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      The rain hit the window. There was the occasional semblance of a rhythm in the water, but the wind killed it just as fast. He sighed and looked out, seeing nothing but the grounds of the school. No one was out today.

      “I hate the rain,” Grandell said while he traced his green finger through the moisture. “Yeah, but it could be worse. We could be in it,” Blin replied, trying to suppress a shudder through his body. “I’d rather be out there sometimes,” Grandell said.

      “Sure, buddy, you do what makes you happy. I’m going to stay right here where it’s nice and dry,” Blin replied and changed the channel to the news.

      “The Shifter Alliance has struck again, this time laying waste to the Antacian border town of Tian. The destruction here is great, as you can see,” the reporter said, and the camera panned to the left, revealing burning buildings and wrecked cars.

      “They have left their calling card, claiming that until Jorin Idris has been destroyed, they will never stop their assault against what they call vampire strongholds,” the reporter said, and Blin turned off the television.

      “The Northern Kingdom is being attacked by shifters because they think some dusty old vampire king came back from the dead. Are you kidding me?” Blin asked.

      “Didn’t you hear about the dust up in Echemos a few days ago? I’m telling you, the world is coming to an end. The unicorn invasion. The blade thing. Even in the Morglands, all the vamps in training got dusted by a golem. Why are we even here? We should be getting ready for the end of the world,” Grandell replied.

      “Yeah, or we could just do nothing, put up with our idiot teachers, learn how to defend our home, and call it a day,” Blin replied, setting the remote down.

      “From the end of the world?” Grandell replied. “From everything willing to try,” Blin said and crossed his arms.

      “Well, I guess I’d rather die in a fight than run from anything,” Grandell looked back towards the window. The rain still fell, and if it wasn’t for the news and his phone, there was no way he could tell that anything was wrong at all from here. This was almost his whole world.

      Then a soft tone came through the speakers in the dorm. “Time to go,” Blin said with a yawn, then he stood up. Grandell did too, following Blin into the hall.

      The rest of the students were filing out. Trolls, ogres, giants, even a few humans in the mix, the chatter was low as they moved.

      “See you later, Blin,” Grandell said. Blin turned to look at him. “You too,” he replied. The two of them moved down opposite halls.

      The crowd thinned out, and soon Grandell found himself in the classroom. He moved to his desk and sat down. The others did as well. “Hey, Grindy,” a voice said. He rolled his eyes but couldn’t help but smile a bit. “Yes, what is it?” he asked.

      “Nothing, I just wanted to call you Grindy to see if you’d answer,” she said, and he took a deep breath. “Really? I don’t feel good, and I’m not in the mood,” he replied. She laughed. “You always get like this when it rains. Someday you’ll have to explain that whole thing to me,” she replied.

      “You wouldn’t understand. I don’t think I even do,” he replied, and she frowned a little. “Someday you’re gonna have to open up,” she said. “It’s just a mental thing. Nothing can be done, don’t worry about it,” he replied.

      “Fine, you keep being your grumpy self, slayer,” she said. He cringed. “Don’t call me that,” he replied.

      Then, before she could reply, at the front of the class, there was a brief shot of purple light. It faded, then there was an ogre in a suit. Mr. Hummel was there. He did not look happy, not that he ever did, but today he looked especially unhappy.

      “Class, I regret to inform you there’s been a change in plans,” he said, his voice deep, cutting through whatever random thoughts the students were having, and bringing them to attention. He took a breath, trying to find the words that came next.

      “Due to the recent rise in shifter violence, the top brass has demanded everyone get a refresher course on how to kill Yelena,” he said, not moving or changing his voice at all in the process.

      All at once, the class started to moan and complain. “Enough,” he said, and the class shut up. Then hands went up. “Sheila Hoag, ask the question,” he said, pointing at her.

      “Sir, killing Yelena is something a second year can do in their sleep. Is this necessary?” she asked, crossing her arms.

      The teacher softened his looks. “Yes. I know, but this Yelena Alliance is different. These aren’t your mindless beasts picking off kids outside a village, no, these are warriors,” he replied.

