any spells, traps, or imbue their weapons—which they no longer had. And they certainly wouldn’t be able to summon their monsters, even if their cooldown of five minutes from being reabsorbed had come to its end. 
 
    Even if they could summon their monsters, there were no longer twelve of them. There were seven, five of which were level 0 after Bran had fused them together. 
 
    Alaro produced a rope from his bag of holding. 
 
    Patrick chuckled. He took out four pairs of manacles. “Royal Guard, remember?” 
 
    The Ranger and the Beastmaster subdued the enemy summoners. Patrick slapped the manacles on all of their wrists, while Alaro tied each of them to one of the large stones that surrounded the portal. 
 
    “You can’t win this, you know,” the Dreadmorth Ranger said. She stared directly at Bran. “Volrath will find you. He will capture you.” Her stare was hard, unyielding. “That man always gets what he wants.” There was rage in her eyes, and Bran remembered what she had said—she thought he had killed her friend, Petrov, the Dreadmorth Lancer who was currently sitting in a cell in the dungeons back at the Ketria Academy. 
 
    Bran squatted in front of the summoner. “Volrath will never have me.” He tilted his head to the side. “And I didn’t kill Petrov. He’s alive. Urslan has him kept prisoner at the academy.” 
 
    The Dreadmorth Ranger spat in Bran’s face. 
 
    Bran wiped it off, then shook his head. “We could have killed you all, be thankful we only took you prisoner.” 
 
    The other Dreadmorth summoners were far more quiet, not saying a word. Their gazes were downcast, and Bran could see fear in their eyes. He wondered if that fear was from being captured, or from the fact that they had failed their master, Volrath. 
 
    “Bran,” Alaro said. “Time to close the portal.” 
 
    Bran nodded, walking over to it. The pain in his body had eased. His whole body felt less shaky, and he no longer worried he’d collapse if he pushed himself too hard. He let out a long breath, staring at the portal for a moment. The last time he had done this, he’d had an enchanted amulet at his disposal, one that had made him feel… connected to the portal he had been closing. 
 
    But since then, he had connected to one other portal. It hadn’t been in the same way as when he had closed the first portal, but he had managed to control it enough to unlock it, and enter the Founders’ study, when he, Alaro, and Lara had needed to talk to Urslan. 
 
    “You can do this, right?” Alaro asked. “You don’t need the amulet?” 
 
    Bran let out a breath, stepping close to the portal. “I’m going to have to.” He remembered passing the Daevas in what seemed to be the Shadow City’s main square. The way the monsters had been flickering, fading into nothing. 
 
    Somehow, Volrath was stealing energy from the Shadow Realm, and it was making those monsters sick. Bran had no idea how something like that was even possible, but he was going to do everything he could to stop it. Not only that, he needed to get the shadow king to release Lara, then let them all leave this place. He couldn’t imagine what was going on back in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    He also couldn’t help but wonder what Volrath was using the energy he stole from this realm for. 
 
    The portal stood in the middle of the circle of stones. Like most other portals he had encountered, it was within an ordinary door. Unlike most other portals, however, the portal was open. Fully open. 
 
    Like the portal in the main square in Ealdor had been open, unleashing all those high-level monsters, causing the massacre of over a hundred people, including one of his old squad mates. 
 
    Andrew Jacobs. 
 
    That was three squad mates he had lost to summoners and monsters—three squad mates he had lost from the actions of those from Dreadmorth and the Morkoth Empire. 
 
    Bran touched the wooden frame around the portal, feeling its icy chill run through his fingers. He closed his eyes, sinking into his fear-sense as he had the last time he’d done this. In his mind, he could feel the strength of the Monster Portal. 
 
    No… it wasn’t a Monster Portal. It was a Shadow Portal, like the one they had stepped into. 
 
    Focusing as hard as he could, he sunk deeper and deeper into his fear-sense. The portal pulled at him, as all portals did, willing him to step through it. On the other side of the portal he would no doubt find the Dreadmorth Institute. If he stepped through, he could fight Volrath now. Take the man down. Avenge the deaths of everyone who had been lost during the massacre in Ealdor. 
 
    He could stop this war before it started. 
 
    No, he thought, gritting his teeth. He wouldn’t be able to face the Dean of the Dreadmorth Institute, not yet. He wasn’t ready. Just because he had been able to help subdue the Dreadmorth summoners around the portal, didn’t mean he would be able to face Volrath himself. Volrath wouldn’t even need to summon his monsters. He was a Mage. A very high-level one—he would defeat Bran in seconds. 
 
    A fact that only served to infuriate him. 
 
    Bran may be powerful, and he was riding high after what he had just accomplished, but that didn’t mean he was unstoppable—and that was something he would have to come to terms with. 
 
    He pushed those thoughts from his mind, remembering why he was here. He needed to close this portal before any more Dreadmorth summoners came through. And the longer it was open, the more energy it was draining. 
 
    He let out a breath, feeling the connection. The Finder around his neck offered a boost to his fear-sense ability, but it didn’t seem to help him connect with the portal. 
 
    Focus, he told himself. His heartbeat—which had been rapid from the fight—began to steadily calm down. His breath steadied, and his mind slowed its racing thoughts. 
 
    The more he focused, the more he was able to feel the portal. To connect with it in the same way he had connected to the two before it. The power he felt from it wasn’t as raw and unyielding as it had been the first time he had connected to a portal, but he felt it all the same. 
 
    In his mind, everything went dark. Then pinpricks of light began to form. Stars, glinting in space. He remembered seeing something similar, the last time he had experienced this. He had seen a line pointing from one star to another. As he thought about this, the stars reoriented themselves, moving of their own accord. He sailed through the darkness, stars drifting past him at a speed so fast they looked like little lines of light— 
 
    Then he felt it. 
 
    The connection. 
 
    The line between the Shadow Realm and the Mortal Realm. 
 
    It was different from last time. It wasn’t one star connecting to another. He remembered what he had learned about the Shadow Realm. There wasn’t much information about this place, but he had read a few things in passing during his studies at the academy. 
 
    Time and space didn’t work in the same way in the Shadow Realm as it did in the Monster Realm or in the Mortal Realm. Perhaps that meant that the Shadow Realm was connected to the Mortal Realm in a different way—why it might be harder to create a portal to such a place. 
 
    The line he did see which connected the realms didn’t point from one star to another. It… was a circle. 
 
    Bran did not feel the innate understanding of this that he had the first time he had dismantled a portal, but he knew exactly what he needed to do. In his mind, he imagined holding a sword. 
 
    He cut the line in two. 
 
    A great white light sprang into life. 
 
    Bran could see it even through his closed eyelids. 
 
    The light was a physical force, and it swept him off his feet. As he flew through the air, he opened his eyes, and saw the portal close—saw it become innate. 
 
    Patrick caught him with strong arms before Bran could fall to the ground. The Beastmaster cleared his throat then put Bran on his feet. 
 
    Bran took a moment to steady himself. He let out a long breath, staring at the innate portal. 
 
    “You did it. Again,” Alaro said. He stepped over and clapped Bran on the back. “You truly are amazing, Bran. The way you fought those monsters, fusing them together, then closed another portal…” Alaro shook his head. 
 
    “What you accomplished is rather impressive,” Patrick said. “You know, we could use someone like you in the Royal Guard, if you’re wondering what to do after graduation.” 
 
    Bran raised an eyebrow at Patrick. “I honestly haven’t thought that far. Though I doubt Urslan would approve of such a thing. He wishes that I keep my abilities secret, and considering the dangers…” Bran glanced at the four Dreadmorth summoners they had tied to it. “He is probably right about that.” He remembered the Lancer on the green dragon, who he had watched fly over the city so many times over the course of his life. Whenever he had, he would feel a pang of yearning, wishing he could have a life like that of the man flying that monster. 
 
    Now, he did. 
 
    “The light’s dimming,” Alaro said. 
 
    The portal was losing its brightness, now that Bran had closed it for good. In moments, they would be plunged into darkness once more. Bran remembered tossing the torch to the ground and went looking for it. It was easy enough to spot. The flames hadn’t fully died out yet. He snatched it off the ground, coaxed the flames fully back to life, then jogged back to the others. 
 
    Patrick crossed his arms over his chest. “I guess we need to transport the prisoners back to the city.” 
 
    “City?” the Dreadmorth Ranger asked. She struggled in her restraints, shaking the manacles and making them clink. “You’re taking us to a city full of monsters? Are you insane?” 
 
    The other Dreadmorth summoners remained silent, though their eyes widened as they heard this. 
 
    Bran kneeled by the Dreadmorth Ranger. “You have been stealing energy from this realm, making the monsters here sick.” He nodded toward the portal. “What is Volrath using the energy for?” He tilted his head to the side, staring at the woman. 
 
    The Dreadmorth Ranger said nothing. 
 
    “How is he taking energy from the Shadow Realm?” Bran asked. Still nothing. “How did he create a portal here?” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s going to answer your questions,” Alaro said. 
 
    Patrick stepped over to stand beside Bran. “You won’t get anything from the likes of her.” He nodded down at the woman. “Or any of them.” He pointed at the Dreadmorth Ranger’s eyes. The woman glared at him as he did this. “You see that fear? It’s not us she’s afraid of.” Patrick looked at Bran. “It’s Volrath.” 
 
    Bran considered this for a moment as he stood back up. He remembered something his sergeant told him and his squad—that if they were ever captured, and tortured, it wasn’t only the truth that would escape them. If they broke, they would tell the enemy anything they wanted to hear, and the enemy would assume it was all true even if it wasn’t. 
 
    Threatening these people wouldn’t be the way to gain information from them. Torturing them wouldn’t help, either—and it would make him no better than Volrath, if he were to resort to such means. 
 
    He would have to gain their trust… though he wasn’t sure if that would be possible, once he handed them over to the shadow king. 
 
    They untied the prisoners from the stone pillars, keeping their manacles on. 
 
    Bran had closed the portal, and it was time to return to the Shadow City. 
 
    He hoped the shadow king would now let them go. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran, Alaro, and Patrick led the manacled Dreadmorth summoners through the Shadow City’s gates. 
 
    The Dreadmorth summoners froze the moment they set foot in the city, taking in the sight of the place. The dark, twisted towers that stretched into the gray sky. The shadow-type monsters roaming through the streets, with the occasional tamed monster of a different type following them. The strange architecture of the nearby buildings. 
 
    None of them said anything. Bran waited a moment before shoving each of the Dreadmorth summoners forward and leading them through the streets toward the castle. 
 
    They didn’t get far before the shadow king appeared. The high-level monster waved a dark hand. Everyone but Bran disappeared, having been Shadow Stepped away through a dark portal. 
 
    “How… how did you do that?” Bran asked. He was only able to use Shadow Step to teleport someone else if he were touching them—and it would transport him along with them. Or if he were using an enchanted arrow. 
 
    Was this a very high-level version of the spell? Or was it a different spell entirely, and he had just misidentified it? 
 
    “That is not important right now,” the shadow king said. 
 
    “Where did you send them?” Bran asked. 
 
    “To the dungeons, where humans belong.” 
 
    “All of them? Alaro and Patrick helped! I wouldn’t have been able to close the portal without them!” Bran stepped toward the shadow king. He had the sudden urge to summon one of his monsters and fuse this beast to one of them. To make the shadow king into a low-level monster and see how he liked having no power, but he clenched his fists and held back. He wasn’t even sure if it would work, and a city filled with potentially hostile monsters wasn’t exactly the best place to test it. 
 
    “There are still things I wish for you to do,” the shadow king said. “I will release your friends in time.” The monster waved his hands again. 
 
    A second later, Bran was standing inside the castle’s throne room, the shadow king back upon his throne. He glanced over at the treasure room once more, taking in all the riches within. 
 
    “You did me a great service in closing that portal,” the shadow king said, tilting his head up. Again, his face didn’t betray his emotions, as it hadn’t before. The only emotion Bran felt from the monster was a hint of anger. 
 
    The monster always seemed to be angry. 
 
    “Are you going to let us go now?” Bran asked. “We must return to the Mortal Realm.” 
 
    The shadow king leaned backward in his throne. “You are here for a reason, Worldbreaker.” 
 
    “My name is Bran,” Bran snapped, perhaps a little too harshly. “I don’t know what a Worldbreaker is.” 
 
    “That is something you will learn in time, young one.” 
 
    Bran’s brow furrowed. “I closed the portal. Whatever energy was being stolen from this realm should now remain here.” 
 
    The shadow king shook his head. “It is not as simple as that.” He turned his gaze toward the transparent wall, which gave a view of the city and its odd, dark stone structures. “The energy is still being taken. My people are still sick, and they still suffer. Closing that portal simply slowed down the process.” He dipped his head. “A deed for which I thank you.” 
 
    Bran tried to contain his frustration. He did not like being held prisoner. “You said I was here for a reason?” 
 
    “Summon your Void Reaver,” the shadow king instructed. 
 
    Bran wanted to say, Why? But he didn’t see the point in arguing. He laid a hand on his Summoner’s Bandoleer, and summoned Shade into being. The shadow-type monster spread its wings in the expansive hall, then lowered its head facing the shadow king. 
 
    “How did you tame this monster, Bran of Ealdor?” the shadow king asked, his words slow, each enunciated with care. 
 
    Bran frowned. “I found the Void Reaver when it was but an amorphous shadow. I think someone had abandoned it…” He trailed off. His gaze flicked from the shadow king, to Shade, then settled on the shadow king. “That’s… that’s not what happened, is it?” He took a step toward the throne. “Shade was not abandoned. I didn’t happen upon it by chance.” He poked a finger in the shadow king’s direction. “You. You sent it to me, didn’t you?” 
 
    The shadow king raised his chin, peering down at Bran. “Yes. I did. The Shadow Realm has been in need of someone with your abilities for a very, very long time.” 
 
    “Someone with my abilities… a Worldbreaker?” 
 
    “Once upon a time, there were more of you. Your people bridged the gap between humanity and monsters in a way that summoners never could. You maintained the balance of power between all of the different realms.” A deep anger flashed on the shadow king’s face. “That balance has been disrupted for far too long.” He tilted his head to the side. “Where have you been? You, and the other Worldbreakers?” 
 
    Bran stared at the shadow king, unsure of what to say. “I…” He shook his head, lowered his gaze to the dark stone floor of the throne room. “I don’t know. I only recently discovered I was a summoner, let alone whatever a Worldbreaker is.” 
 
    “You are far more than a mere summoner, Bran. That you must understand by now.” The shadow king’s voice seemed to raise with each word he said. “I brought you here for a reason—to stop energy from being stolen from my realm. To stop the sickness that it is afflicting my people. It is to my deep shame that I have not been able to do such a thing myself.” 
 
    “And you are to keep me and my friends prisoner until I have done this for you?” 
 
    “I do what I must to protect my realm. I imagine you would do the same for yours.” The shadow king stood. The movement was so swift, so abrupt, that it took Bran by surprise. “Now, I understand that you are still new to your abilities.” He stepped down from his throne and the dais it sat upon, then walked over toward the treasure room. “As I said, you have done me a great service by slowing down the energy that is being stolen from my realm, by closing that portal. And for that service, you deserve a reward—something that belonged to someone like you in the past. Something that got left behind.” 
 
    Bran tried to relax, unclenching his fists. He took a few deep breaths, holding in all of his frustration. The shadow king had brought him here, commanded Shade to bring him here. The fact Bran had come across the shadow-type monster in the stables had never been a coincidence—it had been engineered. 
 
    And now the shadow king was keeping him and his friends prisoner so Bran could do his bidding. 
 
    Still, Bran didn’t feel as frustrated as he assumed he would. A part of him understood why the shadow king was doing this. And another part was eager to learn everything the monster seemed to know about him, and people like him. 
 
    Worldbreaker. 
 
    Besides, when a high-level monster king who rules over an entire realm wants to reward you with a gift… Well, that is a difficult thing to say no to. 
 
    Bran followed the shadow king into the treasure room. He couldn’t help it—his gaze swept over all the riches in sight. The enchanted, powerful weapons along the wall. The piles and piles of gold, gems, crystals, and other beautiful stones. There were a few wooden chests that were shut, and he had the urge to run over to them and open them wide. To discover what was held within their depths. 
 
    He let out a breath. “You are sitting on a fortune,” he said to the shadow king. 
 
    The shadow king waved a dismissive hand. “The majority of what you see before you are mere trinkets, taken from summoners who have ventured into this realm over the years only to meet their doom at the hands of the monsters outside the gate, and sometimes within.” 
 
    Bran shuddered at that. The treasures before him were looted from dead summoners? His first thought was that that was barbaric, disrespectful. 
 
    But Bran had looted hundreds of monsters since finding out what he was, and he wasn’t a stranger to looting other soldiers at the end of a battle—the spoils of war, they called it. 
 
    Hunting monsters… 
 
    That was another thing he wanted to ask the shadow king about. The monster had mentioned something called the Great Cycle—that monsters never died, but were rather reborn. 
 
    Is that why when tamed monsters die, they are returned to a summoner’s crystal? he wondered. Because monsters never truly die? Something about that rang true to him. Perhaps he would have another opportunity to ask the shadow king. 
 
    The shadow king paused in the middle of the treasure room, with his arms folded behind his back. The motion was so human, and so reminiscent of how Urslan might stand and move, that Bran realized he was staring a little too hard at the king. 
 
    “I saw what you did,” the shadow king said. 
 
    Bran blinked. “What I did?” 
 
    The shadow king took a step toward him. “I was watching, when you came upon the portal. When those other summoners came after you. At first, I did not think you had embraced your powers. Then I saw what you did. I saw you fuse those monsters, bring them back to their very beginnings.” He shook his head, and for once Bran realized the emotion he saw on the shadow king’s face wasn’t anger, but awe. “Do you know what happens to a monster when it is fused with another?” 
 
    “They lose their levels and evolutions, and are returned to level 0.” 
 
    The shadow king shook his head. “It is not as simple as that.” He looked up at the high ceiling, though he seemed to be looking through it, rather than at it, as though he were staring into the heavens above. “Two monsters cannot become one unless their souls are compatible. This is not something that happens naturally. You have the power to purify monsters—purify their very souls—in the same way that they are purified when they are killed and reborn. You, as much as any monster, are a part of the Great Cycle.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that means,” Bran said. 
 
    The shadow king dipped his head. “I know.” He turned. “But one day you will.” The man walked over to something. A closed treasure chest sitting upon a pedestal. “If you are to stop energy from being drained from the Shadow Realm for good, then you must further embrace your gifts, and who you are.” 
 
    From where Bran stood, he couldn’t see what the shadow king pulled from the chest. 
 
    “This will help you do that.” The shadow king turned around. In his hand, he held a Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    But it wasn’t just any Summoner’s Bandoleer. This bandoleer looked as expensive and expertly crafted as the one that Urslan wore. Perhaps even more so. It looked to be made from leather, the material a rich brown. Intricate designs had been worked into the leather as well. Symbols, like the ones on the walls of the ruins in the first Monster Realm he had traveled to with Alaro. Like the white stone pillars that had surrounded the portal he had just closed. 
 
    And it wasn’t just how beautiful it was. It wasn’t just the craftsmanship. 
 
    This Summoner’s Bandoleer had eight slots for crystals, rather than the usual four. Enough slots that Bran could have four fused monsters. He took a step toward the shadow king, his right hand raised, reaching out for the bandoleer in a way he was barely conscious of.  
 
    “I didn’t know such a thing was possible,” Bran said, still staring at it, his voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “A normal summoner’s bandoleer can only hold four crystals,” the shadow king said. “But a Worldbreaker?” His eyes became wide. “Your kind are capable of so much more.” He handed the bandoleer to Bran. “This belongs to you.” 
 
    Bran didn’t hesitate, but he also didn’t want to look too eager. He wanted to snatch the bandoleer right out of the king’s hand. Instead, he reached out slowly and took it from the monster as gently as he could, constantly expecting the shadow king to change his mind. 
 
    Bran looked down at the Summoner’s Bandoleer around his waist. It was well made, durable, but there was nothing special about it. The leather was plain, serviceable. Bran slung the eight-slot bandoleer over his shoulder, then unbuckled his current bandoleer. 
 
    Perhaps this wasn’t the time to put the new one on. Perhaps he was being inappropriate by doing it in front of the shadow king. 
 
    But those worries didn’t stop him. 
 
    He put the eight-slot bandoleer around his waist, then slotted his crystals into it. Then he thought about the bandoleer, bringing up its status. 
 
      
 
    Crystal Slot 1 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 2 Status: Occupied 
 
    Crystal Slot 3 Status: Occupied 
 
    Slot 4: Empty 
 
    Slot 5: Empty 
 
    Slot 6: Empty 
 
    Slot 7: Empty 
 
    Slot 8: Empty 
 
      
 
    Bran couldn’t help but smile. Staring at all those empty slots, all he could see was the potential within them. 
 
    What monsters would he tame next? 
 
    What monsters would he fuse? 
 
    Could he really have so many fused monsters fighting at once? 
 
    It had been some time since he had fused the griffin and Shade to create the Shadow Griffin. He thought about the monsters he had. Would they ultimately be stronger if he fused some of them? 
 
    What would it look like, fusing the Stone Griffin with the Bronze Lynx? Or the Void Reaver with the Bronze Lynx? He could barely imagine it. 
 
    He knew if he fused two monsters for the first time, the monsters would lose their evolutions and levels, but he also knew the stronger he became, the faster he would be able to level his monsters back up to where they had been before. 
 
    “It fits you well,” the shadow king said. 
 
    Bran blinked. For a moment, he had been lost in thought, lost in all the possibilities. He snapped back into the present, looking up at the shadow king. “You said energy is still being stolen from this realm?” he asked. 
 
    The shadow king inclined his head. He turned around, his wings folded inward. “I am not sure what the source of this disruption is. I have never seen anything like it before in my long, long life.” He put his hands behind his back and began to pace. Again, it felt eerily human. Too ordinary for a monster to be doing it so casually. “Though I have failed to discover what the source of this is, I have discovered its location.” 
 
    The shadow king turned back around. “It’s in the Mortal Realm. In what you call the Morkoth Empire.” 
 
    Bran let out a breath. “The Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    “Indeed.” The shadow king tilted his head to the side. “You know of this place?” 
 
    “Not personally,” Bran said. “But I know of the man who rules it. It was his people who were guarding the portal.” He furrowed his brow. “If we stop this energy being stolen, will you let us go?” 
 
    “I did not bring you here to keep you a prisoner,” the shadow king said. “I brought you here to solve a problem.” He nodded. “I promise that I will let you and your people go once you have accomplished this for me.” 
 
    “I know that Volrath is behind this. I would stop him even if you weren’t holding us prisoner to do it.” 
 
    “That is not something I can take on faith.” The shadow king headed back to his throne. “Now, tell me, what is it you need to do this?” 
 
    Bran swallowed. He had been hoping the shadow king had some sort of plan already. He tried to think of one on the spot. What did they need to do? How could Volrath be taking energy from another realm in the first place?  
 
    “Well,” he mused, “we will need to destroy the source of whatever is doing this.” He nodded, almost to himself, becoming more confident as he spoke. “Which means we will need to infiltrate the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Bran started pacing in front of the throne. He would take five steps one way, turn on his heel, then take five steps the other. “We could use the uniforms and armor from the Dreadmorth summoners you took prisoner…” He shook his head. “We would need to create a portal out of this place.” That also happened to be something he would need to do if they were to escape. He looked up at the shadow king. “Do you know how to create a portal?” 
 
    “Monsters cannot create, nor control, portals,” the shadow king said. 
 
    Bran narrowed his eyes. “How then did Shade get to me?” 
 
    “Shade?” 
 
    “The Void Reaver.” 
 
    The shadow king raised his chin. “There are… ways for us shadow people to enter the Mortal Realm, just as there are ways for us to enter Monster Realms. How else do you think summoners capture shadow-type monsters without being able to come here?” 
 
    Bran had known that monsters couldn’t create portals, or even step through them unless they had been left open deliberately—like in the main square of Ealdor. But there had been so many things that he had learned since becoming a summoner about his own unique abilities, that he had begun to wonder if shadow people were the exception. If they, unlike other monsters, could create portals. 
 
    It would have made sense, considering they seemed to tame other monsters. How had those monsters gotten here, if not through portals? 
 
    Then he remembered—he had been to the Shadow Realm, countless times. Just, only for split-seconds while he teleported using Shadow Step. 
 
    “Shadow Step,” Bran said. “It can be used to travel to different realms? You can do that?” 
 
    “Only when certain circumstances are met,” the shadow king said. “You are quite perceptive, young one, to have figured that out.” 
 
    Bran shrugged. It was the only thing that made sense to him. Not that any of this was making much sense. He was having a full on conversation with a monster! He had wanted to communicate more effectively with monsters, especially since the lynx, when it had been an Iron Lynx, had sent him that message. 
 
    Why are you fighting among the humans? 
 
    Bran bit his lip. This shadow king knew more about him than anyone he had ever met, but right now, he wasn’t sure if he could handle the answers. 
 
    If he wasn’t human, what in all the realms was he? 
 
    What was a Worldbreaker? Was it something that ran in his family? He had been very young when his mother had died, but she certainly hadn’t been a summoner. He touched the second crystal on his bandoleer—the summoner crystal that had been a family heirloom. 
 
    Could it have come from his father? 
 
    Had his father been a Worldbreaker? 
 
    Is he still? Bran wondered. 
 
    But he was getting sidetracked. All of those questions were important to him, but none of them would get him out of this place. “Do you know how we could create a portal?” Bran asked. He glanced over at the treasure room, remembering the amulet that summoners used to better interact with portals. Could there be one of those in that room? 
 
    “That is knowledge I do not possess,” the shadow king said. “And I’m sorry for that. However, I have collected many books over the years.” He rose from the throne. Instead of stepping off like he had been, he hovered toward the massive double doors to his throne room. “Come, let me show you.” 
 
    The shadow king led Bran through the halls of the castle. Bran looked around the place as he walked. The castle was made from the same dark stone as the entire city. There were no murals on the walls. No tapestries. No portraits. Nothing to depict any former rulers or any victories the shadow king had partaken in. 
 
    The walls were simply barren, devoid of anything and everything. 
 
    Their destination was down a spiral staircase. It began to get darker and darker as they walked, the shadows encroaching around them. 
 
    Bran’s Void Reaver hovered behind him, following quietly along. It had been as silent as always in the throne room, barely even looking at Bran after the shadow king had explained he had sent the monster to retrieve Bran. 
 
    Bran had checked their bond meter—it was still at 100%. He wondered how this new revelation made him feel about the monster. At first, he had been angry at Shade for having lied to him, then he realized how absolutely foolish a thought that was. 
 
    The shadow monster had never lied to Bran; it had never said a word to him. It couldn’t speak! How could it have lied? From the beginning, Bran had made his own assumptions about Shade. It wasn’t Shade’s fault that those assumptions had been incorrect. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to reach their destination. 
 
    The shadow king led Bran through a wide, tall archway. It was different to the hallways they had gone through previously. The walls were curved, rather than straight and flat. As the darkness became harder to see in, Bran had commanded the Void Reaver to be close, and was currently holding the monster’s arm, sinking into the bond they shared and using Shade’s vision. 
 
    At the end of the archway tunnel, all Bran could see were books. 
 
    The room they entered was massive, even larger than the library at the Ketria Academy. Lara and Alaro would love this, he thought. Then he realized a part of him loved this too. He was new to reading books, but over the many weeks of studying at the academy, he had grown to enjoy it. 
 
    The shadow king raised his arms, gesturing toward the books lining the walls all the way to the tall ceiling, covering every single inch of this place. “Welcome to the Library of Shadows.” 
 
   



 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was simply too much to take in. 
 
    Bran’s gaze swept everywhere. He stepped forward, still holding onto Shade, trying to get a better look at the titles of the books, or what order they might be sorted in. 
 
    “You think there will be information on how to create a portal in here?” Bran asked. 
 
    “I hope so,” the shadow king said. 
 
    Bran sighed. The shadow king should have spoken to him about this before sending him to close the portal that had already been open. But… Bran and his party had not been prepared to infiltrate the enemy academy. They still weren’t. 
 
    He wouldn’t have survived stepping through that portal. At best, he would have  been captured. At worst, he would have ended up dead. 
 
    Looking around at all the books, Bran knew he couldn’t do this alone. “Perhaps we could wait until they create another portal,” he said. “If having a portal open increases the amount of energy they can pull from this realm, I assume Volrath would make that happen soon.” 
 
    The shadow king inclined his head. “You may very well be right.” 
 
    He might also be wrong. Bran also knew it would be better if they were able to control the portal they created. If they made the portal, there would be a better chance of no one being on the other side of it. Lara had grown up at the Dreadmorth Institute, surely she would be able to tell them where they could have the portal materialize on the other side. 
 
    They also needed to be stronger before they did this. 
 
    Bran looked down at his eight-slot bandoleer, at the three crystals he had occupied on it. 
 
    He scanned his monsters. 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Air/Earth 
 
    Strength: 38 
 
    Toughness: 36 
 
    Agility: 25 
 
    Magic Power: 21 
 
    Personality: Protective 
 
    Summoner Bond: 75% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Void Reaver 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 18 
 
    Toughness: 18 
 
    Agility: 40 
 
    Magic Power: 54 
 
    Personality: Friendly 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bronze Lynx 
 
    Level: 5 
 
    Evolution Stage: Rookie (2nd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Metal 
 
    Strength: 22 
 
    Toughness: 30 
 
    Agility: 45 
 
    Magic Power: 30 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Summoner Bond: 65% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    He recalled his own levels. In Ranger, he was level 5. In Mage, level 6. In Protector, level 1. In all of the other configurations? He was still at level 0. 
 
    Bran clenched his fist, remembering the fight. They had won, but only because he had been able to leverage his unique ability to fuse enemy monsters. That would most certainly not always be an option because he would need to get close to them in order to do so. 
 
    “Before we infiltrate the Dreadmorth Institute,” Bran began, turning to face the shadow king, “we need to train. Become as strong as we can.” 
 
    The shadow king folded his massive arms across his chest. “You want to hunt and kill monsters in my realm?” Anger flashed on his face once more, his eyes boring into Bran. 
 
    Bran managed to stop himself from flinching at the sight of a monster over level 40 being so angry with him. 
 
    “Yes,” Bran said, trying to keep his voice strong. “That’s exactly what I want to do.” 
 
    The shadow king turned from him. His wings spread out to their full span in an instant, emphasizing his rage. 
 
    Bran bit his lip. “You mentioned the Grand Cycle. That when monsters die, they are reborn, their souls strengthened. Would hunting monsters not be… in service to the Great Cycle?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if such an argument could convince this monster. The shadow king wanted him to stop energy from being taken from this realm because his people were getting sick. And here Bran was, wanting to hunt them? 
 
    The shadow king turned back around, his wings still spread. He let out a long sigh, an odd sign of emotion from the monster. “You may hunt in the Dark Lands.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “The Dark Lands?” 
 
    “The monsters outside the Shadow City… They are my kin. They are wild, but only because of their level. Again, you may fight them only if they fight you. But the monsters in the Dark Lands?” The shadow king shook his head, turning from Bran. “They are not fit for my kingdom. For my city.” 
 
    “Are they… shadow-type monsters?” Bran asked. It seemed like a foolish question. They were in the Shadow Realm, after all. 
 
    “In the Dark Lands, the veil between realms is weak. Some of the monsters that lurk there are indeed shadow-type, but many of them are not… you see, there is more than one way to cross realms. Some of those ways are accidental.” 
 
    There was something the shadow king wasn’t telling him. Something he was hiding. But as Bran had gotten permission to train, he didn’t wish to push the king too far by interrogating him on this and risk having the monster change his mind. 
 
    “I will need my full party,” Bran said. 
 
    The shadow king, who had been pacing as he spoke of the Dark Lands, turned to face Bran. “As you wish.” 
 
    Bran blinked. He hadn’t expected to be granted all of them. He had thought the king would wish to keep one of them captive, as he had before. 
 
    The shadow king raised a finger. “However, know this, Bran of Ealdor—if you betray me, if you escape before this deed is done, I will hunt you down myself, no matter what realm you end up in. Mortal, Monster, Demon or any other.” His wings spread back out to their full span once more, and the shadow king hovered close to Bran. The massive monster extended a clawed hand. “Swear it, on a Dark Pact.” 
 
    Bran stared at the shadow king, at his clawed hand reaching out for Bran, running the words the monster had said over in his mind, and recalling the different realms he had mentioned. 
 
    Like the Demon Realm. 
 
    Are demon realms real? he wondered, thinking of the third-year students that had been kidnapped from the Ketria Academy. One of them had stolen into the Forbidden Section of the library and taken a book. Had it been on demon summoning? 
 
    Bran refocused, staring at the shadow king. “A Dark Pact?” he asked, not liking the sound of such a thing. 
 
    “A Dark Pact binds a promise we each make.” The shadow king stared at Bran’s hand. “I do not wish for you to remain a prisoner.” The way he said it, the threat was evident. 
 
    Bran didn’t have much choice. “What shall you promise?” 
 
    “I promise to set you and your people free, and to reveal the secrets of who and what you are, should you succeed in stopping the energy from being taken from my realm, and should my people be cured of their sickness.” 
 
    Bran considered the shadow king’s words. The secrets of who and what you are. That was something he craved, even if he was afraid of it. But what if preventing the energy from being stolen from the Shadow Realm did not heal the monsters that it had affected? 
 
    He had no other choice. 
 
    Bran took the shadow king’s hand. 
 
    Instantly, he felt a surge of power like nothing he had ever felt before—was that the shadow king’s strength? 
 
    He looked down at his and the shadow king’s hands. They were both glowing red, radiating heat. Pain surged through Bran’s body. 
 
    “Make the promise, Bran of Ealdor. Say the words: I swear a Dark Pact with the King of the Shadow Realm, to prevent power from being drained from his dominion, and to cure the shadow people of their ailment.” 
 
    Bran repeated the words the King of the Shadow Realm spoke back to him, gritting his teeth through the pain. 
 
    The shadow king made his own promise: to release Bran and his friends, to share with him the secrets of who and what he was. 
 
    When they had both said their words, their hands stopped glowing and instead began to smoke. The dark smoke rose from their hands and created a shape between them: two interlocking circles. 
 
    Bran recognized its meaning—the sign for infinite. 
 
    “This pact shall last until it is completed,” the shadow king said. 
 
    They released each other’s hands. The smoke disappeared, and the pain drained away as though it had never been there in the first place. 
 
    Bran inhaled sharply, thinking on what he had just done. 
 
    “I will be back soon, to take you to the Dark Lands.” The shadow king clapped his hands. 
 
    Around him, three shadows sprang to life. Alaro, Lara, and Patrick emerged from each of them, looking confused. They will have emerged into darkness, Bran thought. With his left hand, he was still holding the Void Reaver’s arm. 
 
    Considering how much more time they were likely to spend in this realm, Bran hoped he would find a more permanent solution to seeing through the darkness. 
 
    Perhaps he would have to start training under Patrick, learn how to safely switch into the Beastmaster configuration and use the Void Reaver’s sight more directly. 
 
    “What… what’s happening?” Lara asked. As she did, the shadow king Shadow Stepped away, and out of the library. 
 
    “No clue,” Alaro said. “I can’t see a thing.” 
 
    Bran smiled. It was good to see all three of them again. “Lara, would you be so kind as to cast a fireball?” 
 
    “Bran? Is that—” Lara sighed. A moment later, a fireball sprang into life above her head. “One of you really needs to learn a light spell.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Alaro said as he saw where they were standing. “Where… where are we?” 
 
