
“I’ve heard everyone arrived—a full set of new adepts. Any idea who might fill the two vacant spots in our squad?” Ria’s voice echoed through the expansive hall, a playful twinkle in her eyes.

Ari scanned the crowd, but she had no answers to offer Ria. The vastness of the chamber dwarfed the nearly hundred recruits gathered within. The newcomers, unsure and isolated, cast furtive glances around the room, while those who had been here for days, having already formed small clusters of companions, huddled together. They resembled solitary islands adrift in a vast sea of gleaming marble floor.

Ari, alongside Ria and Kiran, formed one such island. She glanced at the podium, waiting for the speaker, who would soon announce the commencement of the academic year. The two months since her acceptance into the academy had flown by, a dreamlike period of exploration and wonder, devoid of obligations. The upperclassmen had warned her that the first three years would be the most challenging, laden with a diverse array of classes ranging from literacy and mathematics to strenuous physical training. And these were merely additions to the main coursework. Despite the daunting work ahead, Ari felt ready. Ready to do whatever it takes to unlock her Power.

 A shift in Kiran’s stance drew her attention. He was standing quietly behind her, as he always did, choosing to observe rather than participate in their conversations. She had grown accustomed to his silent presence. Like a shadow, he was always there, accompanying them on each of Ria’s audacious escapades, yet always maintaining an emotional distance, refraining from casual chatter.

Despite his quiet demeanor, Ari had come to recognize Kiran’s sharp perceptiveness. He had an uncanny knack for picking up on things that she and Ria often missed. His silent warnings had saved them from getting caught more times than she could count. As their list of violations grew, Ari has been steadily increasing her reliance on Kiran’s foresight to avoid detection. She blamed Ria for this newfound paranoia. Ria’s assurance that they would not be expelled no matter what they did because of the Academy’s shortage of adepts worked only for so long.

Barely a moment had passed since Kiran’s subtle shift when a figure strode onto the stage. The woman was not overly tall, her stature more stout than imposing. But as she approached the podium, her demeanor projected an air of authority that commanded immediate respect.

“Good morning, adepts,” she said, her voice resonating throughout the grand chamber, a clear, potent sound that exceeded Ari’s expectations. “Welcome to Tramiria’s Grand Academy. I am Deputy Director Adele Silverlight, and I have the honor of delivering today’s introduction.”

She paused, letting her words settle in, her piercing gaze sweeping over the room. The last whispers of conversations died away, succumbing to an encompassing hush that wrapped the hall like a blanket.

 Then Deputy Director Silverlight continued, her stern gaze never faltering. “I won’t mince words. You are aware of our situation. Each year, we witness a dwindling number of new adepts. This year, we’ve hit another shameful milestone—for the first time we’ve failed to even gather a full hundred candidates.

“Because of this, some of you may believe we’re desperate, that we’ll lower our standards and allow the slackers to pass. Let me assure you that this could not be further from the truth. The scarcer the quantity, the more our focus intensifies on quality, the more we demand from you, and the more we expect from you.

“You have one month. That’s all the time you have before the branding ceremony and real inauguration of the academic year for the new adepts. Show us your diligence, your determination, your passion. But most importantly, your talent. Those who are found lacking will have to depart.”

The chamber was deathly still. No one dared move. The air itself seemed to hold its breath as Deputy Director Silverlight’s gaze weighed on them.

“Take this to heart,” she continued. “I will not present a single unworthy whelp to the emperor. If you dream of someday bearing the title of a Great Mage, this is your only opportunity. Your presence here implies you posses sufficient Tau, but raw power is not enough. Time is ticking away; bring your best forward and perhaps we shall see each other again.

“You are free for the remainder of the day. Tomorrow, you will commence your journey at dawn with a class that covers the basics; your duties, your schedule, and your life within the Academy in general.

“Now, you are dismissed.” With these words, the deputy director descended from the podium and exited the hall, not once glancing back at the room full of wide-eyed adepts.

Ari felt the shared, palpable tension among her peers to gradually ease as the stern figure disappeared from view. As the oppressive presence of the Academy official dissipated, a murmur slowly rose among the students like a tide gradually reclaiming a deserted beach.

“That’s it?” Ari found herself uttering, her eyes scanning the hall, noting the varied reactions of the others. “That was rather brief.”

“Seems so,” Ria responded, a casual shrug accompanying her words. “As she said, the real inauguration will be in a month.”

“You were saying all the time that we’re too valuable for them to just let us go,” Ari said, frowning. “But this speech sounded like they are more eager to get rid of us than keep us around.”

