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The Shadow and the Storm Caller – The Veritas Institute

Book 2

By Robert Bean


Introduction
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The Trailblazer’s high beams cut the fog of night with difficulty as Monica drove back into the Veritas Institute’s parking lot, sleeting rain running its cold hands all over the car in a frozen embrace. The weather had been especially cruel for the last week. Jake squinted in the passenger seat next to her, cradling the birthday cake for Siobhan. He stared through the rain and wind attempting to see any looming threats as the vehicle turned the corner. They had ordered her cake a week ago from the Bellevue Bakery about ten miles off campus. It was in the shape of a mountain with forges and mines decorated with candied gemstones and ore carts on frosted tracks going up and down across its surface. Jake struggled to keep the cake upright as Monica had to dodge yet another pothole. 

“Man, they have got to get these roads fixed.” Monica complained.

“Seriously. You hit one of those and it’s all over for your tires.” Jake agreed. 

Lightning lit the sky like fingers crawling upwards as they grasped at the clouds high above. A thunderclap blasted its way across the heavens, rumbling and echoing as it called out to them. The storm tonight was full of strange behaviors. It had come upon them suddenly as soon as they had neared the campus. Weather of this severity was usually only present when a hurricane was coming through. The clouds above looked like angry faces churning in a tumultuous, frothy sea. The rain surging around them let up for a few moments and their vision of the institute became clearer, if only for a short while.

Jake’s eyes picked up movement in the parking lot as Monica steered into the Night House’s human parking area. The human version of the dorms loomed in front of them like a hollowed-out husk. Below, nestled in the halls of the Caverns of the Fae, the House of Night waited for them to return to it. They had begun last semester as initiates with barely an inkling of what the Fae world was or what awaited them here at the institute. And now, after their adventures of the prior term, they were working on interpreting the Prophecy of the Wicked Three and how they related to the Prophecy of the Nine. 

The Wicked Three were beings that had traveled to this plane of reality through a portal and had sought solace on this world. But when they did so, they originally were six in number. The first of the three were no threat to humans, but the others were in favor of humanities destruction. Last semester, they battled and defeated the major demon responsible for being the herald of the three. And now, they felt they were close to discovering more information about who these entities were. They were so close; an air of anticipation gripped them tightly over the last two weeks. They felt that soon there would be a breakthrough. 

Jake got Monica’s attention as he peered back and to the right of her car. He was locked onto something that was going on in the parking lot. He spun in his seat as he tracked it. A strange movement with multiple targets had caught his eye and triggered his Night Hunter senses. His mop of dark hair was tussled by the air conditioner in front of him as he craned his neck around, attempting to keep an eye on what he had just seen. 

“Got something?” she asked. “What’s up?” She glanced in the rear-view mirror but could not see what he was looking at. 

“Head back and to the right, would you? I think I saw someone being chased.” He said, struggling to see through the fog.

Monica nodded and brushed her long brown hair back with her left hand as she gripped the steering wheel tightly with her right. She spun the wheel and increased her speed, causing the vehicle to move closer to where Jake was looking. 

The car swung around, spraying water as it went. In the dim view of the cloud-like fog, they could see a young girl running and dodging in-between parked cars. She looked scared to death. Behind her, three men gave chase, each attempting to head her off no matter which direction she chose to flee in. The girl looked young and lithe. Not as short as a dwarf, but there was something about how she moved. She appeared to move faster than a human would. Even under duress. 

“She needs help. Now.” Monica said. She put the car in Park, shut it off, and they both reached behind them. Monica got her bow out of the back seat and Jake recovered his sword and dagger. They both shed their brown overcoats as they got out of the car. They had worn their black Night Hunter combat clothes underneath just in case of an emergency. The armor was sleek and dark, resembling a mix of light and leather armor from stories of old. It had reinforced plating that shielded the wearer from most stabbing and cutting weapons. They could hear the comments as they closed the distance. The Night Hunters were the Fae’s equivalent to law enforcement among their hidden world. They could both feel the sting of the rain as it greeted them with open arms. They moved inhumanly across the asphalt, closing the distance between them and the girl’s pursuers with ease. 

“Leave me alone!” the girl screamed. “It was a ride-share, not a bed share!”