    “I’d like to know that too,” Patrick said, stepping toward Bran. “Have you spoken to the shadow king? We closed that portal for him. Is he ready to let us go?” There was some urgency in the man’s voice. It seemed he was getting tired of being here. 
 
    Bran could understand that. 
 
    “He is not ready to release us,” Bran said. 
 
    Patrick let out a low, bestial growl. The man turned from Bran, stomping a few steps away, full-plate armor clinking against itself lightly as he moved. “Of course he isn’t.” He folded his arms at his chest. “That monster will never release us, will he?” 
 
    “He will,” Bran said. “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    The Beastmaster rounded on him. “You’re sure, are you? How? What reason do we have to trust a monster? Just because he can talk?” 
 
    “Ah, guys,” Lara said, stepping forward, staring down at Bran’s waist. “Have you noticed what he’s wearing?” 
 
    Alaro was still looking at all the books in awe. He barely seemed to be paying attention to the conversation. “We are not all as concerned with appearances as some.” 
 
    Lara rolled her eyes then gave Alaro a light thwack on the back of his head. “Look,” she said, gesturing toward the eight-slot bandoleer. 
 
    Bran just smiled as the gaze of the Ranger and the Beastmaster slid down to it. 
 
    “But that… that’s impossible!” Alaro said. “People have tried to make Summoner’s Bandoleers with more slots, but they never work. No summoner can control more than four monsters at any one time!” 
 
    “Bran isn’t a normal summoner,” Lara said, her voice still in awe. “Perhaps he can control more than four—or perhaps he can fuse eight into four.” She looked up at him. “You need two crystals for a fused monster, don’t you?” 
 
    Bran nodded. “I did when the griffin and Shade were one.” 
 
    The Beastmaster just shook his head, staring down at the eight-slot Summoner’s Bandoleer. “You never cease to amaze me, Bran, you know that?” His words sounded sincere, but there was an undercurrent of impatience in them. “Now, you said this shadow king will let us go?” 
 
    “He will. We made… something called a Dark Pact,” Bran said. 
 
    “You what?” Lara asked. “You made a Dark Pact with a monster?” 
 
    Alaro frowned. “What’s a Dark Pact?” 
 
    Lara looked at Alaro, motioning to Bran as she spoke. “He bound a promise to the shadow king, one he cannot deny. If he does, the shadow king is free to kill him—and he won’t even be able to fight back.” 
 
    Alaro shuddered. “That… that doesn’t sound wise.” He shrugged. “But I suppose, as long as you don’t break the promise…” 
 
    “And he promised to release us with this Dark Pact?” Patrick tilted his head to the side. “But there’s more to it, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Energy is still being stolen from this realm, and the shadow people are still becoming sick,” Bran said. “I promised I would stop it.” 
 
    Patrick turned around, running a hand through his hair. “Haven’t we done enough for him?” 
 
    “I want to get back home as much as the rest of us.” Alaro stepped toward Patrick. “But it seems like this is affecting you more. What’s wrong, Pat?” 
 
    The Royal Guard Beastmaster sighed. “I have more important things to be doing than running around in the Shadow Realm, taking orders from a monster.” 
 
    “We don’t really have much choice,” Bran said. 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” Patrick faced them all. “I told you there was a threat on the palace?” 
 
    Bran nodded, as did the others. The whole of the Royal Guard had been too busy seeing to the threat that they hadn’t gotten to the massacre in the main square of Ealdor in time to stop it—in fact, they hadn’t gotten there at all.  
 
    Bran crossed his arms over his chest, interested to know what could have been so important. “I definitely remember that.” 
 
    “The Crown Prince… Prince Roderick…” Patrick swallowed. “He was kidnapped. Straight from the throne room.” 
 
    “What?” Alaro asked. “Prince Roderick was kidnapped? By who—” He stopped himself. “Volrath.” 
 
    Patrick dipped his head. “While no one has yet to take responsibility for the kidnapping, that is the ongoing theory.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t this announced to the people?” Lara asked. 
 
    “It almost was, but when we found out about the massacre, Duke Baxter was worried about the stability of the city. Two tragedies in the same day… it felt like too much.” 
 
    “And the Royal Guard weren’t able to save him?” Bran asked. 
 
    Patrick glared at Bran. “Ten Royal Guardsmen died during the assault on the palace. No one even knew how the enemy summoners got in. The castle is enchanted against Shadow Steps, and it’s impossible to open a portal into it.” He sighed. “Or so we thought. Volrath must have used the power he’d taken from this realm to pull it off.” He stared at Bran. “What if we can save the prince? Volrath must be keeping him prisoner at the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Bran inclined his head. “Whatever is taking energy from this realm must be at the institute, too. I was about to talk to you all about that—we need to infiltrate the Dreadmorth Institute to stop it.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Good. When do we leave?” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that.” Bran opened his arms, motioning toward the rest of his party. “None of us know how to create a portal.” He looked around at the books lining the walls. “Why do you think we’re here? Besides, we’re not ready. We were barely able to take down one of Jonah’s monsters. Could you imagine if we came up against Volrath himself? We must train as much as we can before we do this.” 
 
    Patrick let out another low growl, then shut his eyes. “Fine. You’re right.” He opened his eyes. Slowly, the frustration and urgency seemed to bleed away. “I just hope we get there in time. That the prince is still alive.” 
 
    Alaro put a hand on the Beastmaster’s shoulder. “We’ll do all we can.” He looked around at the books. “In the meantime, it sounds as though we have a lot of studying to do.” 
 
    “And training,” Bran said. Though he had begun to enjoy reading books, the prospect of searching every one of these seemingly disorganized massive tomes for the answer to how to create a portal felt far more daunting than facing monsters in what a shadow monster referred to as the “Dark Lands”. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Sounds like another adventure.” He didn’t smile as he said it—he didn’t even force one. The mood was too serious even for Alaro to get excited about the prospect of an adventure. 
 
    “Where are we to train?” Lara asked. “If the shadow king—” 
 
    “You are to train in the Dark Lands,” a loud, deep voice said from behind Bran. 
 
    Bran whirled around. The shadow king had appeared from nowhere. And… Bran’s fear-sense hadn’t even activated. That was very strange. He sunk into it, and was able to instantly feel the high-level monster. 
 
    The shadow king raised his hands. One moment, they were standing in the Library of Shadows. 
 
    The next, they stood among what looked to be the ruins of a great city. 
 
    And Bran’s fear-sense went insane. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran changed into the Ranger configuration, taking his bow from his bag of holding. 
 
    “So…” Alaro said. “This must be the Dark Lands.” He had his own bow out, an arrow nocked in it. The Ranger had done it so quickly Bran hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    The Dark Lands, despite their name, weren’t the same pitch-black as the space outside of the Shadow City had been. When Bran looked up, he saw a moon—or what looked like a moon—shining its light down upon them. 
 
    No. It wasn’t just one moon. It was two. Another became visible from behind a tall tower. 
 
    “The architecture looks nothing like that of the Shadow City,” Bran said, looking around. The ruins weren’t made from dark stone and dark steel. They were made from rock. Perhaps some of the buildings had been made from wood once upon a time. If they had, they had long ago rotted away. 
 
    “They look like the ruins in the Monster Realm where I did your Ranger training,” Alaro said. 
 
    “Did the shadow king explain what this place is?” Patrick said. 
 
    “He did not.” Bran’s fear-sense was showing him monsters all over the ruined city—in every single one of its buildings. “But he did say that the… the veil between realms was weaker here.” 
 
    “What in Ganadon’s name does that mean?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll find out,” Lara whispered. She had summoned her Daeva, and the monster hovered beside her. 
 
    Bran felt a tug of emotion from his Void Reaver and looked over at it. The monster was glancing from one building to the next in rapid movements. 
 
    And the emotion Bran had felt from it was fear. 
 
    Bran understood why. He swallowed. “None of the monsters I feel around us are below level 10.” 
 
    “You’re sure this shadow king of yours didn’t just send us here to die?” Patrick said through gritted teeth. His jaw was set, and his cheeks rippled with intensity. Bran could see him shift. Become taller. His muscles larger. 
 
    Two massive wings sprang from his back. 
 
    Bran wanted to say that he was sure, but considering where they’d been sent…  
 
    He held in a sigh. “We can do this. The higher level the enemy, the faster we’ll progress.” He had never trained with so many summoners in his party before, and Patrick was an even higher level than Alaro and Lara. 
 
    They should be able to handle whatever they faced. 
 
    And if worst came to worst, Bran might be able to fuse the enemy monsters with each other, and neutralize the threat. Though he wanted to use that as a last resort, as doing so seriously reduced the amount of mastery they would receive when defeating an enemy. 
 
    He’d much rather take the mastery from a level 10 monster, over that of a level 0. 
 
    Bran checked his inventory. 
 
      
 
    Bag of Holding 
 
    Coins: 
 
    222x Gold 
 
    7x Silver 
 
    18x Copper 
 
    Regular Contents: 
 
    1x Novice Potions Book 
 
    13x Elemental Resistance Potion: Earth 
 
    12x Elemental Resistance Potion: Nature 
 
    8x Chaos Resistance Potion 
 
    23x Health Potions 
 
    25x Mana Potions 
 
    10x Venom Antidote 
 
    1x Ordinary Summoner’s Bandoleer 
 
    17 Slots Remain Empty 
 
      
 
    He was a little surprised to find that he had only used two health potions since the last time he stocked up, but he supposed that wasn’t very long ago. He had been at the Trading Hall when he had heard about the massacre, after all. 
 
    “Come on,” Bran said. “We better get started.” He pointed toward a building across the way. “I only feel one monster inside of that. I’m not sure its exact level—my fear-sense isn’t accurate enough—but it’s somewhere between level 10 and 15.” 
 
    “That’s quite a range,” Patrick said. “The faster we get stronger, the sooner we can get out of here and save the prince.” 
 
    Bran grabbed the Beastmaster’s arm, stopping him short. 
 
    Patrick turned, anger flashing in his eyes. In a moment, however, the anger drifted away. Was that him controlling his emotions now that he was using attributes from his monsters?  
 
    “What is it?” the Beastmaster asked Bran. 
 
    “It’s not just our monsters who need to become stronger,” Bran said. “I do too. The only reason I was able to help us take down those four Dreadmorth summoners so quickly is because I embraced my powers. All of them. I switched into the Protector configuration, before ever having trained in it, and I used my fusion powers during the fight.” 
 
    Patrick’s brow furrowed. “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Will you train me to use the Beastmaster configuration?” 
 
    “You’re still doing your Mage training,” Lara said. “I’m not finished with you yet, and I doubt Urslan would want you skipping ahead.” 
 
    “You can keep training me, Lara. But Urslan isn’t here. I need to move forward, fast.” Bran looked over at her. “There is too much at stake for me not to.” 
 
    Lara’s eyes narrowed. After a moment, she relaxed, and nodded at Bran. “All right. I’m not going to stop you.” 
 
    Bran let go of the Beastmaster’s arm, and looked the man in the eye. “So,” he said. “Are you going to train me?” 
 
    The Beastmaster nodded. “I will. I’ve seen what you can do, and it’s… remarkable. Besides, we are going to need every advantage we can get in this war.” 
 
    “War?” Alaro asked. “What war?” 
 
    Patrick looked at the Ranger with a confused expression on his face. “Volrath is from the Morkoth Empire. If he is truly responsible for kidnapping the crown prince of the Kalaran Kingdom, I will be surprised if we don’t return to Ealdor during a full-blown war.” 
 
    Bran clenched his fists. He glanced at Lara. He had the horrible feeling that the Beastmaster was correct. After all that Volrath had been doing—kidnapping the third-year class from the Ketria Academy, the massacre in Ealdor’s main square, and kidnapping the heir to the throne? 
 
    He remembered what Lara had said to him, the night she had revealed she was Volrath’s daughter: 
 
    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. 
 
    Lara had fear in her eyes as she glanced right back at him. She must be thinking the same. 
 
    “What do I do first?” Bran asked, returning his focus to the Beastmaster. 
 
    “Switch to Beastmaster configuration for this fight. Let me see what you can do,” Patrick said. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “The last time I used the Beastmaster configuration I sprouted wings that weren’t strong enough to hold me, then jumped straight off an airship without even thinking about it. I would have died if Urslan hadn’t sent one of his monsters to catch me.” 
 
    Patrick let out a sigh. “We haven’t got time to train you in a controlled environment, step by step, trying one attribute after another… Beastmasters are the most primal and instinctual of all the different classes.” He put a clawed hand on Bran’s shoulder. “You are strong and incredibly talented, I have no doubt you will be able to succeed. When a Beastmaster is thrown into their first battle, it doesn’t matter how much training they’ve had to control their powers, the primal instincts of their monsters will inevitably take over. It’s the training in the heat of battle that a Beastmaster needs the most when they begin.” 
 
    Bran swallowed. In theory, it was exactly what he wanted to hear, because it meant he wouldn’t have to delay gaining any more mastery training the fundamentals of the new class. In practice? He worried he would put his party in danger if he wasn’t in full control of his emotions, and therefore his actions. 
 
    He nodded to the Beastmaster all the same, put his bow into his bag of holding, then drew his side sword. 
 
    “If things get… volatile, you can always switch to another configuration,” the Beastmaster said. His voice became somber. “That’s not a luxury other Beastmasters have.” 
 
    Bran lowered his head, remembering what he knew of Beastmasters—that they often lost control of themselves, that they tended to end up going crazy. He remembered the chains and manacles he had seen on the walls in the rooms of the building where they had found the portal to the Shadow Realm. 
 
    That won’t happen to me, he thought. 
 
    The sword felt good in his hand. He wished he hadn’t left his halberd back in his room at the academy, but he wasn’t using the Lancer configuration. Besides, as a Beastmaster, he imagined he would be up close and personal with the enemies he faced. He honestly wasn’t sure how the spells worked when in Beastmaster configuration, and Patrick hadn’t deemed it necessary to mention it. 
 
    Bran kept just his Void Reaver summoned for the moment, figuring that they wouldn’t need to summon all of their monsters to defeat the enemy they were about to face. And if he was wrong about that, he could always summon them during the fight. 
 
    The building they approached was a stout, one-story structure made from stone. On the walls, Bran recognized the same symbols he’d seen before. These ruins weren’t made by humans. That, he was starting to be sure of. 
 
    Which meant the Dark Lands had once been a monster city. He wondered what had forced it into such decay. 
 
    The building had no door, just one large opening in its middle. Alaro stood by the entrance, arrow nocked and ready to draw. The Ranger commanded his summoned monster—the Blade Fiend—to enter first. 
 
    Lara had her arms raised, ready to cast spells against whatever monster was inside. 
 
    Patrick had his two-handed great sword in both hands. He nodded at Bran. 
 
    Bran nodded back. It’s now or never, he thought. 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster configuration activated! 
 
      
 
    A loud roar sounded from within the building as the Blade Fiend met the enemy. 
 
    Patrick headed through the door, Bran on his heels. 
 
    Gripping the sword hilt in his hand felt both comforting and strange at the same time. Once again, he had switched into a different role. Since becoming a summoner, the only classes he had trained in had been long-range fighters—Rangers with their bows, Mages with their spells. 
 
    Now, he was back in his element, the one he had trained in for years as a soldier. The one he had honed on the battlefield during wartime. 
 
    It’s wartime once more, Bran thought as he saw the monster within the building, scanning it quickly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lizard Man 
 
    Level: 15 
 
    Evolution Stage: Legend (5th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 120 
 
    Toughness: 120 
 
    Agility: 80 
 
    Magic Power: 40 
 
    Personality: Territorial 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    The monster was humanoid, a head taller than Bran and three times as wide. It was all scales and sharp teeth. It had a long sharp tail that swung out from its back and smashed into the Blade Fiend, knocking it over. 
 
    Bran felt a rage deep within him. Some primal instinct took over. One of his allies was in danger. This monster was responsible. 
 
    His body… shifted. His arms became more solid. He could feel what was happening as it did—his skin turning to metal, horns sprouting from his head, a dense clump of shadow gathering around him. 
 
    A battle cry rang out within the building. It took a second for Bran to realize the cry was coming from him, and that he was running full tilt toward the Lizard Man. Its eyes—vertically slitted and bright green—turned straight to him. 
 
    Bran saw the tail whip out from behind it. Before it was even halfway to hitting Bran, he leapt into the air, dodging it easily. 
 
    He could feel the added strength within him. The toughness of his skin. The agility he had gained. All of it. 
 
    He felt immensely strong—unstoppable. 
 
    Bran slashed out at one of the Lizard Man’s arms. He was only vaguely aware of the arrows and spells whizzing past him, slamming into the monster. Bran’s blade hit the monster’s arm as it tried to claw out at him. A deep gash slashed through its scales, though it barely seemed to damage it. 
 
    The Lizard Man’s other arm came out and hit Bran straight in the head. He felt himself picked off the ground, thrown straight into one of the building’s four stone walls. Something cracked in his back as he hit—or was it the wall behind him cracking? 
 
    Bran barely felt the pain. 
 
    He was back on his feet in a second. 
 
    The Lizard Man was trapped in shadow. A Dark Binding spell was wrapped around its legs—whether from the Void Reaver, the Daeva, or Lara, Bran didn’t know—and it was covered in a dark, black cloud. Dusk Miasma. 
 
    Another two arrows, transformed into metal spikes as they flew, slamming into the monster as Bran sped back toward it, slashing out with his sword once more. He felt a pain in his back. Felt his own life force diminished. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. 
 
    On instinct, he cast Shadow Step, trying to appear behind the monster. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He felt the spell activate. Felt the mana pulled from his monster’s mana pool. But he wasn’t transported to the back of the Lizard Man. He was still running forward, straight at it. 
 
    It had been foolish to imagine that spells worked the same way in Beastmaster configuration as they did in Mage configuration. 
 
    As he closed in on the monster, Bran leaped into the air, coming down with an overhead cut, trying to strike the Lizard Man in the head. 
 
    The Lizard Man slashed up at him with one of its massive, sharp claws. 
 
    Bran re-angled his sword to hit the Lizard Man’s arm instead to block the strike—except his sword went straight through the monster’s arm. 
 
    Bran fell to the ground, through the Lizard Man, onto the other side of the monster. His feet hit the ground, skidding across the stone until he regained his balance, feeling terribly confused. 
 
    What in all the realms had just happened? 
 
    He looked down at himself. He was wreathed in shadow. His legs. Body. Arms. Even his sword. All of it was consumed by the same dark shadow that would appear when a Shadow Step spell was activated. 
 
    Bran whirled and tried to slash at the Lizard Man’s back, but his sword went straight through it. 
 
    Shadow Step. When he had cast it, it had done something to him. He focused on himself and realized the spell was still active. He wasn’t sure how he knew. It was just… instinctual. 
 
    He deactivated the spell, and the shadows surrounding him disappeared. He slashed out at the back of the monster in front of him, and his sword connected, leaving a deep gash in the thing’s back. The Lizard Man was distracted, fighting the Blade Fiend, Void Reaver, and Patrick. Bran just had to ensure he avoided the thing’s massive tail, swinging back and forth, lashing out at the monsters and summoner in front of it. 
 
    Bran contemplated how the Shadow Step spell had played out. In his studies, he had read about the concept of the corporeal and incorporeal. When a monster is summoned back to its crystal, it becomes incorporeal and nothing can harm it, as though it were a ghost. 
 
    That was what Shadow Step had just done for him. 
 
    Instantly, he knew there would be countless ways that he could use that to his advantage. Did it mean he would be able to walk through walls with Shadow Step active? Could he activate it while a monster was trying to strike him, then deactivate when he struck back? 
 
    What if he accidentally reactivated the spell while the monster’s arm was inside him? 
 
    Then, he had an idea. 
 
    Bran leaped over the tail as it slashed out at him, the Lizard Man finally paying attention to his attacks from behind, then he activated the Shadow Step spell while he was in the air, lunging his sword at the monster’s head. Though he had been able to slash through the monster’s scales, the wounds he had inflicted seemed to barely hurt it. 
 
    While incorporeal, his sword went through the monster without actually touching it. Then, while his blade was sticking out of the monster’s face on the other side, Bran deactivated the Shadow Step spell, becoming corporeal once more. 
 
    The monster howled out in pain as the sword materialized inside of its head. 
 
    Bran was surprised the thing was still alive. He tried to pull his sword free, but it was stuck fast in the monster’s head. When he tried to reactivate Shadow Step, something blocked him. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Step is on cooldown. It cannot be cast for another five minutes. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes? Bran thought with incredulity. While in the Mage configuration, Shadow Step had a cooldown, but it wasn’t five minutes long! By the time he could use it again, the fight would be over. 
 
    The monster whirled around, the sword still in its head, yanked out of Bran’s grasp. Both its arms reached for him. 
 
    Then Patrick’s great sword cut straight through its neck, and the Lizard Man’s eyes went blank. The monster’s body sagged to the ground as its head bounced off the stone floor, Bran’s sword still stuck through it. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but wince at the sight. He pulled his sword out of the monster’s head, feeling both foolish and proud for what he had done. 
 
    Then he was hit by a flood of mastery. Though the mastery he received was split between the entire party and their summoned monsters, the Lizard Man had been level 15. 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster Level Increased: Level 0 → 1! 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster Level Increased: Level 1 → 2! 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled broadly. “I just gained two levels in the Beastmaster configuration!” 
 
    Patrick clapped Bran on the back, which brought a rush of pain down his spine. Maybe something had cracked in his back when he had been thrown into that stone wall. 
 
    “You’re sure that’s the first time you’ve used the Beastmaster configuration in a battle?” The Royal Guard shook his head. “That was remarkable, especially considering you must have been level 0.” 
 
    Bran shrugged. “I used to be a soldier. I’m no stranger to fighting up close.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” Patrick said. “What you did with your Shadow Step spell was inspired.” 
 
    “Do all spells work so strangely in the Beastmaster configuration?” Bran asked. 
 
    Patrick frowned at him. “Strangely?” he said, then let out a chuckle. “Sorry, the Beastmaster class is all I know, so every other class is what I consider strange. The Beastmaster class is different from most of the other classes. As you know, the monster magic we use affects ourselves rather than the world around us, in a similar, but more impactful way, to how a Protector’s spells work.” 
 
    Bran considered that for a moment, wondering what that meant for his other spells. “The Shadow Step spell stopped working,” he said. “It’s on cooldown now. Can I only use it a certain number of times?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged. “It’s a little different with each spell, but it could probably only be maintained for a short period. So, if you could maintain the spell for say ten seconds, it would get used up very quickly.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He supposed that made sense. “So, if I activate it and deactivate the spell in quick succession, say while dodging attacks, it will last much longer?” 
 
    “Definitely,” the Beastmaster said. “I can show you how Wind Blast works—” 
 
    A howl sounded from outside of the building. Bran sunk into his fear-sense. When they had stepped into this building, there hadn’t been any monsters directly outside of it. 
 
    Now there were four, and they were all of a similar level to the one they had just killed. 
 
    Bran felt a thrill of excitement run up him. Using the Beastmaster configuration had been absolutely invigorating. He began to move toward the door, ready to sprint out and attack whatever was out there. He felt a bit of rage spring up inside of him. 
 
    Patrick caught his shoulder, stopping Bran short. “Don’t let your emotions override your logic,” the Beastmaster said. “That’s the first rule of being a Beastmaster.” He tilted his head to the side. “At least, it is for me.” He nodded to the door. “How many do you sense out there?” 
 
    Alaro had an arrow nocked, standing by the doorway. 
 
    Lara had a fireball in hand, ready to fire. 
 
    “Four monsters. All around the level the Lizard Man had been,” Bran said. “And they’re heading toward us—fast.” 
 
    “And you thought it would be wise to run out and meet them head on?” Patrick asked. 
 
    A haze around Bran’s mind seemed to fall away at the Beastmaster’s words. “No.” He shook his head, trying to be more in control. “No. That would have been foolish.” Facing four of those monsters alone only would have gotten him killed. 
 
    Alaro looked over to them. “This building only has one entrance. The monsters are going to funnel in here. If the monsters are all the same size as the Lizard Man here, it means they’ll have to come through the door one at a time, and then we can take them out as single opponents rather than a group.” 
 
    Bran was impressed with how quickly Alaro had come up with that plan. But, as he realized a moment later, he would have normally been able to come up with a plan like that just as fast. 
 
    Don’t let your emotions override your logic, he thought, holding onto the Beastmaster’s words. He gripped his sword tight, feeling frustration, and that hint of rage that had been with him when he’d been ready to run out of the building. He wanted to remain in the Beastmaster configuration. He wanted to use this new power he had found. He wanted to test out the spells, unleash an animalistic fury on the enemy. 
 
    But that was his emotions, not his logic. 
 
    Bran switched configurations, to Mage. Alaro and Lara headed to the wall opposite the door while all their monsters congregated near it, along with Patrick, his great sword held before him in both hands. 
 
    Bran downed a mana potion. 
 
    Another fight was about to begin. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the Dark Lands, the party didn’t need to hunt monsters. 
 
    The monsters were everywhere, and half the time, they came to them. 
 
    The four monsters Bran had sensed heading toward the building they had been in had been Lizard Men as he had suspected. 
 
    During the fight, Bran had found himself switching easily between three different configurations. Peppering the enemies with spells, then shifting over to the Ranger configuration to loose arrows at them, then running in close in the Beastmaster configuration. 
 
    By the time the fight had concluded, he’d reached level 3 in the Beastmaster configuration, and the Void Reaver had gained a level, reaching level 6. 
 
    The party barely had a moment between the four Lizard Men attacking and the next fight. 
 
    That’s when Bran had decided to summon his other two monsters. Everything here was a higher level than all four of the summoners and their monsters, and every fight they were getting flooded with more and more mastery. 
 
    He didn’t want any of his monsters to lose that opportunity. 
 
    The party fought foe after foe, discovering a myriad of different monsters in this place. While many of the monsters were shadow-type, there were chaos-type, stone-type, air-type… the list went on. They even came across another Flame Lion—this one, they had been able to defeat. 
 
    After a few hours of fighting, Bran had two notifications flash over his vision. 
 
      
 
    Stone Griffin 
 
    Future Evolutions: 
 
      
 
    Onyx Griffin (earth & air element - toughness) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Toughness 60 
 
      
 
    Bronze Lynx 
 
    Future Evolution: 
 
      
 
    Iron Lynx (metal element - agility) 
 
    Requirements: 
 
    Agility 70 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked at the requirements. The last time he had evolution requirements, he had needed to have his monsters perform certain tasks. To achieve the Stone Griffin evolution, the griffin had needed to absorb many earth attacks, while Shade had needed to cast shadow spells in battle many times over to advance to Shadow Mageling—though it hadn’t needed to do anything of the sort when evolving to Void Reaver. 
 
    The two evolutions he saw were both more restricted—there weren’t options to evolve his monsters down different paths—but they were also, in theory, easier to achieve. 
 
    He just needed to get their levels up, then he would achieve their next evolutions! 
 
    Bran couldn’t believe his luck. 
 
    As they explored the Dark Lands, Bran had to wonder if he wanted to make evolving his monsters his goal right now. The shadow king had told him that it would be wise to embrace his unique abilities—the ability to fuse his monsters. And he had already seen that the stronger he got, the easier it would be to gain levels for his monsters. 
 
    What if his monsters would ultimately be more powerful if they were fused together? 
 
    He remembered when he had been fighting with the Amalgabeast—the shadow griffin. Though he had only had one monster, it had been rather strong. As he’d discovered, he could fuse the two monsters back together without losing their levels, as they had been fused in the past. 
 
    He looked up at the Stone Griffin, its stone wings gently flapping as it flew above their heads. At the Void Reaver, its sinuous, shadowy wings tucked behind it, hovering beside the Bronze Lynx. 
 
    Should he merge the two monsters back into one? Or could there be a better fusing of his monsters? What if he were to fuse the Void Reaver with his Bronze Lynx? The monsters might lose their levels, but if they were combined into some sort of... shadow lynx, then they would have the best qualities of both monsters. 
 
    Strong agility, sharp claws, the ability to teleport, metal skin… would that monster be stronger than the two separated? 
 
    In the hours that they had fought in the Dark Lands, they had cleared quite a few of the buildings of enemy monsters, and were walking to the other side of the ruined city, where Bran’s fear-sense was showing an abundance of monsters. As they walked, Bran contemplated his eight-slot bandoleer. 
 
    He needed more monsters. More crystals. 
 
    He had already shown how strong his fusion could be as an offensive weapon when he had fused the monsters of the Dreadmorth summoners together. Now, he needed to gather more monsters. If no summoner could control more than four monsters in battle, and that was true for him as it was for others, then he should be finding the best monsters to combine into the strongest team. 
 
    Bran glanced over at Lara, contemplating the fire spells she possessed. I need a fire-type monster. The Flame Lion could have been the perfect candidate, but he hadn’t had another crystal in which to house another monster when they had defeated it. 
 
    The four summoners stood before a massive building—this was where Bran had sensed more enemies. The building was large and round, and stood as tall as the Ketria Academy’s castle. 
 
    “What do you suppose this place is?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Alaro looked left and right. He walked over toward the white stone pillars that surrounded it. “It looks like a coliseum.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “A coliseum? That sounds familiar.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “You would have no doubt heard of them in stories of the summoners of old. They were popular a few hundred years ago.” He looked over at Lara. “I hear one remains in the capital city of the Morkoth Empire.” 
 
    Lara nodded, though she remained silent. 
 
    Alaro continued, looking at Bran as he spoke, “Once the summoner schools stopped actively warring against each other, they had to find what they called a more civilized way of settling disputes.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bran said with a nod. “It’s an arena? Where they had summoner duels?” 
 
    Alaro tilted his head from left to right. “Yes and no. It was an arena, but the fights that happened in a coliseum were always to the death. Whether the fights were between one summoner and another, or two parties of summoners fighting, only one side was allowed to survive.” 
 
    Lara crossed her arms. “It’s barbaric and unnecessary.” 
 
    Patrick looked between Alaro and Lara. “Wait, why did he look at you when he said one might still be in the Morkoth Empire?” The Beastmaster turned to fully face Lara. “Are you… I thought you were a student of the Ketria Academy?” 
 
    “I’m Urslan’s ward,” Lara said. 
 
    Bran let out a breath. Of course. Though they had told Patrick Bran’s secret, there was still the matter of Lara being Volrath’s daughter. 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “There’s something else going on. Something you’re not telling me. I only graduated from the academy last year and I do not remember you being there.” He took a step toward her. “Are you from Dreadmorth?” 
 
    Lara looked over at Bran, and there was a question in her eyes. Should I trust him? It seemed to say. 
 
    Bran hadn’t known the Beastmaster long—certainly not as long as Alaro had—so he wondered why she was looking to him with that question. 
 
    But the man had given them no reason not to trust him. Bran bit his lip, then nodded. 
 
    Lara sighed. “I was once a student of the Dreadmorth Institute, and Volrath… Volrath is my father.” 
 
    Patrick took a step back, looking a little stunned. “You… you’re Volrath’s daughter? That man is responsible for kidnapping the Crown Prince!” 
 
    “And I had nothing to do with that. I left Dreadmorth, and I haven’t spoken to my father since. I don’t share his ideals, nor his thirst for power.” Lara looked to Bran and Alaro. “They can attest to that.” 
 
    Alaro stepped over to Patrick, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Urslan trusted her enough to share Bran’s secret, Patrick. And we were with her when the prince was kidnapped, when the massacre happened. She is not responsible, nor was she aware. And it’s not just Urslan who trusts her. I trust her.” 
 
    Patrick stared at Lara for a long moment. He barely knew the woman. It felt like the four of them had spent a lot of time together, but really, Bran had only just met the Beastmaster. 
 
    The Beastmaster’s shoulders sagged. He seemed to deflate completely, though he still looked a little pale. “I’m sorry, it just…” He shook his head. “Came as a surprise. But one should not be judged for who their parents are.” He inclined his head at Lara. “Your father’s crimes are not your crimes.” 
 
    Lara looked relieved. She gave a weak smile. “Thank you for that.” She looked away. “Ever since I found out who my father really is… what he is truly capable of, I have been worried people will think I’m complicit in his misdeeds. That is why I had to leave, why I concealed my lineage.” The Mage sighed. “I am trying to make up for what he has done by stopping him from doing worse. Perhaps if I had stayed, while knowing what he was up to, I could have prevented him from opening that portal in Ealdor. Maybe talked him out of it.” Her eyes began to water, and she turned away. “Over one hundred people died.” Lara’s voice cracked as she said the words. 
 
    Something broke in Bran’s chest watching her. He walked over and put a gentle arm around her. They had been friends for some time, but gestures like this were unfamiliar between the two summoners. 
 
    “You certainly know your father better than I do, but from what I’ve learned of the man, no one in this realm or any other would have been able to change his mind,” Bran said. “Not even his daughter.” 
 
    Lara wiped her eyes, then straightened, seeming to steel herself. She gave a solemn nod. “You’re right, and I know that. I suppose I just need to be reminded of it sometimes.” 
 
    “Well, this all got very serious,” Alaro said, forcing a smile. “Lara, all I know is what I’ve seen, and I’ve seen you do acts of good. Don’t for one second think what happened in Ealdor is your fault.” 
 
    The party went silent for a long moment. Bran still stood there, his arm around Lara, not sure what else to say. 
 
    Talking of this made him think of his own father. He knew nothing of the man. His mother had never spoken of him. Grief struck her eyes whenever Bran had asked of him when he’d been a child. 
 
    So he had grown up only being able to imagine who he might be. There were many times when he imagined him to be a summoner. A man who had fought valiantly atop a dragon. A man who had fought for his country and died with honor. Or a man who had traveled all of the Monster Realms and died an explorer. A summoner was what Bran had wanted to be, ached to be, for so long, after all. But when he had not gained Monster Magic at the usual time, he had abandoned those dreams, and forgotten the childish imaginings of his father. 
 
    Now that he was a summoner—and more, a Worldbreaker—it made him wonder again. 
 
    Had his father been just like him? 
 
    Looking at Lara, another question entered his mind: Was his father good, or bad? Bran had always assumed the former, but perhaps the reason he had never known his father wasn’t because he died somewhere far away doing something the bards would write a song about. What if he had simply abandoned Bran’s mother? 
 
    What if he was still out there, somewhere? 
 
    A roar split the air, coming from inside of the coliseum. It  broke the silence that had settled over the four summoners.  
 
    Bran pulled his arm away from Lara and stared at the origin of the noise. “We should keep moving.” 
 
    The others sprang into alertness. 
 
    Alaro, as always, already had an arrow nocked. 
 
    Lara wiped her eyes for a final time, raised her arms, ready to cast. 
 
    Patrick had his two-handed great sword gripped in front of him, his stone wings folded behind him. 
 
    Bran switched into the Beastmaster configuration. He wanted to keep advancing his skills in it, wanted to test himself. He slung his bow over his shoulder and drew the sword from his side. As he did, he tried to control the changes that came. 
 
    He felt the horns grow from his forehead, and the strength that augmentation brought him. He felt his skin turn to metal, strong beneath the armor he wore. His muscles shifted below the skin in a way that felt both unsettling and natural at the same time. 
 
    Then wings sprouted from his back. Not the stone wings of his griffin. 
 
    Dark, black sinuous wings like that of a bat—his Void Reaver’s wings. They slipped from looking solid, to looking as though he were surrounded by shadow. Unlike the first time he had grown wings in this form, he knew these would be able to carry him. 
 