“They’re only trying to scare us,” Ria dismissed with a wave of her hand. “If they have such a shortage of their precious adepts, do you really think they’ll drop anyone? I bet they won’t.” Ria grabbed Ari’s hand and tugged her towards the exit. “Come on, let’s take a detour, so our missing squad-mates have time to settle without us gawking at them.”

Ari found it odd that Ria, who usually cared little about others, was being so considerate. But something else nagged at her.

“Hold on. You ‘bet’? What do you mean by ‘you bet’?”




It was not long before Ari had to retract her previous impression about Ria’s unusual consideration. Ria would always put her own needs first and foremost. If she claimed otherwise, she had a hidden agenda. This time, it was the route she had chosen that betrayed her true intentions.

They wound through the endless corridors of the main facility, the place where most of the classes were held. It was also the building housing the most entrances to the Academy’s undergrounds, each of which they painstakingly visited.

“I know what you’re doing,” Ari declared, her voice echoing down the empty corridors.

“What am I doing?” Ria replied, feigning innocence, her attention fixed on a nearby stairway leading downwards.

They skirted around several more entrances in silence until Ari had enough. She grabbed Ria’s arm and pulled her to a halt. “Stop,” she ordered.

 Ria spun around, her mouth already opening to protest, but Ari had been prepared for this. She cut her off before she could start. “No, quiet,” she said.

The look of shock that crossed Ria’s face was priceless—half surprise, half disbelief.

“I won’t hear a word,” Ari continued. “We agreed on something, didn’t we? If there were no signs of your elusive evildoers by the time the academic year started, you’d drop it. Well, today’s the day, and you made a promise, remember?”

“But—“

“No buts,” Ari interrupted. “I’m certain you only wanted to admire all those lovely walls we’ve toured for the past hour and it had nothing to do with inspecting the undergrounds. Just a mere coincident that we happened to visit all the entrances along they way. Because you wouldn’t break your promise, would you?” Ari’s gaze bore into Ria, who licked her lips nervously.

“I wouldn’t.” Ria paused, her voice softening as she avoided Ari’s gaze. “I just wanted to give our new squad-mates time to settle in.”

“Perfect, then I believe enough time has passed and we can return to meet them. Do you agree?”

“Yes…” Ria agreed, her shoulders slumped in defeat.

With a dejected Ria trailing behind, they left the main building, heading back toward their dormitory. Upon exiting, a verdant park full of lush greenery opened before them, and Ari took the lead, meandering through the labyrinth of manicured hedges. She tilted her head upwards, allowing the warm rays of the sun to bathe her cheeks. Her heart raced as if she had just completed a marathon, the euphoria making her chest thrum with excitement.

(I did it, I said her ‘no’.) The urge to skip was strong, but Ari reined herself in, maintaining a composed face. The last thing she need was for Ria to witness her victory dance.

This was the first time she had resolved to advocate for herself rather than going with the flow, and it had worked! The realization brought a wide grin to her face, completely derailing her attempts to maintain a neutral expression. But after all, this was Ria’s fault; she had made that promise, providing the very stepping stone for Ari’s victory today.

She cast a sideway glance at Kiran, who followed silently as ever. His habitual quietness seemed to envelop the trio, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.

Upon entering their suite, Ria regained her natural attitude and sped ahead of them. Finding the living room empty, Ari and Kiran moved into the adjoining bedroom, following a few steps behind Ria.

“What a letdown,” Ria said, coming to a stop next to the wardrobe while looking at the previously vacant bunks.

Ari caught up to Ria half expecting the beds to be still empty. Instead, two boys sat on their respective bunks, staring back at them.

“I was hoping for more girls,” Ria let out an exaggerated sigh, her voice laced with profound disappointment. Ari’s mouth opened and remained agape as she darted her eyes between Ria and the new boys. She was at a loss on how to react to Ria’s comment.

“Ahem, nice to meet you,” she said after a moment, forcing herself to break the awkward silence. “I’m Ari, this is Ria,” she pointed at each of them in turn, “and this is Kiran.”

A few heartbeats passed as the five of them studied each other. Eventually, the boy from the lower bunk cleared his throat. “Erm, I’m Alec,” he introduced himself, a slight blush creeping onto his cheeks.

Taking in the sight of Alec, Ari could not help but notice his extra padding. (He must be wealthy,) she thought, her gaze roving over his plump form. He was not obese by any means, certainly not like those corpulent merchant lords she had seen in the docks back home, but he carried more weight than most. This unfamiliarity made her eyes to wander back to him even when she tried not to stare too obviously.