“Aw, come on. We just want to have some fun!” yelled one of the men. He was bald with tattoos on his right arm. He wore khaki-colored pants and a jeans jacket. He was wearing a grin on his face, but his eyes were cruel and haunted. This was no game. His grin was savage and evil, a twisted expression worn by a depraved soul. 

“Use your taser on her! Get that little girl!” yelled another. This one was thin, with a red-checkered flannel shirt that flapped in the wind as he ran. He had very uncomfortable work boots on his feet, and they reminded him of that as he tried to keep up with her movements. He cursed in frustration and grabbed at his right ankle before running after her again. 

Overhead, the sky churned, and lightning arced across the parking lot. A whistling wind began to form, and leaves and dirt began to take flight. Small tornadoes of wind scuttled across the ground leaving dirt and rocks to litter the surrounding area. Thunder sounded overhead and the rain began to worsen. An ozone aroma filled the air. Lightning hit a mailbox about a hundred feet away, shattering it into splinters.  

“Damn! That was close! Get her! We’ll take her back to the apartment.” Yelled the third man. He was further back and more heavyset than the first two. He was out of shape, and he had taken a moment to lean against one of the cars. He rocked it just a bit too much, and the alarm on the vehicle began to warble and chime. 

“He’s mine.” Monica said and drew the energy string back on her bow as she took aim. The golden highlights of her bow sparkled as lightning struck a tree twenty feet away. 

“He’s human. Try not to kill him if you can help it.” Jake suggested as he kept moving forward.

“It’s your lucky day then, halfwit.” She said, adjusting her aim. The energy bolt flew across the parking lot, generating a flash of light that was easily mistaken for a lightning flash. The sound of it hitting home resembled thunder. The third man shrieked as the bolt struck him in the groin and he doubled over, his face in agony, and then he fell, unconscious, like a sack of rotten vegetables. There was a meaty, smacking sound as his head struck the pavement.  

The other two men were nearly on top of the girl now. She was faster than they were, but each of them kept cutting off her escape routes. No matter which car she hid behind or dodged, one of them circled around the other way. The girl stood no chance of escaping the two remaining predators. Jake caught up to the second one. Without missing a stride, he spun the man and put his face through a windshield. The man’s body went slack. For a moment, Jake thought he had killed him, but then he heard the man take a ragged breath. He turned to go for the final assailant, but it was too late. The man had caught up with the girl. 

“Get off me!” she screamed at him. Her shrieks pierced the night. 

“You’ve got some fight in you, don’t you? You be nice or I’ll cut you.” The man said, drawing out a knife from his waistband. The long blade of the knife gleamed in the overhead parking lights as he waved it in the girl’s face. 

Jake could see the metal twinkling in the lights from the parking lot. He drew his own blade. At this point, he was okay with ending this person. The man was a creep, through and through.

And then the lightning split the sky. A pure beam of arcing light struck home and the blast nearly blinded Jake. He had to take a few seconds to get his bearings. He didn’t see the third man anymore. Jake thought the man was lucky to have run off. He must have seen what happened to his friends. The girl was curled up in a ball on the parking lot surface, sitting down in one of the many puddles from the rain. She held her hands in front of her face. She slowly pulled them away from her eyes as she looked up at Jake. Jake was slowly and calmly approaching her with his hands up, showing her that he was no threat. 

“It’s okay. He’s gone. The others as well. We took care of them.” Jake said. 

“We?” she asked, shaking. Her brown hair was drenched in the rain and nature’s tears ran down her face in streams. 

“We.” Monica said, walking up as she carried her bow by her side. She tried her best to hide the bow behind her, but it was no use. And the sword and dagger at Jake’s side were not very well concealed. 

“Nice bow. And nice swords. Jeez, what are you guys? Cosplayers or something?” she asked, trying to make sense of their outfits. She was visibly shaking, and they could tell she was doing her best to keep it together. 

“Something like that.” Monica said. “Who were those idiots?”

“That’s exactly who they were. Idiots. Animals. I scheduled a ride share and the next thing I knew they got handsy and I bailed out. I guess they are locals or something. I hope they’re not students here. I thought this school was exclusive with a no rapist clause.” The girl said, looking around for the men. 

“We’ll see to it that they are dealt with. You won’t have to see them again.” Jake said quietly. 

“Uh, okay, but shouldn’t we call the police or something?” asked the girl. 

