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Chapter 1

I could see its red, beady eyes staring back at me. Flames licked the sides of its misshapen jaw, shrouded in darkness. A dragon, almost unseeable in its current state, was staring me down. The rough outline of its reptilian head was barely visible as its low guttural growl rattled in my chest. It dared me… begged me to come forward and fall victim to its trap.

“Easy buddy,” I murmured.

I outstretched my hands, slowly approaching the dragon. It growled, more flames sputtering out of its mouth as I tried to keep calm. The sound of buzzing flies and the stench of its previous meals' carcass rotted in the shadows.

One false move, one misstep, and I was a goner. I held my breath, taking a step… directly into a divot. I careened forward and hit the ground, landing on my face. The dragon let out a roar, lunging. Its massive claw flew toward me, ready to shred me to pieces. However, a moment before it sliced into me…

Fwing!

“I got 'em, Bub!” My mother called out as a giant bolt of lightning exploded overhead.

Kapow!

The dragon screeched in pain, magical lightning blasting its body. Looking up, I saw my mother with her hand outstretched, an arcane circle around it. Without a moment to lose, I pulled out a piece of paper with glowing symbols all over it—a magic scroll with special instructions to deliver a magical payload.

Stretching out, I smacked the scroll onto the dragon's chest. It let out a wail, and its bloody red eyes turned pale. Its whole body tightened up and stiffened on the ground, completely petrified. The statuesque dragon fell forward on top of me, forcing me to dodge out of the way before it could turn me into a paste. I dusted myself off as I hopped back to my feet.

"Alrighty then…" I muttered, looking around the dank barn as the dragon made a muffled noise.

It was large, at least twice as tall as I, with a wide chest and a flattened head shaped like a slanted quadrilateral. Hence, the name of this particular dragon: a Diamondhead. This dragon was a topaz variety with an off-yellow coloration. Its bloody red eyes meant it was a male in search of its next roost.

"What do you think?" I asked my mother, turning and smiling at her. She shook her head, shaking free some strands of hair she’d had tucked in to her baseball cap, her face worried.

“I felt like you oversold the slipping and falling, but it got the job done, Alex. Maybe you could’ve just used a gate scroll?”

A gate scroll!? Those things are a fucking headache to make! I thought to myself. One wrong rune on the paper, and the fire I catch turns into a bomb!

Mom ran a business removing dragons from where they ought not to be. Our family referred to the job as “dragon wranglers” or “dragon experts ."Other people called her a dragon hunter. Which was much cooler and perhaps a bit more accurate. Even if we didn't kill dragons, we just… got them out of people's basements, offices, and barns. I was mostly just her assistant, more than anything, hiding in the background.

My mother was a prodigious witch and, perhaps, even more powerfully charismatic. She was tall and beautiful with glowing lavender eyes and a sharp chin. Her long black hair flowed around her shoulders, moving much like the magic she wielded to keep dragons in line. Affable, curious, and cool-headed, it was hard to believe I was her son sometimes. I'd fully grown by the time I was in middle school and was only a few inches taller than her. And while she was bright and cheery, I was gaunt and naturally sullen-looking. I had, as I affectionately referred to it, a massive case of resting bitch face.

The hot sun beat down on my neck as we exited the barn, stinging my eyes. With the help of Mom’s levitation spell, we loaded the dragon up into the back of her pickup truck, leaving only the paperwork with the farmer who’d hired us.

“That was quite the job you did!” He laughed, patting his stomach. The man was large and portly, with a big white beard and eyes so small they nearly disappeared behind his rosy cheeks. “Ho ho, quite the job, indeed! Of course, Ms. Winthrop, you are the best in the business.”

“Oh, stop it, you,” My mom said politely while giving him a bill.

That quickly wiped the merriment off his face as he viewed the long receipt.

"Oh… gracious. I-I didn't know that it would be this much," He said, looking at the slip. This time, it was my turn to do the talking. Pulling out a heavy book on discounts and insurance coverages from the truck, I raced up to the worried farmer.

"Don't worry," I assured him. "There's a ton of different ways insurance can cover this," I thumbed through recent regulations and tried to point to some specific language. "Just make sure that you don't try to file this as a 'standard dragon incident.'"

I went into the intricacies of insurance claims vs. dragon attacks on small businesses and farmlands. The types of coverage that would be available to the farmer by federal law were different depending on how he tried to file. After a thorough explanation that was sure to give any insurance adjuster an aneurysm, we bid the man adieu and drove out of the countryside to drop the dragon off with Mom's business partners/sisters.

The car ride home was quiet as Mom and I both slipped into daydreaming. A moment of respite from the harsh heat buried to our necks in jobs wrestling dragons. It had been that way for the past few weeks. Job after job after job… Honestly, the whole summer had been a whirlwind.

Wake up. Work out. Study dragon racing material. More workouts. Go pull dragons out of chimneys, see Alrie, Gigi, Zalina, and Omylia, rinse and repeat. It was exhausting but rewarding. Because in a short time, it was back to a whole new grind at college.

I'd been the first-ever non-elf admitted to the Elf University of Earth, and I'd nearly avoided getting caught cheating on the entrance exam. Of course, it wasn't exactly that simple…

“I still can't believe you didn't just admit that you were a mind reader from the beginning,” my mother said, having read my mind.

"Mom," I turned and furrowed my brow as we made it back to suburbia. "I thought we agreed that since I can't read minds anymore, you wouldn't do that as much."

"I know!" She said defensively before getting a wistful look. "It's just that… I miss us having our silent conversations and stuff. But if you're sure that—"

“I absolutely am,” I assured my mom gently. “I don’t ever want to read minds again. I just want some peace and quiet.”

I came from a long line of mind readers on my mother’s side. An inherent ability to peer into another’s thoughts, hearing them as if spoken directly in my ear. However, unlike her and several of our family members, I couldn't control my mind reading. Instead, it had become a source of pain and constant torment.

Imagine hearing the voices of dozens, hundreds, or even thousands of people all at once. Those voices collide against each other, rattling in your head. It was enough to drive you mad! Or at least distract you so badly that you couldn't pay attention, flunk out of college two or three times before desperately trying to attend an all-elf university, using said unwanted ability during the entrance exam, and then spending the entire year struggling through every class, while also trying to learn Elvish so you could take some bullshit test that the administration forced upon you because they hate you. So yeah… I’d… rather avoid that all again.