    A smile broke out on Bran’s face. He felt newly grown fangs press against his bottom lip. 
 
    “Whoa,” Alaro said. “That’s different.” He slapped him on the shoulder. “Those horns suit you.” The Ranger let out a small chuckle. 
 
    Bran turned to the man, felt an anger at having been slapped on the back, and imagined all the things he could do to the Ranger. 
 
    Don’t let your emotions override your logic. Patrick’s words played in his mind. Bran refocused, staring at the entrance to the coliseum. It was a large, white stone archway. The design of this place was in such contrast to the rest of the city, and was even more different to the Shadow City. 
 
    Bran immersed himself in his fear-sense, once again feeling the monsters within the large building. “Why would there be a coliseum here? In the Shadow Realm?” he asked. 
 
    Alaro shook his head as he followed his Blade Fiend through the archway. “I’ve no clue. I thought… I thought I knew a lot of summoner history. I thought the ruins we had seen had all been made by the founders. I thought monsters couldn’t talk, weren’t sophisticated enough to create a society. Then we were brought to the Shadow City.” The Ranger let out a sigh. “There are so many things we’ve gotten wrong over the years. I can’t tell you if this place was made by summoners, shadow people, or some other species of monster.” 
 
    “It’s all rather intriguing,” Lara said. “I suppose if my father had been able to visit this place, steal its energy… he must have known of these things for a long time.” She paused. “Perhaps we haven’t gotten it wrong. Perhaps the truth has been… kept from us. Who knows what they’re truly holding in the Forbidden Section back in the Ketria Academy’s library?” 
 
    Bran let out a low growl at the thought of Urslan withholding such information from him. “I hope they weren’t simply lying to us.” 
 
    Patrick, a few steps ahead of Bran, raised his fist for them to stop and be silent. The whole party froze. Bran was borrowing the Stone Griffin’s hearing, and he strained his ears. He could feel a monster nearby with his fear-sense, but he hadn’t been sure what had made the Beastmaster stop. 
 
    After a moment of focus, he heard something he couldn’t identify. Something tapping against stone in a rhythm. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. He frowned, wondering what that was. It almost sounded like hooves, but it didn’t have the clip-clop of a monster—or horse—with four legs. 
 
    The monster, he could sense, was just around the next corner. 
 
    It stepped around the corner before they did, and Bran saw the monster in full. 
 
    It looked something like the Swamp Satyrs he had encountered in the realm where he had started his Mage training, except a hundred times more terrifying. 
 
    The monster had horns like the satyr did, but those horns were the dark black of a moonless night. They were long and twisted and looked as sharp as a blade fresh off the whetstone. 
 
    Its eyes glowed a fiery orange, as though there was a fire raging inside of its skull. 
 
    Its skin was rough and red—not just any red. The color of blood. Its chest was exposed, and even the largest, most muscular man Bran had ever seen in the Mortal Realm would have been put to shame by this monster’s bulk. 
 
    The monster opened its mouth, exposing teeth that looked to be carved from the same dark stone that made the buildings back in the Shadow City. The insides of its mouth glowed the same fiery orange as its eyes. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster. 
 
      
 
    Demon of Moloch 
 
    Level: 18 
 
    Evolution Stage: Legend (5th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Demonic 
 
    Strength: 120 
 
    Toughness: 100 
 
    Agility: 80 
 
    Magic Power: 100 
 
    Personality: Sadistic 
 
    Status: Enraged 
 
      
 
    Bran froze, staring at the monster. 
 
    The demon. 
 
    Not only was it a terrifying sight and level 18, it was a demon. He remembered the shadow king mentioning that the veil between realms was weak in the Dark Lands—one of those realms he had mentioned had been demon. 
 
    But Bran had still hesitated to imagine demons as real. 
 
    “I guess demons are real!” Alaro shouted as he loosed an arrow straight at the Demon of Moloch’s head. 
 
    The arrow being loosed seemed to break whatever spell had taken over the party. All of their monsters sprang forward—Alaro’s Blade Fiend, Lara’s Daeva, and all three of Bran’s monsters. 
 
    Patrick sprinted forward too, with Bran right behind him. 
 
    The arrow turned into a metal spike as it flew. It slammed into the demon’s chest. 
 
    The arrow bounced straight off. 
 
    The demon let out a low laugh. 
 
    The Blade Fiend was the first monster to reach it. The Demon of Moloch grabbed it by its metal neck. There was a horrible crunch as the demon wrenched the Blade Fiend, snapping its neck in one swift movement, making the monster glow and disappear. 
 
    Bran heard Alaro curse behind him. 
 
    Patrick hesitated in his sprint forward, but only for a split second. He held his sword up, then slashed out at the demon, which stood a whole three heads taller than the Beastmaster. 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense went wild, giving him a dirt-rotten feeling in his gut. The monster raised its arm. Something sparked around it. It’s casting a spell, and Patrick’s in range! 
 
    Bran activated Shadow Step, becoming incorporeal as he did, then he leaped into the air, his sword cocked backward, and flew straight through the Beastmaster. The demon saw him coming and reangled whatever spell it was casting toward Bran. 
 
    A purple ball of energy, one that resembled one of the Cackling Goblin’s chaos spells, was launched straight at Bran. 
 
    The spell went right through him, and as Bran was up high, flying with his black, sinuous wings, the crackling ball of energy smashed into the ceiling above. 
 
    The coliseum shuddered from the force of the impact, white rock dust falling down from the top of the stone archway. 
 
    Bran’s eyes widened. He couldn’t help but imagine how devastating a spell like that would have been had it hit Patrick. 
 
    As Bran deactivated Shadow Step, becoming corporeal once more, he wondered if fighting this thing head on was the best approach. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was a little too late to change his mind. 
 
    His sword fell straight onto the monster’s shoulder. Clearly, it had expected Bran to be pushed back by the spell, and hadn’t even tried to dodge the attack. 
 
    But just as Alaro’s metal-spike arrow had bounced off, so did Bran’s blade. 
 
    The monster’s skin was too tough. Bran wasn’t sure it was just because of its toughness attribute—perhaps it was utilizing some spell to make its skin even stronger. 
 
    The monster growled. It threw a hand up to slap Bran to the side. Which would have worked, had Bran been corporeal. He had activated Shadow Step once more, and fell straight through the monster and onto the ground behind it. He landed, deactivated Shadow Step, and whirled around. 
 
    He hadn’t practiced all the various spells he had in this configuration yet, but now was his chance. 
 
    Bran cast Rending Blades. 
 
    His sword… tripled. Where before he had been holding one blade, now two shadow blades hovered in the air. What in all the realms? Bran thought. This looked nothing like the spell did when performed in the Mage configuration, or by the Void Reaver itself. 
 
    Bran slashed his three blades at the Demon of Moloch’s back. The shadow swords weren’t the only thing the spell brought—his own sword was now wreathed in shadow, like he was when Shadow Step was activated in this configuration. 
 
    All three of his swords contacted the demon’s back, leaving dark gashes in its flesh. The demon screamed. The scream was loud and high, piercing Bran’s ears something dreadful—especially as his hearing was currently enhanced while in Beastmaster configuration. 
 
    But his attack had worked! He had wounded the demon! 
 
    “It’s weak to shadow-type spells!” Bran shouted, slashing the beast again, leaving a further three gashes before it turned around. 
 
    As it did turn, Bran’s Void Reaver Shadow Stepped in front of Bran, taking a clawed strike that had been intended for Bran from the demon. 
 
    The strike slashed right through the Void Reaver, cutting its shadowy body in half at the torso. The Void Reaver glowed, then shot at Bran, forcibly reabsorbed into its crystal. 
 
    The pain of the forced reabsorption hit Bran hard. But, to his surprise, it didn’t hit him as hard as it usually might. Whereas he might have been knocked back a few steps normally, now it only sent a mild shock through his body. 
 
    I’m stronger in this configuration, he thought, gritting his teeth. 
 
    But being able to take more pain didn’t mean he would win the fight. The monster—the demon—was far too powerful. 
 
    And it was casting another spell. Bran’s fear-sense triggered, but it hadn’t warned him fast enough. The demon was simply casting the spell too quickly. 
 
    A wave of energy emanated from the demon. The magical wave rose up. Red, crackling lightning struck every one of the monsters and summoners around the demon, knocking them all off their feet. 
 
    Bran’s back smashed into the stone floor. Just like the last time he had been thrown while in this configuration—while his skin had been made of metal—he felt something crack as he hit the stone. 
 
    This time, however, he knew for sure it wasn’t the stone he had hit that had cracked. 
 
    Pain flowed up from his spine as though someone had set his insides on fire. 
 
    He gritted his teeth, rising to his feet and downing a health potion as fast as he could. The four of them had defeated a level 20 monster before, but there was something different about this demon. Something stronger. It was more terrifying than anything Bran had ever faced, and it barely seemed hurt. 
 
    The others got to their feet at about the same time as Bran. 
 
    Bran watched as the demon stepped over to the Daeva, casting some sort of spell upon it that froze it from moving. Unlike Dark Binding, the spell didn’t just stop the monster from walking—or hovering—around. 
 
    It froze every one of its movements, so that the enemy monster could easily shove its hand through the Daeva’s shadowy flesh at its chest. 
 
    The demon pulled out the Daeva’s heart! 
 
    Bran should have been attacking, but he just stood there with his mouth agape as the demon opened its own mouth, dark teeth gleaming, backlit by the fiery orange glow inside of it. 
 
    And the Demon of Moloch chomped down on the Daeva’s heart. 
 
    “Ganadon’s might!” Alaro shouted. 
 
    “No!” Lara yelled as the Daeva glowed and was reabsorbed. She screamed in pain, then launched fireball after fireball at the demon, barely scorching its skin. 
 
    The demon’s body took on a dark glow. 
 
    Then it did something none of them could have expected. 
 
    A dark patch of shadow engulfed it. Then the demon appeared behind Bran’s Bronze Lynx and killed it with one slash of its mighty claws. 
 
    The demon had Shadow Stepped! 
 
    Bran screamed and ran for the monster once more. He cast Rending Blades, and the two shadow blades appeared in the air around him. As before, he slashed at the demon’s back. 
 
    But the attack did it no harm. His sword and the shadow swords bounced off its blood-red skin—skin that had a dark glow around it after the demon had eaten the Daeva’s heart. 
 
    “It’s… it’s taken on the Daeva’s type somehow!” Patrick shouted. He was slashing his sword at the demon. Unlike Bran’s sword, the Beastmaster’s two-handed great sword was at least leaving shallow gashes in the demon’s flesh. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough—none of what they were doing was enough. 
 
    “We must retreat!” Lara shouted. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. 
 
    This was his opportunity. 
 
    This beast was stronger than anything he had ever encountered before. 
 
    It had abilities like… like nothing he had seen. 
 
    Bran sent a mental command to the Stone Griffin. The archway was tall enough that the monster—which had been keeping its distance from the demon—could fly over the Demon of Moloch’s head. 
 
    Bran called the Stone Griffin toward him. As he did, he switched to the Lancer configuration. He hadn’t done more than a small amount of practice as a Lancer, but he knew this would be his best bet. 
 
    He leaped high into the air as the Stone Griffin came by, latching onto it with his free hand, his sword still in the other, he pulled himself onto its back. The monster flew out of the archway, into the open space of the coliseum. A dozen monsters turned their heads up to stare at them, but fortunately did not attack—they were too far away to care. 
 
    Bran leaned low on the Stone Griffin. Everything about this felt so natural. He wished for the monster to turn around, and the monster did. It veered in a sharp circle, then dived back toward the archway. The others were fleeing, running back out into the open space outside of the coliseum. 
 
    Bran, on the other hand, was not about to run from this thing. 
 
    He didn’t want to lose this opportunity. 
 
    Bran sheathed his sword just before the griffin reached the archway. 
 
    As the Stone Griffin flew through the archway, Bran squeezed hard with his thighs, gripped the griffin as tight as he could with his left hand, then commanded it to flip. 
 
    The Stone Griffin did as instructed. It turned entirely upside down within the archway as it passed over the demon. 
 
    Bran was holding his breath, trying as hard as he could not to fall. He reached out for the demon’s head as they passed. 
 
    He activated his Join spell. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The demon below began to glow. As did the Stone Griffin. 
 
    And Bran no longer had anything left to hold onto. 
 
    He fell straight to the stone floor. It wasn’t a graceful fall. He didn’t land on his feet then reduce the impact with a skillful roll. He was upside down and landed on his upper back. 
 
    The jolt sent a shock of pain right through him. He was glad for the health potions in his bag of holding. Without them, a fall like that might have kept him on his back for a full week. 
 
    As grateful as he was for them, however, he couldn’t actually move to reach them. He strained to move his head enough to watch the fusion happen. 
 
    A pain shot through his very core, and he felt a massive energy drain from deep within him, much like when he had used the Join spell on the Dreadmorth summoners’ monsters near the Shadow Realm portal he and his party had closed. 
 
    But this was more intense. Because the monster is level 18, he thought, that’s why I was able to fuse my own monsters and not feel like this afterward—they were lower level, and took less energy to fuse. This realization would greatly reduce the Join spells usage in a battle. He could fuse some enemy monsters, but it wasn’t as though he could sweep through an entire army, fusing left to right. And what if the monster had been an even higher level? 
 
    Would fusing it have killed him? 
 
    He saw the two monsters glow. The Stone Griffin and the Demon of Moloch shifted. Their forms stretched, encompassing one another. Bran heard the others gasp as they must have noticed what had happened. One of them ran to him. He wasn’t sure who, and he didn’t want to take his eyes off of what he was seeing. 
 
    The shape of the monsters slowly became one. He could see the lines of the monster his fusion would make before it even appeared—he saw a beast on two legs, mighty wings sprouting from its back, two large horns from its head. 
 
    Then it came into being. 
 
    The monster’s skin was no longer made from stone—the Stone Griffin would have lost its evolutions. Now, its fur and feather both were blood-red, like the demon’s skin had been. 
 
    The griffin’s beak was nowhere to be seen. It had the mouth and teeth of the demon, and opened them wide—the same fiery orange glow was inside. 
 
    Bran tried to move, but all the action did was bring him pain, spasming up his back. 
 
    Lara leaned over him, a health potion in her hands. “Here, drink this.” She held up his head and put the lip of the potions bottle to his mouth. 
 
    He couldn’t remember the last time he had been in so much pain. 
 
    The health potion’s liquid slowly seeped down his throat, affecting him instantly. His back began to seize, then relax. He felt the pain subside and dim, but it wasn’t gone completely. While it had healed whatever he’d broken in his back, it hadn’t restored the energy he had lost from fusing the Demon of Moloch with his Stone Griffin. 
 
    Bran let out a long breath and took Alaro’s offered hand, leveraging him back to his feet, his legs feeling slightly shaky. 
 
    Patrick, Alaro, and Lara were all staring at the fused monster. Bran turned toward it and scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Demon Griffin Form] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Demonic/Air 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Temperamental 
 
    Summoner Bond: 40% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    “You tamed the demon by fusing it?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Bran nodded, then stepped toward the monster. The bond was lower than he had expected, but should still be enough to keep in his control. 
 
    “Was that wise?” Lara asked. “It’s a demon!” She shook her head. “I’ve… heard of demons, though I always thought they were a myth! I certainly haven’t heard of anyone taming a demon.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s never been possible in the usual way,” Alaro said. 
 
    Bran stepped toward the monster. He felt a bit apprehensive, like it would snap at him with its terrible teeth if he made a wrong move. Perhaps that was because he had just been fighting the demon a moment ago. He felt a pang for the loss of levels and evolutions for the Stone Griffin, then realized something he had known in the back of his head, but had been avoiding— 
 
    He had nowhere to absorb the Demon Griffin, as he still hadn’t gained his fourth crystal. 
 
    What would happen if it died? 
 
    Bran shoved that thought down in his mind, at least for the moment. He continued approaching the monster, reaching his hand out, stepping slow as though not to startle a spooked horse. “Easy there, Demon Griffin,” he muttered as he closed the gap. It was only level 0, so wouldn’t be able to do him much harm, but he didn’t wish to start his relationship with the fused monster on a bad note. 
 
    When he was one step away, the Demon Griffin lowered its head. Bran put a hand atop it, and the monster nudged into it in what could be considered an affectionate way. 
 
    “Amazing,” Alaro said. “You tamed a damned demon, man!” 
 
    “Bran?” Lara asked. 
 
    Bran didn’t turn around. “Hmm?” 
 
    “Don’t you need a crystal for it?” 
 
    “I do,” Bran replied. He bit his lip, looking through the archway. He could feel the monsters inside the coliseum with his fear-sense. Had what he’d just done been foolish? How was he going to keep a level 0 monster alive in a place like this? 
 
    “We should get you somewhere safe, then,” Lara said, “Find a lone, weaker monster to kill, get your Demon Griffin up a few levels, fast.” He could hear a hint of worry in her voice. 
 
    As far as Bran had been able to tell, there were no low-level monsters in the Dark Lands—they had yet to encounter anything below level 13. 
 
    The monsters within the coliseum had seen him when he had flown over them atop the Stone Griffin only moments ago. Though they had looked at him with disinterest then, that didn’t mean that disinterest would continue. 
 
    “What kind of spells does the demon have?” Alaro said. “Do you think you’ll still be able to fly on its back?” The Ranger’s footsteps echoed in the archway as he approached, coming to stand beside Bran and his new fused monster. The moment he was one step away, the Demon Griffin snapped out at him with its sharp, jagged teeth. 
 
    Alaro flinched back. “All right, all right.” He put his hands up. “I come in peace, little demon.” 
 
    Bran smiled with a shake of his head. He hadn’t even checked the monster’s spells. “Lara’s right, we should get out of here.” Already, he could feel the monsters within the coliseum begin to move, heading toward the archway. Not quickly, more… curiously. “The monsters in there will find us soon.” Part of him wanted to stay and fight, not run away from this opportunity. But he knew it was better to fight smart. 
 
    He had no idea what would happen if the fused monster died without two crystals for it to go into, and considering how quickly their monsters had died during the fight with the level 18 Demon of Moloch, he wasn’t about to take any unnecessary risks. When he fused Shade and the griffin for the first time all the way back in the Wayward Inn’s stables, he hadn’t been able to absorb the monster because he’d only had one crystal, and technically—though they were fused—they counted as two monsters. 
 
    Bran had to imagine that if the fused monster died, it would be dead for good. I’m not going to lose my griffin, he thought. And the demon was a part of his team now, too, however unnerving the thought was. 
 
    As they walked, Bran switched configurations, going back into the Beastmaster configuration, as he was still getting a handle on his emotions when in that class. He also checked the Demon Griffin’s spells. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    Demonic Wave: Level 1 
 
    A wave of demonic energy that springs forth from the caster, shocking all targets within range surrounding it. More suited to area of effect targeting than a single target. 
 
      
 
    Bran’s heart sank a little at seeing he hadn’t just lost the levels of the spells he had gained, but he had also lost Wind Whip and Vortex. It made him wonder, briefly, about the benefits of fusing monsters together. He disliked that he lost so much of his progress, but he knew in the long run it had to be worth it. 
 
    Besides, he had already seen that it was easier to level up his new classes now that he was stronger—it would definitely be easier to level his new monsters and fused de-leveled monsters now, too. 
 
    Bran paused in the middle of the street. He had been focusing both on reading the description of the new spell, as well as using his fear-sense on the surrounding area, when he felt something he hadn’t before. It was to the right of them, at what looked to be the edge of the city—the whole area just felt… strange. 
 
    He couldn’t understand why. 
 
    “What is it?” Patrick asked, his great sword in hand, gaze searching around them. “Are we about to be under attack?” 
 
    Alaro pulled the arrow he had nocked back in his bow slightly, holding it ready. 
 
    Lara didn’t raise her hands, though she looked more alert. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “No threat. At least, not imminent.” He pointed in the direction of the strange area. “There’s… something over there. I’m not sure what it is. Some strange force.” 
 
    “You’re sensing some strange force in a place called the Dark Lands, where demons are now known to roam?” Alaro asked. “We should definitely check it out.” He grinned. 
 
    “Yes,” Lara said with a sigh, “that sounds like an entirely wise idea.” She crossed her arms, raising her eyebrows. “Perhaps we should try to contact the shadow king somehow, return to the Shadow Castle, and do some studying in that great library it has?” She nodded at Bran. “You could ask the shadow king if he has any crystals. It’s a longshot, but who knows what he’s storing in his castle.” 
 
    Bran blinked. He remembered the massive treasure room adjacent to the throne room. Though he hadn’t seen a summoner crystal in there, there had been all manner of things. If there were summoner crystals there, they could have simply hidden underneath everything else. 
 
    “I think we should check out whatever Bran is feeling,” Patrick said. “If it’s dangerous, we can try and return to the Shadow City as Lara said.” 
 
    “I’m with Patrick!” Alaro said, grinning. 
 
    Bran smiled, not surprised. “One more little adventure before we head back for the day?” 
 
    Lara sighed again, but nodded. “Fine, let’s go check it out. But if you sense danger—” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to walk straight for it,” Bran said. 
 
    Lara just shook her head, arms still crossed. 
 
    It felt good, training again, after all that had happened. He knew there was much to do. That they really should return to the Mortal Realm and find out what was happening there. But, in the meantime, he could still enjoy what they were doing, couldn’t he? 
 
    There were less monsters down this way. The streets began to broaden, large enough to fit three carts side-by-side. Bran couldn’t help but stare at the buildings around them. The further they went from the middle of the city, the smaller and more stout the building became—and the fewer monsters he sensed. Those he did sense seemed to be a lower level than the others they had encountered. Closer to level 10, perhaps. 
 
    The buildings looked so strange, yet felt so familiar. The stone looked to be carved so smooth one could believe they had been crafted by magic. But as the years had passed, those once smooth walls were pockmarked and scarred. Some of the buildings weren’t even there at all—they had been reduced to complete rubble, either by time, or some destructive force. 
 
    Where the buildings were more intact, he saw more of the same symbols that he had seen on the ruins in the realm where he had first trained with Alaro. 
 
    Bran wished he knew what they might mean. 
 
    “Perhaps we’ll find out more information on monster societies from that library,” Bran said. “How old do you suppose this city is?” 
 
    “Over a thousand years old, at the very least,” Alaro said. “It must be. That’s about when the founders built the Ketria Academy. The ruins we came upon where I trained you, that was the first realm the founders explored in full. Summoners have been traveling there ever since. They must have already been there. And those ruins look in better condition than many of these…” 
 
    Bran nodded. That made sense. He had assumed the same thing. In fact, he thought they must be older. “You’ve read so much Ketria history, but nothing like this ever came up? Why do you think they left mention of the ruins out of the records?” 
 
    Alaro shook his head. “I wish I knew.” He sighed, grasping the air with his fingers. “It feels like… there must be so many gaps in the things that I learned. So many holes I need to fill. I wonder if Urslan knows about all this.” He waved his arms in an attempt to encompass all they saw. 
 
    “He might,” Lara said. “My father certainly discovered much of it in his studies. Clearly, else he wouldn’t have been able to make Shadow Portals.” 
 
    “I certainly never heard of places like this when I was at the academy,” Patrick said. 
 
    There was a massive wall surrounding the city of the Dark Lands. Whatever Bran had been sensing lay beyond it. 
 
    The wall was pockmarked with damage and scars much like many of the buildings they had passed had been. Though it looked to be made of far thicker stone than that of the buildings, someone—or something—had still managed to punch massive holes into it. 
 
    “That wall is three-feet thick,” Patrick said. “We have nothing that strong back in Ealdor…” He shook his head, staring at a hole large enough to send a cart through. “What in all the realms could have made a hole like that?” 
 
    Alaro put a hand to the stone, running his palm against the rough edges. “I have no idea.” He grinned. “But it probably happened a thousand years ago, so I doubt we’ll ever encounter it.” 
 
    “Wonder if something that could do that would be able to live that long,” Lara muttered. 
 
    Bran raised his eyebrows, staring at the hole. He stretched his fear-sense even further. If there was something out there that could make this, he wasn’t sensing it nearby. 
 
    “There’s nothing close,” he said. “Come on.” He sent a mental command to the Demon Griffin to follow directly behind him through the gap, and he stepped through first. 
 
    Though he didn’t sense any danger, he still had his sword in hand, just in case. His fear-sense hadn’t been entirely reliable since he had come to the Shadow Realm, after all. 
 
    Where Bran had expected them to step into darkness, as the space outside of the Shadow City had only been darkness, that was not what they encountered. 
 
    Instead, they came upon a forest. He hadn’t seen it from inside of the city, looking through the gap. But the moment he had stepped through, he stood on soft, green grass. 
 
    “Ganadon’s might, where are we?” Alaro said beside him. 
 
    Bran shook his head, at a loss for words. 
 
    The forest was… strange. Eerie. But beautiful. The trees looked as ancient as the city itself, their trunks five times the size as any he had seen before. And the trees weren’t uniform—they looked to be of a myriad of different species, some that looked like they belonged in the Mortal Realm. Though many of the trees, however, were entirely unique. Some had purple, red, or even black trunks. Others had glowing sap seeping from them. Bran watched as a large insect landed on one of these trees, ate the glowing sap, then instantly died. 
 
    Lara and Patrick joined them, both had their mouths open, eyes wide, just staring at the strange forest they had found themselves in. 
 
    “I’ve seen trees like that before,” Alaro said, pointing at the tree with the glowing sap seeping from its bark. “In a realm I visited while doing a crafting class. The sap that comes from it is highly toxic.” 
 
    “Those look familiar too,” Lara said, pointing at a copse of purple-colored trees. “They were in that spider realm.” 
 
    Bran stepped forward, spreading his fear-sense out again. He could sense some monsters here, but faintly, far away. “I never expected to come upon a place like this in the Shadow Lands…” His brow furrowed as he looked around. “The veil between realms is weaker here…” he muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “That’s what the shadow king said—that’s why we’ve encountered different types of monsters, like the demon,” Bran replied. 
 
    Alaro nodded. “Yes, you said as much before.” 
 
    Bran motioned to the forest. “That is how this place exists. It’s like…” 
 
    “A bridge between realms,” Lara said. 
 
    “Does that mean we can use it as a way to get home?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I don’t think so. The shadow king knows far more about this place than we do. I don’t think he would have sent us here if he knew we could escape the Shadow Realm before completing the mission he assigned to me. Besides…” He shrugged. “I can’t leave, not now that I’ve sworn the Dark Pact.” 
 
    Alaro slapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I, for one, won’t leave without you, even if a portal opened right in front of us, heading straight back to the tavern at Ketria, and warm meals, mugs of ale, and”—he waggled his eyebrows—“good company awaited me.” He paused, staring at the space in front of them, as though half-expecting a portal to actually appear. When one inevitably didn’t, his shoulders sagged slightly. “Though, that did sound rather nice.” 
 
    Bran grinned as he punched the Ranger on the shoulder. “Whether you would abandon me is yet to be seen, but I know you wouldn’t abandon an adventure.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Should we head back into the city?” Patrick asked. “I mean, there don’t seem to be any monsters out here to fight—” The Beastmaster froze, staring at something. 
 
    Bran and the others followed his gaze. The Demon Griffin had wandered ahead, into the small grassy area just before the tree line. 
 
    The monster spread its sinuous, blood-red wings. It stretched its arms, talons deadly sharp. 
 
    And it glowed with a dim blue light. 
 
    Bran had seen monsters glow before. When they evolved, were fused, or absorbed back into their crystals. For a moment, his heart raced, thinking the monster had been attacked. But that wasn’t possible—they were alone out here. 
 
    And monsters didn’t glow blue when they died. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Bran asked. 
 
    Alaro let out a bright, excited laugh. “Do you remember when I first started training you, that I mentioned there were time-limited, localized spheres of existence where a monster could train the equivalent of weeks in a matter of hours?” 
 
    Bran raised an eyebrow. “Localized zones?  I’ve read about them since you mentioned them.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded enthusiastically, then spread his arms toward the forest they had found. “Yes. Localized training zones. This place, this forest, it’s one of those. And I have a feeling it’s not as time-limited as others.” 
 
    Bran stepped forward, staring at the Demon Griffin. “What happens if we fight monsters here?” He held a smile back from his face. 
 
    “Monsters don’t appear in localized zones,” Patrick said. “However… there is one method of training I have yet to use, one that Dominic, the Head of the Royal Guard, once described to me.” 
 
    The party all turned to face the Beastmaster, looking at him expectantly. 
 
    “He said if I were ever lucky enough to stumble upon one of these zones, rather than training my monsters’ attributes, I should try luring a monster into them.” Patrick rubbed his chin in thought. “Though he did say that was incredibly difficult.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “There’s something strange about these places. Wild monsters tend to steer away from them, in the same way that low-level monsters are attracted to portals.” 
 
    “That is strange,” Bran said. “I would have thought they would relish training here…” 
 
    Alaro shook his head. “Lara is right. I’ve tried luring a wild monster to one of these zones before. They get this odd fear in their eyes and bolt. It’s the strangest thing. Whereas tamed monsters love being here.” 
 
    Bran looked at the forest, then glanced back through the hole in the Dark Lands’ city wall. With his fear-sense, he could feel a monster not too far away back in the city.  
 
    “Let’s try it.” He smiled, looking down at his newly fused, level 0 monster. “Let’s make this work.” 
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    The party spent the next hour trying their hardest to lure a monster into the localized training zone outside of the Dark Lands’ city. 
 
    The first monster they had attracted toward the wall had been the lowest level monster they had encountered so far, though it was still level 12—a massive spider-beast called a Mother Arachnid. 
 
    Bran had commanded his Void Reaver to take the monster’s aggression, as it could Shadow Step out of the way if needed. Bran watched from near the wall, the other members of his party were lying in wait in the strange forest glade, ready to ambush the monster the moment it passed through the hole in the wall. 
 
    The Void Reaver hovered through the hole, the Arachnid Mother bounding behind it on eight spindly, long hairy legs. The monster was as tall as a horse, and its legs almost stretched to both sides of the narrow street. 
 
    The moment the monster reached the wall, it froze—like prey in a predator’s gaze. Its entire body shuddered, two of its front legs pawing at the ground in front of it. 
 
    It bolted, turning fast. 
 
    Bran tracked it with his fear-sense. In moments, the monster was nearing the other side of the city. 
 
    Alaro poked his head out of the hole. He must have seen the monster flee. “I don’t get it. What’s so terrifying about this place?” He looked over his shoulder. “It’s actually kind of nice, as long as you don’t touch the toxic sap.” He shrugged. “Good place for a picnic.” 
 
    The party tried this for the rest of the day—though it was hard to track time in the Shadow Realm, as there was no sun shining above their heads. Even in the glade, where there was plenty of light, the light seemed to come from nowhere, and everywhere. Bran had yet to find its source—he couldn’t imagine the two moons shining in the sky generating this much light—which made him wonder if the light came from other realms, much like the flora of the forest appeared to. 
 
    But none of this made much sense to Bran. If the forest area was where the veil between realms was weakest, and where the monsters that inhabited the Dark Lands had come through, why would they avoid it so? 
 
    Bran had even tried Shadow Stepping a monster to the other side of the wall, first by using a Shadow Step arrow, then the Void Reaver, then himself. There seemed to be some sort of barrier around the place, stopping grouped Shadow Steps crossing into the space. 
 
    As they were unsuccessful trying to herd a monster, any monster, into the localized zone, it felt like they had wasted much of their time when dark patches of shadow appeared, and they were suddenly transported back to the Shadow City. 
 
    They materialized back in the Library of Shadows. A table, one that hadn’t been there before, had been placed into the middle of the room. The table was piled high with different food upon plates and in bowls. The assortment was strange. Bran saw bowls of rice and vegetables, plates of bacon and potatoes, even trays of pastries and meat pies. 
 
    Staring at the assortment, he had trouble imagining that any of the shadow people had been the ones to make this food. 
 
    “Is it me, or does this food look stolen?” Alaro picked up one of the trays of pastries and gave the food a sniff. He placed a single finger atop it. “Cold.” 
 
    Patrick stared at the food. “All of these are available from the market square in Ealdor.” He waved at the plates. “Even the plates don’t match—like they were taken from five different taverns.” He scratched his head. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time I’ve heard of monsters stealing things, especially shadow-type monsters, but usually it’s at the behest of their summoner. Good thing I’m off duty.” He pulled up a chair and dug into one of the meat pies without hesitation. 
 
    Bran’s stomach rumbled. He chuckled at the Beastmaster’s reaction, then took a seat around the table with Alaro and Lara. They ate too fast to talk. The assortment of food had Bran imagining shadow monsters Shadow Stepping in and around the market, gathering food into their shadowy arms, then disappearing into nothingness as they returned to this realm—he again wondered how shadow-type monsters were able to travel so freely between the realms. The shadow king had said that certain circumstances needed to be met for them to be able to Shadow Step from one realm to another, but he never mentioned what those circumstances were. 
 
    After they ate, they began to pull books off the shelves. Alaro and Lara were the ones who took charge, here. Alaro had spent countless hours of his spare time perusing books in the library and archives, poring over Ketria Academy history, whereas Lara seemed to have a knack for figuring out where books were in this disorientating mess of a sorting system. 
 
    Apparently, Lara had been to all the great libraries in the world. The Grand Library in Ealdor, the National library in Indri, Kalaran’s capital, and every library in the Morkoth Empire. She had been aboard airships all her life, being dragged from one city and country to the next while her father researched all over the world. 
 
    She’d even been to the Great Library of Alisanda, in the far eastern desert country of Sauria. Even Bran, the least educated summoner in the room, had heard of the library in Alisanda—said to hold lost secrets of the ancient world. 
 
    “This place is amazing,” Alaro said, “and at the same time, absolutely infuriating. There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme nor reason as to how the books have been categorized, it’s as though they were placed on the shelf completely at random.” He pulled a book down. “This is a text from five hundred years ago on the best methods of farming grain in exotic climates.” He shoved the book back where it had been, then pulled out the next one. “And this is an ancient treatise decrying proper ways to craft enchanted items. Neither has anything to do with each other. They don’t share a subject. Their titles aren’t alphabetical, nor are their authors—either their first name, or last name—and they are from two wildly different time periods.” He sighed, putting the second book back. “And they’re in two different languages.” 
 
    Bran put his hands on his hips and narrowed his eyes, peering around at the thousands upon thousands of different books lining the walls. “So this is going to take more than one evening?” he asked as innocently as he could manage. 
 
    Alaro gave him a hard glare. 
 
    “There is an order,” Lara said. “It doesn’t make any logical sense, nor does it help us in our search, but it’s quite evident.” She was on a ladder that stretched all the way up to the high ceiling, standing near the top rung in what looked like a precarious manner. The Mage waved her arm, motioning toward all of the shelves. “The books on that side of the library were acquired first,” she said, motioning to the left side, “the further right you go, the more recent the book was taken into the library.” 
 
    Patrick frowned. “But these aren’t in order of year.” 
 
    Lara shook her head. “I said when they were acquired. Look at the dust.” 
 
    Once it had been pointed out, Bran saw it instantly. The books on the left side of the library had a thicker layer of dust than the ones on the right. He let out a long sigh. “I suppose I should start at the beginning.” 
 
    By the end of the night, when all four summoners had gotten so tired it was difficult to read—as the text had become blurred, or their eyes would droop, close and they would lose their spot—let alone understand what the text they failed to read meant, they looked around, wondering if this was where they were to sleep. 
 