Monica paused and then, looking at her with a serious expression, stated calmly “We’re undercover. While we are not here for them, we can get the ball rolling in the right direction.”

“We function as the police here.” Jake assured her. 

“Uh, okay. I think I have some pictures of them on my phone. I started recording at one point when it got weird.” The girl said, scanning her phone. “Who can I send these to?”

“You can send them to me. I’m Monica Mathis. And this is Jake Vincent. Can you air drop it?” Monica pulled out her own phone and touched her phone several times as she enabled the security access features on own phone. 

“Yeah. Sure. And... thank you. I’m Nicole. Nicole Waterson.”

“It’s good to meet you, Nicole.” Jake said quietly. “Do you need an ambulance?”

“No, I’m okay. Just shaken up.” Nicole said. She was still looking past Jake and Monica, trying to see if the creeps were coming back for another try. 

“I think we should get her to Westmore.” Monica suggested. 

Jake nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

Jake and Monica both helped Nicole to her feet. Nicole looked down at herself and was mortified. “Oh my gosh. I’m soaked. I’m so embarrassed.” She said, trying to brush away the water that had drenched her shirt and pants. 

“No problem. Let’s get you cleaned up. Then we’ll go to Mr. Westmore’s office.” Monica reassured her. 

“And by the way? It’s raining. We’re all sopping wet now.” Jake made a ‘ta-da’ motion at his own clothes and Monica agreed. 

Nicole shrugged, smiled shyly, and folded her arms across her chest. She was shivering from the cold. She thought it was strange that she was so cold, but Jake and Monica didn’t seem to mind it. 

The three of them went back to Jake and Monica’s car, got in, and drove off towards the human dormitories of the Veritas Institute. As the car pulled away from the front parking lot, the headlights glanced briefly off a single shoe which was discarded under a vehicle nearby. The shoe was burned to a crisp and still smoldering. Wafts of smoke curled upwards from it as the rain doused the fiery embers. But it wasn’t the shoe itself that was curious. One other simple fact would have been something that Jake and Monica would have been very interested to see. The shoe was not alone. There was a foot in it. And what was left of it was burned to a crisp. 
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Chapter 1 Consequences of the Storm
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They got to Mr. Westmore’s office about an hour later. They had gone by Nicole’s dorm and let her shower and change. Both of the night hunters were fairly certain they wouldn’t be seeing the three men again after such a beating. It was a little puzzling how the third man had just run off. But they had both been disorientated by the huge bolt of lightning, so neither of them had seen what had happened to the third perpetrator.  

Mr. Westmore was into his third cup of coffee this morning, an indication that the night before had been a busy one for the administrator of the Veritas Institute. The institute, on the surface level, was home to an elite and wildly expensive boarding school for humans. Far below, a cavern lurked in the darkness which was the home of the Fae, creatures who were half human, and half Fae. The Fae were born as descendants of elves, dwarves, and all manner of fantastical creatures who had interacted with humankind for centuries, each of them possessing abilities related to their own heritage. Here, at the real Veritas Institute, below the prying eyes of the human world, they could attend their own school and learn not only academia, but also how to control and use their formidable powers. 

“Mr. Westmore?” Monica asked from the doorway.

“Ah, yes, Monica. And Jake. And friend. Do come in.” he said, balancing his cup of coffee in one hand looking over a file in the other. “How may I help?”

“Mr. Westmore, this is Nicole Waterson.” Jake began.

“Ah, yes, Ms. Waterson. From Waterson Farms in North Florida. How can I help?” Mr. Westmore asked.

Nicole’s expression on her face showed that she was quite impressed with Mr. Westmore’s memory. Jake and Monica were equally impressed, since Nicole was not a member of the Fae community. 

“Nicole was sharing a ride back to campus and was sexually assaulted by three men.” Monica said quietly.

“Well...they tried to. They never got close to me, just chased me. Well, one grabbed me, but he ran off. They just kept coming after me. All over the lot. With weapons.” Nicole said. Her face was blank as she remembered. 

“I’m so terribly sorry that happened to you. And how did Monica and Jake get involved?” he asked, gesturing to the two Night Hunters.