      She laughed. “Warriors, really, sir?” she asked, and his black eyes flashed in her direction. “Yelena used to be a plague on this world, and we drove them back. So yes, as of right now, we all get a refresher course on how to kill these furries,” he said.

      There was a low groan throughout the class, but it died out in a hurry. “Partner up,” Hummel said.

      “Yes, sir,” the class replied in unison and stood up. Hummel snapped his fingers, and the room around them transformed into a full gym.

      “Come on, Grindy, you know the drill,” Hoag said. “Come on, stop calling me that, and yeah, the drill, I got it down,” Grandell replied, and she laughed. “Wouldn’t have it any other way, it’s too much fun,” she replied.
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      The class stood in a line, partnered up. The teacher took a breath, stomped his foot, and his suit turned into a suit of light green armor. The class followed his lead, their uniforms turning into blue armor in a second.

      “Alright. These beasts are not your typical shifters. If you’ve been following the news, you should understand that. So, in light of this, I have been authorized to turn off the limits of the training spell. This level of intensity is meant for the actual military, so any volunteers?” he asked, scanning the line.

      No one volunteered.

      “Mydar, Nyra, you’re up first,” he said and walked back behind the white boundary line.

      The two women glanced at one another, then stepped forward. “Yes, sir,” Mydar said. Mydar was a Troll, tall and strong, with black hair under her helmet. Nyra was an Ogre. She was taller, her arms, pure muscle, thicker than most people’s legs. Grandell couldn’t help but admire that much power in anyone. Useful in a fight.

      Their weapons appeared in their hands. Nyra had a silver club that looked like it would have taken three people to lift it. Mydar’s weapon of choice was a long, straight silver sword. “Now for the enemy,” Hummel said and took a breath.

      “Erom Retsnom,” he said, and in front of them, a column of bright yellow and blue fire erupted from the ground. When the fire faded, a seven foot tall beast stood before them. It was a werewolf, with long, deep red hair, and golden eyes.

      “What is this?” Nyra asked. “The enemy,” Hummel replied.

      Then the beast attacked. It leapt forward. Nyra swung her club at the thing. It ducked and grabbed her by the throat, picking her up with its left hand and preparing to rip out her heart with its right hand. Mydar rushed the beast and cleaved into its side with her sword.

      It sunk a couple of inches into the flesh, enough to make it howl in pain, dropping the ogre to the ground. It put its clawed hand around the blade and pulled it out. The wound spewed black smoke, then healed. Mydar took a step back, seeing her reflection in the beast’s black eyes. It tossed the blade to the ground.

      She tried to get out of the way, but the inhuman speed it had was impossible to escape. In three steps it had her by the neck.

      She screamed only for a second as her airway was cut off. Then that silver club hit it from the right side, directly in the head. The beast whined, stumbled away, and dropped its victim. “You alright?” Nyra asked.

      “Fine,” Mydar replied as she took Nyra’s hand and stood up. Without missing a beat, the two of them ran at the beast while it was still stunned. Nyra swung that club again, and the wolf raised its left arm, blocking it. No shifter should have been this strong.

      Mydar took a chance and jumped on the thing, pushing it back to the ground. “Now,” she yelled. Nyra rushed the beast and put the end of the club into the thing’s skull, crushing it into paste. “That’s how you do it,” she said with a smile, only to look down and see those long claws pushed through the armor, into Mydar’s chest.

      “Brolox, no,” she said, looking at the bleeding wound. Hummel rushed to her side. “She’s still alive, call the medics,” he said. Nyra put her hands together, then a white beam shot down from above, just beside her. Two elves rushed out of the light, dressed in their uniforms.

      “It’s a magic wound. We got this, back off,” the first one said. Hummel did what they said. The elves got on opposite sides and joined hands over the wounded, then all of them disappeared in a similar flash of light.