    The Demon Griffin stood nearby, idly watching them all as they’d worked. Bran had never kept a monster outside of his crystal so long after taming them. Except, he supposed, for Shade, who for a long while he hadn’t even known he’d tamed. I need to get a crystal for that monster, he thought. It was still level 0, as they had spent far too much of their time trying to lure a monster into the localized zone. 
 
    As Bran was ready to rest his head atop one of the thick books piled up in front of him at the table, a Daeva Shadow Stepped into the middle of the room and motioned toward the Library of Shadows’ arched doorway. 
 
    In moments, they were led to their rooms. 
 
    Bran blinked as his quarters were opened first. It took him a few seconds to realize what felt so strange about it. 
 
    Then his mind adjusted. 
 
    He looked over at the Daeva, who had been absolutely silent as it hovered through the dark stone halls, leading the party. “How… how are all my things here?” 
 
    The room, though slightly larger than his quarters back in the Ketria Academy, was identically laid out, having everything from his wardrobe full of Ketria uniforms, his bed, and his small travel sack sitting within the chest at the end of it. 
 
    It even had half-started letters on the small writing desk to one side. 
 
    The Daeva turned to Bran then, of course, said nothing. The others in his party poked their heads into the room, raising their eyebrows at its contents. 
 
    “At least the shadow king is trying to keep us comfortable while we’re his prisoners,” Alaro said, forcing a smile. 
 
    Bran just nodded, still staring at his belongings in awe. Though he liked having his things here, it felt far too strange thinking that shadow people had transported all of his things, taking hold of every single one of his possessions. 
 
    When the others had gone, he rummaged through his travel sack until he found a small piece of five-pointed metal. He pulled it out, and held it gently in his palm, staring down at it. 
 
    The Silver Star medal. 
 
    As he looked at it, he thought of the people he had lost during the war—Jed and Wilson. Then of the other squad member he had lost more recently. Andrew. Andrew Jacobs. 
 
    Bran held it tight in his fist, until the metal dug through his skin. 
 
    He couldn’t let this place start to feel like home. He wasn’t sure how long it would take to grow strong enough to infiltrate the Dreadmorth Institute, or how many books they would have to rifle through looking for the answer of how to create a portal, but he wouldn’t grow complacent. 
 
    He would train as hard as he could each day. Get a handle on as many of his unique abilities as he could. Acquire more crystals, fuse the best team of monsters he could find, and get their levels up as fast as he could manage. 
 
    The Demon Griffin stood in the corner. It hadn’t said a word. 
 
    He looked over at it, tilting his head to the side. There was still something… very eerie about it. He wondered if he had made the right decision by fusing it. The fight certainly hadn’t been going their way, but perhaps they would have been able to escape. He could have sent it away from them with one of his Shadow Step arrows… 
 
    The Demon Griffin tilted its head at him, as though it knew he was thinking of it. Then it approached, moving closer to the bed where Bran sat. It lowered its head, and nudged him gently on the shoulder. 
 
    As it did, Bran felt an emotional tug on the bond. He recognized the griffin’s emotional signature through the bond, and something else—something dark, intelligent, and very, very old. 
 
    The Demon Griffin’s eyes still retained their fiery orange glow. 
 
    Bran realized he had done something he hadn’t wished to do—he had forced the monster to be tamed. When he had tamed the Iron Lynx, before it had de-leveled and devolved, he had thought he could tame every monster in that manner, have them come to him willingly. 
 
    But he supposed that couldn’t be so, not in every instance. A part of him wondered, then, if he should set the demon free—but that didn’t feel right either. 
 
    The demon was a part of his team, now, and he would learn all he could about it, and make the Demon Griffin into one of the most powerful monsters in all the realms. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Weeks passed by, slowly turning into months, in the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Their hunts in the Dark Lands became bolder, more organized. The Worldbreaker, Ranger, Mage, and Beastmaster, along with their tamed monsters, became a close-knit, highly effective fighting unit. As the weeks passed, Bran was beginning to know his companions better than he ever knew his squad mates. They fought battle after battle, defeated monster after monster, fighting their way through every inch of the Dark Lands. 
 
    The party leveled up themselves, their monsters, and their monsters’ spells as efficiently as they could manage, taking advantage of both the mass of high-level monsters within the Dark Lands’ city, and of the localized zone, where Bran and the others had conducted their physical training for an hour each morning after their arrival. 
 
    The change was… remarkable, and they discovered something amazing while in the localized zone, something that defied explanation—in much the same way that all of Bran’s other unique abilities defied explanation. 
 
    It wasn’t only the monsters who were able to get stronger at a previously unimaginable rate, maxing out their attributes for each of their levels, becoming stronger than any normal monster of their level would usually be. 
 
    Bran could too. 
 
    He didn’t notice until the second day they had trained there. 
 
    He had been running about the clearing in the forest, doing agility drills beside his Bronze Lynx, sprinting back and forth, leaping over logs, dodging arrows shot by Alaro, just as he had the day before. 
 
    But on that second day, he had managed to keep pace with his monster, rather than lagging behind it. The strength in his legs had increased at an unimaginable rate, just as it had in the monsters that trained there. 
 
    Alaro had let out a gasp when he’d seen this, and Bran had realized how fast he’d become. He had looked down at himself. He couldn’t see his body beneath the armor, but it made him realize why his armor fit tighter that day than the day before—he had thought he’d just eaten too much around the table at dinner. But in reality, his muscles had grown overnight. 
 
    The shadow king had not been entirely helpful when Bran had come to him looking for more summoner crystals. Apparently, though the shadow people clearly tamed monsters—something the party had discovered their first time walking through the Shadow City’s streets, and still didn’t understand—they didn’t use summoner crystals. When their tamed monsters died, they were lost forever, reborn into the Great Cycle just as untamed monsters were. 
 
    This had stunned Bran at first, but he realized it must have been something that set human summoners and monster summoners apart—their ability to gain and use crystals, hence why none of the shadow people wore Summoner’s Bandoleers. 
 
    It wasn’t until the fourth day of their training in the Dark Lands that Bran was finally granted a crystal after defeating a monster while in the Beastmaster configuration. It had been another level 15 Lizard Man, and Bran had managed to take it down with Shadow Step sword strikes, making his sword appear in its arm, leg, head, then finally its heart. 
 
    It had been the fastest they had ever defeated a monster of that level before, and the accomplishment had granted him not only another crystal, where he was finally able to absorb the Demon Griffin into, slotting his fourth crystal into his eight-slot bandoleer, but it had also triggered the next evolution for his Bronze Griffin, which on that day had reached level 7. 
 
    The party had watched on in awe as the monster glowed and shifted shape. It was a strange sight, watching it form into what it once had been. When the glowing stopped, and the Iron Lynx emerged, Bran looked at it in awe. 
 
    The monster had grown, though it was not quite as large as it had once been, when it had been level 13, it was quickly nearing that size. The metal of its body had shifted from bronze to the dull gray of burnished iron. The monster padded up to Bran the moment it had evolved. 
 
    Everything about it looked sleeker, tougher, and more fierce. As it brushed its head against Bran’s hand, he felt a tug at the bond. It wasn’t the type of communication he’d had with the monster originally, when he had first encountered it, but Bran could feel the level of sophistication expand from mere emotion. 
 
    The monster was showing Bran that it trusted him—trusted him to protect it, trusted him to make it stronger than it ever had been before. 
 
    Bran patted the Iron Lynx’s steel head, wondering if he should fuse the monster with another—wondering if he was willing to lose its evolution once more at the chance of having an even stronger monster. 
 
    It perhaps seemed strange that he would consider such a thing when the monster had only just evolved, but the new monster he had just fused to his Stone Griffin… their combination had proved to be incredibly powerful. He had only had the Demon Griffin for a few days at this point, and he had kept it back during most fights, but it had gained its levels quickly, already having reached level 3. 
 
    He looked from his Iron Lynx to his Void Reaver. Would he lose any spells by doing this? The monsters would both be devolved and de-leveled. The fusing of the two monsters might create an even more powerful creature—in fact, he was all but sure of it. 
 
    Since he had been using his ability more often, having fused all of the Dreadmorth summoners’ monsters together, he could feel that the power had developed. With that development came a pull. At first, he had thought he’d imagined that pull. Thought he just wanted the two monsters to be fused, but now… it felt like something more. 
 
    Standing there, patting the Iron Lynx’s metal fur, he thought back to the fight with the Demon of Moloch. When he had decided to fuse the monster with his Stone Griffin, it had been more than a spur of the moment decision. 
 
    It had been instinctual. Something had pulled the two monsters together in his mind, as if showing that their fusion—their bonding as one—would create something better than the sum of its parts. 
 
    The Void Reaver hovered by the door of the building they were inside. Bran held up a hand, beckoning it toward him. 
 
    Though he felt the pull between these two monsters—felt that they would make a strong fusion—as he already had a strong bond with the both of them, he would let the monsters make this decision 
 
    The Void Reaver tilted its head and hovered toward Bran, its large, sinuous wings folded behind it. Bran knew how proud the monster was at having gained that evolution. The Void Reaver lowered its head, nudging into Bran’s hand. 
 
    Both of the monsters were touching him. He felt the Join spell twitch within him, urging that it be used, begging to be cast and make these two monsters into one. 
 
    He fought that feeling and tugged on the bond he shared with both monsters. 
 
    Something clicked. Bran’s eyes widened. He was able to connect their minds! Have them communicate directly with one another through the power of their thoughts! 
 
    He felt the emotions flowing out from the monsters, into him, and then back again. 
 
    The silence stretched. The other members of his party were looking at him quietly, though they were used to him doing strange things—sinking into his fear-sense, using the senses of his creatures—and so they did not interrupt. 
 
    After a few moments passed, Bran felt a strong sense of emotion aimed at him coming from the two monsters and understood what it meant instantly: join us. 
 
    And so he did, confident that he could regain the Shadow Step spell should he lose it, Bran, still standing with one hand on each monster’s head, fused the two monsters together. 
 
    Join, he thought. 
 
    The action took barely any prompting. The two monsters were waiting and willing, as though they had always been anticipating this. Perhaps they had. 
 
    As the transformation began, text appeared in Bran’s vision that never had before. 
 
      
 
    Commencing Monster Fusion! 
 
    ??? 
 
    ??? 
 
    System trying to identify process… 
 
    System trying to identify process… 
 
      
 
    Join skill increased! 
 
      
 
    You may hold onto 1 advanced quality of your VOID REAVER or IRON LYNX. 
 
    You have five seconds to hold the quality you wish to retain in your mind. 
 
      
 
    Monster Fusion Commenced! 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked, frantically reading the text before him, wondering what to hold onto. It was strange to see the system identify one of his unique abilities, but it had done it before, on the day he had learned the Unjoin spell. 
 
    It only took him a moment to decide what to keep—the Void Reaver’s Shadow Step spell. 
 
    He could have held onto Shade’s wings, or the lynx’s iron skin, but after what he had just accomplished in the Beastmaster configuration, using the Shadow Step spell to take down the Lizard Man with his sword, he didn’t want to wait for that spell to be relearned, and he wanted his monsters to evolve more naturally in their new fusion. 
 
    Bran heard Alaro and Lara gasp. The Beastmaster remained silent, though when Bran glanced at Patrick, he saw the man’s eyes widen as he watched. 
 
    They had each seen him fuse monsters before, but he couldn’t blame them for still being in awe of it. 
 
    He was in awe himself. 
 
    Once again, he felt the drain on his energy, deep within, but as his monsters were nowhere near as high level as the Demon of Moloch, and he was only fusing two monsters together, not many monsters in quick succession, the drain wasn’t as significant as the last two times. 
 
    Bran smiled, pushing past his slight lack of energy, as the two monsters glowed and hovered toward each other. He squinted, trying to see what was happening through the brightness of the transformation. 
 
    The Void Reaver’s wings curled into its body, disappearing. 
 
    The Iron Lynx’s fur lost its metallic shine. 
 
    The glow brightened ever more, until he couldn’t see the monsters through it at all. Bran held his hand up, blocking out the light. The moment the light began to dim, he dropped his hand. 
 
    One monster stood before him. Bran smiled wide as he saw it. 
 
    The monster was… beautiful. Fierce. Sleek. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    The Shadow Lynx stretched out its body, its tail swishing behind it. It was hard to tell what its fur was made out of. It looked like the same shadowy substance as other shadow creatures, except more solid. Metallic shadows, Bran thought with a shake of his head. It reminded him of the dark steel many things were made from in the Shadow Realm. His mind could barely comprehend that, yet here the monster stood. 
 
    Its claws and fangs seemed longer, sharper than before. After it stretched, the monster tilted its head to the side, staring at Bran, then it bounded toward him, tackling him to the ground, licking his face. 
 
    The action tugged at the bond, and he felt an emotion hit him with more strength than anything ever had. Gratitude. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The following weeks went by in a blur of training, sparring and monster hunting. They amassed more loot from their daily excursions to the Dark Lands than they knew what to do with, hoarding what they accumulated into their rooms back at the Shadow Castle. Bran felt himself becoming even more eager to return to the Ketria Academy, and the Trading Hall. Of course, trading for stronger weapons and enchantments wasn’t the main reason he wished to return—he worried for what was happening in the kingdom while they were gone. 
 
    When the weeks slipped into months, Bran found he was becoming more and more proficient in the Mage and Beastmaster classes. Patrick always kept a close eye on him when Bran was in the Beastmaster class, ensuring he never let his emotions take full control. 
 
    There had been more than one occasion where Bran had almost gotten into a fight that he couldn’t win—that might have killed him—had Patrick not held him back. But those fights had been within the first few weeks of his training in the Beastmaster class. It seemed once the initial hurtle had been passed, he could use the Beastmaster class just as effectively as he could the Ranger and Mage classes. 
 
    During those weeks and months, Bran acquired two more summoner crystals, and had begun his search for more monsters to tame. 
 
    He wanted to choose the monsters carefully. So far, many of the monsters he had tamed had almost been chosen for him. Shade had come looking for him at the Shadow King’s behest. The griffin had literally fallen into his life when it had crashed through the roof of the Wayward Inn’s stables with the Grand Archmage Urslan on its back. 
 
    The Iron Lynx he had tamed as a choice, but it had been a choice done in the moment—a choice made to defeat the Crocolisk. 
 
    And the demon… well, though that had felt like a spur of the moment decision, he now knew that wasn’t exactly true. His fusion ability had called his Stone Griffin toward it, willing the monsters to be as one. 
 
    What he really wanted was to tame a Flame Lion. 
 
    He had only ever encountered a Flame Lion on two occasions. The first Flame Lion he had come across had been when he, Alaro, and Lara had been following the Dreadmorth Lancer and Dreadmorth Ranger who had infiltrated the Ketria Academy, stealing into the Founders’ Fortress to steal rare, one-of-a-kind books from the study within it. 
 
    The Dreadmorth summoners had left the doors to the fortress wide open, letting a high-level monster get in. The Flame Lion had been so strong they’d had to run from it, lest it kill them all. 
 
    The second time they’d encountered a Flame Lion had been right here, in the Shadow Realm. But as the weeks and months passed, Bran’s monsters getting stronger and stronger, he began to wonder if he would ever find one again. 
 
    Technically, he could have been looking for two monsters, as he had two summoner crystals still empty on his eight-slot bandoleer, but since he had discovered that with his Join ability, he could feel when one monster called to another to be bonded, he wanted his sixth monster to be chosen by his fifth—whatever that ended up being. 
 
    On their third month of being stuck in the Dark Lands and training in the Shadow Realm, they finally found the information they needed to create a portal hidden in one of the last books of the thousands they had looked through in the library. 
 
    The book was a thousand years old, as old as the Ketria Academy itself. It was in a language that Bran had seen a few times during his studies at Ketria, but it was one he only knew a scattering of words from. 
 
    Alaro had been absolutely ecstatic when they had found the book. It had been sitting on a shelf on the far right wall of the Library of Shadows, and though at first glance it didn’t seem to refer to the creation of portals, Alaro snapped it up and worked on the translation in every spare moment he had—which, wasn’t many for their busy party. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with that book,” Patrick said. “Nothing you’ve mentioned from it seems to be helping us in any way.” The Beastmaster popped a boiled egg in his mouth, eyebrows raised, staring at Alaro on the other side of the table. The Ranger had barely touched his food, so absorbed he was in the book. 
 
    Alaro shook his head. He had heard this before from the Beastmaster. Bran had watched the same exchange every day for the past two weeks. It felt like an older brother teasing their younger one for their unique interests. 
 
    “I told you,” the Ranger began, “it’s the Journal—” 
 
    “Of Founder Lenara, the greatest Ranger who ever lived!” Bran and Lara said in unison, finishing Alaro’s sentence for him. 
 
    “Admit it, Alaro. You have a crush on a historical figure,” Patrick said. “Not that I would blame you. With all the paintings of her back at Ketria, I admired her figure more than once—” 
 
    A half-eaten boiled egg hit the Beastmaster in the face. 
 
    A flash of anger came to Patrick’s eyes, though it was gone in less than a second, replaced with a chuckle. 
 
    Alaro rolled his eyes at the Beastmaster, then turned his attention back to the book. “This is really interesting, you know. It tells of the Battle of Ketria Ridge.” He shook his head. “Did you know that more summoners died during that battle than attend the Ketria Academy today? This was before the academy had even been built—before any summoner school had. The war just to make summoner schools possible wiped out half of our kind. It’s… really saddening.” 
 
    “And you’re reading it for enjoyment?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “I would be, if you didn’t keep—” The Ranger went silent, staring at the page. He flicked ahead a few pages, until he found what looked like a list of ingredients. His eyes widened as he stared at it. 
 
    “Alaro? What did you find?” Bran asked. 
 
    “He probably found out that Lenara was happily married,” Patrick said. 
 
    Bran shoved the Beastmaster in his seat and stood, walking around the table to look over Alaro’s shoulder. 
 
    He couldn’t read the text, but he recognized two words—Monster Portal. 
 
    “This is it…” Alaro breathed, a massive smile slowly forming on his face. “I knew I would find it! Founder Lenara was a world-renowned Portalist, after all!” 
 
    Bran had heard the word “Portalist” a lot in the last few months, but they had never found more than surface information about them. “So… what does it say?” Bran asked eagerly. “What do we have to do?” 
 
    Alaro bit his lip, staring at the text. He shook his head. “This is complex. A little beyond my knowledge of the language. It’s going to take a few days to decipher, but I think I understand what needs to be done. And I think… I think we can find everything we need here!” 
 
    Bran clapped his hands together, feeling a rush of excitement. “Excellent!” The four summoners had been away from the Mortal Realm for far longer than he had expected. Despite Bran not wanting the Shadow Castle to feel like home, the party had made somewhat of a routine here, if not a life. 
 
    “A few days?” Lara asked. She was standing now too, on the other side of the Ranger. “I’m fairly good with the language, what if we worked together?” 
 
    Alaro looked up at the Mage. “Then… if we stay behind from tomorrow’s training, we might have the portal ready by the end of the day.” 
 
    Bran’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
    Tomorrow might be their last day stuck in the Shadow Realm. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day, instead of being sent to the Dark Lands to train, Bran requested an audience with the Shadow King. 
 
    Bran walked through the massive double doors. He looked to the transparent wall on the left, showing the skyline of the alien monster city, with its strange, twisted dark steel towers. He looked at the treasure room, stacked with more gold, jewels, and ancient, precious artifacts than he was likely to ever see in his life again. Once again, his gaze fell upon the massive gemstone, glowing darkly upon its pedestal, power emanating from it. He couldn’t help but wonder what it was. 
 
    When he reached the throne, he bowed his head. 
 
    “You are taking longer than I had expected,” the shadow king said, shifting in his chair. His wings were extended behind him. The monster was quite something to behold. “My people still suffer every day. Volrath has not attempted to create another portal to this realm, nor has he tried to rescue the four summoners I have been holding captive in my dungeons, but energy is still being drained from this realm—and from its citizens.” He tilted his chin up. “My people are weakening. Just yesterday, I had two Daeva’s disappear into nothingness.” 
 
    Bran blinked at that, looking up at the shadow king. The monster’s eyes were wide. Was that… fear? Actual fear? 
 
    The shadow king’s wings flickered, from corporeal to incorporeal, as they had the first day Bran had seen the monster. Bran frowned, staring at those dark, sinuous wings. The first time he had seen it happen he’d thought it was something natural—like how when Shade was in its first evolution, it could shift into shadow, then back to solidity. Or even how Bran, when in the Beastmaster configuration, could become incorporeal using Shadow Step… 
 
    But what if it was something else? 
 
    The shadow people that Bran had seen suffering from the sickness befalling this realm had been fading away, becoming more and more incorporeal—more and more invisible. 
 
    What if the same thing were happening to the shadow king, and he was simply better able to fight it because he was an older, much higher level monster? 
 
    “We do not have much more time, Bran of Ealdor,” the shadow king implored. “You swore with a Dark Pact that you would save my realm from this threat. I hope that soon comes to pass.” 
 
    Bran swallowed, thinking of the monsters the shadow king had mentioned fading into… into nothing.  
 
    “What do you think happened to the Daevas that faded?” he asked. 
 
    The shadow king lowered his head. “I do not know. But there is one thing I know for certain—they did not return to the Great Cycle. Their souls will not be reborn and strengthened. Wherever they went… it wasn’t where they were supposed to go.” 
 
    Volrath is… stealing the souls of monsters? Bran thought, something in his gut tightening. He had no idea what such a thing even meant, but it frightened him more than anything else that had happened. More than the massacre in Ealdor had frightened him. More than the prospect of war happening between the Kalaran Kingdom and the Morkoth Empire once again. 
 
    Something primal and ancient within him screamed out at the injustice.  
 
      
 
    Bran clenched his fists. “Volrath must be stopped.” 
 
    The shadow king stared down at Bran, the monster’s gaze intense. “That is your duty to achieve, Worldbreaker.” 
 
    Bran lowered his head. “I will make it happen.” 
 
    The meeting with the shadow king came to an end.  
 
    Bran visited Alaro and Lara in the Library of Shadows, where Patrick was waiting for him. “How goes it?” Bran asked. 
 
    Lara took a sip of hot tea. “We’re only just getting started.” 
 
    “And it will get a lot easier without the two of you looming over us,” Alaro said. The Ranger was hunched over the book, which sat between him and the Mage. He was glancing between the open pages and scribbling something on some parchment in front of him. 
 
    It reminded Bran of all the loose pieces of parchment on Urslan’s desk as the Grand Archmage translated a book about him. 
 
    “Come on.” Bran rested a hand on his Summoner’s Bandoleer and looked over at Patrick. “One last day of training?” 
 
    Patrick grinned. “We’ll make a fine Beastmaster duo.” 
 
    Before Bran and Patrick were transported to the Dark Lands once more by the shadow king—perhaps for their final time—as they headed back to the throne room, Bran thought about the progress he had made since coming to the Shadow Realm. 
 
    In the time since he had fused each monster together, creating both the Demon Griffin and the Shadow Lynx only a few days apart, he had gained more levels than he had ever expected to in such a short amount of time. 
 
    With the concentrated training and monster-hunting they had been doing over the last three months, his monsters were at level 10 and 11 respectively, and had each already achieved their third evolution in their fused states. 
 
    Patrick said that most Ketria Academy graduates don’t have monsters at that level, and that they had probably spent more time in a Monster Realm than most summoners spent in one over an entire three years while at a summoner school. 
 
    Bran found that hard to believe. Even before coming to the Shadow Realm, he had been training hard in Monster Realms with Alaro and Lara, in them at least six days a week. 
 
    But he knew the Beastmaster must be right, considering how much he and the others had improved. 
 
    He looked at the stats of his two fused monsters, admiring their progress. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast (Shadow Lynx form) 
 
    Level: 10 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Metal 
 
    Strength: 60 
 
    Toughness: 60 
 
    Agility: 70 
 
    Magic Power: 60 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast (Demon Griffin form) 
 
    Level: 11 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Demonic/Wind 
 
    Strength: 80 
 
    Toughness: 70 
 
    Agility: 50 
 
    Magic Power: 80 
 
    Personality: Stoic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 100% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    The bond with the Demon Griffin had progressed faster than he had expected. It seemed as though his unique abilities made it easier for him to strengthen a bond quickly. Before summoning the two monsters, he contemplated the spells they had. 
 
    The fused monsters hadn’t developed twice the number of spells as a normal monster like Bran had expected. Rather, they each had developed four spells. 
 
    The Shadow Lynx possessed Shadow Step, Dark Binding, Steel Slash, and Iron Spikes, where the Demon Griffin had Demonic Wave, Possession, Wind Blast, and Gale Breath. 
 
    Bran had found that the less spells he needed to juggle and manage, the more effective he’d become with each, though he hoped he would be able to gain a few more spells with the monsters soon. 
 
    There was one spell he was eager for the Demon Griffin to learn. When they had first fought the monster, and it had eaten Lara’s Daeva’s heart—something that still made him shudder just thinking about it—the demon had taken on the Daeva’s type. 
 
    That would be an incredibly powerful tool. Though the Demon of Molock had been level 18 when it possessed the ability. 
 
    Standing in the hall just outside of the throne room, with Patrick by his side, Bran summoned his two monsters. 
 
    The four occupied crystals on Bran’s bandoleer glowed. The Shadow Lynx and the Demon Griffin materialized side-by-side. They had both grown in size, and only fit within the hall because it had clearly been designed to take large monsters into consideration. 
 
    The Shadow Lynx was larger than the Iron Lynx had been when he had first encountered it. Its head stood as tall as Bran’s, its chin up looking proud. When it had gained its third evolution, dark, metallic shadow wings had sprouted from its back, closely resembling the shadow wings that the Void Reaver had possessed before he had fused it with the Iron Lynx. 
 
    The monster also had two horns sticking out from its head from an augmentation item Bran had used upon it after it had gained its second evolution. 
 
    The Demon Griffin, too, was massive. Unlike the Shadow Lynx, it stood on two legs. It also had wings, though its wings were blood-red. Its torso was almost as muscular as the Demon of Moloch’s had been when they’d fought it, though this one was covered in blood-red fur. The monster spread its wings out. A small growl emanated from its throat. 
 
    Though the bond between him and the monster had reached 100%, there were still times when Bran felt uneasy around it. There was something strange about the demon half, something he didn’t fully understand. Fortunately, whatever that part was, the griffin seemed to keep it under control. 
 
    “I never get tired of seeing your monsters,” the Beastmaster said. “I still struggle to believe that such a thing is possible—fusing one monster to another. And the fact that you tamed a demon…” Patrick slapped Bran on the shoulder. “I hated that we got trapped here. That I haven’t been able to stand my post as a Royal Guard for three months, especially after what happened in Ealdor. But I’m glad that I was trapped here with you and the others.” 
 
    Bran smiled. “I suppose it hasn’t been too horrible being trapped here with you,  either.” He tilted his head to the side. “Alaro, on the other hand…” Bran grinned. 
 
    The Beastmaster chuckled, and they strode forward into the throne room, ready to be taken to the Dark Lands. 
 
    Bran too hated that they had been stuck here, but he loved what had come from it. He never would have been able to progress so quickly were he somewhere else, and stopping the Dreadmorth summoners from keeping their portal open, the way he had fused their monsters together… it had opened up the path that should have been obvious to him, prompting him to experiment with his unique fusion ability, instead of being wary of using it. 
 
    Still, he worried for what he had been missing back in the Mortal Realm. What was Volrath doing with the energy he was taking from this place? 
 
    Though Bran supposed in another way, it was a good thing they had been trapped here. Not only would he never have gotten a chance to help the shadow people were he not here, he also wouldn’t have had the opportunity to stop Volrath from taking energy from this place, something they never would have known was happening had he not found it out from the shadow king. 
 
    I hope we’re ready, he thought. Though he and his party had gotten stronger faster than Bran had ever expected to, he remembered what it was like facing Jonah, Lara’s older brother. Bran’s monsters might be level 10 and 11, but his were level 20. Whatever we face at the Dreadmorth Institute, we can handle. 
 
    The two summoners were Shadow Stepped into the middle of the Dark Lands city, as they always were. They had cleared this space of enemies weeks ago, and the monsters in this place returned slower than they did in others, so it was a bit of a trek to their next enemy. Bran looked around the quiet, ruined streets that he was sure had been made by some ancient society of monsters. He sunk into his fear-sense, then walked toward the nearest monster—it felt like it was at least level 15. They should be able to handle it together. 
 
    “What do you think this place was like before… whatever happened to it happened?” Bran kicked a piece of rubble across the flagstone street; it skittered to a stop up ahead. 
 
    Patrick scrunched up his face. “I’ve tried to imagine it before, but I haven’t managed to. The Shadow City is one thing. That place… it looks more alien and strange than this one. This city looks like it could have been made by us.” 
 
    “It would have had more than just one type of monster, too, unlike the Shadow City.” Bran nodded toward the far wall, where the training area was. They were forgoing their normal training routine, trying to take advantage of the time they had here to fight monsters. That always seemed more important, even if the localized zone worked on him. “As the veil is weak here.” 
 
    “That makes it even harder for me to imagine. I mean, think about it. A demon-type and a nature-type chatting over lunch?” Patrick grinned. “It’s just too strange.” 
 
    Bran bit his lip. “Hmm.” He didn’t think it was that strange. On the contrary, he thought it would be an amazing sight to see, which only made him wonder how places like this got destroyed. Why didn’t they exist anymore? The way the Shadow King had spoken, he seemed to hate the Dark Lands. Had he waged war on this place? Or did he hate it because it was in ruins? 
 
    Bran knew there were countless Monster Realms out there. Perhaps, somewhere, a place like this still thrived. Maybe there were more hidden societies of monsters like the Shadow City, and all Bran had to do was find them. 
 
    As they neared the monster Bran had sensed, he felt a tingle up his spine—a spark of heat. Over the past three months, more than just his strength and monsters had advanced, his fear-sense had too. It still wasn’t as sensitive and strong as a scanner, but he was now able to sense the type of a monster when he was close to it. 
 
    Fire-type, he thought. He had been looking for a fire-type monster, hoping he would be able to tame one. He didn’t dare hope it was the one he was after. 
 
    A roar split the air, one so powerful he saw pebbles and dust fall from the nearby ruins. 
 
    Bran’s face split into a large smile. “The Flame Lion!” He glanced at Patrick. “It’s got to be!” Patrick and the others knew of his desire to tame a Flame Lion, and how eager he was to have another fused monster. 
 
    The Flame Lion must have heard their approach, as it came bounding around the corner, just as massive as the last one he’d encountered. Its mane was aflame, the fire burning hot and bright. Its  powerful legs pushed its massive bulk forward startlingly fast. 
 
    Bran scanned 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 
 
      
 
    Level 15. Just as he had thought. 
 
    His fear-sense was definitely growing more accurate and reliable. 
 
    Bran switched out of the Beastmaster configuration and straight into the Mage configuration, then he sent a Dark Binding spell at the monster, trapping it fast. It may be a high-level monster, but he’d achieved the rank of level 10 for each of the three classifications he had been using, and the Dark Binding spell was level 10 too. 
 
    Dark tendrils of shadow shot up from the stone street, wrapping the monster’s four legs in their clutches and shutting its momentum down in an instant. Bran heard something crack—the shock of the monster being stopped at that speed must have broken something. 
 
    The Flame Lion roared a terrible roar, half in anger, half in pain, and Bran’s fear-sense activated, knowing the monster was about to unleash a spell. 
 
    Fire materialized in front of it. 
 
    Though Bran now had four monsters, he had never tamed one in what he thought of as the traditional way. Shade had sought him out. The griffin and the demon had been tamed through fusion to one of his already tamed monsters. And the lynx had come over to him voluntarily. 
 
    As the fireball was launched directly at him, Bran dived to the side, rolling across the flagstone street. “Don’t attack it!” he yelled, as he saw that Patrick was about to run toward the monster. 
 
    Bran switched to the Ranger configuration, knowing his Dark Binding spell might run out before its cooldown finished. But in the Ranger configuration, enchanting his arrows didn’t have a cooldown. He took his bow from his bag of holding and pulled an arrow from the quiver at his hip, imbuing Dark Binding into it as he nocked it. 
 
    Patrick stared at him in disbelief, great sword in both hands, anger burning in his eyes. The Beastmaster almost looked as though he would ignore Bran’s request. 
 
    Another spell began in the Flame Lion’s mouth. The monster opened its maw wide, and fire spilled forth. Some sort of fire-breathing spell, Bran thought, dodging to the side. 
 
    “Whatever you’re wanting to do, you should do it fast!” Patrick shouted. “We can’t just stand here and let it attack us!” 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth, sending a message down the bond toward the enemy monster. This was very different to when he had tamed the Iron Lynx. The Iron Lynx had been fearful, having fled from the Crocolisk for days. Deep down, that monster had seen Bran’s arrival as a sign of hope. 
 
    The Flame Lion, on the other hand, was aggressive, more than ready to rend and tear his flesh with tooth and claw. 
 
    The message Bran sent was: Peace. We mean you no harm. 
 
    The Flame Lion froze as it felt the words down the bond. Bran had been surprised his bond had even connected, but he knew it worked stronger on monsters that were a higher level, as it had on the Iron Lynx. 
 
    But the Flame Lion did not calm from the words, it bristled. Its flaming fur seemed to erupt ever higher, as though it were standing on end, and the monster unleashed a deafening roar that knocked Bran right off his feet before his fear-sense even had a chance to activate. He smashed into the flagstones. In that moment, he had to use every ounce of his will to stop his own monsters from attacking the Flame Lion. He felt the wave of protectiveness and rage from his Demon Griffin and Shadow Lynx at Bran having been hurt, and he halted them with a swift and strong mental command. 
 
    “Bran!” the Beastmaster said. “I won’t hold for much longer!” 
 
    Bran made it to his feet. He wished he had been in the Beastmaster configuration, maybe then his back wouldn’t have hurt so much from the fall. He had managed to hold onto his bow, but the arrow he’d had in his right hand had skidded across the flagstones, out of his grasp. 
 
    Peace! he sent through the bond. I wish to bond you—make you stronger! 
 
    The monster only roared in response, though Bran thought he felt something in the roar. Indignation. Pride. I am strong! it seemed to be saying. 
 
    And Bran couldn’t deny that. 
 
    He didn’t want to be like other summoners, beating a monster down until it submitted to his will in fear of its own death. He wanted to be different. 
 
    Better. 
 
    He threw his bow to the ground, wincing as it hit the stone, and held his arms up. 
 
    “Bran! What in this realm or any other are you doing? Have you gone completely mad, or are you just an idiot? It’s going to tear you in half!” 
 
    Bran held his hand, palm out, to the Beastmaster, hearing a hiss of rage in response. Patrick quietened. 
 
    The Flame Lion, still stuck fast by Dark Binding, roared at him once more, spittle flying from a mouth filled with long, sharp teeth. 
 
    Patrick was right. There was every chance the Flame Lion might kill him. But that was the point. Bran had to put himself at the monster’s mercy if he were going to gain even an ounce of trust. 
 
    At least, he hoped this was what he had to do—hoped he was making the right decision. 
 
    Words came to him unbidden, as though they had lay hidden in his heart from the moment he was born and were only now being unleashed. He sent the words down the bond, I am the Worldbreaker, through my strength I bring balance and peace between the realms of monsters and humanity, join me and you will become the mightiest form of yourself. 
 
    The Flame Lion hesitated. It had looked as though ready to launch another fireball, or stretch its claw-tipped paw to strike at Bran’s face. 
 