Back in town, my aunts were more than happy to take the dragon off our hands and make sure it was released into protective custody. After that, we got home, and I immediately went into my room to take stock of everything.

Everything was packed up in a suitcase and several boxes, leaving the room bare. Today was about more than just the usual workouts and dragon hunting. It was move-out day! Or… more specifically, move-in day with the girls Zalina, Gigi, Omylia, and Alrie. My girlfriends.

“Are you sure you must move out tonight, Alex?” My mother pleaded.

"We all agreed to do the move-in day together," I explained, lifting our abnormally large orange cat, Felix, off my backpack and cradling him. "Technically, we were supposed to move in two days ago, but everybody got so busy that we had to push to today.”

My mom looked at me through the doorway, and I could see the array of emotions of a mother watching her son gain independence right before her eyes. Oh. And he was moving in with four girls whom he was all dating. She bit her lip, and I saw her shoulders clenched before she relaxed.

“I'm… just not sure if you're going to be getting all this peace and quiet you've been hoping for by living under the same roof as your four girlfriends,” The emphasis she put on four was expected, if unwelcome, but she continued. “You're a grown man Alex, and I'm lucky that you're not trying to make it on your own as a dragon wrangler.”

“No thanks,” I grinned, picking up several boxes. “I don't think I'm cut out for the rip-your-throat-out world of dragon wrangling.”

We both laughed and set to work, piling everything into the pickup truck. As worried as Mom was, she wasn't the type to interfere. You might think she didn't care at all. She’d brought her son into the family business of hunting down dragons - giant monstrous flying lizards that spewed flames, acid, and lightning from their mouths, capable of chomping him in half with ease. When you're fine taking him along to those jobs when he's only five years old, what's the harm in him moving out?

Me and the girls decided to avoid living on campus after the less-than-warm reception I'd received at the Elf University of Earth. That, along with the fact that Gigi was a goblin (the first goblin transfer in the history of EUE), we figured it was better to just do our own thing close to campus and commute despite the massive cost of rent in the neighborhood.

All five of us had some type of work to help pay for everything. It helped that our university was tuition-free. I was only going into my sophomore year, but I had enough student loans as it was from my two previous failed attempts.

Our trip took us to a tree-lined neighborhood with multi-story houses squished together - the kind you'd see in every college town featuring a private university that hardly anybody knew about outside of a 50-mile radius.

"That should be the one," I said, pointing down the street. "2828 Spring Valley Drive."

We parked on the opposite side of a large old two-story house with cream side paneling and wood accents painted green. It was large and boxy, with gigantic windows on the bottom level and a weirdly angular rooftop.

“Huh!” My mom said, looking up at it. “Could have sworn I used to live in a place like this with your father.”

“Really?” I asked.

It was rare for Mom to talk about Dad in any context. She got a wistful look in her eyes as memories flooded her face. She smiled, looking up at the house, before gesturing for me to help her unload. I didn't see any other cars for any of the others, so I figured we were still the first ones.

“Are you sure you don't want to just date Alrie?” My mom whispered to me as we got to the front door. “I really like her, and I haven’t gotten to meet the others much.”

I fiddled, looking for the keys, and shook my head. "No, we're a package deal. They make me happy and I make them happy and… we're all happy. Isn't that all that matters?" Pushing in the key. I turned the lock, and it clicked, swinging open in an instant.

“Alex!” came an excited shriek. I could hardly see who it was behind the pile of boxes I carried, but from the signature blonde ponytail flowing from side to side and her bubbly voice, there was no doubt that it was—

"Alrie!" I called back, dropping the boxes to the side. I entered through the threshold, and Alrie instantly tackled me.

"Ohmahgoshhh! It's so totes awesome to see you, OMG!” She pulled me in for a tight hug and kissed my forehead. She looked behind me, and her bright blue eyes lit up like Christmas lights, "OMG, Hi, Mrs. Winthrop!" She finished her extremely tight hug and grabbed the box that Mom was carrying. "I totes didn't think you guys were going to get done with that job yet," she said, carrying my box off to who-knows-where.

Alrie happily chatted with mom and me as she walked us up the stairs toward what would be my room. Alrie was a blue-eyed bombshell with a preppy, energetic, bigger-than-life personality that managed to fit into her tanned, tight, and curvy figure. As we dropped boxes off in specific rooms for their purpose, Alrie helped give the lay of the house.

She had set herself as the “leader” of what she called my "romantic circle" - comprised of her, Gigi, Omylia, and Zalina. Alrie took pride in coordinating schedules or logistics - when you have that many partners, it can be tricky! It was pretty common in elvish society; a male or female elf could have one or many partners, with one taking the role of "leader."

The bottom floor had a large open layout with a kitchen by the stairs covered in linoleum and old cabinets that were just off-center. To the right was the main living room, with big windows at the back and a bathroom tucked beside the stairs. We circled around to the front room, where Mom and I entered before going up the stairs. Alrie planned to turn the front room into a large study area. She'd even laid out a fold-out card table and reclaimed chairs from an old school that had been demolished.

Upstairs, Alrie showed off the bedrooms on either side, plus the other bathroom. It had a kitchy, all pink tile and sink setup, reminiscent of the 50s (Or Barbie fanatics.) Alrie had already picked out the rooms for everybody in the house.

“So who got bedroom with the bathroom?” My mother asked shrewdly.

Alrie winked and stuck her tongue out. “Let’s just call it a finder’s fee.”

I was given the bedroom right at the opposite end of the stairs, basically in the middle of the house. While I was furthest from the bathroom, there was a giant circular window in the middle of the room. It gave a beautiful view over the hills and had an intricate geometric pattern of different pieces of glass in different colors.

All during the tour, I listened intently as Alrie happily tittered away, talking about all the different things she'd managed to accomplish this summer. Beyond sourcing cheap furniture and  making helping sign for the house, she scored a new job as a waitress, doubling the tip record on her second week.

“It was like, so, totes amazing! I even got myself a little treat and got my nails diiiid!” Alrie proudly showed off a set of glittering pink nails. “I so totally shouldn't have splurged, but I couldn't help it. I've been saving my money like an effing miser!”

“How much have you got saved?” My mother asked innocently. Clearly, she was trying to see if we were going to be able to pull this off or if I'd be begging for money next month.