“If it hadn’t been for these two undercover officers, it would have ended much differently for me. I think they would have... done things to me. Maybe killed me.” She shrugged. She looked up at Jake and Monica and whispered, “Thank you.” There was a pause as she said the undercover officers part. As if she was expecting Mr. Westmore to react in surprise. 

There was nothing that she could see. Not even a change in his facial expression. Nicole let out a quiet sigh of relief and nodded to herself, satisfied more with their explanation. It still didn’t explain the odd medieval weaponry, but at least Jake and Monica were who they said they were. She felt better about them now. 

“Ah, yes. Well, let me have just a word with these nice undercover officers. Just give us a moment?” he asked Nicole. She agreed and stepped just outside of his office. 

“Okay. So what did you two do to these so-called gentlemen?” he asked. “Oh, and undercover?”

“It was all I could think of to not get the human police involved. I shot one with my bow. In his naughty bits. He was passed out the last I saw of him.” Monica said, smirking. 

Mr. Westmore stifled a laugh. “Serves him right.”

“And you?” he asked Jake.

“I may have put one’s head through a windshield.” Jake shrugged.

“And the third?” he asked them.

They both exchanged looks. “Not really sure on that front. There was a storm, and a bolt of lightning hit right by us. I think he got spooked and ran off.” Monica explained. 

Mr. Westmore’s phone rang. “Westmore.” he said, picking it up. His face went neutral, and he paused. “Understood. I’ll be along shortly. Hold off for now.”

He hung up the phone and looked up at them. “It would seem we have a dead body in the parking lot. Let’s see if we can get this sorted.” He said and ushered them out of the office. They found Nicole waiting just outside. 

“Come along please, Nicole. We have a bit of a situation.” Mr. Westmore said. They walked out of the school office doors and climbed on a golf cart parked just outside. The cart scooted along, Mr. Westmore driving, towards the parking lot where the attack had happened on the previous night. Jake and Monica both exchanged looks of concern as they rode along. Jake was sure that the man he had put through the windshield had been breathing the last time he saw him. 

As the car pulled into the front parking lot where the attack had transpired, the three students exchanged looks of confusion with each other. Jake pointedly looked at Monica and shrugged. She shook her head, not knowing what had happened either. 

“Is this where you were attacked, Ms. Nicole?” asked Mr. Westmore, eyeing the surroundings as they pulled into a parking spot which was flanked by three campus police cars. He put the golf cart in Park, shut it off, and looked at her. The flashing blue lights that spun in slow circles on top of the police cruisers flickered in his eyes as he awaited her reply. 

She nodded, looking around, half-expecting to see the men charging at her again. 

“Jake? Monica? With me. Ms. Nicole, stay put.” Mr. Westmore said and exited the golf cart. Jake and Monica did the same and walked with him towards the officers. “We’re going to roll with what you told her about yourselves.” 

They both nodded. It would be easier for the campus police to disclose details in the case if they believed they were undercover police officers. 

“Gents? What do we have? This is officer Vincent and Mathis. They work in our special task force unit that Professor Valcon runs here.” Mr. Westmore explained to the campus police. 

There were four officers working at the scene. The first was putting up the standard yellow crime scene tape, using cars and trucks to secure the borders. The second was taking pictures of something they couldn’t see yet. The third was off to the side, talking with two young ladies who were obviously upset about something. Jake and Moncia reasoned that they must have found the body. The fourth, who was in charge by the look of things, turned and spoke with Mr. Westmore. He was tall and burly, with the smell of cheap cigars floating about him and he also carried the fragrance of inexpensive cologne. He was eating a breakfast burrito out of a tin foil wrap and wiped a slick of grease off his face with the back of his hand. It looked like he hadn’t had the time to shave this morning and his clothes were wrinkled. 

“Well, looks like someone had a bad night. It was called in about twenty minutes ago. When we got here, those two had spotted it. Have a look.” The man said and nodded towards a vehicle about ten feet away in the section that was marked off by the yellow tape. 

The three of them walked over, ducked under the tape, and circled around the parked car. The one the officer was still taking pictures of. There was a shoe on its side, badly charred, with a part of a foot and ankle sticking stubbornly out of it. It looked like someone had been at a human barbecue and it smelled fairly awful. The foot looked like it had a question and was raising the ankle in an effort to ask it. 

“Well, you don’t see that every day.” Jake said quietly.