    The fires that burned from its mane and fur lost some of their brilliance, and the rage in the monster’s eyes dimmed. It sat on its haunches and lowered its head. Why do you fight among the humans? 
 
    The question hit at the core of him. Bran felt it in his very bones—it was the same question the Iron Lynx had asked. 
 
    This time, Bran seemed to have an answer: Because we should work as one. 
 
    The Flame Lion lowered its head ever further. The dark tendrils of shadow that wrapped around its legs dissipated, falling away, yet the monster did not pounce at Bran. It remained still, its head bowed. I will fight for you, Worldbreaker. 
 
    Bran blinked, whatever trance that had taken over him seemed to fall away, and he realized he was standing in front of a massive wild monster that could tear him to shreds with a swipe of one deadly claw. He swallowed, reaching his left hand out to touch the Flame Lion on its fiery head. Only the flames around its mane remained, its fur no longer on fire. He rested his right hand on the fifth crystal in his eight-slot Summoner’s Bandoleer. 
 
    Then he willed the Flame Lion into it. 
 
    The monster glowed more brightly than it ever could have with its flames alone, then shifted and flowed straight into Bran’s crystal. 
 
      
 
    Flame Lion has been tamed. 
 
      
 
    Crystal Slot 5 Status: Occupied 
 
      
 
    Bran let out a long breath, looking down at the fifth crystal as it glowed red, feeling the presence of his new monster within it. He couldn’t help it—he pumped a fist into the air and let out a whoop, then a laugh fell from his lips as he looked over at the Beastmaster. 
 
    Patrick stood, staring at Bran with his mouth agape. It took a moment for him to close his mouth, though his eyes were still wide, and the blood had drained from his face. “What… what just happened?” He shook his head in obvious disbelief. “You tamed that monster without a word, without attacking it, and when you walked toward it, after you’d dropped your bow… did you know that you were glowing?” 
 
    Bran looked down at himself. If he had been glowing, he certainly wasn’t now. He scratched the back of his head and shrugged. “That wouldn’t be the first time.” He wasn’t sure what else to say. 
 
    In his mind, he was still going over what had just happened. The way he had tamed the Flame Lion. His heart still pounded in his chest, thudding hard. The words he had said, about being the Worldbreaker, about bringing peace… through my strength I bring balance and peace between the realms of monsters and humanity. 
 
    Then he recalled what the shadow king had told him, the first time they had spoken in his throne room. Your people bridged the gap between humanity and monsters in a way that summoners never could. 
 
    He still didn’t know what it meant for him. He didn’t know what a Worldbreaker was. 
 
    But he wanted more than anything to find out. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in his life, Bran held fire over the palm of his hand. 
 
    After he had tamed the Flame Lion, the first thing he had done was switch to the Mage configuration and test two of the spells the Flame Lion retained. 
 
      
 
    Spells: 
 
    Fireball: Level 11 
 
    A concentrated ball of Fire-element. More suited to a single target than multiple enemies. 
 
      
 
    Flame Breath: Level 11 
 
    A broad reaching Fire-element attack that will do damage to targets within range and give them the Burning status effect. More suited to area of effect targeting than a single target. 
 
      
 
    While holding the fireball over his palm, he breathed fire from his mouth in a circle, having asked Patrick to step away for a moment. When he was done, he let the fireball extinguish and laughed loud into the air. He had wanted the power of fire for some time now. 
 
    He looked over at the Beastmaster. Patrick had his arms crossed and was shaking his head at Bran’s actions, but there was a smile on his face as he did it. “You’re like a kid playing with fire.” 
 
    Bran grinned. The two summoners walked slowly through the city toward the next monster Bran could sense. Though this was the last day they would have for training, and Bran should probably pack in as much monster hunting as he could, he felt… a weight lift from him after the way he had tamed that monster. 
 
    And he felt more sure of himself. More confident. 
 
    They were ready to infiltrate the Ketria Academy. His abilities—both with his normal Monster Magic, and his unique Worldbreaker magic—were getting stronger and stronger. 
 
    After waiting the five minutes to summon the Flame Lion, Bran summoned and scanned his new monster. 
 
      
 
    Ember Lion 
 
    Level: 11 
 
    Evolution Stage: Champion (3rd Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 70 
 
    Toughness: 65 
 
    Agility: 65 
 
    Magic Power: 60 
 
    Personality: Protective 
 
    Summoner Bond: 60% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked, surprised to see the summoner bond was already at 60%. He supposed taming the monster in the way he had had made quite the difference. He wasn’t surprised the monster had lost four levels, as tamed monsters didn’t retain their level, unless their level was lower or equivalent to a monster the summoner already possessed. He was a little disappointed to have lost two evolutions, but he knew that didn’t matter much. 
 
    The Flame Lion would de-level to 0 and return to its very first evolution once Bran found a fusion match for it. 
 
    Though the monster had lost levels and evolutions, Bran found the Ember Lion looked much the same as it had when it was a Flame Lion, though it was considerably smaller, and it seemed to only be able to have flames around its mane, and not produce them from the fur on the rest of its body like it had before. 
 
    Once it was summoned, the monster padded over to Bran, lowered its head, and nudged into his hand. Bran smiled down at the Ember Lion, feeling his unique bond. 
 
    He felt the trust the monster had put in him. 
 
    “You really are something else,” Patrick muttered. His forehead creased, and he became thoughtful. “You really know no others like you?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “I know others like me have existed.” He touched his Summoner’s Bandoleer. “They had to.” He could list all the reasons why he knew. The scroll he had used to learn the Join spell. The book Urslan had found. The shadow king talking of him being a Worldbreaker. The eight-slot bandoleer. But Patrick already knew of all that. “I think Founder Jakarris was like me.” 
 
    “One of the Ketria founders? Really?” 
 
    “Have you seen the painting of him, in the Ketria Academy’s main building? It’s in the hall that follows on from the foyer, on the left.” 
 
    “Aye,” Patrick said. “Where he’s riding the kraken, with a fireball in hand?’ 
 
    Bran dipped his head in a nod. “You ever seen a Mage ride a monster that well?” 
 
    “Huh. No. I can’t say I have.” The Beastmaster tilted his head to the side. “I wonder if the other founders knew, or if it was something he kept from them.” 
 
    “If it is true, they certainly kept it from the records.” 
 
    Patrick took a look around where they were. “They kept a lot from the records. I can’t believe the founders of the Ketria Academy didn’t know a thing about places like this.” 
 
    Bran wondered about that. If they had known how to access the Shadow Realm, that there were monsters with societies much like humans had, even monsters who could tame other monsters like the shadow people could… why would they keep that a secret? At first, Bran had understood why Urslan had wanted to keep him, and his abilities, a secret—he was worried Volrath would find out about him. 
 
    But that ship had sailed. 
 
    The man was already after him. Why continue hiding what he was? Bran felt something settle inside of him. A choice he had made, one he hadn’t realized had been sitting at the back of his mind for months.  
 
    “When we return to the Mortal Realm, I’m not going to hide who I am anymore.” 
 
    Patrick halted, and they both paused on the flagstone street. “Do you think that’s wise?” 
 
    Bran shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s wise, or the most foolish decision I will ever make. But Volrath is already after me. He already knows I can switch into different configurations, and there’s every chance he knows that means I can fuse monsters, too.” He urged his Shadow Lynx toward him and ran a hand over it. “I won’t hide my monsters. My abilities. I’ll show the world what I can do.” 
 
    Patrick’s expression didn’t change for a long moment. He looked at Bran, looked at his monsters, then slowly nodded. “If that’s what you want to do, I support you.” The Beastmaster’s face broke into a smile. He slapped Bran on the back, the strength of it pushing him forward a step. “Even if it ends up being the most foolish thing you’ve ever done.” 
 
    Bran grinned, glad the tension of the conversation had been released. Another weight seemed to fall from him then, one much like the other. 
 
    He would also finally speak to his old squad mates. The ones left alive, anyway… 
 
    It was a good day for hunting. Bran stayed focused for the rest of the day, taking advantage of what would no doubt be their last opportunity to train in the Dark Lands. Part of him wished they could slow down and truly inspect the buildings they passed. Could one of them have been a library, once upon a time? If it had been, what would they find within it? 
 
    Had that building, with the saloon doors, once been a tavern? An inn? Would these monsters have had such establishments? 
 
    But he didn’t stop to examine the buildings. 
 
    He attuned his fear-sense, and together he and Patrick took down more than twenty monsters. They downed health and mana potions between fights, and jogged from one opponent to the next. Bran tried to remain in the Beastmaster configuration for much of the time, and they made quick work of the monsters they encountered. 
 
    It hadn’t been just Bran who had increased his skills and strength by leaps and bounds. The others had too. 
 
    And Patrick, who had already been strong before they had come here, was now a force to be reckoned with. His monsters had gained several levels while they had been here, and though they weren’t yet at the level Jonah’s had been, they were startlingly close at level 18. 
 
    Through the day, Bran had not only been focused on fighting enemies, he had also been trying to feel that pull, the one that would show which monster would be a good match for the Ember Lion. He had been searching for the Ember Lion—or a monster like it—for some time, so he doubted he would find the next monster he wished to tame so quickly. 
 
    When it felt like it was nearing the time they would be returned to the Shadow City, they encountered a monster they hadn’t seen here before, though it was a monster they had both faced before. 
 
    And there were more than one. 
 
    They flew in from the opposite side of the city to where the localized training zone was. Four massive flying monsters, their long beaks sharp and threatening. Large, leathery wings flapping loudly in the sky. 
 
    The monsters noticed Bran and Patrick instantly, and began to swoop in. 
 
    Bran took his bow from his bag of holding, his quiver already strapped to his side, and whipped an arrow from it as the bird-like monsters dived toward them. 
 
    He scanned the monsters. 
 
      
 
    Ancient Pterodactyl 
 
    Level: 17 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Wind 
 
    Strength: 100 
 
    Toughness: 70 
 
    Agility: 130 
 
    Magic Power: 80 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
      
 
    Ancient Pterodactyl 
 
    Level: 18 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Wind 
 
    Strength: 105 
 
    Toughness: 75 
 
    Agility: 135 
 
    Magic Power: 85 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
      
 
    Ancient Pterodactyl 
 
    Level: 18 
 
    Evolution Stage: Mythic (6th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Wind 
 
    Strength: 105 
 
    Toughness: 75 
 
    Agility: 135 
 
    Magic Power: 85 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
      
 
    A level 17, and two level 18. Bran swallowed at the sight of them. They were some of the strongest monsters the party had ever faced here. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. He drew and loosed one Dark Binding arrow after the other, until all three bird-like monsters had their momentum stalled and were falling straight for the ground. Bran smiled as they fell, pulling Fireball arrows from his quiver. He hadn’t had much of a chance to experiment with these, but he was ready and willing. He managed to put one arrow in each of their wings before they hit the ground, instructing his Demon Griffin and Shadow Lynx to attack the instant the monsters smashed into the flagstones. 
 
    Patrick released a battle cry as he leaped at the first of the Ancient Pterodactyls, his sword cocked back, ready to swing overhead. 
 
    Bran sprinted forward. As he ran, he switched from the Ranger configuration to the Beastmaster configuration, while at the same time—in a relentlessly practiced motion—he put his bow into his bag of holding and drew his sword from its scabbard. 
 
    The moment he was in the Beastmaster configuration, he cast Wind Blast. Wind Blast worked quite differently while he was a Beastmaster. Like all Beastmaster spells, instead of being an attack, it affected the summoner themselves. 
 
    Wind pushed at his back, moving him along in a burst of speed. It would last perhaps twenty seconds, and then he wouldn’t be able to use it again for a few minutes. But it was well worth it. With Wind Blast activated, his movements weren’t just faster, they were stronger. Wind backed his every step, every swing of his sword. 
 
    He closed the gap in less than a second, joining the fight. Patrick had not summoned his monsters, he preferred to fight without them much of the time. Bran had found this strange to begin with. How would his monsters level, if they were never summoned? But then the Beastmaster had informed him that once Beastmasters reached level 10, they didn’t need to have their monsters summoned for them to receive mastery, as long as they were utilizing an aspect of each of their monsters in their physiology, that monster would gain mastery even while in their crystal. 
 
    It was an incredibly powerful ability, because it meant it gave the Beastmaster the opportunity to fight high-level monsters with a low-level monster remaining in its crystal, while receiving mastery. 
 
    Bran knew what an asset that would be the next time he de-leveled monsters by fusing them together. 
 
    When Bran was close enough, he activated Demonic Wave, swinging his sword as he did so. Demonic Wave, when used by a Beastmaster, meant that nothing could touch him without feeling immense pain and taking damage. Unfortunately, unlike the spell a Protector might use, it didn’t protect Bran from harm. He still took the damage of the hits, and, as it was a demonic spell, he took the pain his enemies took. 
 
    That had come as quite a shock—literally—the first time he had used one of the demon’s spells. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl he had engaged swiped at him with one of its wings. Bran gritted his teeth, ready to take the hit. He knew how much damage he could take, and with the strength he was borrowing from his monsters as a Beastmaster, he knew he wouldn’t fall down—even from something as strong as this. 
 
    The wing hit him hard in the side. It hurt something fierce, and the pain he felt was doubled by the shock he felt as Demonic Wave did its job. 
 
    The Ancient Pterodactyl was electrocuted. A bolt of lightning shot straight at it, crackling around every inch of its body. While the attack didn’t knock the monster to the ground, like it might have on a lower level monster, it certainly made the Ancient Pterodactyl think twice before attacking him again. 
 
    And, as the spell had area of effect damage, it flowed from one Ancient Pterodactyl to the next, naturally avoiding contact with Bran’s allies—his monsters and Patrick. 
 
    Bran smiled at the sight of the monster being shocked. He used Shadow Step next, inserting his blade straight into the monster’s head. With high-level monsters, this attack didn’t always spell a guaranteed victory, but it certainly hurt. 
 
    He had spent countless hours practicing the use of this spell in the Beastmaster configuration. Learning how to activate and deactivate it at will. Able to strike, dodge, strike, easily and efficiently. 
 
    When he deactivated the spell, the blade materialized in the monster’s skull. 
 
    The monster flailed. The sword was stuck fast, and Bran was pulled off of the ground, holding onto the hilt. As he was, he activated Shadow Step, his sword pulling free. But it was too late, he was flung into the air, desperately gripping the hilt of his sword. 
 
    As he was in the air, he focused on his back. 
 
    And sprouted wings. 
 
    Gods, he thought, this feels good. 
 
    He flapped his wings—taken from the Shadow Lynx, they were dark as night, sinuous and strong—and dove straight back at his enemy. 
 
    By the end of the fight, Bran’s Demon Griffin had to be reabsorbed—something he had managed to do before the monster had been killed—and Bran had taken a large slash to his shoulder. 
 
    But they had beaten the monsters. Taken them down in record time. A feat like that, defeating three high-level monsters, wouldn’t have been possible when the party had arrived in the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Before they had come here, it had taken all four of them to defeat one of Jonah’s monsters. And though Jonah’s monsters had been level 20, and the monsters the party faced here still weren’t their equal, Bran knew how far they had come. 
 
    When the last Ancient Pterodactyl fell, Bran leaned heavily against the nearest building, catching his breath. He switched out of the Beastmaster configuration and into the Mage configuration. He always found it a little easier to think clearly outside of the Beastmaster configuration, and the Mage configuration would speed up the mana regeneration of his monsters, saving him from having to use multiple mana potions. 
 
    Patrick walked over to Bran. He sheathed his great sword over his back, cradling his left arm. “That was quite a fight.” He winced as he pulled a health potion from his bag of holding, pulling the cork off with his teeth and gulping it down. 
 
    Bran was still catching his breath. He did the same, hissing at the pain in his shoulder, then letting out a relieved sigh as the pain flowed away like water tipping out of an overturned jug. “I’ll say.” 
 
    Patrick straightened, flexing the arm he had been cradling, then leaned against the wall where Bran was. “You’ve come a long way.” He looked over at Bran. “I’ve never seen someone take to the Beastmaster class so quickly.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen someone learn a class in a place like this, either,” Bran said. 
 
    Patrick nodded. “It makes me wonder if they take it too easy on us over at the Ketria Academy.” He gestured to the wider Dark Lands. “We should have been training in places like this.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “Maybe.” Though he wouldn’t have been able to survive in this place when he’d just started, he saw the Beastmaster’s point. “You’re a good tutor, you know.” 
 
    Patrick glanced over at him. “I am?” 
 
    “You are.” Bran leaned in, giving him a conspiratorial smile. “Better than Alaro, actually.” 
 
    Patrick chuckled. “What about Lara?” 
 
    “Oh, I think she’s a bit better than you.” 
 
    Patrick punched him on the shoulder. “Is she now? What makes her better?” 
 
    Bran rubbed his shoulder. “Well, she doesn’t punch me near as much, for starters.” 
 
    The two laughed, probably more than the joke was funny, then they each let out a long sigh. 
 
    “When all this is done…” Patrick shook his head, then let it drop. “I just hope we return to an Ealdor that has its prince back.” 
 
    Bran put a hand on his shoulder. “Dominic looked powerful. Capable. I’m sure he’s done all he can to bring the prince home to safety.” 
 
    Patrick’s head bobbed up and down. “He’s one of the finest summoners I’ve ever met. But I still worry. Volrath… Volrath is toying with powers few people, if any, understand. There’s no telling what he’s capable of.” He stared at Bran. “I know you feel ready, to infiltrate Dreadmorth, and I’ll be right by your side along with the others, but we must be careful. As strong as we have gotten, we’re still no match for Volrath himself.” 
 
    Bran dropped his gaze to the flagstones, remnants of Ancient Pterodactyl blood staining the ground near their feet. “I know. As much as I want to fight him—to take him down—we’ll do our best not to encounter him at all.” 
 
    “Good,” Patrick said. “I’m glad to hear you say that.” He clapped Bran on the shoulder. 
 
    Bran looked up at the sky. It was still a strange thing to look at. Though it was sufficiently bright here—seemingly at every time of day—there was no sun. No stars. Just two moons and an oddly gray sky. 
 
    When they pushed off the wall, the shadows arrived, pulling them out of the Dark Lands and back into the Shadow City. 
 
    They materialized inside of the Library of Shadows. Alaro and Lara practically jumped up from their seats, excitement lighting their faces. 
 
    They had figured out how to open the portal. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran stepped up to the table Alaro and Lara had been working at almost nonstop since the night before. The diary of the Ketria founder sat open atop it. There were pieces of parchment strewn all over it, along with plates of half-eaten food. Apparently, the shadow people had been keeping them well fed today. 
 
    “We’ve done it!” Alaro announced. “We know how to create a portal!” 
 
    Patrick clapped his hands together. “Wonderful! So, how do you do it?” 
 
    Alaro and Lara exchanged a glance. 
 
    Lara spoke first. “Well, it’s not something that either of us will be able to do, as we don’t have access to an enchanted talisman, the ones that Portalists use… but... we think…” 
 
    “We think Bran should be able to manage it with his weird powers!” Alaro cut in. 
 
    Bran raised his eyebrows. “You think my powers are weird?” 
 
    “Unusual?” Alaro shrugged. 
 
    “Strange,” Lara added. 
 
    “A little odd,” Patrick offered. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. “I like to think of them as amazing.” He grinned at the others. “Now, what do I have to do?” He had been expecting to be the one to have to make the portal, as when they had consulted the shadow king, he’d had no such talisman in his possession. And, even if they’d had one, Bran had had the most experience when it came to manipulating portals of all of them. 
 
    Well, the only experience, if he were to be completely honest. 
 
    Alaro sat back down on his chair, staring down at the notes he had made, his gaze flicking from one page to another. “Apparently, it is quite a simple thing, though that doesn’t mean it’s easy.” 
 
    Bran walked over to the table and looked over the Ranger’s shoulder, staring at the translated text, though he couldn’t understand much of it. “It looks like a potion recipe.” 
 
    “It is, essentially,” Alaro said. 
 
    “There’s… a lot of ingredients here.” Bran’s brow furrowed. He recognized the name of one or two things, but most of the things he saw he had never heard of. “Are we able to get all of these here?” Maybe the shadow king would be able to find them, like he got food taken from other realms… Bran tried not to think of the moral implications of that, wondering if the shadow people had been stealing food for them all of this time. 
 
    “Ah, see, I worried about the exact same thing,” Alaro said, his finger trailing down the list of ingredients. “I thought we needed all of these things, until Lara”—he pointed across the table at the Mage—“figured out that wasn’t the case.” 
 
    Lara gave a smile somewhere between proud and shy. “It’s a complicated language, and while I’ve never had the privilege of having formal classes in it, I’ve picked up a few things over the years, and I realized…” She turned a piece of parchment around to face Bran. Patrick had stepped over by this point, and was leaning forward to look at it. “This,” Lara continued, pointing at a few words, “says we don’t need to use all the ingredients, only some.” 
 
    “How do we know which to use?” Bran asked. 
 
    Lara raised a finger. “I wondered the exact same thing. It turns out, we need loot from four types of monsters.” 
 
    Huon raised an eyebrow. “Any type?” 
 
    “That depends on what type of portal you’re trying to create.” Lara peered down at the page. “Now, the difficulty we encountered was the fact that summoners traditionally create portals to Monster Realms, not to the Mortal Realm. But I have to imagine it’s possible…” 
 
    Bran pulled up a seat. 
 
    “So, wait… do we know how to do it, or not?” Bran raised an eyebrow. If there was a different way to open a Mortal Realm portal than there was to opening a Monster Portal… they could very well be stuck here for longer, until they found another book with the details of what they needed hidden behind a bunch of translations. 
 
    Lara raised a finger, then pointed it down at the piece of paper in front of her. “I am ninety percent certain.” 
 
    Alaro tilted his head from side-to-side. “Eighty percent.” 
 
    Lara pursed her lips, shooting him a glare. “At least eighty-five.” 
 
    “Glad to see the two of you are confident,” Patrick muttered. 
 
    They both glared at Patrick, the Beastmaster becoming the object of their ire. 
 
    Bran chuckled slightly and shook his head. “What do I need to do? Why don’t we try this, then we can be one-hundred percent certain on whether it works or not.” 
 
    “Before we do…” Lara looked over at him across the table. The glare was gone, and a serious expression set onto her face. “We need to discuss where we’ll arrive in the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Bran nodded. “How much control do we have over that?” 
 
    “Quite a bit,” Alaro said. “I used to think that portals, when made to Monster Realms, appeared at random places in that realm.” He shook his head. “Apparently, that’s only the case if you don’t assign a position. Volrath has been placing portals in Monster Realms claimed by Ketria for… well, who knows how long. I don’t think he moved those portals into those positions within the Monster Realms, I think he knew where to put them when he manifested them because he’d spent a lot of time training in those realms when he was a student of Ketria.” 
 
    “It never made sense, see,” Lara said, “if the portals appeared randomly in the realm with the Founders’ Fortress, they could have been on the other side of the world. I don’t think he would have been able to move them that far. Or here, in the Shadow Realm, they have always appeared close to the Shadow City.” 
 
    Bran nodded along. “How do we assign a location?” 
 
    “That part’s simple! But… a bit tricky.” Alaro bit his lip. “You have to have been there before, so you can imagine it.” 
 
    Bran’s eyes fell closed. He gripped the bridge of his nose at the top, his forehead lining deeply. “But I’ve never been to the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we know,” Lara said, her voice suddenly sounded somewhat apprehensive. “See, we found something else…” There was a rummaging of parchment and paper, and Bran opened his eyes to see what she was doing. She turned a piece of parchment around, which had a few neat lines of her handwriting on it. 
 
    “What’s a… Mind Meld?” Bran asked. 
 
    “It’s a demonic spell, one for your Demon Griffin to learn,” Alaro said. “A way to enter an opponent’s mind. Usually it’s for… well…” 
 
    “Torture,” Lara finished for him. She picked up a scroll, wrapped in a red ribbon, and passed it over to Bran. “But we think it will work.” 
 
    Bran took the scroll, his hand shaking slightly, grasping what exactly they intended him to do. “How did you even find this?” 
 
    “The shadow king,” Alaro replied. 
 
    Bran scrunched up his face. He looked at Lara. “Are you saying you want me to use a torture spell on you, so that I can get a picture of the place we’re trying to open this portal into in the Dreadmorth Institute from your mind?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m asking you to do,” Lara said. 
 
    “But it’s—” 
 
    “Going to be very painful, I know.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt—” 
 
    “I’m not some delicate flower, Bran.” Lara huffed. “I’m a summoner on a mission to save the world from a terrible threat. A terrible threat that happens to be my father, making me all the more responsible. If I couldn’t bear a little pain, then I shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    Bran opened his mouth to protest further, but he found he didn’t have the words. She was right. He wouldn’t think twice about undergoing the pain himself. It didn’t make him feel good, but from his time as a soldier, he knew sometimes it was necessary to do something that didn’t feel good for the greater good. 
 
    At least, that’s how he would justify it. 
 
    Besides, Lara would likely see any argument he gave as an insult to her—as though she couldn’t take some pain. 
 
    “All right.” Bran turned his gaze to the scroll in his hands. He picked at the ribbon tying it closed, slowly working the knot loose, then pulled the ribbon free. The scroll unfurled atop the table. “I guess we’re doing this.” 
 
    Bran read the page. Just as with the Unjoin spell, it only took a moment for this to work. 
 
      
 
    Skill gained! 
 
    Demon Griffin has unlocked the spell Mind Meld. 
 
      
 
    Mind Meld 
 
    Mind Meld gives the caster the ability to enter an opponent’s mind and steal a piece of knowledge, halt their movements, or momentarily command them to attack their own allies. This spell reacts radically differently depending upon which configuration it is used with. 
 
    Whatever the caster’s intention, the spell will cause great pain to the one it is used upon. 
 
      
 
    Bran read the last part of the text three times. He had been hoping there would be a way to reduce the pain inflicted, or perhaps take it away entirely. But that would have been too easy, wouldn’t it? 
 
    He let out a long sigh. “I suppose there’s no use waiting,” he muttered, looking over at Lara. He switched to the Mage configuration. “I’ve never used a spell like this before, Lara. I…” He swallowed. Not many things made him afraid, but the prospect of hurting one of his friends was one of them. “I hope I will be able to manage what is needed on the first attempt.” 
 
    “May I… offer a suggestion?” Patrick had yet to take a seat with the rest of them, and was still standing above the table with his arms crossed. He looked down at his armor, then looked at his gauntlets. He removed one, then, with terrifying strength, ripped a strip of leather from the lining within. “I don’t know what the pain will be like, but you can bite down on this while it’s happening.” He folded the leather in half, then passed the strip to Lara. 
 
    She picked it up hesitatingly, gave it a sniff, then seemed to instantly regret that. She exhaled through her nose, then gave a sharp nod. “I’ll be imagining the place in my mind. It’s… somewhere I used to go when I was younger, when I wanted to be by myself…” 
 
    Bran shifted in his chair, suddenly aware that he would be invading Lara’s privacy in a way no one ever had before—invading her mind. 
 
    Lara continued, “There is a… type of labyrinth beneath the institute. It has countless tunnels, heading in all different directions.” She tilted her head to the side. “I never knew what it was used for as a child, but I suppose it must have been both a refuge, and an escape, for when the institute was under siege—something that has happened many times over the years, though not in the last few centuries. Within the labyrinth, there is an underground lake. I stumbled upon it once. At first, I would go down there with a candle, as it’s frightfully dark. Then, with a lantern. Then finally…” She raised her right hand, and fire bloomed over it. After a few seconds, she closed her fist, and the flames were snuffed out; a small puff of dark smoke trailed up toward the high ceiling. Lara shut her eyes. “Now you know what to look for.” She placed the piece of leather in her mouth and gave a sharp nod to indicate her readiness. 
 
    Bran did not feel as ready as it seemed Lara did. His hands tensed and relaxed. He had never cast an offensive spell upon one of his friends before. He had used Shadow Step on them, but this? 
 
    He let out a silent sigh. He was delaying the inevitable, and every moment he did would only heighten Lara’s expectation. And Bran knew that the expectation of pain could sometimes be as bad as the pain itself. 
 
    Bran looked at Alaro. At Patrick. Both summoners were quiet. Alaro stared at Lara, as serious an expression on his face as Bran had ever seen. Patrick had his arms crossed once more. He was looking down at the dark stone floor, a glare upon his face, as though the floor had somehow offended him. 
 
    Now or never, Bran thought. 
 
    He stared over at Lara, then cast the spell. 
 
    Lara tensed. A muffled moan escaped her lips, and she bit down on the leather, back arching in her chair as she gripped the edges of the thick wooden table in a shuddering grip. 
 
    But Bran couldn’t focus on her, or the pain she was going through. Images began to appear, transposed over his vision. He shut his eyes, and the images became the only thing he could see. 
 
    There was a flood of them, and at first it was hard to decipher what any of them were. He saw different types of monsters. He saw a large, dark building, its architecture full of sharp, angular lines and pointed roofs. 
 
    He saw Volrath, though the man looked younger, the lines on his face smoothed by youth. 
 
    All these images flicked through his mind. Bran tried to get hold of them, feeling the mana drain from his Demon Griffin’s mana pool as he did. He focused, willing the image he wanted from her mind, and heard a muffled scream. Keep pushing, he thought, hating himself. Get this over with. 
 
    Then the flood of images stopped, and all he saw was one. 
 
    A lake, in a spacious, underground cavern. He was holding a fireball in his right hand—no, it wasn’t him, it was Lara. The flames danced, making the shadow on the jagged rock walls do the same. 
 
    He committed the image to memory, taking in every detail. The dark waters that stretched further than the light. The rough ground beneath him. The high, rock ceiling. The still air. 
 
    Bran cut off the spell. 
 
    He let out a shaky breath, opened his eyes, and looked over at Lara. 
 
    Lara spit the strip of leather from her mouth. It landed atop one of the pieces of parchment, dampening it slightly with saliva.  
 
    Almost shyly, Lara wiped her mouth, took a breath, then nodded. “I felt you get what you need.” She rested her hands on the wooden table, one gripping the other, and didn’t look at him. 
 
    Bran leaned forward in his seat, stretching a hand over the table to place it on hers. 
 
    She pulled away. 
 
    Bran hesitated. “I’m sorry. That… that looked rather painful.” He winced at the understatement, not sure what else to say. 
 
    Lara shook her head, then locked eyes with him, a forced smile twisting her lips. “It was necessary.” She steeled her face. “Now, let’s see if this works.” 
 
    Bran nodded. If she didn’t wish to discuss what had just happened, then he supposed it would be best for him to let it lie. Still, he struggled to get the echo of her muffled scream out of his mind. 
 
    “All right,” Alaro said, glancing between the two of them. “The next part is much easier, and, well, painless.” He bit his lip, seeming to regret his words, sounding as awkward as Bran felt. “Anyway. Yes. So…” He pulled four different ingredients from his pack. “A scale from a Lizard Man. Clay from a Golem. The feather from a Shadow Vulture. And the horns from a Swamp Satyr. Again, we’re like seventy percent sure this will work.” 
 
    Bran narrowed his gaze, remembering the number the Ranger had cited had been higher than that earlier. “What do I have to do?” he asked, growing a little impatient. He wanted this to be over with, so they could finally stop Volrath draining energy from this realm and go home. 
 
    Home. Had he already begun thinking of the Ketria Academy as home? 
 
    “We should resupply first,” Patrick said. “Before we open the portal.” 
 
    Bran let out a long sigh, but the Beastmaster was infuriatingly right. They all parted from the library, heading back to their quarters. Lara was the first to leave, her steps more hasty than usual, her gaze not meeting his. 
 
    It wasn’t long until they returned to the room, their bags of holding packed full with health and mana potions, and other potions. Bran left the rest of the loot he had gathered in his room. It wouldn’t all fit within his bag of holding. Besides, he would be back for it. 
 
    He would make a killing at the Trading Hall selling it all—the whole party would. 
 
    When he returned to the Library of Shadows, he found that the others were already there. The four ingredients—remnants from four different types of monsters—were arranged in a square on the table. Alaro leaned over them, looking from his papers, back to the ingredients, and so on, with a frown. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bran asked as he came to stand beside the Ranger. 
 
    “It just looks too simple.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s supposed to be simple?” Patrick asked. “Crafting isn’t difficult, most of the time. Usually it just requires patience and knowledge.” He nodded at the ingredients. “Perhaps this is the same.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded, though he didn’t look entirely convinced. “All you have to do, is imbue your mana into each item, then… combine them together.” 
 
    “Combine them?” Bran narrowed his eyes. “How do I do that?” 
 
    “You can fuse monsters,” Lara said. “I’m sure this will be easy enough to figure out.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her. Was her tone more… aggressive, than it might be usually? He supposed he couldn’t blame her, after what he had put her through. “I’m sure.” 
 
    He let out a sigh and sat at a chair in front of the ingredients. One by one, he rested his palm atop them. He imbued the scale first, and it took on a dim blue glow. The clay next. The horns, the feather. Until they each glowed blue. Then he sunk into his fear-sense, as that had been what he always used to connect to portals, and started putting the ingredients beside each other, close enough that they were all touching. 
 
    He stared at them, wondering what the trick to combining them was. Should he grind them each down? Is that what it meant? Surely it wouldn’t mean using his join spell—no other summoner had such a spell, after all. He put his hand atop them all and frowned, then he shut his eyes and focused. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was focusing on, but he hoped it would come to him soon. 
 
    As he sunk deeper and deeper into his fear sense, a kind of understanding began to dawn on him. He felt a pull between the different types of ingredients. It wasn’t the same pull that he felt with his monster bonds, nor was it like when he felt one monster should be fused to another. 
 
    This was nowhere near as strong. 
 
    Still, the pull was evident. 
 
    He let his mind linger upon it, imagining this must be what Portalists train to do for years with their talismans. Was he so arrogant to think that he would be able to do such a thing without any training whatsoever? 
 
    Something clicked within his mind, and he felt the ingredients beneath his palms shift and become warm. When he opened his eyes, he saw light spilling forth, escaping through the small gaps in his fingers. The light was blue, and he felt no further pull at his mana, so it wasn’t coming from him—or it already had, when he’d imbued his mana into each ingredient. 
 
    In a snap, the pieces clumped together, melted into one, then shrank— 
 
    On the table sat a seed. It briefly glowed a bright blue, then dimmed down until the glow could only be seen when both Bran’s hands were covering it, blocking out the light around the Library of Shadows. 
 
    “It’s a… seed?” Patrick raised an eyebrow, his arms crossing over his chest again. “Are we supposed to, ah, plant the portal?” 
 
    Alaro clapped his hands together. “It worked!” 
 
    Bran stared down at the seed in front of him—the seed which he had created. This all felt a little too easy. Was it really that simple to create a portal? If so, why didn’t everyone do this?  
 
    “That didn’t feel very hard,” he said. Then he realized his insensitivity and looked over at Lara. “I mean, combining the ingredients, not what happened with—” 
 
    Lara waved a hand. “I know what you meant. But, according to the diary, it took Lenara two years of focused meditation to achieve that goal.” Her eyes widened a little. “You accomplished it in a matter of minutes.” 
 
    Bran stared back down at the seed. He had done something in minutes that took people years? 
 
    Worldbreaker. 
 
    One day, he would figure out what that really meant—what he really was. 
 
    Bran cleared his throat. “So, what next? Do we find a plot of dirt, or?” He forced a smirk. 
 
    Alaro smiled and shook his head. “Close your eyes, think of where you want to go, then toss it on the floor and a portal will appear.” He shrugged. “At least, that’s what the book says. And considering who wrote it, I believe her.” 
 