Alrie tapped her well-manicured finger on her chin. “Oohhhh… I think I’ve just about got my portion of the rent paid off for the year!” She smiled.

"The year!?" Mom said, slackjawed.

I tried not to laugh as Alrie beamed with pride.

However, before we could inquire more, the doorbell began ringing.

Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding! Ding!

"Alex! Alrie!" A smokey, demure voice came from downstairs.

“Zalina!”

Alrie called down excitedly, a backpack on her shoulders. Zalina was slightly taller than Alrie, who went speeding down the stairs and enveloped her in a tight hug. She pulled Zalina down into her chest, squeezing her tight.

“I missed youuuu!” Alrie whined.

Zalina was practically suffocated by Alrie's chest before pulling herself away.

“We… saw each other… this morning…” Zalina gasped, sucking in the air.

“Is that all you brought with you?” My mom asked, noting the backpack on Zalina's shoulder. It was a bulging black bag with pins all over it. The pinkness slowly faded from Zalina's pale face as she regained the oxygen in her lungs.

“Yeah,” she said with a deep breath. “Didn't really have a lot to take from the folks, so fuck 'em.”

Suddenly, there was a loud ringing in the air.

Ding! Dingaling! Dingaling ding ding! Ding! Dingaling! Dingaling ding ding!

Mom's pocket vibrated, and she pulled out her phone, looking at it. Her eyes widened, and she sighed heavily.

“Sorry, I got to take this,” she said before answering, “Hello,” she sighed heavily again and nodded. “…Yes, I'll be right there. Yes, I can bring in a full crew. It’ll cost extra, is that fine?” As the other side of the phone continued, her eyes widened, “How far? …How much extra!?” Her eyes widened to the size of saucer plates, and the exasperation turned into a fit of giggles. “I’ll be there with bells on!”

Hanging up her phone, she looked at all of us. "I've got a helluva job to catch, so I need to skidaddle. Please give my love to Gigi and Omylia," She said, hugging me and looking at the girls. "A big ol' herd of Syrrain Spike Dragons are messing with cattle herders, and it's going to take all the sisters and me to rustle up the dragons and find all the different locations for them."

"How much is the contract?" I asked curiously. Mom leaned in and whispered the answer into my ears, and my eyes bugged out of my head. I made a funny noise, like my voice got caught in the back of my throat, and practically pushed her out the door. With a hug goodbye, she headed out.

"Take care, Alex!" She called out from the truck as its engine misfired before revving to life. We all waved goodbye before settling back into helping Zalina unpack.

Admittedly, that didn't take long. Most of her backpack was just filled with a few sweatpants, grungy shirts, her drawing tablet, and…

“Why do you have a miniature chess board set like this?” I asked, pulling out a small cheap chess set from the dollar store. “What happened to the other one that I got you?”

“Pops stole it and pawned it off,” Zalina shrugged, putting everything into the refurbished drawers that we’d found on the curb days before. Zalina avoided our gaze, trying to muffle the hint of embarrassment in her voice.

My stomach churned in anger and embarrassment. I should have known that that was going to be her answer. But I wasn't exactly a mind reader anymore.

“Ah…” I said after a moment.

“That is so totes wrong!” Alrie huffed, helping me adjust the mirror in the room. It’d also been found on a curb, lovingly restored. “But we will absolutely get you a newer and even nicer one and they're not invited to any of our parties!” Alrie punctuated this statement, sticking her tongue out.

Zalina let out a humorless laugh and shook her head, “Can’t be mad at ‘em. It's just what they do.”

While Alrie was bubbly, curvaceous, and warm, Zalina was cool, lean, and mysterious. Everything about her was black and white, from her smoky eyeliner to the black nails and the tattoos on her arms and stomach all the way to her jet-black wolf cut and her white tank top and black sweatpants that she’d stolen from me.

Looking in the mirror, I couldn't help but stare at Zalina. Despite all of her calm and devil-may-care persona, underneath her cool exterior and black-and-white facade, you'd never know that she was actually Zalina wasn't actually a full elf. She was also a quarter succubus who had a wild streak and a tattoo below her abdomen that would glow bright pink whenever she was feeling extra amorous and maybe a little crazy.

"You guys want to get high and play chess?" Zalina suggested, pulling out a baggie of Elf Weed, a fruitier, slightly less potent strain developed by the first Elvish stoners, from a secret compartment in her backpack.

Alrie looked at the baggie of bright pink bud and laughed.

“You might want to wait until Gigi gets here to pass that around. She’s totes gonna want some tokes.”

Omylia arrived next with several of her sisters and her grandmother, carrying dozens of boxes that quickly filled up the living room. And kitchen. Aaaaand her bedroom. It was hard to sort through the sheer amount of stuff she had. Her family, however, were more than happy to decorate as they pleased, all while looking at our new abode in disapproval.

“This is where you live now!?” One of our sisters shouted from upstairs. “This is the smallest place ever! It's completely unacceptable, Grandmother!”

"Now, now," Omylia's grandmother, Madam Domingo, tutted, looking around and attempting to maintain a polite expression. Omylia resembled her grandmother, with similar tans and an elegant, almost regal beauty. However, while Madam Domingo had fully invested in traditional elegance, her youngest granddaughter had a sportier edge and short pixie hair, unlike the long flowing locks of her siblings, "Apologies for their rudeness, Alex. They're just not used to this kind of home."

It was true that the building was a downgrade for Omylia. A multi-decade renter with out-of-date furnishings, chipped paint, and a weird smell in the kitchen… Great for a college kid, but yeah… It's not the same for the higher falutin crowd.

I nodded and took the box away from her, helping get things moved up for her.

“I trust you'll be leading the charge for the dragon racing team this year?” Madam Domingo asked idly.

“You betcha,” I grunted, going up the stairs and into Omylia’s room.

Omylia's knick-knacks and items were numerous enough to cover the whole house. I wondered how the heck she'd manage to fit everything in her room. I'd ask her, but the new tenant in question was currently MIA. That is until there was a crash.

WHAM!

“I got it! I got it!” Omylia frantically shouted.

Looking down the stairs, I saw her rushing to catch up as several heavy soccer balls bounced off the wall, pulling up white paint chips with precipitous thuds. Omylia's black pixie cut bounced up and down as she chased after the heavy balls bouncing around the entrance.