“I’m from Tribold, and my alignment is fire. Nice to meet you all,” Alec continued, his face reddening under their collective scrutiny. Ari could tell he was relieved when their attention shifted to the boy perched on the bunk above him.

"I am Ela—" their second new squad-mate began, but Ria abruptly cut him off.

“Candalore!” she hissed.

The boy on the top bunk, emanating an air of superiority, shot them a frosty glare. His jawline hardened and his nostrils flared in obvious disgust as his eyes met Ria’s.

“Yes, Candalore. Elathiel Candalore. And some lowly imperial noble won’t be addressing me in that tone. You can play ‘house’ amongst yourselves if you wish, but don’t bother me. I’m not your friend. I’ll get what I need on my own; who’d need the help of some imperial dogs?”

Ari noticed Kiran’s subtle shift at Elathiel’s decisive remark, grateful that he remained otherwise still. Ria, however, was quick to retaliate.

“You have the gall to speak like that, traitor. We should put you to death for the treason of your family. For all the safety the Empire had provided, that’s how you paid us back? Rot in hell for all I care.”

A proverbial lightstone illuminated in Ari’s mind. She recalled stories told at her uncle’s tavern by other Bandawi, about a distant island that revolted against the Empire a few years ago. It had been grist to the mill for her people, but the Empire’s swift and ruthless response had quickly doused any embers of rebellion.

She was not aware of the specifics, but even though she despised the attitude Bandawi had, she could not help feeling a twinge of sympathy for Elathiel despite his hard demeanor. After all, they shared common roots: their opposition to the Empire.

“… are you sure they didn’t make a mistake during your admission process? You were supposed to get a collar and be walked into the underground prison. Go now, they can still fix—“

“Stop that,” Ari interrupted. She must have spaced out earlier while the Ria’s verbal assault continued. The harm was already done. She had no idea how it came to such blows, and whether she had had any chance to prevent them, but now the least she could do was damage control.

“What?” Ria asked, her tone incredulous, as if she heard the most unreasonable request.

“Just stop. I don’t know what’s going on here, but we’re squadmates now.”

“You’re joking. That Nadoo trash can’t be part of our squad. It must be a mistake. At first, I thought maybe he had reflected on his crimes and wants to apologize and beg for a chance to redeem his sins, but you’ve heard his attitude. He called us dogs, and you side with him?”

“I’m not siding with anyone. Could you just stop? Like it or not, we are supposed to be a squad now.”

Ria fell silent at that, though her animosity was palpable. Elathiel continued to glower at them from his bunk but said nothing more.

Ari let out a heavy sigh as the silence extended toward the rest of the day. She watched her squad-mates come and go, each ignoring the other. Her attempts to engage Ria in conversation were met with deliberate ignorance as well.

Fed up with the tense atmosphere, Ari retreated to her bed, and propped her pillow against the wall, settling with her legs crossed and head rested. Her gaze fell on the opposite bunks. The lower one occupied by Alec was empty, and on the upper one, Elathiel was sitting in a meditative pose. His strikingly white hair, long enough to graze his shoulder, was his most distinctive feature. She was used to standing out in the crowd as the Bandawi population was a small minority even in the Docks, but compared to the stark whiteness of Elathiel’s hair, her silver locks seemed plain, dull even.

Shaking away her thoughts of others, she closed her eyes. She needed to clear her mind—the classes and lectures were starting tomorrow. Regardless of the tension among her squadmates, she was here for her own growth and nothing was going to impede that.

After two months of diligent practice, diving into the fog world had become second nature to Ari. The misty environment, with its milky streaks of vapor, felt familiar now as she twirled around, reveling in the freedom it offered. In the past, she used to be able to visit this place only in her dreams.

(And look at me now, I own the place,) she mused, smiling, while she attuned herself to the faint resonances that marked the presence of various items scattered across the realm. The closest one was a spear she had discovered three weeks prior. She had tinkered with it just the previous day, yet it had drifted a considerable distance from where she had left it.

(Which connector was it again?) Ari pondered, mentally touching the slender threads emerging from her spine. Although she could easily detect the spear’s aura, she still struggled to link it to the correct connector.

 (It should be this one, maybe?) She sent a ‘pull’ command along the thread and watched with a sense of accomplishment as the spear drew closer.