    Bran shook his head. Alaro really did have a thing for Founder Lenara, didn’t he? 
 
    For a moment, Bran considered his plan of wearing the uniforms of the Dreadmorth students they had apprehended—the ones currently occupying the Shadow Dungeon’s cells—but he knew if they got caught, there was no way he or Lara wouldn’t be recognized. 
 
    They would have to ensure they moved through the Dreadmorth Institute unseen. 
 
    He took the seed from the table, gripping it gently in his fist, then stood and faced a clear space on the floor. He shut his eyes, imagining the place they wanted to go—the underground lake in the labyrinth beneath the Dreadmorth Institute. 
 
    As he tried to imagine the lake, images of Ketria Academy kept invading his mind. Of his rooms there. Of the dining hall. The Trading Hall. The grounds. All of it. 
 
    He pushed those images away as best he could. Though he couldn’t wait to see the academy again, this was more important. He hadn’t just given the shadow king his word, he had made a Dark Pact. 
 
    He wouldn’t let the king down, and he wouldn’t let Volrath continue to steal energy from the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Not if he could stop it. 
 
    The image of the underground lake stuck firmly in his mind, Bran inhaled deeply, then let out a long breath as he tossed the seed to the ground. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The seed skittered across the stone floor then came to a stop. 
 
    Bran waited, staring down at it expectantly. When a moment had passed, he took a short step toward it. 
 
    Light blossomed from the seed, so bright it stung Bran’s eyes. He flung up a hand to block the light, but the light didn’t last long. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, a portal stood in front of him. Like most portals, it was a simple door standing in the middle of the library. The wood was solid oak, and it had a polished brass handle. 
 
    Bran felt its pull. Felt the portal tugging at him. 
 
    “You did it,” Patrick whispered. “Not that I didn’t think you could.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope I opened it to the right place,” Bran said. It was meant to be a joke, but the way the others reacted, it seemed to only worry them. 
 
    Bran opened the portal door. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been three months since Bran had stepped through a portal. 
 
    He had almost forgotten about the cold. The way it bit at his skin and froze his eyelids together as he stepped out on the other side. 
 
    Like always, he had sent his monsters through first. The Demon Griffin and the Shadow Lynx, before stepping through. 
 
    He went in after them, the others in his party behind him. 
 
    What he found on the other side was utter darkness but for the persistent glow of the open portal. In the Mage configuration, he cast Fireball. The heat seeped into his skin, warming him instantly, throwing off the cold snap that had overtaken him and lighting the cavernous space at the same time. 
 
    He had never seen waters so dark and still. He activated his fear-sense. No enemy monsters were nearby, but he still had the Finder around his neck, and it wasn’t only monsters that he could feel. 
 
    Bran smiled. 
 
    He could feel all the summoners in the school, even through the thick rock of the labyrinthian cave walls, he could feel them. He knew this ability would help him when he got here, but this… this would be an amazing asset, and it would make it far easier for them to sneak about through the Institute if they knew who was standing around every turn. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the others to step through. Patrick didn’t seem to need the fireball, or the light. He was no doubt using qualities from his monsters to keep himself warm, and to see in the darkness of this place. 
 
    Lara conjured her own ball of fire, and it hovered in front of her. 
 
    Alaro, bow in hand, arrow nocked, quickly glanced every which way before hastily heading to the fire, warming his hands. 
 
    Lara let her fireball remain there and walked toward the underground lake’s edge, stopping one step away. She gazed over the water, into the darkness of the cave. “I never thought I would see this place again.” 
 
    “How often did you come here?” Bran asked. 
 
    “Almost every day, sometimes…” Lara looked at the dark water. She stepped closer, and kneeled at its edge, running dipped fingers over the surface, sending a little ripple through the stillness. “It was the only place I felt safe.” 
 
    Bran swallowed. He had often thought of what her childhood must have been like. A man like Volrath didn’t exactly seem… loving. Bran hadn’t known his own father, and he hadn’t known his mother near as long as he wanted or needed to, but one thing he did remember about her was… she was always there, and she was always kind. 
 
    Lara’s father was alive, and it looked as though she never had what he’d had. 
 
    Bran stepped over to her, boots crunching pebbles. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Where do we go from here?” He hated to interrupt whatever moment she was having, but he needed her to be focused for what they were about to do. 
 
    Lara swiped her face with the back of her hand, getting both cheeks before she stood and faced Bran. 
 
    When she turned, her face looked as though it was carved from stone. “I’m not sure. I don’t know how he’s stealing power from this realm. What I do know is, I’m not the only one who uses these tunnels. That’s… that’s how I found out what he was up to. I was tired, and I took a wrong turn heading here—a place I’d been hundreds of times—and instead wound up somewhere else. I overheard my father and brother speaking. I stayed there, around the corner, listening to them for an hour, frozen in fear.” She shook her head. “I didn’t see what they were doing down there…” 
 
    Bran nodded. “Do you remember the way?” 
 
    “I can’t forget it.” 
 
    The Mage led the way out of the cave. There were several tunnel entrances that opened out onto the cavern with the underground lake. Lara didn’t pause when she reached them, heading straight for the one furthest to the right. 
 
    The others followed, looking wary. 
 
    Bran patted Patrick on the back. “Keep your ears perked at our backs, yeah?” Though he doubted anyone would be able to sneak up on them, after the way the Shadow City had messed with his fear-sense, he worried there was a way someone could shield themselves from it. And if one of the Dreadmorth summoners’ monsters sensed that there was another portal down here, one that had never been before… it could send their monster down to check it out. 
 
    Bran drew his sword, switching to the Beastmaster configuration. He took the hearing from his Shadow Lynx and sunk into his fear-sense as he walked. If there were other summoners down here—if Volrath were down here—he wanted to know it. 
 
    So far, he couldn’t sense anyone. 
 
    But there was something, or rather, the hint of something, on the edge of his perception. Lara led them through a tunnel so narrow it didn’t fit their larger monsters. Bran cursed under his breath, absorbing his monsters back into his crystals. 
 
    “Should we wait five minutes before continuing?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “It’s more than a ten minute walk to where we’re going,” Lara said. “If Bran senses something, we can hang back until our monsters are ready to be summoned.” 
 
    The Ranger nodded. 
 
    Bran glanced back at the Beastmaster. Patrick rarely summoned his monsters. Bran supposed none of them were defenseless without them. 
 
    They pressed on, all their monsters safe within their crystals, walking single file through the narrow caves. Bran focused heavily on his fear-sense, trying to figure out what it was that he had felt. 
 
    Now that his fear-sense had developed, and especially with the use of the Finder boosting his unique ability, monsters felt like… like bright lights within his mind. It was a hard thing to describe, but he got a strong sense of their power, and now even their type if he were close enough. 
 
    This… this felt like small wisps of light—of power—flowing through the air in the distance, coalescing... somewhere. 
 
    The further they walked, the stronger the odd sensation became, until he thought it wise to tell the others. 
 
    “I can feel… something,” Bran said. 
 
    Patrick let out a low growl. “Summoners up ahead?” 
 
    Alaro drew the arrow he had nocked halfway, eyes darting forward. 
 
    Lara didn’t move—she was already ready to cast a spell, her fireball lighting the way ahead. 
 
    The tunnel was still too narrow to summon any of their monsters. Bran leaned against the jagged rock wall as they all stopped. He shook his head. “It’s not that. It’s something else. Like, raw power…” He shut his eyes. “I think I can feel where the energy is going. It’s… strange. This power. It’s raw… like nothing I’ve ever felt before.” Something clicked in his mind. “No. That’s not right. I have felt this before. In the first Monster Realm where I did my Ranger training. When we were in the tunnels, on the mission to close the portal those two Dreadmorth students had used to infiltrate Ketria. I… I had felt something there. Something powerful.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that the Crocolisk and the Iron Lynx?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran shook his head again. “No. I felt those too. This was different. More powerful.” He opened his eyes, looking ahead of them. “I thought it might be Volrath, but he hadn’t been there.” 
 
    Lara swallowed. “You think my father is down there?” 
 
    Bran frowned. “I don’t know. Wouldn’t I be able to sense his presence? The presence of his monsters?” With the Finder, he was even able to sense when a monster was inside of its crystal—he could sense all of his party members’ monsters in their crystals, after all. 
 
    “We should keep moving,” Patrick said. “Our monsters will be ready to summon soon, but they won’t be of any help here.” He glanced behind them, then looked forward. 
 
    Bran pushed himself off the jagged wall. Whatever he was feeling, whether it was Volrath or not, they needed to head toward it—needed to find whatever was stealing energy from the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Lara pushed forward, Alaro behind her, Bran behind him, and Patrick at their rear. The tunnel widened, and narrowed. It branched off, creating several forks, though Lara never hesitated, always knowing which way to go. Each time she chose a direction, it was always headed toward whatever energy he was feeling. 
 
    They were getting closer and closer. 
 
    Eventually, the rock walls became more uniform and less jagged, as though they had been scraped clean. Then they passed into a tunnel with stone-slab walls and stone-slab floors, and an arched ceiling. There were brackets in the walls, holding torches that didn’t look like they had seen flames for a hundred years, at least. Yet there were no cobwebs, as though spiders didn’t survive down here. 
 
    The power Bran felt grew in his mind, filling his head. It became more than just a presence in the distance—it became a pressure pushing against him. Something familiar yet totally alien. Something overwhelming in its strength. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Bran whispered. 
 
    Lara paused up ahead, looking back. “It’s around the next turn.” 
 
    The tunnels were wide enough to summon their monsters, now. Bran summoned both of his into being. The Shadow Lynx stretched its long, powerful body. The Demon Griffin tensed its muscles, its wings curled behind it. 
 
    Alaro summoned the Crocolisk. It writhed on the ground for a moment, then stretched its head up, opening its massive jaw in a brief, silent yawn. 
 
    Lara summoned her Daeva. 
 
    The Daeva appeared, its shadow-hood drawn over its head. It was silent, as it always was. 
 
    Something happened as the Daeva hovered forward—it began to… flicker, in and out of solidity. 
 
    Just as the shadow king’s wings had. 
 
    “Lara!” Bran took her shoulder, his whisper harsh and urgent. “Absorb your Daeva!” 
 
    Lara’s eyes widened. She looked at the Daeva, noticed what was happening. “The—the sickness.” Her voice cracked slightly. He laid a hand on the crystal that housed the shadow creature, and reabsorbed the monster into it in a flash of light. 
 
    “I thought it only took energy from the Shadow Realm,” Patrick muttered. 
 
    Bran had thought the same. He examined his Shadow Lynx. Neither his monster nor Lara’s had suffered any of the symptoms of the shadow-sickness while in the Shadow Realm. Bran had thought his monster immune, and though Lara’s monster was a Daeva like the others suffering from it, it never seemed to affect it—perhaps because it hadn’t been in the Shadow Realm long enough. 
 
    Yet here, the Daeva had suffered the moment it was summoned close to whatever energy Bran was feeling. 
 
    Blessedly, his own monster was spared from the shadow-sickness, perhaps because it was a different species of shadow monster, which made him wonder why it affected some, but not others. Part of the pact he’d made with the shadow king was curing his people, after all. Hopefully destroying this energy-stealer will accomplish that, he thought. 
 
    “We have to press on,” Bran said. 
 
    Lara nodded, a defiant look in her eyes. She didn’t summon her other monster—the Fire Elemental—she just walked on ahead, leading the way down the dark tunnel with her fireball. 
 
    Bran sensed something. No, someone. Two someones, walking toward the chamber they were heading toward from another direction. He had been distracted momentarily by what had happened to the Daeva, and hadn’t noticed their initial approach. 
 
    He motioned for the others to stop, pointed forward, and held up two fingers. Best to be as silent as possible, though from what he could tell, neither summoner had their monsters summoned. He could, however, sense that they each had four full crystals in their bandoleers. 
 
    And they both felt immensely powerful. One of them… one of them felt like the well of strange power he had been sensing. But the well was still there—still gathering power. 
 
    As silently as they could, they approached the end of the tunnel they were walking through, where it opened up to the chamber they were headed toward. Bran switched from his Mage configuration to his Beastmaster configuration, and smoothly borrowed his Demon Griffin’s hearing. 
 
    The voices were faint. The chamber sounded as though it was quite large, but with his hearing enhanced he was able to make out the occupants’ words. 
 
    “… should never have declared war. That old bastard will rue the day he came up against us,” said a man. The voice was rough. Bran didn’t recognize it. Though he had only met Volrath briefly, on the Lion’s Mane, he remembered the man’s voice quite distinctly. 
 
    Someone let out a long, exasperated sigh. “War is what we want, you know that better than anyone. Why do you think I had you take the prince?” 
 
    That voice, Bran recognized. 
 
    Volrath. 
 
    To his side, he saw Lara clench her fists. He was surprised they didn’t burst into flame—he half-expected them too. 
 
    Her knuckles turned white, and her face reddened. He wondered if she could make out the words being said even without advanced hearing, as her father was speaking much more loudly than the other person. 
 
    Patrick, too, had anger written all over his face, his fears that the prince had been kidnapped by the Morkoth Empire more than confirmed. 
 
    “I didn’t expect them to keep the kidnapping quiet for so long,” the first man said. “Still hard to believe a few students and a royal guard going missing sparked all this, but at least it work—” 
 
    The man’s voice was cut off jarring quick, and it sounded as though he were struggling to speak, gasping for air. 
 
    “War is what I wanted, but be careful how you speak of the disappearance of my daughter. The Kalaran Kingdom, and that saint of a Grand Archmage Urslan, think they are dead. You better hope he is wrong about that. We can’t lose the Worldbreaker.” He paused. “Or my daughter.” His voice sounded somewhat strained as he spoke of Lara. “She’ll come around, once she sees… She’ll come around.” 
 
    A long, sharp gasping breath sounded, echoing about the chamber. The first man began speaking again, his voice even rougher than before—as though someone had shoved a hot poker down his throat, “Jonah didn’t kill them. Four of our summoners went missing soon after they did. You know they’re in the Shadow Realm, know they followed your son into it.” 
 
    “We know they stepped into the Shadow Realm, we can’t know that they survived. That place is full of threats you could never imagine, Bryce.” 
 
    Bryce—the first man who’d spoken—coughed heavily. “Your daughter is smart. Resourceful. She will survive. I’ve always admired her—” 
 
    “Be careful, Bryce, about how you speak of my daughter.” The venom in Volrath’s voice came as a surprise to Bran. He sounded… protective of her. With everything Bran knew about Volrath, the way he had ignored Lara so fully on the Lion’s Mane, then sending one of his lackeys to attack her… Bran wouldn’t have imagined hearing the man say such words. 
 
    “Now,” Volrath said, the venom gone from his voice completely, “it’s time we taught our friends in Kalaran a lesson, don’t you think?” There was a perverse pleasure in his voice. “For too long, summoners have taken it easy on these… mundanes. No more so than in the Kalaran Kingdom. They used to be our slaves, as monsters are our slaves.” 
 
    “They will be again.” 
 
    “Indeed. And so will any summoner who speaks out against me.” Volrath sighed, as though in relief. “It feels good, to finally be here. To finally reveal to the world what I’m capable of. And this is just a drop of the power I will wield. Once I get my hands on that Worldbreaker…” He let out a laugh. “Urslan thinks I want to rule the world. Thinks I want to put everyone—summoner and mundane alike under my boot. And well, he is right. The strong should rule. But he does not realize how small he is thinking. Does not realize that there is so much more out there for me to rule. So many worlds. This… this will just be the beginning.” 
 
    “And what a wonderful beginning it will be.” 
 
    Bran looked at the others, wondering how much Alaro and Lara were able to hear. It was clear from his face that Patrick had heard it all. The Beastmaster looked as though he wanted to burst forth. Take on Volrath now. 
 
    Bran put a hand on the Beastmaster’s shoulder, gripping it tightly. Patrick looked at Bran, the rage inside the man simmering to the surface. Bran shook his head twice. Though if he were honest, he was feeling exactly the same thing Patrick was. 
 
    He wanted nothing more than to storm into the chamber and attack Volrath, take him down while he was unawares. But who knew how powerful the man’s monsters were? 
 
    Bran put his finger to his lips, looking all of the others in the eye. They had to remain silent. Be patient. Wait for Volrath to leave. 
 
    Time passed. Neither Volrath nor the other man, Bryce, spoke for a long while. Bran could feel something happening with the well of energy. Like it was… moving. 
 
    Bran narrowed his eyes, forehead creasing heavily, focusing on the energy. 
 
    It was… moving into Volrath. The energy the man stole from the Shadow Realm… he was using it on himself! 
 
    Bran could still sense both men in the chamber. Eventually, the energy he had sensed moving into Volrath stopped flowing. The well of energy still ran deep, feeling as large as the lake in the first cavern they had stepped into when portalling to this place. 
 
    Bran sensed another presence, one that felt… familiar. He could feel four monsters in the new summoner’s crystals. Two fire-types, a wind-type, and a shadow-type. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth, looking over at Lara. Jonah. 
 
    “Father,” Jonah said. “I have received word from the border. The Kalaran Royal Army has breached through our defenses; they’re making their way to the capital. The Emperor is asking for your assistance.” 
 
    Volrath chuckled. “Ah, the Emperor,” he said the word venomously. “Good. Then I shall soon deliver my message.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “What else is happening? What are you holding back?” Volrath asked. “Jonah? Speak!” 
 
    “Our spies say that the Grand Archmage is… is preparing for attack.” 
 
    “Attack on what?” Volrath demanded. 
 
    “The Institute,” Jonah said. “They have portals. They’re on their way—” 
 
    A massive boom sounded from somewhere high above. The ground rocked slightly. Dust fell from the arched ceiling, falling into Bran’s hair and eyes. He wiped his face of it. 
 
    “Fool! You should have said right away!” Volrath shouted. Heavy footsteps echoed from the chamber, heading in the opposite direction to where Bran’s party waited. “If they’re looking for the prince, they won’t find him here. They won’t even find him in this realm,” there was a strong hint of mirth in his voice. “I will deal with this! You two, guard the chamber with your lives.” 
 
    Bran swallowed. So much had happened since they had left. War between the Morkoth Empire and the Kalaran Kingdom was inevitable, but this… this sounded like more than last time. 
 
    Far more. 
 
    Lara was right, he thought. 
 
    The crown prince—there was no way they would be able to save him if they didn’t even know where he was. Bran looked at Patrick. The man would have heard everything with his advanced Beastmaster hearing. His face was red, his jaw set, cheeks twitching. He, more than any of them, had hoped they would be able to save Prince Roderick while they were here. At least it sounds as though he’s still alive. 
 
    And that massive boom? What Jonah had said? Urslan was here, at the Institute! 
 
    He looked at the others, put a finger to his lips again as he sensed Volrath disappearing into the distance, his presence moving upward. Bran stretched his fear-sense further, and felt countless summoners gathering at a small distance away. Ketria Academy Students? Are they on the lawns of the Dreadmorth Institute? he wondered. 
 
    Perhaps he would find out soon. 
 
    When Volrath was far enough away, Bran looked at the others. He couldn’t know how much they had heard, and there wasn’t time to fill Alaro and Lara in. They had to act, now, while Volrath was distracted by the assault on the Dreadmorth Institute. 
 
    Bran signaled to the others to huddle close, and he whispered as quietly as he could, just loud enough for them to hear. “The Institute is being attacked. That noise was Urslan.” Alaro’s eyes widened at this information. The blood drained from Lara’s face. “The prince isn’t at the institute. Volrath left the chamber, but there are still two summoners inside.” Bran looked at Lara. “Your brother is one of them, and a man named Bryce.” 
 
    Lara nodded slowly. It looked as if she knew who that was. 
 
    “We have to move, now,” Bran said.  
 
    Patrick came to the front, his wings extending, encompassing much of the wide tunnel they stood in. 
 
    Then the four summoners brought forth their monsters and stepped into the chamber, ready for battle. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The chamber spread out before them, larger than Bran had expected it to be—almost the size of the first chamber they had been in, the cavern with the underground lake. 
 
    Bran’s mind was racing with everything he had just learned. 
 
    The Ketria Academy—Urslan—thought that Bran, Alaro, Lara, and Patrick were dead. 
 
    War had broken out between the Kalaran Kingdom and the Morkoth Empire once more. 
 
    And Urslan, the Grand Archmage of the Ketria Academy, was currently mounting an assault on the Dreadmorth Institute. 
 
    Instantly, Bran could see the source of the power he had sensed. In the middle of the massive chamber was a small body of what looked like water—the darkest water he had ever seen. It was in a circular pool built right into the floor, with crystals glowing a deep red embedded into the stone circling the top of the pool. 
 
    Though Bran had no idea how it worked, he was all but sure that that was what was stealing energy from the Shadow Realm—that everything within the pool had been stolen from there. 
 
    Glowing lights hovered about the chamber, similar to the lights illuminating the halls and rooms back at the Ketria Academy. 
 
    The two summoners, Jonah and Bryce, stood on either side of the dark water. Bran could only see one of their faces, Jonah, as Bryce’s back was to them. At any moment, Jonah might look up and see them. But so far, they had not been noticed. 
 
    They needed to act fast—take advantage of the element of surprise. Thus far, neither of the enemy summoners had any of their monsters summoned. 
 
    Jonah’s myriad of piercings glinted in the glowing white light. He raised his hands, hovering them over the dark water. 
 
    No… that wasn’t water. It was shadow. 
 
    “One touch, and I could consume some of this power…” Jonah said. Bran could see his wide smile from where he stood, the man’s teeth glinting. 
 
    The chamber was flat all the way through, nothing like the one they had arrived in which had been dirt and rock. This one had marble flooring, and there was a throne to one side, as though some long dead king once presided over the place. 
 
    The walls, however, were completely bare of paintings and murals. They were solid, smooth stone. The ceiling was as high as the room was large. There would be ample space for Patrick and the other flying monsters to take to the air. 
 
    Bran switched to the Mage configuration. His sword was drawn, gripped tightly in his right. He could Shadow Step behind Jonah. Stab him straight in the back… it wasn’t honorable, but sometimes the holiest of wars lacked honor. He wondered what Lara would think, if he killed her brother… 
 
    “That power is not for you, Jonah. How would your father react?” Bryce asked, but  Bran could sense a hint of longing in his voice. “Besides, it would overwhelm you. You are not strong enough to consume such.” 
 
    Before Bran could do anything, Jonah glanced up. There was rage in his eyes from the other summoner’s words. That rage dissipated instantly as he saw them, his eyes widening. 
 
    “Intruders!” Jonah yelled at Bryce. Before he’d finished saying the word, a fireball appeared in his hand. The crystals on his bandoleer began to glow. 
 
    The other man turned around. 
 
    Bran froze at the sight of him. 
 
    He was a dark-haired man, with a fierce look upon his face. His crystals began to glow, monsters appearing around him as he pulled a halberd from his bag of holding. 
 
    Bran recognized the man’s face. He could never forget it—it was etched into his mind for all of eternity. 
 
    One of the monsters that materialized was a manticore. 
 
    This was the man. The Lancer. From the Battle of Heathland. The summoner astride the manticore who had killed Jed and Wilson, Bran’s old squad mates. 
 
    His strategy of Shadow Stepping behind Jonah was forgotten. 
 
    Bran surged forward, sending a mental command to his monsters to do the same. Alaro had already loosed an arrow, and Bran watched as it flew through the air, heading toward one of the monsters that had materialized. 
 
    Bran switched to the Beastmaster configuration, taking aspects from the Shadow Lynx to make his legs stronger and faster. Taking aspects from the Demon Griffin to sprout wings on his back. 
 
    The Lancer’s eyes widened as he saw Bran. His forehead creased. Surprise and confusion warred across his face until recognition dawned upon him. 
 
    “Bryce, that’s the Worldbreaker! Take him alive!” Jonah shouted. 
 
    “What of your sister?” the Lancer asked. 
 
    “She can die if she wishes.” 
 
    The words stung Bran as he heard them, but he imagined they stung a thousand times worse for Lara. 
 
    A dark spell was cast toward Bran from Jonah’s hands, one he recognized easily—the Mage was trying to trap Bran in place. 
 
    Bran smiled. 
 
    He had been training for months now in the Beastmaster class, against all manner of monster, as well as occasionally sparring with the other members of his party in the morning in the localized training zone. 
 
    One thing he had learned about his Shadow Step ability while in the Beastmaster configuration, was that he could dodge spells with ease as long as he didn’t run out of Shadow Step time. 
 
    Running at full tilt toward the Lancer, Bran activated Shadow Step. His body became incorporeal. The Dark Binding spell that Jonah had unleashed slipped right through him. 
 
    So much had changed since the last time they had fought Jonah. 
 
    They were all stronger now, and Bran had fully embraced his powers, even if he had not fully mastered them. Take down the monsters, he thought to himself, reaching the first of Jonah’s monsters—the Shadow Wolf. 
 
    Chaos ensued around him. Spells and arrows fell upon enemies left and right. Monsters clashed, red in tooth and claw, talon and fang. 
 
    Bran deactivated Shadow Step, looking Jonah in the eye as he grabbed onto the Shadow Wolf’s fur. 
 
    At the same time, his Shadow Lynx just reached one of Jonah’s other monsters—one of the Inferno Elementals. The Shadow Lynx clamped its jaw onto the flaming monster’s arm, something that must have caused it immense pain as it was burned, then the Shadow Lynx Shadow Stepped right at Bran. 
 
    Bran, touching both monsters, fused them together. 
 
    As he did, he felt a massive drain to his energy, almost as though his very life force was being pulled from his body. His heart pounded against his chest, his breath coming fast, and every part of him ached. 
 
    He had never felt a drain like this before—not from fusing only two monsters together. It was even worse than when he had fused the Demon of Moloch with his Stone Griffin. 
 
    He didn’t stop to watch the fusion happen. He couldn’t. One of the others would take out the monster the moment it was fused and de-leveled down to 0. 
 
    In one fell swoop, Bran had taken down two of the Dreadmorth Mage’s monsters. How different this fight was, to the one they had had in the alley in Ealdor. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth and pushed past the pain he felt from the fusion drain, wondering if he would be able to use it again during this fight. He activated Shadow Step once more, sprinting toward the next closest foe with his sword in hand. 
 
    A shout of rage was unleashed to his right—Jonah, cursing at him for what he’d just done. A quick glance thrown over Bran’s shoulder and he spotted the enemy Mage stumble back two steps as an arrow—a normal arrow—took down his fused, level 0 monster. 
 
    Bran smiled, about to slash out at the man’s other Inferno Elemental when it instantly glowed. He’s reabsorbing his monsters so I don’t fuse them, not that I think I even could after that, Bran thought. That meant the man would be relying purely on his Mage attacks. 
 
    Bran had just taken four monsters off the field. 
 
    He would let the others deal with Jonah now. 
 
    His eyes were on the Lancer, who at this very moment sat astride his manticore. 
 
    Bran was thrown into the past, seeing it more vividly than he had since the day it had happened. The dark haired Lancer astride his manticore, halberd in hand, wreaking havoc upon non-summoners. 
 
    Bran had dreamed countless nightmares of that day. The chaos of it. The death that surrounded him. 
 
    The Battle of Heathland. 
 
    How he had wished he had been stronger. How he had wished he had been able to fight the Lancer. Take him down—kill him. He could have protected his friends. His brothers-in-arms. 
 
    Now, he was given a second chance. 
 
    Now, he could take his revenge upon this man—a man who had attacked those of lesser power to him, taking advantage of his Monster Magic in the worst way possible. 
 
    It was easy to see how the Lancer had become like this, if he had been working for Volrath all of this time. 
 
    “For Jed and Wilson!” Bran yelled. He shoved the pain he was feeling deep down inside, shrugging off the drain on his energy from the fusion as best he could. 
 
    He knew shouting the names would mean nothing to this man. Knew that he probably didn’t remember all of the people he had slaughtered that day. 
 
    But that didn’t matter. 
 
    Bran didn’t yell those names for Bryce. He yelled them for himself—and for those he had lost. 
 
    The manticore was huge. Even larger than he remembered—it had been a year and a half since he had seen the monster, so it had no doubt gained many levels since the Battle of Heathland. 
 
    The manticore had the strong, proud body of a lion—much like Bran’s Ember Lion. Though they differed greatly. This monster’s fur was not aflame, and instead of the tail of a lion, it had one that looked as though it came from a scorpion. The stinger at the end dripped venom. The dark substance seared the marble stone on contact. The stinger itself was as long and sharp as the blade in Bran’s hand. 
 
    It wasn’t the monster’s size, its fangs, or its powerful, venomous tail that made Bran shudder. It was its face. Bran had encountered many monsters now—perhaps more than he could recall—and while some of those monsters were humanoid, and some, like the shadow king, could actually talk to him. 
 
    None of their faces looked as eerily human as the manticore’s did. There was something so uncanny about it that sent a shiver through Bran as he sprinted at the monster. 
 
    The manticore ran forward on powerful, bounding legs, the Lancer astride its back, gripping his halberd in one hand, the other holding onto the manticore’s fur around the scruff of its neck. 
 
    Bran scanned the monster before the gap between them was closed. 
 
      
 
    Venomous Manticore 
 
    Level: 23 
 
    Evolution Stage: Legend (5th Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Nature 
 
    Strength: 150 
 
    Toughness: 140 
 
    Agility: 110 
 
    Magic Power: 120 
 
    Personality: Sadistic 
 
    Summoner Bond: 80% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked. Level 23. 
 
    Though he was sure he had seen monsters of that level before, as he knew the monsters within the Shadow City were beyond level 30, he had never fought anything as high as level 23. 
 
    A smile spread over the Lancer’s face, twisted and wide like twin fishhooks were pulling up the sides of his mouth. His abnormally white teeth glinted in the light. 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure how much longer he could use the Shadow Step spell in Beastmaster configuration. He had already used at least half of the time he had with it. 
 
    The Lancer was dangerously close. Bran leaped up, his sinuous, blood-red demon wings propelling him into the air. The Lancer’s smile did not waver. 
 
    While in the air, Bran glanced around. The Lancer’s other monsters were all engaged with the monsters of his party members, or his own. From the looks of it, Jonah had already taken down at least four of their monsters. Alaro didn’t have any summoned any longer—his monsters must have been defeated already. So quickly, Bran thought, gritting his teeth. 
 
    Could he use his fusion ability once more? Would he even be able to? If he got the Shadow Lynx to Shadow Step and bring one of the Lancer’s other massively powerful monsters close to the manticore, perhaps he could manage it, though he shuddered to think what it might do to him if he tried. 
 
    But he wouldn’t even get the opportunity. 
 
    Jonah sent a huge, whirling ball of fire toward the Shadow Lynx. It engulfed the monster in an instant, completely draining its life force before Bran had a chance to reabsorb it. 
 
    Then Jonah Shadow Stepped behind Bran’s Ember Lion. Shadow claws sprang from nowhere, slashing into it, taking it down in a flash of light. Bran recognized the spell—Rending Blades. 
 
    Bran felt the pain crash into him while he was in the air. Two forced reabsorptions hitting him at once. 
 
    But he couldn’t hesitate. He couldn’t rest, even for another second. He had to push past all the pain and take the Lancer head on. 
 
    Bran swooped down, sword gripped tightly in hand. Even as he fell, he pulled a health potion from his bag of holding, downing it in a practiced motion, restoring some of his lost life force from the two forced reabsorptions. The Lancer’s halberd came up to meet him, beginning to glow with some powerful enchantment. 
 
    Bran activated Shadow Step and fell straight through the attack, landing on the marble ground inside of his enemy. 
 
    Then he activated Demonic Wave. The spell swirled around his body, crackling like lightning. The Lancer and manticore burst forward, turning around as quick as they could—but not quick enough. 
 
    Bran slashed out at the monster’s tail and deactivated Shadow Step at the precise moment when his blade was inside of it. The Venomous Manticore was moving at the time. Bran felt the tug on his arm, pulling the blade away, but he kept his grip tight, his body strengthened from aspects of his monsters he was borrowing. 
 
    The Demonic Wave spell electrocuted the manticore and rider. 
 
    Not only that—as it was a demonic spell, the pain wasn’t only inflicted upon his enemy. Bran felt it too. It pulsed through his body, mingling with the pain he was already pushing past from fusing two of Jonah’s high-level monsters. 
 
    Bran’s blade sliced the tail clean in half on one side. The manticore’s long, venomous stinger dangled, useless at the end of its tail. 
 
    The Lancer was knocked right off the monster from the shock. To Bran’s dismay, the man didn’t smash his head on the marble floor. He landed cleanly on his feet, the shock of the Demonic Wave attack clearly having already worn off. 
 
    The Lancer faced him, his monster no longer in reach. “Worldbreaker,” the man said. He tilted his head to the side. “We have met before.” 
 
    “You killed my friends!” Bran yelled, running forward, sword cocked back ready to thrust. 
 
    The Lancer had managed to hold onto his halberd as he’d fallen, and gripped it in both hands. 
 
    Bran barely registered what was going on in the rest of the fight. All he saw was his enemy—all he ached for was revenge. 
 
    The Lancer smiled widely as Bran closed the gap. 
 
    Bran slashed at the man’s head. The Lancer lazily brought his halberd up to block. When the sword went straight through the halberd’s shaft his smile fell away, teeth gritting. 
 
    He was out of Bran’s sword’s reach in less than a second, and Bran had wasted another use of his Shadow Step spell. 
 
    Bran roared in frustration, striking out for the man again—but Bryce must have faced a Beastmaster with Shadow Step before. The Lancer was watching carefully, testing strikes from a distance with his longer reach, expending the rest of Bran’s usage of the spell. 
 
    The way he moved… it was damned skilled. However much sense that made given the level of the man’s monsters, it only served to further frustrate Bran. 
 
    He had imagined this fight going differently. 
 
    Bran kept pushing, kept trying to gain the advantage, but the Lancer easily slipped out of his grasp. 
 
    When his use of the Shadow Step spell ran out, Bran hesitated slightly. He had grown reliant on that spell in this configuration—it was how he had managed to defeat so many monsters he probably shouldn’t have had a right to defeat. 
 
    The Lancer saw his hesitation. The too-wide smile with the too-white teeth was back, looking even more sinister than before. 
 
    He enchanted his halberd with some sort of spell. The tip of the weapon’s blade began to drip a caustic black substance. Like the manticore’s scorpion tail, Bran thought. 
 
    The man thrust his spear at Bran with tremendous speed and accuracy. Bran activated Wind Blast. It helped his movements become faster, putting the wind to work to his advantage, pushing his limbs in the directions he wanted them to go. 
 
    But this man was too much for Bran in a melee fight. Way too much. The second Bran ran out of the Wind Blast spell, he would be incredibly vulnerable. He could only move fast enough to get out of the way because he was using its effects. 
 
    Bran gritted his teeth. 
 
    It was a good thing he didn’t only have access to the Beastmaster configuration. 
 
    He leaped backward, his wings catching his weight with a strong flap. While in the air, he sheathed his sword in its scabbard with one smooth, practiced motion, then pulled his lacquered recurve bow out from within his bag of holding. He switched to the Ranger configuration, felt the Beastmaster alterations slip away as his body began to fall. His quiver still at his hip, he whipped out arrow after arrow, drawing and loosing three before he touched back down on the ground, all of them with the Dark Binding enchantment. 
 
    The first was dodged outright. The second the Lancer managed to slam away with the use of his halberd. 
 
    The third, however, struck him straight in his armored chest. 
 