One of Omylia's sisters was about to catch them when Omylia suddenly leaped into the air. Stretching her arms out, she caught the heavy soccer balls and landed gracefully.

"Nice catch," I said, impressed, walking down the stairs. "Going for goalie this year too?"

Omylia gave me her trademark toothy grin and dropped the balls before flexing her slender but toned arms.

"Oh it’s nothing for the captain," One of her sisters sneered. “Hope you won’t be as clumsy as you are moving in while on the pitch.”

Omylia's excitable expression quickly drooped, and she looked away shamefully. The two older sisters, whose names I didn't care to remember at the moment, snickered, teasing their youngest sister.

“Lay off,” I growled.

The girls looked like they were about to say something snotty before rolling their eyes and walking away. I

“If we're done playing soccer, I'd like to move in now,” came a voice behind me.

A caravan of short, emerald-skinned goblins with back and grey hair stood behind me, stretching from the entrance porch to the front lawn. A familiar set of pigtails bounced behind a box nearly as big as she was.

“Helloooo?” Gigi called out.

"Gigi!" I smiled, taking the box from her hands, "Sorry! Let me help you with that."

Gigi smirked and smacked me on the ass. "Well, thanks Mr. Muscles. Try not to drop it like Omylia did as we pulled up."

“Gigi!” Omylia pouted.

Gigi was a goblin whom I had met during a soccer match last year. She had been a cheerleader for Goblin Technical University. However, rather than a one-night stand or anything, we just… made a habit of always running into each other. By the time the year ended, she had all but dropped out of Goblin Technical University and enrolled at EUE. This year was the start of her first official semester there.

"You already trying to get a kid out of him, Gigi?" Came a deep-voiced chortle.

Gigi’s large ears flopped down, making all her jewelry jingle, “Dad, oh my Gods, no.”

A taller goblin man with a five o'clock shadow and a square nose looked at me and laughed. He had a white shirt on that didn't quite cover his belly and a pack of smokes that he'd rolled into his sleeve. He looked at his daughter with an easygoing expression and tired eyes.

"It'd be good to get some kids out and whatnot. Probably what you're doing at school, right? Getting your MRS degree?"

“Uh, Sir?” I said uncomfortably. “I don't think that—”

“That's not what I'm doing,” Gigi said shortly.

We watched on uncomfortably while her father looked completely unfazed. It was as if Gigi hadn't even said anything. Behind her father were a half dozen similar-looking goblins. They all had the same features as Gigi's father, save for a matronly goblin bringing up the rear. She had to be Gigi's mother, sporting the same heart-shaped face as Gigi and ruby-red eyes.

“Hello again, Alex,” She said softly. “It's nice so see you again.”

“Hello, Mrs. Firestepper,” I waved. “Well, now that the awkward introductions are done, let’s finish up!”

While Omylia's family left as soon as they dropped her stuff off, Gigi's family stayed behind, helping to unpack everything. Her siblings were also eager to look at every single thing that everybody owned in every single room for hours on end.

We did our best to play accommodating hosts while the inquiring minds learned as much as they could about us. At some point, her father, Mr. Firestepper, got the two of us alone on the porch after the last boxes had been brought in.

“So, what is it about this Elf University of Earth that got my daughter to transfer from Gob Tech?” Her father asked me, offering me a beer.

“No thanks,” I politely declined, wondering where he had brought a beer from. He seemed disappointed, taking the beer that he’d opened and sipping it with his own.

“Didn’t even see why she bothered with Goblin Tech, honestly,” He grumbled, sipping his drink. “She coulda stayed with us and then she could have finally gotten a job, but instead she’s spending what she coulda saved.”

“Well…” I wasn't sure how to respond to that.

“I'm just trying to understand what kind of value she's getting from the school that's preventing her from working. I've been working since I a sprout! Barely 10 years old, I'll tell you what. And—”

"I think that we should go, dear," came a soft voice from behind. Gigi's mother came up and pecked him on the cheek and looked at me knowingly. If her mother was any indication, Gigi'd be aging about as gracefully as you could ever hope. Mrs. Firestepper was incredibly beautiful, with a few wrinkles around her eyes and her raven black hair greying slightly. Her father stopped his tangent and simply grunted, nodding his head.

“Be seeing you soon, daughter,” He grunted, giving her a half hug.

Gigi gave her mom a tighter hug before whispering into her ear. However, Gigi was terrible at whispering.

“Please get them out of here now.”

Her mother winked and quickly corralled the caravan of goblins into a full minivan. We all waved the family goodbye, and finally, as the door creaked shut, it was just us. Just… us. We all looked around, not sure what to do at first. There was an odd tension in the air. A kind of excitement, nervousness, maybe. Fear, perhaps? Ah… who knows. I decided to be the one to cut the tension, turning to everyone and pulling them into a big group hug.

“Well, everybody!” I said with a smile and squeezing. “Welcome home.”


Chapter 2

"Oh God, this lump is going to kill me," I grumbled, tossing and turning out of bed. The constant buzz of my alarm on the rickety end table woke me from a fitful sleep. The bed springs dug into my back, bouncing me up and down all night.

As I turned off the 5:00 AM alarm, I popped my back and did a quick set of stretches. Careful not to wake the others, I quietly brushed my teeth and walked down the stairs for my morning routine. Going into the fridge, I found a small collection of bottles with a bright blue, sizzling potion inside. Pulling it out, I took a deep breath and uncorked it before drinking it all in one go.

The potion burned at my throat and tasted like rotten raspberries. I squeezed my eyes and tried not to gag as the potion sizzled down my throat. Immediately following the potion, I took a big gulp of water and started running through my stretches.

I hated taking that stupid potion, but if I wanted to avoid the thoughts of others filtering into my head, I'd need to take it. Dr. Gn'Rashin had helped develop the potion to keep my mind-reading powers at bay and even put it in a smaller form factor. The only problem with the smaller and easier-to-make formula was that it tasted terrible.

Time for cardio…

Dashing out the door, I set for a few turns around the neighborhood. I did my best to keep my posture straight and not let my hips dip downward during my run. One foot in front of the other, I pounded the pavement, trying to improve my cardio. I kept my eyes locked forward, and my mind focused on the goals.