      “Well, now you people see what can happen if you go into a real fight when you’re not ready. People get hurt, people will die. If this was real, neither one of these two would have lived Their form was sloppy, and teamwork even worse. They used one another as bait to get the advantage. Magical creations are a mere shadow of the real thing. This one is the mirror of the captured alliance member the Mystic Police were able to capture,” he said.

      The students looked at one another.

      “Pay attention, this is your enemy. You will all fight this again and again, but this time I’m turning the safety back on. You’re going to fight until you win or the time for class runs out,” Hummel said, as if he knew something.

      “Why would a bunch of vampire haters come here, sir?” Sheila asked. Hummel was going to get after her for asking anything out of turn, but the situation they all watched changed his mind. He thought about his next words carefully.

      “It’s a trick. They claim to hate the undead, but that’s just to gain sympathy. They are terrorists. They want to cause chaos. Shifters have always tried to cause chaos. It’s in their nature. They change into monsters and kill, and burn everything they can’t infect. Once you’re bitten by a shifter, you become one. They will take any stance they can just to get people to second guess themselves,” he said and paused.

      “We live in dangerous times. The Void Star Academy is needed now more than ever, us and all the schools like us are needed. Soft men have created these violent times, and our time is now. Now, you need to get your heads out of the clouds and prepare yourselves,” he finished. He didn’t know how else to say it.

      “Are you ready for this?” Grandell asked her as the teacher turned his attention elsewhere. “Sure, you be the bait. I’ll stab it through the heart, then we can get an early lunch, just don’t be lunch,” Sheila replied.

      He smiled. “Sure, I’ll let you do the easy part,” he replied.

      “Easy, we both know I’d taste better than you. I should be the bait, I’m just afraid you’d miss your mark and hit me instead,” she replied as both of their weapons formed. His was a black war hammer, which he held in both hands. Hers was a long iron spear. “Of course, you taste much better,” he said under his breath, she ignored that.

      “Too bad we don’t have any silver,” she changed the subject, doing her best not to laugh.

      He shook his head. “They aren’t real shifters anyway. It doesn’t matter what we use,” he replied. “I suppose, I just like how it shines is all,” she replied. “Women and their shiny things, typical,” he replied. “Hey, I’m allowed,” she said, and he smiled.

      “I suppose. Let’s just get this over with,” he replied. “My thoughts exactly,” she said.
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      Grandell and Sheila waited. The wait was not a long one. The red beast appeared in front of them, looking the same as the one they had just seen. “You ready?” she asked, and he took a breath. “Yeah,” he replied.

      Neither one had a chance to reply. The beast lunged just like it had before. Grandell met the creature and put his hammer between them. The wolf grabbed the handle, and to his surprise, didn’t seem nearly as strong as it had in the demonstration.

      He was able to twist the hammer to the right and kick the thing in the chest, knocking it back. “Those safety regulations turn this into a cakewalk,” he said. She just shook her head. “What are they, super strong or not?” she asked, annoyed at the situation.

      “Who cares, the only good shifter is a dead one. Stand back,” Grandell replied and charged the thing with no fear. Sheila watched as her partner caved the chest of the beast in with one attack. With a sharp whine and low whimper, the magical construct collapsed to the floor and faded into red smoke that disappeared.

      “Is that all, or did you need us to do more?” Sheila asked. Hummel crossed his arms and was just as frustrated as they were. This was child’s play with the restrictions on, and they all knew it, but what if there was a point. What if there really was a band of raiders out there just as strong as the top brass had claimed.

      “Yeah, just make sure to restock your silver supply before you go back to your dorms, orders,” he said.

      Grandell and Sheila got their uniforms back. Weapons disappeared. “Yes sir,” they both said, turned to leave.

      “Do you really think shifters would be dumb enough to hit VSA?” Sheila asked. “I hope they don’t. If we have to fight a whole horde of shifters, that means I’d have to spend the whole battle watching your back. That’d get old, not that I don’t like watching your backside or anything, but you know what I mean,” he said with a smile.

      “You are kind of pathetic, but you have your moments,” she replied, and he rolled his eyes. “Thanks, I’m going to back to my dorm, pick up some silver for me while you’re there,” he replied.