“I wonder if this guy got caught in the lightning last night.” Monica said, kneeling down for a better look. 

“When did the storm start?” asked Mr. Westmore. 

“I mean, it was raining pretty good as we pulled up. This is right where the men were attacking her.” Jake said, pointing out where they had pulled in and where Nicole had been being chased the night before. 

“There was a storm overhead, and lightning did strike around here. It pretty much blinded us for a moment. We got to the girl and made sure she was safe.” Monica explained, still studying the remains.

“I guess we just figured he ran off when he realized his buddies were down.” Jake shrugged.

“I see. Well, I don’t think he ran anywhere.” Mr. Westmore stuck his hands in his pockets and walked back to the first officer.

They could hear him from where they were standing.

“I need this to go away. No trace. And find the others involved. We’ll need to get them financially taken care of. And expelled, of course, if they attend school here.” Mr. Westmore instructed the officer.

“Of course, sir.” The officer nodded and walked back to his men. 

“What now?” Jake asked, walking over to Mr. Westmore. 

“Odd.” Monica said. “It’s almost like he was a lightning rod.” Monica stood and walked over to where Jake and Mr. Westmore were standing.

“I think it’s a bit more than that. Let’s have a chat with Ms. Waterson.” Westmore said, and they followed him back to the golf cart. They got in and Mr. Westmore started it up again and drove it quietly away from the scene. 

“What happened?” asked Nicole. “Was there a body?”

“More like just a foot.” Jake said, gauging her reaction.

Her expression was innocent. “What does that mean?”

“It means we found a shoe with a foot sticking out of it.” Monica said, also looking at Nicole. They were next to each other in the back seat. 

“Ewww. So gross.” Nicole said and shivered. “What happened?”

“I’d like to test a theory.” Mr. Westmore said and drove into the Teacher parking area. “But I’ll need a scientific, neutral trial. Could you assist with that, Ms. Waterson?”

“Sure. Anything I can do to help. Not sure how much help I’ll be though.” Nicole said and got out of the cart with the rest of them after Mr. Westmore had turned the cart off. 

“This way, please. Ah, Jake, Monica, could you show Ms. Waterson to the downstairs dining area?” Mr. Westmore put a strange emphasis on his phrasing, which Nicole picked up on. 

“What does that mean? There’s a dining hall in the basement?” she asked, curiously.

Jake and Monica both nodded. “Follow us, please. It’s just this way.”

They both entered the main floor of the office complex for the Veritas Institute. Inside, they were both aware that they were marching Nicole towards a Fae portal. It would only work on Fae, and it would bring those Fae who walked through it to the cavern underneath the school. Inside this hidden world were different Fae halls and houses where they lived and worked and went to school. It was both a high school and a college. They escorted Nicole to a side hallway and turned down it. There was an alcove down at the end. 

“This way, please.” Monica said, and the three of them stepped through the alcove. Jake followed Monica. They were immediately in the Fae cavern. The purple and blue lights on the cavern roof above illuminated their surroundings in a haunting, surreal glow. Nicole appeared out of thin air as she traversed the portal. She stopped, stunned, and put her hands up in front of her like she was stopping a shopping cart from skidding into her. Her hands grasped the empty air. 

“What? What the hell is this? Where am I?” The last question came out in a whisper. She spun around, trying to make sense of her surroundings. The upside-down castle structures she saw reaching with their walls like stretching fingers towards the ceiling of the cave above struck her with their incredible beauty and splendor. Luminescent birds and butterflies flew past her, pausing only to circle around her waist before departing for the Hall of Nature a few hundred yards away. She stared after them in child-like wonder and her eyes stared in the direction of the tree-like Hall of Nature growing out of the cavern floor. 

Mr. Westmore came through the portal behind her. He stopped, looked her up and down, and took out a small eyeglass from a case. The ocular device was gold-rimmed with a green hue to the lenses. He studied her through it, nodded, and put his device away. 

“Just as I suspected. She’s one of us.” Mr. Westmore said. 

“One of who? Exactly?” asked Nicole, still gazing at her surroundings. “What is this place?”

“This is the real Veritas Institute. And you, like us, are Fae. One of the fair folk.” Explained Jake.

“What does that mean?” Nicole asked.