This year wasn't going to end with a last-place finish in the conference finals, dammit. As my feet stomped on the pavement, my memory flickered back to the excitement of the conference finals in Las Vegas last year. The sights. The roaring crowd. The endless stretches of desert with the burning sun above—

“Whoa!”

Tripping over myself, I nearly rolled my ankle on the curb before quickly reorienting myself and shaking my head. I also remembered how quickly that excitement turned into despair with our team getting blown out of the water in open marathon racing.

“Eyes on the prize, Alex,” I muttered to myself.

30 miles of racing in the desert both ways had us all sucking wind and completely unprepared. I was the first to finish in our team, and I barely managed to stay in the middle of the pack. Everybody else finished concurrently dead last.

An hour later, I arrived back at the house covered in sweat.

“Geez,” I panted, checking my time. 15 kilometers in an hour and seven minutes. A tremendous improvement from what I'd been doing before, but this had been the summer from hell, athletically.

Back in the kitchen, I got a packet of electrolytes to stick in some water while I prepped breakfast; we had stocked up on eggs, frozen sausage, chicken, and rice, along with protein bars and some frozen veg. Taking a deep breath, I stuck out my hand, and a purple glow formed around it. As I moved my hand, a spectral hand and forearm appeared where it'd just been.

“You keep the dishes movin and stir the eggs,” I instructed it.

The magic hand began to do as I commanded while I did the other half of the cooking. Magic was a weakness of mine, and I needed to train it more. I found practicing this spell handy (pardon the pun) to practice my magic, concentration, and coordination. Plus, it's just nice to have an extra hand ready. As the sausage sizzled, everybody's alarms slowly started going off.

I cooked up a mass of eggs and sausage, and I called out to everybody else, "Breakfast is ready!"

A deluge of "uuuggghhhs" and "It's too early for this…" came from upstairs. Once everyone managed to get up and at 'em, I wolfed it down before slipping off into the shower.

Dragging the others outside, we all waited for our ride as the late summer morning sun warmed us. The golden rays filtered through the leaves, giving sweet warmth in the morning. Zalina’s head rested on my shoulder while we waited for our ride to appear.

“Why do we have to carpool?” She mumbled. “Doesn’t Alrie have a car?”

I grinned, hearing a distinct woosh in the distance.

“Oh, we aren’t taking a car,” I said.

"Ezi!" Alrie called out, pointing to the sky.

Flying down from the sky came a long serpentine dragon with aqua scales and fiery red-orange eyes. Two long whiskers floated while he twirled his way down, showing off his flexibility and agility to the others. Ezi, an adolescent Baja Wave Rider, had been the dragon I had raced with since last year. But more than that, he was a great friend.

“Graaahgigh!” He let out a magnificent roar, causing several trees of birds to flee as he landed.

“Hey, Ezi!” I said, scratching the underside of his chin and slipping him a small piece of topaz.

Dragons loved treasure. And even the smallest gemstone could keep the greedy buggers happy long enough to ask a favor. I had stolen this from the dragon yesterday, and Ezi immediately caught on. He sniffed it and growled.

“I smell other dragons. Have you been riding with other dragons, Alex?” He thought to me forlornly.

Oh yeah. And I could communicate telepathically with him and other dragons.

“Nah bud. Captured him and released him into the wild.”

That seemed to placate the aqua prima donna enough for us to all hop aboard. Ezi had grown over the summer and easily fit all five of us. With everybody holding onto the other's waist and Gigi riding in my lap, we set off.

We rose through the high above all of the buildings, flying toward Elf University of Earth. There's nothing like flying on the back of a dragon. Feeling the cool air rush by, flying over the top on the back of a mighty beast. The only problem was Ezi did not understand that the girls… weren't trained riders.

“I want to go fast!” He begged me mentally.

“At practice, bud.” I scratched his ear behind the side of his face. “Coach Bluran’ll be happy to be back in action.”

Coach Bluran was a mighty blue dragon capable of human speech and able to grow to the size of a building with mighty control over storms and lightning. He also happened to coach our dragon racing team. Today was going to be the first official practice of the season.

We'd been getting together informally before now. We'd been having some informal training before now due to the size of our team, but we were excited to see who was joining there.

"OMG, it's so prettyyyy!" Alrie pointed out the sights.

Flying through the suburbs, we slowly saw fewer and fewer houses until we got into the mix of suburbs and countryside. Off in the distance, we could see Elf University of Earth, a wild collection of buildings emerging from natural forests and lush, magical life.

The buildings were all white and black stone carved into beautiful different geometric patterns, each building a sight to behold on its own. But from the right viewpoint along the hilly landscape, it turned into a crown, with the library taking center stage as the "crown jewel" of sorts.

What was once prospecting land and a mining town had been bought by the elf community and turned into a picturesque display of opulence, natural beauty, and the superior education of the elven way. Of course, that mostly just meant using science and math to explain how elves were the superior race, but that was on a downward trend.

We made our way to the campus quad and let everybody off as we all checked our schedules. Despite the early time, the campus was already bustling with activity. Students rushing to class. Professors conversing while crossing the campus. Magical wildlife and plants thriving. Oh, and people pointing and screaming at the dragon descending from the heavens.

“Run! It’s the human and his dragon!” Someone shouted.

Yes, this was EUE, alright.

“Everybody got Gn’Rashin for a history class?” Zalina asked.

We all nodded, having managed to get a gen ed together.

“I've been looking forward to that class,” Gigi said, scratching her chin. “Gn’Rashin seems like a real chill type.”

“Really?” Omylia said, arching a brow.

“No, not at all. She seems super intense.”

“Got to go now,” Ezi thought to me. “I wanna go race other dragons and maybe bite them.”

“No biting, just racing,” I requested mentally.

Ezi made a non-committal hoot and jumped off into the air, flying away. Several other students looked on in terror as I smiled after my dragon. Their mirthless stares were easy to see, but it was nice not to know what terrible things they were thinking toward me.

The main building was a long and wide collection of white sandstone bricks, and if you looked at it closely enough, you could see a white glittering of golden dust. The inside was cavernous and naturally outfitted with trees and plants everywhere. Elves prided themselves on their connection to the natural world.

“Let's see, room 117…” Omylia said, walking beside me,

I glanced at her and saw that next to her class list, she had formation tables for the soccer team.

“How'd summer practices go?” I asked innocently.