In her time at the Academy, she had met Master Toaro only once. He had strictly forbidden her from summoning anything to the real world without his explicit consent. Meanwhile, he instructed her to gather as many items as possible, teaching her about ‘binding’ to help her achieve that goal. The instructions provided by Master Toaro were hazy, a collection of half-remembered accounts from others who possessed a similar gift as Ari. Despite the lack of clear direction, she had achieved considerable success and claimed every object within her immediate vicinity.

 (Alright, that’s enough of a warm-up. Items, assemble!)

Once the spear flew into her waiting hand, she sent pull signals down the random threads, tugging at a multitude of auras simultaneously. As she awaited the arrival of the other objects, she traced her fingers along the nearly translucent string connecting the spear to her spine. The thread was only visible and tangible when she channeled her Power through it. Even then, it was ethereal, melding seamlessly with the surrounding fog. 

From her first successful binding back then, Ari had discovered there was already a single thread firmly attached to her. This original link, more robust and unyielding, did not respond to her ‘pull’ commands. Having no other options, she had traced this anomalous thread, which in turn led her straight to her old friend, Wolfie. Despite no recollection of ever binding the armor, it was inexorably tethered to her via this aberrant thread.

Much experimentation had followed that discovery. While every other object she bound complied readily to her will, Wolfie remained stubbornly unresponsive, refusing to yield like a giant boulder standing in her way.

Alongside the armor, another anomaly emerged—the bodies forming a sphere around her source resisted binding entirely. This did not surprise Ari as much; these mangled corpses lacked auras, distinguishing themselves from the other objects floating in the fog world.

Heeding her call, the items she had pulled earlier congregated around her, orbiting in their distinct paths. A majority of them were weapons of various kinds: spears, daggers, staffs, swords, and hefty hammers. Interspersed among these were more commonplace items, like a plate, or a fork, or even a solitary horseshoe.

She coaxed them into a formation, and the objects complied, assuming their new positions. Their threads never tangled; she had already tried to forcefully twist two strings together, but they showed no interaction between each other.

With the items in formation, Ari embarked on her daily regimen of control exercises. Every day, she added more objects to her ensemble, and as long as she regarded them as a unified group, they obeyed her mental directives, flitting between the points she assigned. However, her dominion instantly faltered the moment she attempted to manipulate any individual item.

(That’s probably because I still can’t clearly identify which thread corresponds to which object.) She sighed in frustration.

Her practice continued. With all the threads sprouting from her spine, she imagined herself as some strange, tentacled monster. Brandishing an arsenal of weapons in all her hundred limbs, she conducted an imaginary assault on an unseen enemy, attacking and retracting in a steady rhythm.

A horseshoe whizzed past her field of vision, and she could not help but grin.

“The hunt is on! A sneaky attack with a horseshoe!” She shouted, attempting to alter its path. But she fumbled, stimulating the wrong thread, and control slipped from her grasp. The carefully crafted formation disintegrated, with object scattering in every direction. 

(Yet another failure.)

Allowing herself a few moments of respite, Ari then mentally gripped the threads once more to resume her training. Time in here seemed to warp and twist, not adhering to any predictable rhythm. She sunk deeper into her trance-like state, oblivious to the hours slipping away in the outside world as she maneuvered her formation of the fog-world items.

An abrupt blast of light and sound within her mind shattered her absolute focus. She instinctively covered her ears, but it did nothing to mute the cacophony of exploding auras. As the mental clamor subsided, she scrambled to locate the objects responsible for the flare. Yet, she found nothing. Whatever had caused it was beyond her perception’s range.

With only a vague idea of the direction from which the blast have originated, she let the formation disperse and propelled herself forward. Gaining speed, she flew towards the estimated source of the disturbance. The lingering sensation from the blast hinted at a clash of two auras—most likely two objects had collided at a high velocity. It was a strange occurrence; the deep space of the fog world was barren, lacking any structures, and thus far she had never witnessed a natural collision between objects.

A pair of faint signals registered from afar. By this time, she had already ventured far from her usual territory. Having her surroundings already thoroughly scoured, she deduced the two distant blips must represent new objects as all the familiar items she had already bound beckoned her now from behind. 

The two new auras seemed to drift apart. Tracing their trajectories backward, she confirmed her initial suspicion—they converged at the same point, the point from where the headache-inducing blast had come from.

It took her some time, but once she had honed on her targets, they stood no chance of escaping. She collected both of them before stopping to appraise the fresh additions to her inventory.