      “Get your own silver,” she said in a huff, turned, and walked away. “Whatever,” he said. She never heard it. He made it back to his dorm and opened the door. Blin hadn’t come back yet. The rain still fell outside. He ignored it for now.

      “I wonder if the new Delta Squad is out yet?” he asked out loud without knowing why while he walked to his uncomfortable bed and sat down. He turned on the television and started to flip through the channels.

      He didn’t find the show he was looking for. Instead, a news special caught his eye. “The Silver Knight of Antacia, myth or reality,” a voice said as the screen started to flash pictures, one every ten seconds, of a blurry, almost human looking figure.

      Grandell smiled. “That guy was a real hero,” he said. If the rumors were true, and he hoped they were, the Silver Knight stopped the attack in the city. It was someone he could look up to, at least. He wondered what it was like to have that kind of power.

      “I saw him, I swear he fought the dread knights and beat them. There was one that was as big as a house, and the ground shook when he walked. The Silver Knight took him down. I saw the whole thing,” a woman said, she was an elf who looked star struck.

      “However, others aren’t so sure,” the narrator continued.

      “Yeah, my name’s Shane, and I can tell you that the Silver Knight story is made up so people like you can make money, knock it off. I was a dishwasher in the castle the night it happened. I’m telling you, it was just a bunch of crazy mages, nothing more,” he said and started to walk away from the camera.

      “You’re a friend of Pen Kenders, right?” the man behind the camera asked. Shane stopped. “I am, and no, he didn’t pull the sword out, no one knows who did, or where they went. If you ask me, the world is better off without those things anyway,” he replied, “Go away,” he finished.

      “All this and more tonight at ten after the news,” the man said, and Grandell groaned. Lights out was at nine. No power until sunrise. He was going to miss it.

      “Oh well,” he said, maybe someone would record it, he hoped, as the screen turned back to some afternoon soap opera about rich elves with rich problems and how it was ruining their lives. They couldn’t find a boat big enough to park their other boat inside.

      Disgusted with the concept, he turned the television off and lay on the bed. Half of his mind wanted a fight. He dreamed of helping to kill a horde of shifters, on the other hand, he wasn’t so sure this was such a good thing to wish for because it was still a horde of shifters.

      The evils of war had a way of getting out of hand and whatever fantasy he had in his head, it didn’t account for the dead and the dying, all the screaming, too. All of this was confusing, and knowing what to wish for was hard.

      He pushed it out of his mind when Blin walked into the room. “Dude, can you believe this?” he asked, and Grandell took a breath.

      “Werewolves could be coming here,” Blin said as he put his belt on the bed, it was an ammo belt, magazines filled with silver bullets. The silver had the faint smell of acid.

      “Yeah, that’s possible, but this isn’t some border town. This is a place that can shoot back, they’d be really stupid to come here, besides, there isn’t anything here they’d want,” he replied.

      “I know, but Grandell, man, think about it. A real horde, first one in generations. Wouldn’t you want to see that?”

      Grandell thought about it. “No, not so much actually, you read the stories,” he replied. Of course, he wanted to see one, but reasonable opinions needed to take over here. He knew the whole school was going to be itching for a fight against the Yelena, and if it never came, it’d just drop morale.

      “Oh, you’re just a buzzkill,” Blin replied and sat on his bed. “I am not, think about it. A horde shows up, and they get obliterated. Who’s going to be excited about that? Not exactly a war story you write home about,” Grandell replied.

      “I guess you’re right. I should have imagined it. A bunch of furries get blasted straight into dust in twenty seconds by security bots, I guess that’s more realistic. I guess I shouldn’t have gotten so many bullets,” Blin replied.

      Grandell smiled. “Brother, it’s always good to be over prepared,” he said, and Blin just smiled. “Yeah,” he replied and put the ammo belt on the table between their beds. “So, anything good on television?” Blin asked.