Omylia gave me a side glance, and her lips tightened, "They were…good."

Once we made it to room 117, we opened the door and walked through the threshold. The inside was much bigger than it appeared on the outside. Instead of a tiny, stuffy classroom, this classroom was more like a small amphitheater with several levels of steps downward.

At the bottom, there was a circular floor and a single wooden desk in the center. Most notably, you couldn't help but sweat at the humidity of the room. There was tropical fauna everywhere, and I could swear there were some distant sounds of bugs and apes.

"It's like a rainforest," I muttered, sitting down in the front seat. The others all filed in around me as we stared at our professor.

Dr. Gn'Rashin stood there, watching the massive classroom fill with the few students brave enough to take her. She was a tall, muscular orc woman in a blue blazer with tusks, filed and neat. She had a cold stare behind her half-moon spectacles. One side of her head was shaved, while her usual silver and black mohawk had been brushed down. She'd opted not to include the feathers in her hair this time, so instead, she added a red and green braid.

I gave her a half wave, and she nodded curtly.

“How's it going, coach?” Omylia asked, pulling out her soccer formation studies.

"That won't be necessary, Omylia," Dr. Gn'Rashin said, ignoring her question. "Currently, this is your US history class. You may study our formations when it's time to study our formations.” She pulled out a packet and tapped it on the table several times. “It's time to study 19th century America and the earliest reported portal incidents.”

Omylia tried not to make a sour face and put away her notes. Several other students snickered behind us.

"Dork," One of them muttered. I turned around. I saw a mousy-faced elf with his hair slicked back and bright black irises. He stopped snickering and looked at me. "What are you looking at, dork?”

I eyed him up and down and tried to suppress a laugh. Elves had a funny taste of fashion. They were either wearing long flowing robes with intricate patterns akin to the old times, or they were following whatever weird fashion trend filtered into elf society. Right now, it was Canadian tuxedos, denim jeans with a denim shirt, and a denim jacket.

“Alright,” Dr. Gn’Rashin announced. "Would you brave few move as close to the walkway as possible? I believe rumors of this class' difficulty scared most of your classmates away."

Luckily, the girls and I were already bundled around there, but several students decided to ignore her request. Dr. Gn’Rashin smirked and tapped her half-moon spectacles twice.

The stone seats started wobbling, and we heard several of the stragglers sitting at the edge shout and jump up. The wall of foliage at the edges began to grow.

"Help!" one of the students who had decided to ignore Dr. Gn'Rashin's suggestion was suddenly swallowed by the foliage. "Help me! I'm—"

Woomp!

The student was flung forward to the middle of the row. The foliage wasn't growing. It was just getting closer.

“There we go,” Dr. Gn’Rashin said, “I prefer a more intimate student environment.”

Dr. Gn'Rashin then turned to the table and tapped a small crystal icosahedron. Lights began to flutter into multicolored lights radiated from the crystal object in several bands and above into the air.

“I am sure you all took the time to read the summer packets, so I'm not going to go over the rubric.”

I nodded my head, pulling out the notes that I had already prepared for the semester. Dr. Gn'Rashin emailed us two weeks before classes had started with our packet and rubric to let us know about the grading scale. Basically, every day was graded, but most of your grades were still determined by how you did midterms and finals, as was university policy.

“Oh god, I didn't do that.” Gigi whispered. “Can I borrow your notes?”

She clung to my arm and looked at me pitifully, her eyes sparkling and her lip pouting. Now, I'm a man. A man who understands himself. And when you've got a beautiful goth goblin clinging to your arm, intentionally burying it in her ample cleavage…

“Here,” I said, sliding over my notes as Dr. Gn’Rashin started.

“One of the first known portal incidents is from 1812 during a battle between the Royal Canadian military and the United States near the New York-Canada border.” As Dr. Gn’Rashin spoke, that very battle came into view through the different lights. “This portal incident involved a dwarf known as Hausang De Grokgand III, causing great confusion to both the Canadian and United States soldiers.”

Dr. Gn’Rashin went into great detail, racing through several of the earliest events where a portal opened up from the “Magic World” as Earth called it. A world containing orcs, goblins, dwarves, elves, and the kindling: a race of devilish looking folk with red and purple skin and horns around the sides of their head, and occasionally, small fires between their horns.

Most of the original portal incidents involved dwarves and elves, with the occasional orc or goblin appearing. However, with this just being the start of the semester, Dr. Gn'Rashin focused on the earliest examples, which included the fewest numbers. They didn't start coming in droves until the 1900s. As I wrote down my notes, I couldn't help but think about how easy it was to listen to Dr. Gn'Rashin.

She installed magical candles that helped everybody improve their focus. And without having a hundred voices pounding my brain, demanding my attention, I could just focus on her teachings as well as the notes that she provided. As the war of 1812 ended in her stories, however, a bell began to ring dinging.

“I guess that would be the end of class today… And we were just getting into good stuff,” She muttered to herself. “Anyways, read pages 13 through 35 before class on Friday. I expect the in-class discussions to be clear, concise, and focused!”

Packing up all of our things, I took a deep breath and stretched.

"I think this is going to be a much easier year. Don't you think that's the case?" Alrie said cheerily. However, she didn't quite say it in English. Instead, she spoke it out loud in Elvish.

“I… think… so,” I replied with only a slightly terrible accent.

“Ooh, not bad,” Zalina teased.

"So full of brain soup…" Gigi muttered, holding her head. She practically had spirals for eyes as she wobbled out of class next to us. "She filled my brain with so much stuff and now it sounds like you guys are speaking another language."

"We are," I said, switching back to English.

“Oh, good. Wait… Is that going to be a thing now, too?”

Once we were done teasing Gigi, we checked our schedules for the next round.

“What's the next class you guys all got?” I asked, pulling out my phone.

“Physiology.”

“Astronomy.”

“Figure work.”

“Chemistry II!” Alrie said excitedly. She bounced up and down, causing her ponytail to dance around. “Chem was, like, totes the funnest! Once I got going on the studies, it was a total breeze. Toots!” She smiled, giving us a peace sign. However, the sweat forming on her forehead told me it wasn’t “totes a breeze."

“How about you, Alex?”

* * *

“Welcome to Draconology!” Coach Bluran announced proudly.