    Though the arrowhead wasn’t powerful enough to pierce the man’s heavy armor, the enchantment on the arrow did its work. Dark tendrils of shadow sprang into being, wrapping and twisting around the man’s legs, halting his momentum and stopping him in place. 
 
    Bran couldn’t help but grin as he landed in a crouch on the smooth, marble floor. He whipped out another enchanted arrow—Iron Spikes—and split his mind in several pieces as he aimed and loosed. 
 
    The Lancer raised his halberd in front of him, holding it with both hands he began to twirl it around with great speed. As the arrow turned into one spike, then eight spikes, all aimed at the Lancer who had killed his squad mates, the man was able to hit each spike out of the way, none of them hitting him full on. 
 
    Bran didn’t let his frustration win out. He knew the man might break from Dark Binding’s bonds at any moment. He needed to finish this. 
 
    He switched to Mage configuration. Let’s see if he can block pure flames, Bran thought, casting a Fireball spell. 
 
    Fire sprang to life above his palm. He’d only had the spell for a day, and it was still a novelty to think that he was able to do something like that. Even after all the other spells he had learned and used to great effect, there was something primal and magical about creating fire where there once was none. 
 
    He tossed the Fireball at his opponent, but the Lancer didn’t just stand there and take it. He whipped his halberd around in a circle once more, as though that could block fire. 
 
    It didn’t, to Bran’s relief. The Fireball struck him full in the chest, wrenching him backward, and actually looked like it had hurt him—the man let out a yelp. 
 
    Bran grit his teeth, thinking about the different spells he had to use. Demonic Wave would help once the man got close enough—perhaps it would knock him off his feet. Possession would do him no good. That spell only worked on monsters, not humans. 
 
    The Lancer sprinted at Bran, making a straight line toward him, anger brewing in his eyes. 
 
    Bran cast Steel Slash, Wind Blast, then Iron Spikes. In the Mage configuration, he had more control over the direction the Iron Spikes went. 
 
    The Steel Slash was dodged. The Wind Blast was dived under. But the man couldn’t dodge every one of the eight Iron Spikes, especially as they were coming from all different directions and angles. 
 
    One hit him in the back of the leg. Another hit him in the side. A third hit him right in the shoulder. The rest, somehow, the man managed to avoid. 
 
    If Bran didn’t hate the man so much, he might have admired his skill. 
 
    The Iron Spikes barely slowed the man down, even though they had passed through his armor. Even as he moved, he wrenched them free. A health potion sprang into his hand as though from nowhere and was down his gullet before Bran could cast the next spell. 
 
    Then the Lancer was on him, halberd slashing fast. 
 
    Bran dodged backward, then took four hasty steps, avoiding the man’s reach, that sickeningly sharp blade slicing the air where his neck had just been. A dark substance once again fell from the blade. 
 
    He cast Demonic Wave. It sprang into being, a tongue of lighting lashing out and stabbing straight into the Lancer’s heart, pain stabbing into Bran at the same time. 
 
    It didn’t knock Bryce off his feet. 
 
    It just made him angry. 
 
    Bran ran through his options. All of his monsters were still occupied, and none of his allies were able to help him right now—turns out Jonah was quite the match even without his monsters, and the Lancer, Bryce, didn’t seem to need his monsters to fight Bran. 
 
    He switched back to the Beastmaster configuration. By the time he did, he was able to use Shadow Step again, avoiding a halberd thrust to his gut in the nick of time. While incorporeal, Bran shoved his bow back in his bag of holding and drew his sword once more. 
 
    He could take this man. He had to. 
 
    Bran’s timing was impeccable. But so was the Lancer’s. They attempted to exchange blows, but every slash, thrust, and cut Bran sent the man’s way was blocked, dodged, or turned aside. 
 
    And every strike the Lancer sent Bran’s way went straight through him. 
 
    Somehow, they were evenly matched. 
 
    “I remember you in the Battle of Heathland. How you fought, for someone who had no Monster Magic”—the Lancer dodged yet another of Bran’s strikes—“it was remarkable, if not a little pathetic, considering there’s nothing you could have done. Your friends, however, were cut down as easily as a farmer cutting fallow from their field.” 
 
    Bran let out a primal roar of rage. He slashed at the man as hard and fast as he could. Not thinking about any spells—just a hard strike to the head. 
 
    It glanced off the man’s head and shoved him back two steps. The Lancer’s eyes widened, genuinely surprised at what had just happened. 
 
    Then Bran remembered the spell he had just gained earlier that day, in the library. The one he’d had to use on Lara to gain the image of the cavern with the underground lake. 
 
    Bran took two steps back, switching to the Mage configuration. He raised his hand, and cast Mind Meld on the Lancer. 
 
    Bryce screamed. 
 
    It was a horrible heart-wrenching noise. As much as Bran hated the man, he took no pleasure in that noise—in the pain that the Lancer was feeling. 
 
    Bran himself felt a portion of that pain crash into his head, reverberating around his skull. 
 
    He remembered the spell’s description: 
 
    Mind Meld gives the caster the ability to enter an opponent’s mind and steal a piece of knowledge, halt their movements, or momentarily command them to attack their own allies. 
 
    Bran frantically looked around the massive chamber. Jonah was holding his own far too well. Alaro was on the ground. Was he… was he dead? Unconscious? How long had Bran been fighting Bryce? 
 
    Patrick still stood, or rather, flew. 
 
    And so did Jonah. 
 
    Apparently Urslan and Volrath weren’t the only Mages able to take to the air. Jonah hovered high in the chamber, avoiding Patrick’s great sword thrusts and slashes, while Lara pelted spells from the ground. The two of them looked absolutely exhausted. 
 
    Bran’s Demon Griffin was on its last legs. As he watched it struggle to fly, he quickly took the opportunity to down a health potion—but it was too late. The monster took a Fireball from Jonah. The flames engulfed the monster, ripping through every inch of it. The Demon Griffin glowed, forcibly reabsorbed into its crystal. Bran hissed at the pain, pushing past it as quickly as he could. 
 
    Bran couldn’t send Bryce after Jonah with the Mind Meld spell—not if the man was in the air. 
 
    He sent a mental command at the Lancer, before his Mind Meld spell could wear off—one word. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    Bryce’s scream ceased. 
 
    Bran walked toward the Lancer who had killed Jed. Who had killed Wilson. Who had broken the rules of engagement in war and gone after non-summoners instead of fighting those that were a match for him. 
 
    Bran gripped his sword tight. 
 
    Killing someone was never a good thing—but sometimes, it was necessary. 
 
    Bran switched to Beastmaster configuration, activated Shadow Step, then slid his sword straight into the man’s heart. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The light dimmed from Bryce’s eyes. 
 
    He slumped, fell to the ground, and remained still. 
 
    Bran stood over him, staring at his prone form. The anger he had felt drained away. There was no sense of accomplishment. No feeling of closure, at having finally gotten his revenge. 
 
    There was just a small pit in his stomach at having ended another life in a war that didn’t need to be. 
 
    Bran turned his attention on Jonah, hovering in the sky. He sheathed his sword and pulled out his bow once more. More than anything, he wanted to check on Alaro. Make sure he was okay. But every second counted. What if Volrath made it back down here? They still hadn’t done anything to stop the energy from being stolen from the Shadow Realm. 
 
    Bran glanced over at the dark pool, encircled by crystals glowing a deep red. 
 
    He took a Dark Binding arrow from his quiver, nocked it smoothly on the string, then drew it back in a practiced motion, taking aim at Volrath’s son—Lara’s brother—hovering in the air. 
 
    Bran needed to turn the tide of this fight. Needed to take the man down. 
 
    He loosed the arrow. Jonah couldn’t see Bran where he was. The man’s back was to him, and he probably still thought Bryce was putting up a fight. 
 
    The Dark Binding arrow hit the Mage square in the back. 
 
    Bran didn’t care whether this man lived or died,  but he did care about Lara. Whatever Jonah had done—or wanted to do—if they could disable him without killing him, Bran would. 
 
    But if there were no other options? 
 
    Bran wouldn’t hesitate. 
 
    The Dark Binding arrow worked. Jonah fell like a stone, crashing into the marble floor below, near the dark pool. It looked as though one of his legs had broken from the fall, and his ankle was twisted the wrong way. Bran winced at the sight. 
 
    Patrick swooped down. Before Jonah could do anything, he yanked the man’s Summoner’s Bandolier right off, ripping the leather strap in two. The Beastmaster thrust the Summoner’s Bandolier into Lara’s hands, then pointed his great sword at Jonah. “You are defenseless now. No more spells. Nothing.” 
 
    Jonah stared at the Beastmaster, his jaw clenched, his cheeks twitched, his face red and vibrating with pure rage. 
 
    “Surrender,” the Beastmaster said. He nodded to the pool. “Show us how to shut this down.” 
 
    “I will not surrender to the likes of you.” Jonah spit at Patrick’s feet. 
 
    Lara took a step forward. “Jonah… please, just show us how to prevent energy from being taken from the Shadow Realm. Monsters there are getting sick.” 
 
    Some of the rage slipped away from the enemy Mage’s gaze, replaced with incredulity. He scoffed, looking up at his little sister. “What do you care about monsters? Those Ketria bastards have softened you—made you weak!” 
 
    “Weak?” Bran came around to stand in front of the Mage. “Your sister is one of the strongest people I have ever met, and you are on the ground at her feet. You are the one who’s defeated.” He spread his arms wide, encompassing the chamber. “We won. Now, help us.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Bran shut his eyes, let out a sigh. “Then we’ll have to do it ourselves.” 
 
    “Jonah, what are you—” Lara’s words were cut off. 
 
    Bran opened his eyes. Jonah was… crawling along the floor. To the shadow-pool. 
 
    Before any of them realized what was happening, he slid straight into it, engulfed completely by the dense pool of shadow energy. 
 
    The man let out a scream, one far more wild and terrifying than the scream of the Lancer when Bran had used Mind Meld upon him. 
 
    “Jonah!” Lara yelled, running toward the pool. She grabbed for him, her hands stopping short at the surface. 
 
    His head was beneath it now, and there was no telling what would happen if Lara touched that shadowy substance. 
 
    The three summoners came to stand around the pool. 
 
    Lara was breathing heavily, her face white, drained of blood, her eyes wide, staring. 
 
    Patrick’s forehead was heavily lined, peering into the dark depths. 
 
    Bran tried to make out the man beneath the surface of shadow. The scream had been cut off when his head had been submerged. Bran couldn’t see anything through the blackness. 
 
    “Is he…” Lara’s voice shook, cracked, faltered. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Patrick said. “That scream…” The Beastmaster swallowed. 
 
    Bran didn’t blame him. That scream had been the worst thing he’d ever heard in his life. “We need to stop this… break the crystals… something.” He didn’t know if it would help Jonah. Honestly, it wasn’t Jonah he was worried about. 
 
    The man had made his choice. 
 
    He needed to stop the pool from pulling more energy from the Shadow Realm— 
 
    Bran’s fear-sense spiked. 
 
    The shadow-pool began to glow. 
 
    It was an intense, bright glow that seared Bran’s vision, burning his eyes so much he had to scrunch them closed. 
 
    The light was joined with a loud, rumbling noise, like thunder roiling in a storm-ridden sky. 
 
    “What’s happening?” the Beastmaster shouted above the noise. 
 
    Bran forced his eyes open. The brightness had dimmed, but he still struggled to see, spots of white blotching his vision. Blind, he pulled a potion from his bag of holding. He didn’t know if this would work—the Blinded status effect hadn’t activated, after all. But he needed to see what was going on. 
 
    He pulled the cork and downed the Blinded Antidote potion. In a second, his vision returned to him. 
 
    Though the pool’s brightness had dimmed, it still glowed with a dark aura. The shadows gathered in it were bubbling like a cauldron. Bran’s fear-sense was on fire, and he couldn’t understand what he was feeling—what it was trying to tell him. 
 
    The glow disappeared. 
 
    The rumbling sound ceased. 
 
    The shadow-pool stopped bubbling. 
 
    The silence was almost deafening after all that noise. Bran looked over at Patrick, at Lara. Patrick’s eyes were narrowed, though he still seemed to be able to see. Lara rubbed at her eyes, blinking several times. 
 
    “What… what in all the realms did I miss?” Alaro stood on shaky legs, downing a health potion as he stumbled toward them. A weight fell from Bran’s shoulders as he saw that the Ranger was all right. 
 
    “I don’t rightly know,” Bran said, bobbing his head at the shadow-pool. “Jonah jumped right in.” Bran turned his gaze back to the pool. 
 
    Something broke the surface, emerging out of it. A head, hooded in shadow. A human-shaped figure arose from the well of dark energy, hovering in the air above it. 
 
    It was Jonah. 
 
    But he didn’t look like Jonah anymore. His skin was that weird shadowy substance that seemed to shift from solid to transparent and back again. His eyes were two sunken pools of darkness. He smiled, open-mouthed, and there was only black inside. 
 
    At the ends of his fingers, dark shadowy claws gleamed. 
 
    “J-Jonah… What… what…” Lara stumbled backward. 
 
    Jonah looked at her. “I have taken of the power.” He closed his eyes, breathed in, and tilted his head up with a long exhalation. “And it feels… good.” 
 
    Bran’s scanner activated, shocking him. 
 
      
 
    Shadow Bane 
 
    Level: 20 
 
    Evolution Stage: ??? 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 110 
 
    Toughness: 100 
 
    Agility: 120 
 
    Magic Power: 110 
 
    Personality: Cunning 
 
    Status: Aggressive 
 
      
 
    They all stared, open-mouthed, at Jonah. 
 
    “You… you turned into a monster!” Bran said, incredulous. 
 
    Jonah opened his eyes and hovered to the ground behind the shadow pool—its energies still full, its depths still deep. 
 
    “Father said I could not handle it. Said I was not ready. But we experimented. Refined the process. I knew what I had to do—I knew it could be done!” 
 
    “Experimented…” Alaro trailed off, face pale as snow. “The third-year class…” 
 
    “Some of them survived.” Jonah wore a twisted smile. “None of them turned out as powerful as I. They were tamed. Even now, they fight for the Institute against you Ketria scum.” 
 
    Alaro shuddered, but he didn’t step back. He took an arrow from his quiver, nocked it, and drew the string. “You’re lying.” 
 
    Jonah let out a rumbling laugh. “Believe what you will.” He raised his hand and cast a spell. 
 
    With no Summoner’s Bandoleer. With no monsters. 
 
    The Dark Binding spell locked Alaro in place. 
 
    Alaro loosed his arrow. 
 
    Jonah sidestepped it with a terrifying, casual ease. 
 
    Bran, still in the Beastmaster configuration, lunged forward at the same time as Patrick did. Jonah didn’t move. Their blades fell upon him— 
 
    He Shadow Stepped out of the way, appearing behind the Ranger, slicing into his back with his shadow claws. Alaro screamed, back arching, body slumping, he fell unconscious to the ground once more—he mustn’t have been fully recovered from the first time. 
 
    “Jonah, please,” Lara pleaded. “You have to stop. This… this isn’t right. Look at yourself. What have you done? Why… why did you transform into a monster?” 
 
    Jonah tilted his head to the side, staring down at his little sister from where he hovered. “Don’t you understand, Lara? Father is trying to recreate the most powerful being in the universe.” He stared over at Bran. “The Worldbreaker.” 
 
    “Why… why would turning into a monster help with that?” Bran said, his voice shuddering. 
 
    “Because, you are a monster!” Jonah’s mouth twisted into some strange mix of rage and glee. He hovered straight toward Bran, shadow claws extended, ready to strike. 
 
    Bran stood, frozen. His mouth fell open, and he could feel his body go numb. 
 
    I… I am a monster, he thought. 
 
    That’s what the Iron Lynx had meant, when it had asked—Why are you fighting among the humans. 
 
    Because he wasn’t human. 
 
    He was one of them—a monster. 
 
    Again, the shadow king’s words drifted through his mind: Your people bridged the gap between humanity and monsters in a way that summoners never could. 
 
    Bran was a monster. 
 
    Jonah hovered right for him. 
 
    Bran tilted his head up to look at the man. The… Shadow Bane. 
 
    He activated Shadow Step, becoming incorporeal as Jonah struck out with his shadow claws. The strikes did nothing. 
 
    Bran sunk into his fear-sense and reached out with his mind. You don’t have to do this. He sent the words directly toward Jonah. Surrender, or leave your sister an only child. 
 
    Jonah’s eyes widened at feeling the words in his mind. “Never!” he yelled. 
 
    Patrick struck the Shadow Bane in the back. Jonah cried out, whirling around to strike at the Beastmaster. 
 
    Patrick was struck hard in the face by the swiftness of Jonah’s shadow claws. His blood flew into the air as his head was knocked back. 
 
    Bran summoned his Ember Lion, the five minutes between resummoning it having finally passed. 
 
    The Ember Lion appeared. 
 
    Bran switched from the Beastmaster configuration to the Mage configuration. 
 
    Patrick was knocked to the ground, face bleeding. The Shadow Bane stood over him, and looked to be about to deliver a killing blow when a Fireball struck him in the face, followed by Dusk Miasma. A dark patch of shadow surrounded Jonah, and he cried out in pain, moving away from the Beastmaster. 
 
    Heading for his sister. 
 
    Bran felt a sense of peace settle over him. He was still drained from fusing two of Jonah’s monsters earlier in the fight. He didn’t know if this would kill him. He didn’t care. 
 
    It was the only option they had. 
 
    He put a hand atop the Ember Lion’s head. 
 
    The Shadow Bane—Jonah—was steps away from striking Lara, his little sister, down. 
 
    Bran Shadow Stepped directly in front of Lara, taking the Ember Lion with him. He raised his hand. 
 
    Jonah ran straight into it. 
 
    Bran activated the Join spell. 
 
    Light bloomed around the chamber once more as the two monsters glowed. 
 
    Pain shot through Bran like a bolt of lightning from the heavens, coursing through his bones, tendons. A shuddering blast of pain burned over his skin. 
 
    Alaro shifted, sitting up, pulling another health potion from his bag. 
 
    Lara Shadow Stepped to Patrick, taking his arm and helping him stand. 
 
    Jonah was defeated. The Shadow Bane and the Ember Lion fused together into one monster—a monster tamed by Bran. 
 
    Bran didn’t look at what the fusion had created. He didn’t want to. It didn’t feel right. There had been no pull wanting the monsters to be as one, showing that they would be the perfect fusion. But he knew this had been his only option. Before the glow had dissipated, he absorbed the monster into his crystals. 
 
    Then he stumbled, falling to his knees, gasping breath, his heart thundering in his chest. 
 
      
 
    Mage Level Increased: Level 11 → 12! 
 
      
 
    Ranger Level Increased: Level 11 → 12! 
 
      
 
    Beastmaster Level Increased: Level 11 → 12! 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast (Shadow Lynx form) Level Increased: Level 10 → 11 
 
    Strength: 60 → 70 
 
    Toughness: 60 → 70 
 
    Agility: 70 → 75 
 
    Magic Power: 60 → 65 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast (Demon Griffin form) Level Increased: Level 11 → 12 
 
    Strength: 80 → 85 
 
    Toughness: 70 → 75 
 
    Agility: 50 → 55 
 
    Magic Power: 80 → 85 
 
      
 
    Bran blinked, staring at all the text. He had gained a level in every configuration, and with every monster but the one he had just fused! 
 
    Silence fell upon the four summoners. The others all came to stand around Bran. Alaro glanced over at Bryce, dead on the ground, a wound through his chest. 
 
    The once pristine marble floor was scorched, scratched, dented, and covered in blood, monster and human alike. 
 
    For a long moment, no one spoke. Bran imagined they didn’t know what to say; he didn’t know what to say. 
 
    Just when the silence began to push down on Bran, the pain slowly dissipating, his breath returning to a normal rhythm, a rumbling noise came from above, like it had before. The chamber shook, dust falling from the high ceiling. 
 
    “Urslan,” Bran said, struggling to his feet. “The attack on the Institute, it’s still underway.” He looked over at the shadow-pool. “We have to finish this—we have to destroy it and return to the Shadow Realm, before Volrath finds us down here.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “That pool… its powers… no one should be able to do that.” 
 
    Lara looked stricken, staring at Bran’s bandoleer, at the sixth crystal upon it that glowed darkly—holding her brother. 
 
    No one mentioned what Jonah had said. 
 
    That Bran was a monster. 
 
    He found he was thankful for that. It wasn’t a reality he knew how to deal with, and this certainly wasn’t the time to talk about it. Though just because he didn’t know how to deal with it didn’t mean it wasn’t running wild through his mind, making him wonder at the very nature of his existence. 
 
    He wasn’t human. 
 
    He wasn’t a summoner—not a normal summoner in any way, shape or form. 
 
    He was something else. 
 
    A monster. 
 
    Bran forced out a breath as he realized he had been holding it, and walked over to the shadow-pool. The dark substance inside was just as full as it had been before Jonah had jumped into it. The power inside of that thing, it was… unimaginable. He wondered what would happen if he were to touch it. If he were already a monster, would it make him stronger? Or would it change him in ways he didn’t wish? That energy isn’t for me, he thought. It isn’t for anyone in this realm—it belongs to the shadow people. The Djinn. 
 
    “This is what happened to the other third years…” Alaro murmured. Though he had taken a health potion. It looked as though he was still in quite a bit of pain. He moved slowly toward the shadow-pool, his back looking stiff, wincing at each step. “Nina. Eliot. Page. Joseph…” He shook his head, trailing off, as though there were too many people to name. 
 
    Patrick put a hand on his shoulder. “Jonah said some of them are still alive. They… they survived whatever horrid experiments Volrath put them through.” 
 
    It was left unsaid that they were now monsters. That the third-year summoners Alaro had known would now be fighting alongside the Dreadmorth Institutes summoners—not just alongside, but tamed by them. Forced to fight. 
 
    Bran shuddered. He couldn’t imagine that. Those people, once human summoners, captured and tamed? 
 
    And he was a monster himself—what if that ever happened to him? What if he were tamed? The thought was a painful one, and it did him absolutely no good right now, so he pushed it down in his mind. 
 
    “How do we shut this down?” Bran asked, looking over at Lara. 
 
    The Mage stared at the different crystals, then up at Bran. “I… I…” She shook her head. “I have absolutely no idea.” She stepped up to the closest crystal. Bran counted them—there were twelve. “But perhaps…” Her nose twitched, and anger flashed in her eyes. She stamped down on the closest crystal, and there was a harsh crack as it broke beneath her boot. 
 
    The glowing red energy within the crystals—whatever it was—escaped the moment the crystal broke, dissipated into the air like steam from a boiling pot. In seconds, the crystal became clear. Not a drop of red remained, and it looked as though it had never glowed in the first place. 
 
    Bran exchanged a glance with Patrick and Alaro. 
 
    The three summoners instantly joined Lara, stomping down hard on the crystals encircling the shadow-pool, red, misted energy escaping them. Once they had cracked six of the crystals, Bran noticed small wisps of shadow flowing into the air, shooting up out of the pools and drifting down toward the tunnel they had come through, like smoke in the wind. 
 
    “It’s working!” Bran said. 
 
    In moments, the rest of the crystals were cracked and broken, and the shadow-energy was rising up in a great, thick plume of darkness, heading down the tunnel. 
 
    Bran could feel it, with his fear-sense. Feel it as it drifted away. The strength of it. 
 
    “It’s going to the portal,” Lara said. 
 
    The chamber shuddered once more. Bran shielded his eyes, ready for the dust he knew would fall. But the shudder was more violent than it had been before. More than dust began to fall down on their heads, as chunks of the massive ceiling became loose and crashed down around them, leaving huge dents in the tough marble floor. 
 
    The assault on the Dreadmorth Institute must be more severe than he had thought. 
 
    “The chamber is coming down!” Bran shouted. “We have to get out of here!” 
 
    Urslan and the other summoners attacking the Dreadmorth Institute must have been exerting immense amounts of power. As far as he could tell from what Lara had said, these underground tunnels had stood the test of time for over a thousand years, much like the archives back at the Ketria Academy had. 
 
    A large chunk of ceiling fell right into the pool, mere inches away from each of them, and no one delayed. 
 
    They sprinted toward the tunnel. Bran was the first to make it through, and he didn’t need Lara to lead, as the large plume of dark shadow energy was still heading down the tunnel toward the portal, heading back to the Shadow Realm where it belonged, and he was able to follow it easily. 
 
    The tunnel quickly began to narrow, so much so that the shadow was almost touching Bran. It drifted up above his head, just out of reach of him. But he barely had time to worry about whether the shadow energy would touch him, or what would happen if it did, as the underground labyrinth hadn’t stopped shuddering, and he worried the tunnels they ran through wouldn’t hold for much longer. 
 
    He could hear the others behind him. Feel them with his fear-sense. The tunnels widened, narrowed, widened, just as they had before. A few times, he’d had to leap over a chuck of the tunnel’s rocky ceiling that had fallen into his path, wondering how close he was to one of those chunks falling upon him. 
 
    Bran was glad he was in the Beastmaster configuration, using its power to strengthen his legs. With his fear-sense, he felt the others drifting behind him. He had grown considerably faster at running since they had begun their training in the Dark Lands’ localized zone— 
 
    The localized zone that had worked on him, their monsters, but not on the other summoners. 
 
    The  localized zone. It had worked on him not because he was a Worldbreaker, but because he was a monster. 
 
    A chunk of rock fell to the ground directly in front of him. He dropped his shoulder. There wasn’t time to stop running. Sinuous, blood-red wings sprouted from his back as quick as they ever had, bending until they covered his head. The rock fell straight into them, and he could feel blood seeping from the wound in his wings. 
 
    He kept running. Kept pumping his legs. 
 
    They had to make it out of this place before the entire tunnel network collapsed on top of them. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran, Lara, Alaro, and Patrick reached the large chamber where the underground lake and the Shadow Portal were. Bran had his hands on his knees, catching his breath beside the others, watching as the shadow-energy they had released from the pool entered the portal. 
 
    “We can’t step through that without the energy touching us,” Patrick growled, rage seeping into his voice. 
 
    “We’ll… we’ll have to wait,” Lara said. “I do not want to find out what happens if we touch it.” 
 
    A moment after she uttered those words, a massive rock fell from the ceiling straight into the lake. The splash was loud, and some water sprinkled onto their faces despite them being nowhere near the water’s edge. 
 
    “Right,” Alaro said. “Let’s just stand here, below the collapsing ceiling, and hope none of the rocks fall on our heads and kill us instantly. That sounds like a wonderful, wonderful plan…” 
 
    Bran clapped the Ranger on the shoulder and forced a smile through gritted teeth. “It does sound like a great plan.” 
 
    They huddled together, none of their monsters summoned, and watched as the energy flowed into the portal. 
 
    Bran kept glancing back at all of the different tunnel entrances. Expecting someone—anyone—to come through them. He didn’t detect anyone with his fear-sense, and he knew they were alone in the tunnel-system, what with the battle happening above, but he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder, assessing threats that weren’t there. 
 
    An old habit, from his days as a soldier. 
 
    Bran let out a quiet sigh. They were in the middle of a war. His days as a soldier had never ended. 
 
    But at least I avenged my squad mates, he thought. The man who killed them is dead. He will never be able to harm anyone again. He should have felt… something from that, but he didn’t. He was glad he had been strong enough to defeat the Lancer, but gaining his revenge hadn’t filled the hole that had opened inside of him when his friends had died. 
 
    The shadow energy took what felt like hours until it was entirely spent. Though every minute felt like an hour, and it was impossible to tell the time down here. 
 
    When the last wisp of shadow energy entered the portal, more rocks began to fall from the ceiling, as though it were some trigger for the place to collapse in earnest. 
 
    “Time to get out of here!” Bran yelled, ushering the others toward the Shadow Portal. Lara was the first to step through it. Followed by Alaro and Patrick straight after. Bran stepped up to the portal, rocks falling around him, and glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    The chamber was still empty but for the fallen debris. 
 
    He stepped through the portal. 
 
    On the other side, the other summoners had already collapsed into seats around the table in the Library of Shadows. Bran shut the portal door, then gripped the wood frame. 
 
    He doubted anyone would follow them through this portal, but he needed to ensure it was closed—for good. He shut his eyes and immersed himself in his fear-sense. Behind him, he could hear the others talking to each other, about all the things that had happened, about finally being safe back here. 
 
    About what had happened to Jonah. 
 
    He only caught snippets of the conversation as he focused, connecting to the portal. 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure how long it took, but eventually he was able to sever the connection within the portal that connected it from the Shadow Realm to the Mortal Realm. 
 
    Unlike the first time when he had done this, in the frozen tunnels atop the mountain in the Monster Realm where he had done his Ranger training, the portal door did not remain, simply turned inert. 
 
    It turned to something akin to ash, then fell to the floor in a small pile. 
 
    The conversation behind him ceased. 
 
    Bran took a breath. “No one will be able to follow.” He turned around and faced the others, who were all staring at him. 
 
    “Considering the fact that the tunnels were collapsing, I doubt they would have been able to follow anyway,” Alaro said. “But I like that you didn’t want to take any chances.” The Ranger grinned. “Well, that was quite the adventure, wasn’t it?” 
 
    His lighthearted smile didn’t seem to release the tension in the other summoners’ shoulders, and his grin looked a little forced. Bran didn’t blame the others for being tense—his entire body felt stiff from what had happened, from what he had found out about himself. 
 
    “So…” Bran trailed off. He wasn’t sure how to say this, and part of him simply didn’t want to voice it at all. Alaro, Lara, even Patrick, had been accepting and supportive of his unique abilities. He’d even spoken to Alaro about the message the Iron Lynx had sent him. Still, this was different. This… was more. I’m a monster, he thought. He looked at them all. “About what we found out about me…” 
 
    “You’re still Bran,” Alaro cut in. “Monster or not.” He smiled, this one looking less forced than his grin a moment ago. 
 
    Lara nodded. “It doesn’t change who you are. And who you are is a good person. We wouldn’t have been able to accomplish any of this without you. My father shouldn’t have access to such power—no one should. And you made sure to stop that.” Her gaze fell, sliding down Bran toward his Summoner’s Bandoleer, no doubt locking on the sixth slot. She looked away with a shudder and a shake of her head. 
 
    I have to Unjoin Jonah. But what would he do with him after? 
 
    The Beastmaster looked up at Bran. His face was like stone, then he smiled. “Most people say I’m more monster than man.” 
 
    Bran shook his head, sighed, and smiled. He hadn’t known what to expect, but he was glad they all so readily accepted what he was. 
 
    He wished he knew how to do the same. 
 
    “Thank you, guys. It’s… thank you.” Bran swallowed, not really sure what else to say. But he had a feeling that this is what Urslan had known all along—what he wanted to share with Bran once the end of year examinations were over. 
 
    Something twisted in his gut. Had he missed those? They had spent a long time in the Shadow Realm, after all… 
 
    He stopped himself from laughing out loud. After all that had happened, he was worried about some examinations? A war was happening. Whether he got to remain at the Ketria Academy after all of this shouldn’t be worrying him. 
 
    Patrick clapped his hands together. “So. We returned the energy. When can we get the hell out of this place?” 
 
    “When the Djinn have been healed,” a deep voice said from behind Bran. The three summoners sitting at the table widened their eyes. Bran turned around and stared up at the shadow king, his wings spread wide. “Thank you, Worldbreaker, for restoring the energy stolen from the Shadow Realm. You have righted a great wrong between humans and monsters this day.” 
 
    Though the expression on the monster’s face was still difficult to read, Bran could have sworn that it had softened slightly more than before. There was certainly no anger in his gaze, as there usually might be. 
 
    Bran bowed his head. “You’re welcome, shadow king.” He looked up into the monster’s dark eyes. “Have your shadow people not recovered?” 
 
    The shadow king stared down at him. “They have not.” 
 
    Bran’s forehead creased. That meant he had only fulfilled the first part of the Dark Pact—which meant he and the others were still not able to leave. He couldn’t break the Dark Pact by creating a portal for his party and not himself, and he was the only one of them able to create a portal. 
 
    He swallowed. He may have wanted to be a Monster Medic at one point, but he doubted he would know how to heal the Djinn. Still, he would have to try, even if he had no idea where to begin. 
 
    “All the affected are gathered outside of the castle,” the shadow king said. “They await your presence. Some of them look as though they will fade away today. You must attend to them. Now.” 
 
    Bran inclined his head. The shadow king looked as though he was about to make his exit. Bran’s forehead creased. He glanced over at Lara, then looked back at the king. “Wait,” he said. He touched the fifth and sixth crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer—one red for fire-type, one black for shadow-type. “There’s something I must do.” 
 
    He exhaled and summoned the monster he had fused—the Ember Lion fused with the Shadow Bane, Jonah. Though he couldn’t imagine it within his mind as he often had to when summoning a monster, he found no difficulty with bringing it into being. 
 
    He didn’t want to look at it. Didn’t want to see what he had created, though he wasn’t sure why. So he shut his eyes, and placed a hand upon the monster, then used Unjoin. 
 
    The fused monster glowed, separating. The glow was evident even with his eyes shut. The Ember Lion de-leveled and devolved. 
 
    Bran scanned the Ember Lion. 
 
      
 
    Ember Cub 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Fire 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Loyal/Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 80% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    Ember Cub, Bran thought, looking at the monster with a smile. The monster no longer looked like a lion—at least, not a full grown one. It was small, and fluffy, a wisp of flame sparking from its tail whipping slowly behind it. 
 
    The Shadow Bane—Jonah—had also de-leveled and devolved. 
 
    Bran didn’t scan Jonah. He just looked at him, his eyes wide. 
 
    Jonah, the son of Volrath, the brother of Lara, looked like… like a child. A shadow-child. No wings. No monster traits. If it weren’t for the lack of opacity, and the dark aura about him, he might have looked like a normal, human child of perhaps the age of ten. 
 
    “What… is this?” the shadow king said. 
 
    “It’s…” Bran swallowed. “A human who stepped into the pool of energy that was taken.” Bran looked over at Lara again. Her eyes were wide, staring at her brother. 
 
    Jonah stood, his gaze glazed over, staring into nothing. Quiet. Docile. 
 
    What had Bran done to him? 
 
    Anger flashed across the shadow king’s face. “I see a request in your eyes. What do you wish of me, Worldbreaker?” 
 
    “I wish for you to place him in the dungeons. When we leave the Shadow Realm, I will try to keep the portal open. I… don’t know what is to happen to him, or what is to happen with the Dreadmorth summoners you hold captive, but when we know, we will return for them,” Bran said, hearing no protest from Lara. He doubted she knew what to do anymore than him, but right now, Bran didn’t want the responsibility. 
 
    “Unbind him from your crystal, and it shall be done,” the shadow king said. 
 
    Bran frowned. He had never done such a thing—he hadn’t known it was possible. He put a finger to the sixth crystal in his bandoleer and thought of what he wanted. 
 
      
 
    Do you wish to unbind this monster from your service? 
 
    Yes/No? 
 
      
 
    Bran swallowed, thinking yes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The party walked through the castle’s halls in silence. Bran struggled to look at Lara, but whenever he saw her out of the corner of his eye, her gaze was downcast, her face devoid of obvious emotion. 
 
    A crowd of Djinn, all Daeva-like, stood outside of the castle’s massive double doors, just as the shadow king had said. 
 
    They all raised their heads, in and out of hoods. Some eyes glowed, some were dark pits of shadow, all looked toward Bran with a hint of reverence. 
 