“It means that somewhere in your lineage, your human ancestors mixed it up with things from legend and lore. Things like, in our case, elves. Or dwarves. There are many types of different Fae.” Monica told her, speaking to her gently. 

A strong gust of wind wound its way through the cavern. Jake and Monica glanced at one another. “Okay, that’s new.” Jake said. 

A rumbling of thunder shook the ground but was gone along with the wind. “What is that?” asked Monica. 

“That, night hunters, is our new friend and member of the Fae.” Mr. Westmore said. He gently put his hand on Nicole’s shoulder. “A true rarity. It seems Ms. Nicole here....is a storm caller.” 

“A storm what now?” Nicole asked. “I can’t call a storm. That’s absurd. How can I do that?” she said. She was backing away from them. Thunder sounded again, deep and foreboding. Nicole looked up. “What is that?” 

They all followed her gaze and saw a dark grey cloud taking shape above them on the roof of the cavern. Thunder sounded again from inside of it. Lightning scorched the ceiling nearly several hundred feet above them. A fine mist of dust came raining down. 

“Ms. Nicole, would you do me a favor, please?” asked Mr. Westmore in a very matter-of-fact way. 

She paused and looked at him, calming. The storm above them stopped spinning and the thunder abated. She glanced at him. Then she looked back at the dissipating storm. And then back to Mr. Westmore again. 

“Can you wear this, please?” he asked, giving her a bracelet. It was gold, inlaid with silver and emeralds. She held out her wrist and he snapped the bracelet in place. The storm above them dissipated. 

“What was that?” asked Jake. 

“That is a nullifying charm. We have them for new students or Fae that do not know how to control their powers properly.” Mr. Westmore explained. 

“So...so I was really doing...that?” Nicole asked, shaking as she stared up to where the clouds had been gathering. 

“That’s why I had them bring you down here. I needed to eliminate that the outside forces of nature were at work. You saw it for yourself. And it’s not very normal for a cavern to produce a weather system.” Mr. Westmore said calmly. 

“Well, is it normal for hallways to ... I don’t know? Teleport people? Or for there to be upside down castles in gigantic caverns below a boarding school?”  Nicole asked them.

“Well, this has been for years. Centuries even. And the portals only work for the Fae folk. Humans can’t use them. I rather think this cavern looks quite beautiful, don’t you?” Mr. Westmore asked her. 

She nodded. “It is. It really is. I don’t know if I’m in shock or not. But .... It’s so strange. This feeling I’m having. Like.... like...” Nicole stammered, turning in circles with her eyes opened as far as they could be. 

“Like coming home?” asked Monica. 

Nicole turned at looked at her with tears in her eyes.

“Like you finally found that piece of yourself that was missing?” asked Jake. 

Nicole turned to look at him as she tried not to cry. “I knew it. I knew I was different.” 

“What about your parents?” asked Mr. Westmore.

“I don’t know who they are. I’m adopted. My foster mom and dad took me in when I was a baby. They’ve never wanted to acknowledge that any part of me was not normal.” She whispered. 

Nicole stopped and turned slowly to look at Mr. Westmore. “Does that mean that I.... oh my gosh... no...did I... did I kill that man? The lightning... did I...” She was crying now, the breath catching in her throat. 

“You did what you had to do.” Jake said. 

“We’ve all been there. The first time you come into your Fae abilities it can come with serious consequences. People, pets, cars... anything can happen.” Monica explained. 

Nicole rolled her eyes and spun around to Jake and Monica. “So...you two. You’re not really cops, are you?”

“Actually, they are night hunters. They are sworn protectors of the Fae. They actually do function as the Fae police here and abroad. It’s true, they are students here, but these two before you have faced nightmarish enemies and have gained access to powers that make yours pale in comparison.” Mr. Westmore explained, moving past the three students and waving to them. “Anyone hungry?” he asked as he moved off in the direction of the tavern. 

“So many questions. So night hunters are cops? Are you dwarves? And I’m not sure if I’m actually hungry right now.” Nicole said, looking around the immense cavern. 

“Night hunters and Night Rangers are descended from elves. We can see and destroy demons, and we fight to maintain order within the Fae. Think of us as the equivalent to the police from the Topside.” Jake explained, following Mr. Westmore. 