Coach Bluran and I were standing, along with a dozen other terrified-looking elf students, in the field next to the dragon pen. The pen was nothing more than a stone circle with magic vibrating in the air, preventing them from rushing out and attacking us. Coach Bluran, although typically a giant blue dragon, had a propensity for turning himself into the other magical races, albeit with blue skin. Right now, he was a portly goblin with a golfer's cap and an argyle sweater.

“Before I go and hit the links, what say you? We all have a nice, fun class, yes?”

I chuckled with my hands in my pockets. All the other students stayed as far away from the pen as possible. Several different varieties of adolescent dragons were all lazing around on different stones, trees, and on the ground. None of them were bigger than 10 feet long, and wingspans bigger than 15 feet. Sure, they could kill you in an instant if they had the gumption, but a few semi-precious stones in the pocket did wonders (as did pepper up their nose).

"Now, today, we will only be observing the dragons," Coach Bluran explained, gesturing to the lazy teenage dragons. "Eventually we will get to the point where we can touch the dragons." He looked at me and winked as the other one of the students let out a terrified yelp.

“Please don't kill me!”

“Oh, fret not, fret not! Our medical staff are top-notch at sewing limbs back on!”

This did nothing to induce confidence in the students.

“Oh, how I love to torture them,” Coach Bluran thought to himself.

“Indeed,” I replied under my breath.

Coach looked at me, and his eyes flashed dangerously.

“I told you not to do that.”

“I literally can't control it, Coach. You’re a dragon. I just… hear it.”

Before we could argue anymore, Coach remembered we were in class and turned his attention to the students. "In today's class we'll be going over the anatomy of dragons. Can anyone tell me what they use to fly?”

I was about to say something, but he put a blue gnarled finger up toward me.

“M-m-magic?” One of the students offered meekly.

Coach’s eyes lit up. “That would be correct, Esmeralda!”

“Esmeralda?” I said, looking to the side.

Sure as shit, Esmeralda, the chess prodigy, was in this class with me. Brilliant, short-tempered, and kind of a total bitch. Esmeralda was the quintessential elf wunderkind. She was proud to be an elf and even prouder to be better than everybody else as an elf. Her flat, straight grey hair had been braided into a knot, and she stared at me with her cold silver eyes. No doubt she was thinking a million different insults at me.

For the rest of the class, we walked around the enclosure, writing down notes about the different aspects of the dragon. Things like how they had wings and teeth and could spit fire/acid/lightning/ice/poison, and they liked treasures. The really advanced stuff, ya know?

“Excellent job everybody. Excellent, excellent job!” Coach Bluran clapped at the end of class. “You've all done wonderful, wonderful. Yes, wonderful. Now we will be having a more practical class next on Friday, so do be prepared. We might actually…?" he again paused and waited for somebody else to say something.

"T-touch the dragons?" Somebody suggested, hoping to be wrong.

“No, not quite yet,” Coach Bluran smiled.

"Of course, I'm not letting you touch them, dumb ass!" I heard him think, “We will be talking about the dragons, so please try to do your readings from pages one through… ten. Now shoo! Go away."

Walking away from class, I headed back to the grove to grab lunch with the others.

“See you in chess class, loser,” Esmeralda said, bumping beside me.

I waved dramatically to her and raised my voice, proclaiming, "Fairwell, foul tempered wench!"

Esmeralda stopped on a dime and turned, staring at me furiously. "Y-you…"

"Human!" I suggested, in mock helpfulness. "Non-elf? Roundie? Oh! Dork!?" I said, snapping my fingers. I then pondered her insults happily, not knowing what she was thinking. "Guy who… is bad at chess?"

She stiffened like a board, and her eyes widened, blushing furiously before turning around and dashing off. Oh my God. She actually thought that. I thought to myself. Could I have blown my cover? Once back to the center of campus, I chilled around the quad, finishing my readings before meeting the others up for lunch.

“Everyone have a good set of classes?” I asked.

"No…" Gigi said, thumping her head on the table. Thump! Thump! “It was boring. How do you make calculus boring?” Gigi said with her hands up to the sky. “Math is supposed to be kind of fun and like a puzzle and shit. Not…boring.” We all looked at her sadly slurping spicy noodles.

“Same,” Zalina said, doodling with an energy drink in her free hand.

Omylia, meanwhile, was absorbed in her practice notes. "I've got a long-ass practice tonight, and I have not had the normal amount of time I like to study for it. After all I…" Omylia stopped short and looked at me, horrified, dropping her chicken salad. "Aren't you supposed to be the captain of the dragon racing team? Why aren't you prepping!?”

“It's not official yet!” I defended myself. “There are some new transfers, including some guy from Orc College who's like a senior. So he might have more experience and might be better fit as the captain.”

We all sat around discussing our plans for the day and planning how to get home. Since Omylia and I had practice after a while, we'd all go home, and I'd bring her back to campus afterward. After lunch, I kissed Alrie and Omylia goodbye to go with Zalina and Gigi to our next class.

“Welcome to the Intermediate Chess course,” An older elf man with a checkerboard robe and red trimmed beard growled. Our new professor, Dr. Lyrkiniuk, stared at us all with a mixture of disgust and impatience. “I hope you are ready for a difficult and combative time. This will be a more competitive class than before.”

My stomach turned around at the thought, and everyone immediately started sizing each other up. The class had about 20 or so students, not including us. And, stomping into class and sitting beside me, came that rather mean, grey-haired elf. Esmerelda stared forward, occasionally flitting her eyes to Zalina.

Chess class had turned into something of a revelation for Zalina when she first came here. She was focused on just becoming a great graphic designer. However, in the introduction of chess class, she had uncovered not just a hobby, but an obsession.

Chess boards and pieces rose from the table as if printed by an invisible nozzle on our tables. Looking around, the boards were all in different positions of play for us to study.

"Here's how to pass this class," Dr. Lyrkiniuk said. He wrote on the chalkboard the phrase: Don't suck at chess! “There you go! Even if you lose, you can still pass this class. So long as you don't look like a total idiot.” He looked around the class, grimacing. “I don't know how easy that's going to be for some of you.”

Esmeralda turned her pale eyes towards me, staring daggers. "You couldn't even last 10 minutes against me last year, human," She growled. "What makes you think you have a chance now?"

“I literally lasted 10 minutes,” I muttered back. “You beat me on time. Remember?”