    Those of the shadow people who were closer to the doors of the great castle were more faded than others, their very being flickering in and out of existence like a weak candle flame sputtering on a cold, windy night. The others in his party stood behind him, arms folded in front and behind them, watching quietly. 
 
    Bran wasn’t sure what to do. They were all looking at him as though he had the answers… It wasn’t as though he had any spells for healing, or any antidotes for “energy fading sickness”, but he had made a pact—a Dark Pact. Besides, he couldn’t let these monsters fade into nothing. It was one thing for them to be returned to the Great Cycle, to be reborn again, their souls mightier than before. But to meet oblivion? 
 
    There was another crowd, a little further out than the first. Different shadow-type monsters standing and observing, no doubt waiting for whatever miracle Bran was supposedly about to dispense. 
 
    Alaro leaned close behind him, whispering something in his ear. “So, what are you going to do?” 
 
    Bran chewed on his lip. “I have no idea.” 
 
    But he had to try something. 
 
    He ushered the first of the sick, a Daeva-monster that was fading so much they barely looked as though they were there at all. The Daeva inclined its head and hovered toward him, up the dark stone stairs to the large double doors. Bran figured privacy was better than randomly testing solutions in front of a crowd of sick monsters. 
 
    Bran led the shadow creature into the castle and to a small room by the foyer. It looked like some sort of meeting room, and there was a table in the middle large enough for them all to sit down. Bran motioned for the shadow creature to sit. 
 
    The fading Daeva took its seat, and though its expressions weren’t clear and it wasn’t saying a word, Bran got the impression it was feeling rather frightened. 
 
    Bran didn’t blame it. 
 
    “Okay,” Bran said, putting a hand into his bag of holding, finding a health potion. He pulled off the cork and offered it over to the Daeva. The Daeva stared at it a moment, then reached out for the bottle. 
 
    Its hand went straight through the potion bottle. 
 
    Bran kept his eyes from widening—kept from showing any emotion on his own face. 
 
    The Daeva tried again, somehow trying to steel itself, then was able to grab the bottle. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s going to be that easy, do you?” Alaro said, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. 
 
    Patrick raised an eyebrow. “I’m with Alaro.” The Beastmaster said at the end of the table, at the head. 
 
    Lara sighed, sitting beside Bran. “He has to try—he’s eliminating all the options to narrow it down to the one thing that will work.” 
 
    Lara made the process sound far more scientific than Bran had in mind. He wanted to throw everything at the problem and see if anything stuck. 
 
    The Daeva downed the health potion. 
 
    The party all held their breath, despite none of them seeming to think that this would work. 
 
    The Daeva glowed briefly—the health potion doing what it could—but when the glow dimmed, nothing had changed. If anything, as the time had gone by, the shadow-creature looked more transparent. 
 
    Bran let out a sigh. It didn’t matter that this had been what he’d expected, it was still a frustrating disappointment. 
 
    The Daeva tilted its head to the side. 
 
    Bran found the movement endearing, saddening. Shade had made that movement, even after it had evolved. Even now, as the Shadow Lynx, Bran often saw that head tilt, despite the fusion having wiped the creature down to level 0, undoing all of its progress… 
 
    An idea struck him. Could it really be that simple? 
 
    When a monster was de-leveled and devolved, it lost so much in the transformation—strength, size, most of its spells… 
 
    What if there was something else a monster might lose? Like its sickness? 
 
    He thought of all of the Daevas outside. There had been hundreds—perhaps thousands—of them. There would be no possible way for him to fuse that many monsters, especially with all of the monsters being over level 30! He would have to fuse one set of monsters, wait for whatever energy source it used within him to refill, then fuse another set. It would be incredibly painful, and take him days… many of the monsters would have faded away by then… 
 
    If that’s what I have to do, then I will do it, he thought. 
 
    Of course, he was getting ahead of himself. First, he had to figure out if fusing one of these Daeva with another was something that worked, and something they were all willing to do. It wouldn’t just be levels they would lose, or evolutions. These monsters were sophisticated in a way Bran had never seen before. Lower level monsters weren’t even allowed into the city. 
 
    But if it did work, and they lost their current level of intelligence, at least the monsters would be able to rejoin the Great Cycle, if not the Shadow City itself. 
 
    Bran still wondered where the shadow creatures’ souls—the ones that had already died from the energy fading sickness—had actually gone when they faded. Especially now that they had destroyed the crystals around the shadow-pool. 
 
    Bran bit his lip again. “I think I have an idea, but I don’t know if all the Daeva are going to like it—that’s assuming it even works.” 
 
    “What is it?” Lara asked. There was a sense of urgency in her voice, which only made Bran remember that she possessed a Daeva-monster, and when they had been near the pool, it had been gaining transparency fast. 
 
    Speaking of transparency, the Daeva in front of him looked as though it was almost gone. Bran tried to touch a hand to the monster, but his hand simply went straight through. “Huh,” he said. 
 
    Then he activated his unique monster-bond. As he did, he wondered if this was a unique ability to him, or if all monsters could communicate with each other in this way, and that’s why he was able to use it and other summoners weren’t. 
 
    Bran relayed his plan to the Daeva as best as he could. 
 
    The monster’s glowing eyes widened when he had finished. The Daeva’s image fluttered out of existence, then fluttered back a moment later. 
 
    The Daeva nodded its hooded head vigorously. 
 
    “All right,” Bran said. “Here goes.” He rubbed his hands together, then summoned his Ember Cub. The monster hadn’t been trained since it had last been fused, and so it had no levels to lose, though Bran doubted he could fuse and unfuse the Ember Cub with all of the shadow creatures, he did worry that fusing the Daeva’s with one another would likely make the fading disease become stronger, and that it would work even more effectively against a level 0 monster. 
 
    But the Ember Cub was a fire-type, so it should not be susceptible to the disease. Besides, Bran had a warm feeling in his chest ever since he had come up with this idea. 
 
    The others looked at him. They had seen him fuse enough monsters in their time to know what he was about to do. No one spoke or questioned him—they just let him do it. 
 
    Bran wasn’t going to fully fuse the two monsters. He would simply start the joining process, then the moment it was complete, he would unjoin them. 
 
    He let out a breath, then placed a hand atop the Ember Cub’s head. Touching the Daeva in its current state was more difficult, but he hoped that he didn’t need to touch it, that holding his hand inside of its transparent body would be enough to trigger the Join spell. 
 
    Bran focused, then activated Join. 
 
    The two monsters began to glow. 
 
    He shut his eyes, instinctually avoiding the brightening light. A bolt of pain ran right through him, hitting him in his core. Energy drained from deep within him, making him feel weak. He pushed past the pain and weakness, finding he was becoming familiar with this feeling, then he sunk into his fear-sense. This was the first time he had sunk deeply into his fear-sense while fusing two monsters into one. 
 
    Bran could feel the energies combining, mixing. He could feel the pull created between the two—the bond that was being built, brick by brick. 
 
    The moment it was finished, he split the monsters back into two. 
 
    Bran took a deep breath, his heart still pounding from using the fusion on such a high-level monster. Once they had unfused, he looked at the level 0 Daeva-monster, which now resembled an amorphous cloud of shadow similar to—but slightly different from—how Shade had appeared the first time Bran had come across it in the stables. 
 
    Except the shadow creature hadn’t been healed of the energy-draining sickness. It was still fading—if anything, it was fading faster than before. 
 
    With his fear-sense, he could even feel its presence; he could feel its energies leaving the monster. 
 
    He shut his eyes, trying to recall the moment the monsters had merged. Had he felt a leakage of energies while the two monsters had been fused? 
 
    No… he hadn’t. 
 
    Bran looked at the others. “I know what we need to do.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Bran stood in the shadow king’s throne room, at the monster’s feet. He had explained what would need to be done. How long it would take, and that it was the only way he would be able to heal Djinn affected by the energy draining sickness. 
 
    The shadow king lowered his head. “I see.” His voice was somber. “This is good.” He stood from his throne, stepping down the few steps, then headed toward his treasure room. “But it will not take you days, and it will not cause you such pain. There is a way that you will be able to do this in mere hours.” 
 
    Bran followed the shadow king into the treasure room. “How… how could that be possible?” 
 
    The shadow king did not reply. Instead, he continued walking until he came to a small pedestal at the far side of the room, where a massive, dark, glowing gemstone sat. 
 
    Bran had seen the gemstone before. In fact, he couldn’t help but notice it every time his gaze swept the majestic room. 
 
    The gemstone was as large as Bran’s head, and when he wrapped it in his fear-sense, he could feel the power within it. 
 
    The shadow king picked it up and turned to face Bran. 
 
    “What… what is that?” Bran said. 
 
    “The Nocturnal Eye.” The shadow king looked down at the gemstone. “It is… raw power.” He took a step toward Bran. “A receptacle. For hundreds of years, every day, I have meditated in front of this stone, offering it my power, waiting for the day I would need to use it to defend my city.” The shadow king raised his chin, staring into Bran’s eyes. “This… this is a worthy use of it.” He offered the Nocturnal Eye over to Bran. “Please, use its powers to save my people.” 
 
    Bran took the massive gemstone gingerly. The power within it swirled and almost looked like the energy in the shadow-pool that had been stolen from this realm. He swallowed, feeling its power. This took hundreds of years to create? he thought. “I will return it to you, once I am done.” 
 
    The shadow king shook his head. “The Nocturnal Eye does not work like that. Once its powers are tapped, they must be used completely.” 
 
    Bran swallowed. Hundreds of years of work, and he would use it all in one day? He held the stone as carefully as he could. He wasn’t sure what to say. He was doing the shadow king, and his people, a service, but it felt almost as though he were being given a gift, getting to use this gemstone. “Thank you, for honoring me with this responsibility. 
 
    Moments later, Bran, his party, and the level 0 Daeva-monster were standing outside of the Shadow Castle’s large double doors. The Daeva-monster was fading fast, and Bran was sure the creature had minutes of its life left—unless he was able to do this. 
 
    The shadow king stood at the top of the steps, looking down at his people—the Daeva-monsters, suffering from the fading sickness, and the other Djinn crowded around behind them, fearing for their friends. 
 
    The shadow king addressed them all in a voice that boomed, filling the large space with an ease that bordered on magical. “There is only one way to save you from fading into oblivion, from never returning to the Great Cycle. In a way, it will be like being reborn instantly. But, there is a price. A price that not only the sick will have to pay.” The shadow king’s gaze fell upon the other shadow people gathered. “The Worldbreaker can cure our people, but he can only do so by fusing them with you. This will be a permanent fusion, for once the sick monster has been unfused, the sickness will return.” 
 
    The shadow king glanced at Bran, then looked out at his people once more. “I cannot force any of you to do this. This fusion… it will take you back to when you were a mere infant.” He motioned to one side, pointing in the direction of the gates to the grand Shadow City. “You will be like the monsters outside of these gates. Mere animals, acting upon instinct, until you have grown once more. But you will never be who you once were—you will be more. A fusion.” 
 
    Bran’s forehead creased, looking out over the crowd. He couldn’t identify the feelings of the monsters, and his unique bond wasn’t helping him at all in that regard. He wanted to know what each of them were thinking. Looking at the level 0 Daeva-monster, there simply wasn’t time for a longer, more convincing speech. 
 
    “Will you choose to help your fellow monster? Will you prove you are worthy of this city, by choosing to be cast out of it?” the shadow king asked. 
 
    Silence fell upon the shadow people, a silence like Bran had never felt before. One borne of anticipation. One borne of dread and hope alike. 
 
    It felt like minutes had gone by as Bran stood there, waiting, but the level 0 Daeva-monster remained, so he knew not much time could have passed. 
 
    Finally, a monster from the crowd of the non-sick stepped forward. It was a Shadow Wolf—a large one. It towered over the Daeva, walking with a confident stride toward the bottom of the steps, then it lowered its head. 
 
    Bran expelled a breath. 
 
    A seat had been brought out, and Bran sat upon it, the Nocturnal Eye in his lap. Tapping into its power, he laid his hand atop the Shadow Wolf’s head, then atop the Davea-monster. 
 
    Then he fused the two together. 
 
    In moments, the monsters were one, and Bran felt no pain at all—not drain of his own energy whatsoever. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast (Shadow Cub) 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Status: Friendly 
 
      
 
    Bran smiled down at the shadow-wolf monster. It hovered above the dark stone steps, pawing at the air as though it were swimming through it, its shadowy fur sticking out at odd angles. Honestly, it  looked adorable, and about as threatening as a normal house cat. He couldn’t help but wonder what it would evolve into as time went by. 
 
    Perhaps he would one day find out. 
 
    The monster looked slightly opaque, but that could just be because it was a shadow monster. Shade had looked a similar level of opacity when it had been low-level. It wasn’t flickering in and out of existence. The level of transparency it held was remaining steady, not diminishing. 
 
    Bran shut his eyes and sunk into his fear-sense, examining the creature and its energies the best he could to ensure it truly was healed. 
 
    His face blossomed in a broad smile. Bran opened his eyes and looked at the shadow king, then at the gathered crowd of sick and healthy shadow monsters alike. “They have been healed!” he announced. Though his voice wasn’t as loud as the shadow king’s, it seemed to have done the job well enough, as the shadow people began to cheer. 
 
    Bran hadn’t even known they could speak, considering how silent they always were—let alone cheer. 
 
    And they weren’t just cheering, they were chanting something. Bran furrowed his brow, trying to decipher the words over the cacophony of different, deep voices. 
 
    “Hail the Worldbreaker! Hail the Worldbreaker! Hail the Worldbreaker!” 
 
    Bran blinked. They were cheering for him. 
 
    He had a sudden recollection of standing atop a stage, being awarded the Silver Star Medal by some general in the Kalaran Royal Army. The crowd had cheered then, but what he had done… he had never felt worthy of that medal. His squad mates had died, fighting just as hard as he had. His efforts hadn’t prevented their deaths. The only thing that had saved him was the woman astride the dragon, the mage summoner who had swooped in and fought off the Lancer atop the manticore—Bryce. 
 
    But what he had just done now? Curing one of these monsters? Destroying the crystals around the shadow-pool? Preventing more energy from being stolen from this realm? 
 
    Well, perhaps he was worthy of this applause. 
 
    Bran raised his chin in the air, basked in the feeling for a few seconds, then got to work. 
 
    He still had hundreds of monsters to fuse, and there was no shortage of volunteers. 
 
    By the end of it, the energies from the Nocturnal Eye had been completely spent. The glow was gone, and the gemstone remained completely clear. 
 
   



 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bran stood alone in front of the shadow king, inside the massive throne room. 
 
    The other members of his party were in the Library of Shadows, sitting around the large table, awaiting his return so they could step through the portal. 
 
    The shadow king sat atop his throne, hands holding onto the ends of his armrests, leaning back. “You have done the Shadow Realm a great service, Bran of Ealdor.” He inclined his head. “I am in your debt.” 
 
    Bran held the shadow king’s gaze, preventing his eyes from moving toward the treasure room. “Volrath has caused an injustice upon your people, and the power he took from your realm… it was too dangerous to be kept in his possession.” At that thought, he wondered once again about the third-year students who had been taken, experimented on, turned into monsters, tamed… 
 
    He hadn’t known any of them, but he felt for them. 
 
    Jonah had said they hadn’t all survived. Perhaps, in time, Bran would be able to help the remaining students escape from the Dreadmorth Institute and their summoners. 
 
    “Indeed. You have done your duty as a Worldbreaker, taking a step to return the balance of power between the realms,” the shadow king said. As the monster spoke, his wings flickered out of existence, fading more than Bran had ever seen them fade. The king was the strongest shadow monster in the entire Shadow City, if not the entire Shadow Realm, but the fading sickness had taken root in him, and if he were not fused soon… 
 
    Bran felt a pull. Coming from the fifth crystal on his Summoner’s Bandoleer. A pull he had felt before, but not from that monster. 
 
    The Ember Cub… it was calling out to be fused with the shadow king. 
 
    “You may choose four items from within my treasure room as reward,” the shadow king said. “And, though the power from the Nocturnal Eye has been spent, you shall hold onto it. Perhaps you will find a use for it, someday.” 
 
    Bran frowned. “What about you, your grace?” 
 
    “My fate has been sealed.” The shadow king inclined his head. “I have chosen a successor from the Council of Five. I do not wish to return to the wilderness outside of the city. In time, I will… I will fade.” 
 
    Bran raised his chin. “What if there were another way?” 
 
    The shadow king narrowed his eyes. “Explain.” 
 
    Bran stepped up to the throne. “You do not have to return to the wilderness.” He let out a breath and summoned the Ember Cub. The little lion was so small. It stood at the bottom of the steps, its flaming tail swishing back and forth. “I can fuse you to the Ember Cub.” 
 
    “You wish to tame me?” the shadow king asked. 
 
    Bran looked at the monster closely, surprised at what he was seeing. There was no anger in the shadow king’s eyes. No irritation or frustration evident on his face, or in the way he held himself. The monster simply seemed… surprised. 
 
    “I know you are strong. Stronger than I could possibly imagine. And I still have much to learn of what I am capable of… but with me, I know you will one day become even stronger than you are now, and I will remind you of who you were until you are strong enough to remember yourself.” Bran kneeled by the Ember Cub, patting its orange fur. “You will be fused, for the rest of your life, but you will live, and one day you will be returned to the Great Cycle like the others I have saved.” 
 
    Once Bran had fused all of the sick shadow people, there had been a grand exodus led by those who remained, ushering the level 0 monsters out of the city. 
 
    The Shadow City’s population had been gutted, but the people looked nothing but grateful, for without Bran’s help, a far worse outcome would have eventuated. 
 
    Another chant had risen in the crowd that remained during the exodus, one Bran had both heard with his ears, and felt with his heart: “They will return to us.” 
 
    The shadow king leaned forward in his seat, staring down at the small Ember Cub at the foot of his throne. 
 
    Bran felt the pull from both sides, now. The two monsters were a match. Meant to be fused. 
 
    “In the centuries that I have lived and ruled, I have killed many a human who has tried to tame me.” The shadow king looked at his treasure room. “How else do you suppose I gathered so much treasure? But you… you are not a human. You are a Worldbreaker. I sense you have already discovered more of what you are, and no longer need my explanations—you are a monster, Bran of Ealdor. Though there is human blood in you, that does not mean you are not a monster.” The shadow king looked out at the transparent wall. “Many of my kind have ventured outside of this realm, as you are well aware, but I have been burdened with the responsibility of ruling, and so have never left my domain.” He looked at Bran once more. “But you? You will travel through many realms, will you not?” 
 
    Bran nodded. “I imagine I will.” And it was the truth. He still wasn’t sure what he truly was—a summoner. A monster. A Worldbreaker. But he knew he would explore every realm he could. Even the Demon Realms, if he had the opportunity. He bowed his head. “I can take you to all of them.” 
 
    There was a silence. It was a heavy silence, one of contemplation. Bran didn’t need to tame the shadow king, but he couldn’t imagine this great monster being lost forever. 
 
    When the silence stretched on so much that Bran’s knees were beginning to get sore where he kneeled, he looked up at the shadow king. 
 
    The shadow king had been staring through the transparent wall, at the cityscape. “I have ruled these people for hundreds of years. It is… hard to leave them.” 
 
    “I will return here,” Bran said. “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    The shadow king nodded. “I’m sure of that too.” He let out a sigh and stood from his throne, stepping down it he kneeled beside Bran. Even kneeling, the monster towered over him. He put a hand atop the Ember Cub’s head, patting its fur. The Ember Cub purred softly, nuzzling into the shadow king’s touch. “Choose your rewards—remember, only four. Just because I am fusing with you, does not mean all of this treasure belongs to you. It belongs to my people.” 
 
    Bran nodded and smiled. He had to stop himself from shooting to his feet and running toward the room. He felt giddy, excited, probably more than he had a right to be. It was only treasure, after all. There’s a war going on, and I’m excited about treasure? He shrugged that thought away. 
 
    He was allowed to be excited about things, even in the middle of a crisis. Especially in the middle of a crisis. 
 
    Gold gleamed and silver shined from every side of the treasure room. The chamber was aptly named. He saw golden goblets, silver chalices, necklaces with gems larger than any he had seen before. And so many gold coins. 
 
    But it wasn’t wealth he was after—not that he didn’t like wealth. 
 
    There were also weapons. 
 
    He thought about what he might need, laying a hand upon his sword. There were weapons of all kinds here. As a Worldbreaker, he had multiple classes, which meant he needed to master and wield more than one weapon in combat— 
 
    Something in the corner of the room caught his eye, taking his breath. 
 
    The blade glinted. 
 
    Bran was transfixed. 
 
    His feet moved without his coaxing, heading toward the corner of the treasure room where the most beautiful weapon he had ever seen rested against the wall. Bran didn’t scan it, he wanted to hold it first. 
 
    It was a glaive. A polearm weapon similar to a spear or halberd, but with a longer blade at its end. The blade on this glaive was longer than any he had seen on a glaive before. Then again, he had never seen a summoner wield such a weapon, he had only seen it wielded by mundane, non-summoner guards high up in the Kalaran Army. 
 
    The blade was perhaps half the length of his sword’s blade. There were symbols, glowing in gold, etched into the length of it. Symbols he didn’t understand nor recognize. The shaft was long, wrapped in leather close to the top, and smooth along the rest of its length, where more symbols—runes—were worked into the wood. The bottom of the shaft was topped by a smooth metal cap, one that Bran imagined could knock a man out with ease were they hit with the glaive’s butt. 
 
    He reached out to it, and gently picked it up, feeling its weight. 
 
    It was beautifully balanced—better than he had expected, given the length of the blade. It was heavy, too. But not too heavy for him to wield. He tested a few strikes, moving smoothly from a thrust, to a slash, a spinning sweep, across the dark stone floor. 
 
    Everything about the weapon felt perfect. 
 
    Bran held it in front of him, gripping it tight with both hands as though someone might take it from him, and scanned it. 
 
      
 
    Worldbreaker Glaive 
 
    Advanced Ergonian Steel 
 
    Enchantments: 
 
         100% increased piercing damage 
 
         25% extra damage to demon-type monsters 
 
         35% chance of inflicting a critical hit 
 
         50% Increased strength for all monsters (this is a temporary buff, and only applies when the weapon is wielded) 
 
         20% Increased flying speed for all monsters (this is a temporary buff, and only applies when the weapon is wielded) 
 
      
 
    Bran’s eyes widened in awe, looking at the blade’s attributes. Even the most expensive weapons he had seen at the trading hall hadn’t been as powerful as this glaive! 
 
    The name of the glaive didn’t escape him, either. 
 
    Worldbreaker Glaive. 
 
    “Ah,” the shadow king said, coming to stand beside Bran. He looked at the glaive in Bran’s hands. “It is no surprise that you should choose such a weapon. This weapon was left in my possession by one of the ancestors of the Worldbreaker Jakarris, a summoner who lived a thousand years ago.” 
 
    Bran stared up at the shadow king. “Jakarris? One of the founders of the Ketria Academy? He is a Worldbreaker?” Bran recalled the painting he had seen of the man. In the painting, he rode a giant kraken, and wielded a fireball. It was said he was a Mage, but Bran had suspected otherwise. 
 
    “The very same,” the shadow king replied. 
 
    Bran held the weapon more loosely, with more reverence. His suspicions had been correct—Jakarris had been a Worldbreaker. 
 
    Just like him. 
 
    The other founders… they had to have known such a thing. Why had his existence been hidden from others? Why had any and all information on Worldbreakers been hidden away? 
 
    He couldn’t dwell on that now. 
 
    “This,” Bran said, still staring at the glaive in awe. “This will be my first choice.” 
 
    “Don’t you wish to see everything first?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. It was difficult to explain. The weapon had… called to him. Not just because he had wielded a spear, and very much wanted to again. It called to something deep down within him. In a strange way, it felt as though he had held the blade before. 
 
    As though it had once been his. 
 
    For a moment, he contemplated the Great Cycle—that monsters, once killed, were reborn in a different life in a different realm. 
 
    Bran was a monster. 
 
    He ran his hand up the shaft of the weapon. Touched the tip of the blade. Felt the weight. Oddly familiar. Comforting. Deadly. 
 
    Reluctantly, he deposited the glaive into his bag of holding. As he did, he felt a pang, a longing, to finally train in the Lancer configuration. He shoved the urge down, then searched for his next reward. 
 
    That’s when his eyes fell upon a bow. 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He walked straight to it. This, too, seemed to call to him, though not as strongly as the glaive had. In the past few months, he had become increasingly good at switching between the three different classes he was mastering, and as the Ranger configuration had been the first class he had trained in, it was still one of his favorites. 
 
    Bran paused when he reached the weapon, his hand falling short of grabbing it. It was a long bow—a beautiful one. 
 
    Alaro would love such a weapon. 
 
    Alaro, Lara, Patrick, they all fought as hard as I did, and I wouldn’t have been able to complete this mission, be granted these rewards, without their help.  
 
    He pulled his hand away, stepping back from the bow, then turned to the shadow king. “I would like to give my remaining three rewards to the other members of my party—to my friends. They deserve to be rewarded as much as I.” 
 
    The shadow king tilted his chin back. “That is a very honorable request.” He inclined his head. “And one easily granted.” With a click of his shadowy fingers, the others appeared, brought here by the Shadow Step spell. 
 
    The Ranger, Mage, and Beastmaster looked somewhat confused. 
 
    Alaro’s eyes widened, staring at all the treasure. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Whoa indeed,” Patrick said. 
 
    Lara simply blinked, gazing about, eyes a little wide. 
 
    “Bran, why are we here? Is something wrong?” Alaro asked. 
 
    Bran smiled and shook his head. “No, Alaro. Nothing is wrong.” He gestured toward the room. “As our reward for stopping the energy being drained from this realm, and healing the people, the shadow king has granted us each a gift from his treasure room.” 
 
    Alaro clapped his hands together and grinned broadly. He let out a little laugh. “Hah! That’s amazing!” His gaze flicked from one item to the next. 
 
    “A reward?” Lara said, her gaze beginning to drift about the room, slower and more calculated than Alaro’s. “Anything?” 
 
    The shadow king nodded. “Anything within this room.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyes fell on a great sword sitting upon a rack on the wall. His long strides took him to it in a moment. In a second, it was in his hands. 
 
    Alaro made a straight line for the bow Bran had been about to pick up. 
 
    Lara’s gaze kept drifting. She turned in a small circle. Eventually, her gaze settled upon something, and she stepped slowly toward it, picking up a staff with a crystal that glowed green at its top, her eyes slowly widening. 
 
    Bran chuckled. They had each chosen far faster than he had expected, but he didn’t doubt anything they had picked. 
 
    “Do you wish for a brief history of the items you have chosen, assuming they are your final choices?” the shadow king asked. 
 
    “Yes!” Alaro burst before anyone else had a chance to reply. 
 
    The shadow king walked up to Alaro. Alaro’s gaze turned upward. There was no fear in his eyes, though Bran detected a sliver of apprehension. The shadow king might be on their side, but that didn’t mean his presence wasn’t intimidating. 
 
    The shadow king took the bow from Alaro’s hands and held it aloft. “This once belonged to one of the founders of the Ketria Academy. The Ranger, Founder Lenara.” 
 
    Alaro’s eyes were as wide as saucers. Bran hadn’t seen him look so awed before. As the shadow king placed the bow back in the Ranger’s hands, he held it reverently, delicately in both hands. “The Founder Lenara…” he breathed, shaking his head. “Am—am I worthy of such a weapon?” 
 
    The shadow king stared down at the Ranger. “You are an ally of the Worldbreaker, that proves your worth well enough.” 
 
    Next, he walked over to Patrick, taking the great sword from him. “This two-handed sword was once wielded by a man such as yourself. Another of the three Ketria founders.” 
 
    “Founder Karem,” Patrick breathed, staring with awe at the weapon. Though with that awe, Bran detected a hint of sorrow, and he recalled what Alaro had told him of the man. Karem’s story is the saddest of the three. 
 
    Bran had yet to learn the extent of the Beastmaster’s story. He would have to ask Alaro about it once they had returned to the academy—assuming they had a moment to rest, with a war going on. 
 
    The shadow king returned the Founder Karem’s great sword to Patrick, then headed to Lara, taking the staff and holding it up, its length resting horizontally across his palms. “This weapon does not belong to a Ketria founder.” He looked at Lara. “It belongs to the sole founder of the Dreadmorth Institute.” 
 
    Lara blinked, staring at the staff. Was there apprehension in her gaze? Bran knew nothing of the Dreadmorth Institute’s founder, but he knew it was established around the same time as Ketria. 
 
    “This was wielded by Founder Gandrax?” Lara said in a shuddering voice. She shook her head. “I… I am not sure if this is the right choice for me.” 
 
    “Sometimes, the weapon chooses the wielder.” The shadow king passed the staff back to her. “This one has chosen you as much as you have chosen it, but it is your decision.” 
 
    For a moment, silence reigned within the treasure room. 
 
    Lara did not let go of the staff. 
 
    “If those are your final choices,” the shadow king said, “then I believe it is almost time.” He faced Bran. “I need to speak with my successor, then I will meet you in the library.” He bowed his head, then waved his hand. 
 
    In less than a second, Bran was standing in the library with the others. Each clutched their weapon tightly. The loot that they had gathered in their three months of training within the Dark Lands was still within each of their rooms. But as all their items had been transported from the Mortal Realm into the Shadow Realm, making their rooms almost identical, Bran and the others had been assured anything they gathered—along with the things taken from their rooms in the first place—would be waiting for them in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    Bran’s loot, and the other contents of his room here in the Shadow Castle would be transported to his room back in Ketria, as would Alaro and Lara’s things be put in their rooms. Patrick had a small apartment in Ealdor, and his possessions would be returned there. 
 
    The four of them had decided it would be best to return to Ketria, and Patrick would make his way back to Ealdor in time. The Royal Guard had already been without him for three months, they could wait a little longer. 
 
    Bran hoped that Urslan’s assault on the Dreadmorth Institute had been successful. If it hadn’t been for the attack on the Institute, Bran and the others might not have been able to succeed in their mission. 
 
    “Why do we have to wait for the shadow king?” Alaro asked. He didn’t look at Bran as he spoke, too busy admiring the longbow he clutched in both hands. 
 
    Bran smiled. “You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    As the party waited for the shadow king’s arrival, Bran took his Worldbreaker Glaive from his bag of holding, and told them of its origins. 
 
    Alaro actually gasped. “Founder Jakarris was a Worldbreaker?” He looked absolutely elated to discover something new about the founders. 
 
    “You did say you suspected he was,” Patrick said. “I guess you were right.” He looked down at the sword in his hand. “I can’t believe it… we each have a weapon crafted over a thousand years ago. Weapons that were wielded by some of the strongest summoners in history… The three Ketria founders… the Dreadmorth founder…” He shook his head. “This is like a dream.” 
 
    Alaro nodded. “I thought these weapons would be in a museum somewhere. Or in the hands of their ancestors. Or lost forever.” He looked over at the table, where Lenara’s journal still sat. “Something tells me the shadow king wouldn’t want me to bring that with me. But that doesn’t matter. I have her bow!” He grinned widely. “I think this has been my best adventure yet! I wonder what these weapons would be worth… not that I would ever consider selling them!” 
 
    Bran laughed. He couldn’t help himself. He hadn’t, for a moment, considered how much gold someone would pay for the Worldbreaker Glaive. It didn’t matter. He would never let it go. 
 
    Lara still stared at the staff in her hand. “Founder Gandrax…” She sounded in awe, and slightly afraid. 
 
    “I don’t know anything of the Dreadmorth Founder,” Bran said. “What was he like?” As he asked the question, he remembered the chamber beneath the institute they had just been in. The large room with the marble floor. The throne to one side. 
 
    Had that been where Founder Gandrax once sat? 
 
    “She was… one of the most powerful Mages in the world,” Alaro said. 
 
    “She was also a conqueror,” Lara uttered the words with no emotion. “She tried to take over the world.” She looked up at the others. “But she was slain by… by the Ketria founders.” 
 
    Bran went silent, not at all sure of what to say. If he were honest, it almost sounded like history were repeating itself—with Lara’s father in the role of Gandrax. “Just because you wield her staff, doesn’t mean you’ll be anything like her.” 
 
    Lara nodded. “I know that.” 
 
    Silence fell upon the party as they awaited the shadow king’s arrival. Bran could see the impatience settling upon each of his party members the more the time stretched by. They had a portal to open. 
 
    Bran had decided exactly where he wanted the portal to open. As they wanted to keep the portal to the Shadow Realm open if they could, it made sense to create it in a place that was not easily accessible. They had been treated well here, but Bran doubted whoever next sat upon the Shadow Throne would want Ketria Academy students wandering straight into the Shadow Castle all the time. 
 
    So he wouldn’t be making it within the Ketria Academy, or even within the Mortal Realm. He would be connecting the portal to the study in the Founders’ Fortress, which seemed all the more fitting considering the weapons they had just been granted. 
 
    There was a portal back to Ketria in that room, and that way the Shadow Portal would be kept hidden from the other students. Bran had been in there enough times to have a very clear picture of it within his mind. 
 
    Eventually, the shadow king appeared, Shadow Stepping directly into the middle of the library. He was rather quiet as he approached Bran. The others looked up expectantly—he hadn’t told them he would be fusing the shadow king. 
 
    Bran summoned the Ember Cub. 
 
    The shadow king kneeled, patting the small monster’s head once more. “It’s time,” he said. 
 
    Bran wanted to keep talking to the shadow king. To ask him more questions about Worldbreaker history—more questions about himself. But they had spent enough time in this realm already, and he didn’t want to delay them another moment. 
 
    He put a hand on each of them, then fused them into one. 
 
    As he wasn’t using the Nocturnal Eye, the pain was immense. His legs shook, and he felt weak all over. 
 
    The others gasped as the monsters began to glow, and the transformation process began. They looked even more surprised at this than they had been at receiving their ancient weapons. Still, they remained silent as the monsters merged into one. 
 
    Before the process had fully completed, Bran was offered the chance of having the monster inherit a higher property from the shadow king. He had no idea what to choose, since the shadow king’s scan still didn’t work, so he simply allowed the process to complete automatically. He got the sense that what the new monster would inherit was potential, the ability to level faster and reach evolutions more quickly than other monsters could. 
 
    When it was done, and the glow dimmed away, a small shadow cub stood on the ground. It resembled the Ember Cub more than it did the shadow king. Bran wasn’t sure what he had been expecting. Its bushy shadow tail swished behind it, and its fur, though dark and somewhat transparent, licked the air as though it were fire. Shadow flames, Bran thought. 
 
    He scanned the new monster. 
 
      
 
    Amalgabeast [Umbra Lion Cub] 
 
    Level: 0 
 
    Evolution Stage: Novice (1st Stage) 
 
    Affinity: Shadow/Fire 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Toughness: 3 
 
    Agility: 3 
 
    Magic Power: 3 
 
    Personality: Curious 
 
    Summoner Bond: 50% 
 
    Future Evolutions: [Unknown] 
 
      
 
    “You… fused the shadow king? Tamed him?” Alaro asked. 
 
    “He was suffering from the sickness,” Lara said. “He… needed to be healed like the others, and he allowed you to tame him.” 
 
    Bran nodded. He wasn’t sure what else to say. He kneeled by the little shadow lion, and ran a hand through its fiery, shadow fur. He connected to it through his unique bond. I will remind you who you were, and I will show you all the realms of being. 
 
    Bran stood. After that, there was nothing left for them to do here. 
 
    The ingredients were already laid out. 
 
    He created a portal to the Founders’ Fortress study. 
 
    They all stepped through. 
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