“Come on. You’ll get hungrier once we go inside the Tavern. It’s basically a commissary but for down here. There’s a main one, just like Topside has, and then some houses have their own.” Nicole explained. She put her arm around Nicole and ushered her forward. “Think of Night Hunters as the police, and Night Rangers as the military.”

“So...you weren’t lying about being cops? You’re just cops of the stuff the normal human cops can’t handle.” Nicole asked.

“Bingo.” Monica agreed.

“With something...extra?”

“Eh.... we’re.... complicated.” Jake shrugged but kept walking.

“We kind of received a gift from someone from out of town. It makes us a bit different than the others. But let’s talk about you.” Monica motioned to Nicole. 

“Apparently I’m a freak.” Nicole sighed.

“Woah. Watch the ‘F’ word. No one down here likes that too much. We’re all Fae here. We can all do vastly different things. But just so you know, there’s been no one who can control the storms for over twenty years.” Mr. Westmore said from up ahead. 

“So, what makes you ... you know...elves?” Nicole asked them.

“From what we can tell, we can see things others can’t. Also our bone structure and health are more advanced than a normal person. We have what you would call ... advanced strength? If that’s the right word.” Jake explained. 

“But you’re students here?”

“Well, yeah. We’re still in school, just like you. Although we’re close to moving into the college level. We both graduate the secondary program this year.” Nicole adjusted the bow on her back as they followed Mr. Westmore. 

He led them down an off branch of the central path which wound up at a stone structure with wooden accents. The smell of breakfast items of all varieties wafted from within. Nicole’s stomach growled its approval. 

“See? Told you. You need food.” Monica said, smiling. “You’re going to love this.”

They went inside the main commissary and found row after row of students wearing different uniforms. Jake made his way to the line and the others followed him. Mr. Westmore took his leave and went into the staff dining section. Jake and Monica watched as Nicole gazed at all the different varieties of delicious items that were laid out on the all the different serving tables. Jake picked up some trays and passed them to the others. 

Today’s menu included all the normal human foods like eggs, bacon, sausage, hash browns, and various types of pastries. Then, the more exotic foods were towards the end. Dwarven Delight was a combination of large pastries stuffed with imported sausages with spices designed for dwarves to enjoy. There were purple and green swirled piles of Indigo Ostrich eggs from a far-off Fae stronghold where elves cultivated items thought lost to time. The eggs contained rapid release proteins designed to strengthen and enrich the bones of elves. Jake and Monica both heaped some of those on their plates. 

Nicole stared at them in horror. “But...it’s purple.” She gasped.

“If you don’t want it, it’s okay. It’s for us anyway. I’d stick with human food for now.” Monica suggested. 

Jake got an extra helping and drowned it with an order of bacon and a pastry. Nicole went with some berries and got some bacon as well along with some normal human eggs. Monica finished off her plate with some French toast. 

“You guys eat a lot, huh?” asked Nicole. 

“Ha! We train in combat arts almost every day. Your body needs its nutrients. We burn about five thousand calories a day in training.” Monica explained. “Although we don’t necessarily need it to heal.”

“What does that mean?” asked Nicole.

“We’ll get there.” Jake said, looking up as two others joined them. 

“Hey guys! Who’s this?” Lila asked, walking up to the table with Peter in tow behind her. Lila was wearing her standard golden shirt but had decided to go with black jeans and black leather boots today, while Peter wore a nature style brown button-down shirt that was untucked and hung over his jeans with brown workman’s boots. 

“Let me guess.... fresh victim?” asked Peter with a smirk.

Nicole’s eyes got wide, and she dropped her fork. Lila’s face changed as she realized that she didn’t know Peter was joking. 

“No...no...he’s kidding.” Lila stammered, and elbowed Peter in the ribs.

“Hey! Ouch. That hurt. Do it again.” Peter smiled at her and put his arm around her shoulders. 

“Wait...when did this happen?” Jake asked, pointing at them both.

“Two weeks ago. I told Monica and Siobhan.” Lila explained.

Jake looked sideways at Monica. “What? Women are allowed to have their secrets. And they hadn’t gone public until now.” Monica said. 

Nicole was still staring at them all with wide eyes. “Wait, is she new?” asked Peter.

“First day down the rabbit hole.” Monica said, nodding. 