Dr. Lyrkiniuk continued his speech, ignoring us.

“You better not be flirting with her,” Zalina grumbled. “Because I'm not splitting any more sex.”

“Yeah, it has been a little bit long for you, hasn't it?” Gigi teased with a whisper. “If I beat you in chess, can I have your next turn?”

“You're so on!”

I did my best to ignore the two of them and stared forward at the theoretical positions of Dr. Lyrkiniuk's lesson for the day. As it turned out, Dr. Lyrkiniuk was a much more theoretical professor than our last. He focused on teaching us principles and understanding tactics versus just having us play repeatedly. With as much as I'd played Zalina over the summer and tried to study, I was getting kind of good!

“Checkmate,” Zalina said on the 13th move of the game.

“…Butts.”

I looked down at the board from our practice match at the end of class and saw that I had been completely trapped by my own pieces.

“You sunk his battleship!” Gigi giggled. Dr. Lyrkiniuk looked around at our finished positions and looked at me expectantly.

“Young man. Do you know what your opponent's ELO rating is?”

“No, not recently,” I said, looking back at Zalina. “Why?”

“Because you look like you played like a 500.”

Ouch. I thought to myself. A 500 was a very low rank in chess and typically the insult chess players would use to describe someone bad at chess. Dr. Lyrkiniuk flipped through his notes on all of us. We’d been given estimated ELO rankings at the end of the class.

“Your opponent was a…” He tilted his head to the left and looked back to Zalina. “Nevermind. Just try to be more mindful about what your opponent is doing in the future.” I looked to Zalina, who smiled, waiting to be showered in appreciative words.

“Oh, go on!”

“No, I don't think I will,” I sneered. “Ms. 2,100 ELO.”


Chapter 3

With the final class of the day over, we all headed out, headed toward the open fields where Coach Bluran had booked the dragon racing team for practice. However, an unwanted guest interrupted us as we walked across campus. His shadow appeared before his ghastly appearance.

“Excuse me,” came the low growl of my least favorite vampire.

Appearing from out of the shadows was a hunched-over elf man with a severe look on his face and pale grey skin. His eyes burned with hatred behind his thick spectacles. As he stared at me, his jowls quivered with hatred. He wore a black suit with a blood red tie and his hands were behind his back, fingers tapping angrily.

“Ah, Dean Yilnavli,” I said, feeling a pit in my stomach. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“Who's the stiff?” Gigi asked.

“That’s Dean Yilnavli,” Zalina reminded her. “You know? The guy that was on Alex's case all year last year. And also Alrie's dad.”

Gigi's eyes lit up in recognition, and she smiled, waving to him. "Oh yeah! How's it going, Deany?"

We walked over to him. The Dean may have been underneath his wife, the President, in the school’s hierarchy, but he still wasn't somebody I wanted to get on the bad side of. Especially when I was dating his daughter. Dean Yilnavli stared at me, blinking slowly, taking a deep breath that rattled his old cagey bones before speaking through gritted teeth.

“The President… would like to speak… with you... Please follow me.”

He turned around and walked back without waiting for us. Unsure, we shrugged and followed him toward the center of campus to the administrative building, a wing of the main building with a large set of glass windows. We walked back through campus and up to the top of the administrative building, through a set of double doors into a hallway rarely seen by students.

This was where all the head honchos and big wigs of the university plotted and schemed to make Elf University of Earth the most prestigious, opulent institution for educating the lowly masses about the wonders of elven kind.

"Through here," He said, gesturing to an ornate black wooden door nearly as tall as the floor and just as wide.

I went to open it, but he stopped me, tapping the hinges before it opened forward, opposite the direction of the hinges. I waited for the Dean to follow, but he simply waited outside. The inside of the President's office was nothing like the opulent display of elven magnanimity and artistry that the Dean’s had been. Instead, it just looked like any old office with drawers everywhere and a big mahogany desk with a large cushy chair.

“Alex, Zalina, and Gigi,” came a warm voice. Sitting behind the desk was President Yilnavli, the Dean's wife and Alrie's mother. “Welcome! Please sit down," She said, gesturing to us with a smile.

Alrie was the spitting image of her mother, aggressively beautiful and with a fiercely intelligent look behind her steel blue eyes. However, Dr. Yilnavli didn't have Alrie's softness. Instead, she had a steely edge, a sharpness that could cut the unprepared. She smiled at her husband and gestured for him to leave.

We all turned and watched as the Dean stood there like a gargoyle, and the door shut in front of him with a loud thud - and all that was left now was a blank wall. There was no door on this side, only a perfectly smooth, boring eggshell white paint job. The President had a pleasant but vaguely predatory look on her face as if she'd separated a few fish from the school.

“I do apologize for preventing you from making it to your first practice, Alex, but I need to discuss something with you.”

I looked at her warily. Why was this discussion so important? And why did it have to happen now? Why have Gigi and Zalina here?

“Is it something that couldn't have been said the other day when we were moving in?”

President Yilnavli smiled, looking away from us, deep in thought, "…No. I prefer it to be where magical barriers can prevent people from hearing us. I don't know how else to put this, so I'll get straight to the point." She pulled out a file from her desk and laid it in front of me. Opening the manila folder, I noticed that it was filled with pictures of different students, and on top of each was a big red stamp that said "top secret."

“I'm sure you all remember Epsilon Epsilon Epsilon?”

Zalina shivered, and I glowered.

“You mean the crazy cult masquerading as a Greek life organization?”

“The one that tried to force me to do an animal sacrifice?”

"The one that's plotting to overthrow the world!?" Gigi added, slamming her hands onto the table. "I want answers, dammit!" Everybody stopped and stared at her. Gigi's intense expression drooped, and she scratched the back of her head, laughing nervously. "Sorry, I wasn't here for that part last year, so I was kind of guessing."

“You're not that far off, Ms. Firestepper,” President Yilnavli gestured.

Looking through the photos, I noticed some unsavory people like Orsando, Alrie's ex, who’d tried to spike a bunch of drinks last year and was at the top of my personal shit list. He’d harassed me on and off all year, leading to a brawl at his father’s bar.

"After the changing of the guard following last year's purge, they were disbanded. Though, not entirely." She produced a few more flyers for us to see, all with the Greek initials Epsilon Nu Delta, "This organization was created, circumventing my authority thanks to members 