      “I was looking for the new Delta Squad episode. Doesn’t seem to be on yet,” he replied. “Too bad, this one is supposed to have the Chronovore in it, and who knows what else. It should be soon,” Blin replied. “Chronovore though, sounds terrifying and a bit over the top. Who writes that crap?” he replied in a sarcastic voice.

      “Don’t know, never paid attention,” Grandell replied, “but yeah, I’d rather fight a pack of werewolves rather than a time eater any day,” he finished. “I guess you’re right,” Blin replied.
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      “This blasted rain,” the big man said, stumbling into the house, soaking wet. “Yeah, what are you going to do about it? Be the old man who yells at clouds?” she replied.

      “No, Sara, I’m just complaining to complain, get all the way off my back about it,” he replied. She rolled her eyes and left it alone. “Alright, how many are here?” he asked, and she shrugged. “Just a few showed up last night, you know, when it wasn’t raining,” Sara replied. “Shut up,”

      “Not my fault you can’t open up an e-mail once in a while. You could answer your phone too, Harley,” she said, and he took his coat off and hung it up.

      “You know the Mystic Police can see all that right. How do we know they aren’t waiting for us right now out there in the rain?” Harley asked. She just shrugged.

      “We don’t know anything, but the point is we encrypt everything, and we got it covered, no one is watching, we’re good, trust me,” she replied, and he walked over, sat in the chair, and sighed, resting his tired body.

      “Trust you, sure, famous last words just before the doors get blown in and the raid starts,” Harley replied. She just smiled. “It’d be a good death,” she replied, as her emerald green eyes flashed in the dim light, and he just smiled.

      “Yeah, it would,” he replied, as Sara pushed a button on her phone. “Might as well tell the others it’s time to get started.”

      One by one, the five others came into the main room. None of them were happy to be here, and they all found a place to sit down.

      “Why are we here, and how long is this going to take?” Alex asked, crossing his arms. Sara rolled her eyes. “Alright, now that we’re all here, I can tell you everything. You’re not going to believe this, but they never moved it,” she said.

      There were questions in their eyes. “Right, more. The Void Star never left the castle. It’s still there, even after they turned it into that military school,” she said. The mood changed at once.

      “You serious?” Rit asked. “As a goddamned unicorn, listen, according to all of the research, after the battle, there is no record of it. It doesn’t exist anywhere, so they covered the Star up. It has to be here,” she replied.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Rylex replied and continued, “it could literally be anywhere on this planet. Besides, you know the official story. That stupid knight smashed it after the battle, and that was over a hundred years ago. There is literally no evidence the star is there,” he replied.

      “There is no evidence it was ever smashed. No evidence it was moved. I say we take the chance and look for it,” Sara said. “If it is there and we find it, we win,” Nyla said and smiled, the idea that it would be this easy was getting her hopes up.

      “It’s never that easy,” Harley replied. There was a second of silence. “Besides the fact that the place is a literal fortress, filled with killers and people who want to be killers. Not to mention the security drones and who knows what else, our odds go way down,” he finished.

      “True, but there isn’t anything normal about us. I bet just two of us could get in and out of there, search the place, and no one would ever know,” Rylex replied. “They’d find you. You’re good but not that good,” Leanne replied.

      “So, you had a plan to get in there, right?” Harley asked. Sara smiled. “Of course, I always have a plan,” she replied.

      “We just walk in the front door. That’s your plan, isn’t it?” Harley asked. “You got it,” she replied.

      The others started to look at one another. “I mean, it could work, I guess. It’s a terrible idea, but it could work. Once we get in there, what are we looking for?” Rylex asked.

      “The Star could literally be anywhere,” Rit added, “No one knows what it looks like, who’s to say it’s even real?” he asked.

      “Trust me. It’s real. I’m older than all of you, and I’ve seen this thing. It’s a mace of amazing power. When Lord Anib held that thing in his hand, it burned with power. We had a chance at our own kingdom, to carve it out of anywhere we wanted,” Harley said.

      “Yes, history lessons are great, but what is it, what does it look like?” Nyla asked. Harley nodded. “It’s a black mace, it can only be used by shifters. How do you not know this?” Harley asked.