“Oh, good grief. Sorry. Yeah, I’m a sarcastic nut ball and say goofy things to avoid uncomfortable social situations.” Peter told her. “But I’m also brutally honest and don’t hold back my opinions. That does tend to get me in a lot of trouble though.”

Jake and Monica both stared at him. 

“Wow.” Jake said. 

“Yeah, that was actually honest.” Monica said quietly. 

Peter pointed with his thumb at Lila who was smiling proudly. “I’m learning new things.”

“I’m teaching him but it’s going slowly.” Lila said and gave Peter’s waist a squeeze. “But yeah, he’s just messing with you.” She said, smiling. “I’m Lila, and this is Peter.” 

“Nicole.” She said, and she picked up her fork again and began attacking the eggs on her plate. 

Allie walked up behind Peter and smacked him upside the head. 

“What is this? Pick on Peter Day?” he asked, aggravated. 

“You were supposed to wake me up, brother mine.” Allie said. “Oh, hey there. I’m Allie. And you are?” Allie said, pulling the chair back from in front of where Peter was standing and sitting in it instead. 

“This is Nicole with the mouthful of eggs.” Peter explained, rolling his eyes and sitting next to his adopted sister. Lila sat on the other side of him. 

“So. First day in Wonderland? You’ve got this ‘new person, half-scared, half-holy crap I’m home but trying not to throw up or pee on myself look’.” Allie said, eating a piece of bacon off of Jake’s plate. 

“You know, there is a line over there with food.” Jake said. 

“Mm, yeah but other people’s food tastes better and Peter hasn’t gotten his yet. And I’m pretty sure Monica would stab me if I went for her French toast.” Allie said. 

Monica nodded. “Facts.” She then winked at Allie. They both knew Monica would never do that. 

“Come on guys, let’s get some food and we’ll be back to chat.” Lila said, motioning them to follow her to the line. 

“So those guys are your friends?” asked Nicole, watching them walk to the line. 

“Yeah. We’ve been through the fire together. All of us are on a senior, graduating quest. Everyone gets one at one point, but ours is next level.” Monica said, digging into her pile of fruit. 

“So I’ll get one of those too?” Nicole asked. 

“Once you get used to controlling your powers.” Jake said. 

Allie was back with a small bagel and fruit. “Oh, what kind of Fae are you?” she asked, plopping down in the same chair she had been in before. 

“I’m a storm caller.” She said, a bit too loudly. She was trying to speak over the din of noise in the eatery. Instead, the entire place hushed, and most eyes turned to look at her. Her face went red with embarrassment. 

Allie’s eyes were wide. “Can I see?” she whispered. 

“Nothing to see here, folks. Back to your business.” Jake yelled out. His reputation, along with Monica’s preceded them. The other students resumed their own discussions. 

“I think it’s best not to share that too loudly for now.” Monica suggested. 

Nicole nodded. “Sorry. I didn’t think the entire place would hear me.”

Peter and Lila sat down, having returned from the line with their plates freshly loaded. “It’s okay, I think there’s some Fae way down by the cathedral that didn’t hear you.”

Nicole put her head down a bit but then looked sideways at Peter. “Wait, you have a cathedral? A church?”

“Of course.” Said Lila. “Don’t you have one in the neighborhood you’re from?”

“Well, yeah, I just didn’t expect that from a place with elves and dwarves.” Nicole shrugged. 

“First, everyone needs a healer, especially on a dangerous quest,” said Lila, “and second, there are plenty of other types of Fae here, not just elves and dwarves. And lastly, God loves everyone, no matter if you are human or Fae, or for those of us who are in between.”

“We need to get her over to the Hall of Nature. Peter, want to come with us?” asked Jake.

“Dude, I just got my food.” Peter explained, stuffing some hashbrowns into his mouth. 

“Here comes Westmore. He must be done. Nicole, you ready?” asked Monica. She nodded and they got up as a group and walked over to Mr. Westmore, who met them at the door. 

“Right then. Let’s get you over to see your instructors.” Mr. Westmore said, and they left for the Hall of Nature. 

The Hall of Nature was a building made out of earth and wood. The wood part was intertwined wooden logs that were the shape of tree roots. These came together about three stories up and formed a large, tree-like structure that climbed up to the cavern’s ceiling with a spiraling staircase inside. Small, wood-framed windows dotted the tree’s surface and rose with the outer shell into the
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