      “I do know all this. I was just making sure you did, seeing it and all,” she replied, and he crossed his arms. “I see, testing me. Not smart, but also smart,” he replied.

      “I thought you might see it like that,” she replied.

      “Okay, if we’re done, I’d like to share the plan and hope the rest of you don’t screw it up. Are you ready? You all have a part to play,” Sara said, and the others went quiet to listen to what she had to say.
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      The rain was coming to an end, but the sun didn’t break through the heavy, dark clouds yet. The man at the main entrance to the castle sipped his coffee and pulled his shirt out a bit. The rain made the inside of a booth humid and sticky. Thankfully, he had a fan. It was a tiny fan, but it did the job.

      Origa didn’t trust that magic controlled stuff and relied on electric machines instead. Something he could fix if it broke.

      The hum of the fan, the soft rain, it all made for great ambient noise, until a pair of headlights popped up in the distance. The guard’s attention was drawn to them. “Weird,” he said. There were no scheduled offloads today, and Void Star wasn’t a place you just visited. Maybe someone was lost, maybe it was something else.

      The thing splashed through the puddle and stopped at the gate. It was a white van, looked nice, but he had no idea where it came from or what it was doing.

      “Yeah, I got a vehicle at the front gate, white van, no description,” he said into the radio, then thought about it. “Yellow alert, requesting backup at gate five,” he said and put the radio down on the desk, then grabbed his rifle and put his hat on.

      “Hate this part,” he said to himself as he left the booth, stepping into the dying rain with his gun. He walked up to the side of the van, and the window rolled down. There was a woman there. She was pretty, with green eyes and brown hair. A nice smile. The kind of smile that just screamed trap. Oriag tensed up but did his best not to show it.

      “Welcome to Void Star Academy, how can I help you?” he said. She looked the ogre over, up and down. He could feel those bright green eyes resting on his rifle. He was sure to keep his finger off the trigger, at least for now.

      “Yeah, we need to get in there and look for a thing. Me and a few people in the back. I promise we won’t take up much room, and you’ll hardly even know we’re there,” she was an Elf, but everything about her was all wrong, but he wasn’t sure how. She had an accent from the southern kingdom, too.

      “Sorry, no unauthorized visitors. I’m going to have to ask you to turn around,” he said, and she just kept smiling.

      “No, you don’t understand. I’m trying to get inside here. We have all driven a great deal, and I am afraid turning back now just won’t do. Are you sure that you can’t just open the gate? I promise we won’t take long,” she replied, and he took a step back.

      “No, I am afraid without an appointment you can’t come on the grounds,” he replied. She stopped smiling.

      “Backup is a minute out. I don’t know what you’re planning or what you want. If you don’t want to die today, leave,” Oriag tightened his grip on the rifle.

      “It’s too bad you’re such a smart guard. Good help is hard to find. You’re right. This is a plan. I want you to take this chance to say a prayer,” she said, and Oriag took a step back and pointed the weapon at the driver.

      Of course, while he was distracted, he never noticed Harley moving around the van, and Oriag backed right into him. Harley grabbed the weapon with his left hand and pulled it away. In another smooth movement, he used the claws on his right to cut the guard’s throat, pulling him to the ground.

      “That was a waste of a good man,” Sara said. “Yeah, good men are the ones that cause us the most problems. Let’s get out of here,” Harley said as he sucked the blood off his claws to clean them. “He tasted good anyway,” Harley picked up the body. “Never let a good body go to waste,” he said. Sara just smiled.

      “Let’s go, step one is a success,” Sara replied as Harley leapt on top of the van and entered the back through the hatch on the top, dragging the guard with him. Sara pulled the van around and started to drive back the way they came when out of the sky, black armored machines were on them.

      “Drones,” Sara said, looking into the mirror.

      Rit and Nyla pushed the back doors open, kneeling in the entrance. “Science is stupid,” Rit said. “Well, yes, and no,” Nyla replied, but there was no time to discuss the point. The machines had their laser sights trained on the van.
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