The first object was a peculiar construct of steel: two broad slabs of metal fused together, connected across half their length by a thinner line leading to what looked like a hilt extruding from the slabs. Placing it vertically next to her for comparison, she found it was longer than her legs, reaching up to her waist.

She placed both hands on the item, letting the surge of information flood her mind. Even though she lacked the necessary understanding to fully comprehend the complex design, she could grasp useful tidbits of its function. The ability to allow objects to imbue her with detailed knowledge about themselves was a hint Master Toaro had provided; without his guidance, she might have never discovered it on her own.

From the initial impressions, she discerned it was a projectile weapon of sorts. She sensed hundreds of channels embedded within its structure, all ready to receive her Power and convert it into a concentrated energy beam emitted from the space between the slabs.

Following her intuition, she moved her hand toward the hilt—a grip for handling the weapon—and held onto the bottom slab with her other hand, pointing it ahead. Her finger found a small lever nestled between the slab and the grip, and, as suggested by the wordless whispers in her mind, she injected her Power while pressing down on the lever.

The weapon drained her energy in an instant. Scared by its voracious appetite, she severed the connection and released the trigger. A series of tiny white lightning bolts dances between the slabs, generating a rising whine, before a pristine white beam lanced into the fog. The radiant jet lasted only for a second before dissipating. She could not ascertain the weapon’s strength, and had no way to test it; even if she would aim it at some other item, objects in the fog world seem indestructible. Yet, the weapon was undoubtedly the most exotic find she had made—a discovery worth sharing with Master Toaro.

To bind the item, she pressed a finger against the steel surface. When she drew her hand back, a thread remained, lingering between the weapon and her finger. Casually, she tossed the weapon aside, watching it drift through the fog. The thread peeled away from her palm, through her arm, until it detached from her body, remaining anchored only to her spine.

Then, she reached for the second object—a pentagonal prism with curved edges that smoothly transitioned into its base. No thicker than a centimeter, the item was wide enough to fill the entire open palm when held.

She caressed over its surface, letting the information flow into her. This time, all she received was an incomprehensible gibberish, to the point where she could not even discern what material the object was composed of. The only bits she understood were words like ‘Many’, ‘A lot’, ‘Tiny’, and similar, but these offered no insight into the object’s function.

Irritation bubbled up within her, frustrated at the persistent sensation of understanding lingering just beyond her grasp. It felt as if she was on the cusp of some significant realization, but it never came—she lacked the requisite knowledge to gain proper insight.

She flipped the item over to examine its base. Along one edge, she discovered a series of embossed symbols of unknown origin, unlike anything she recognized. Her fingers traced their elevated surface, as if she wanted to ensure they were really there.

(“Na—“) She blinked several times and shook her head. The symbols remained alien, but the longer she stared at them, the more she felt an inkling of comprehension. Her gaze remained fixed on the bizarre script as she awaited the moment her mind would decode the symbols.

‘NanoCorp — Redesign Yourself’

The meaning flickered in and out of her understanding. One moment she could decipher the alien writing, and the next it regressed into a meaningless combination of lines and strokes.

As she contemplated the meaning of the cryptic embossment, another tidbit of information stuck her from within. She flipped the object back over so that it rested on her palm, and with her other hand she applied pressure to the center of its surface.

The object vibrated beneath her touch, and she quickly pulled her finger away, observing a waterfall of symbols appearing line by line.

“Explorer! Welcome!”

“Booting ‘Premium Explorer NanoKit’. Please wait…”

“Processing DNA sample. Please wait…”

“DNA sample processed. Storing…”

“The local license store is empty. Fetching…”

“Network error: Could not connect to the server. Retrying(1)…” 

“Network error: Could not connect to the server. Retrying(2)…” 

“Network error: Could not connect to the server. Retrying(3)…”

“Connection could not be established. Please try again later.”

“Your license could not be confirmed. Pre-bind NanoKit to the current DNA sample?”

Two areas on the surface highlighted: ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Ari licked her lips. Even though she could read the words, she did not fully understand their meaning. Some of them sounded exotic, while others were familiar but used in contexts foreign to her.

She pressed ‘Yes’; what’s the point of owning an item you do not use?

“Binding. Please wait…”

“‘Premium Explorer NanoKit’ is now bound to the current DNA sample. Please activate your license to use the product.”

The symbols vanished. Ari waited, anticipating the next step of the activation process, but the object ceased all interactions and remained inert.

(So, what was that? Has it done anything?)

Just as she was about to press the prism again, hoping to force the reappearance of the messages, something else caught her attention. Barely visible flames danced before her eyes, partially transparent, almost like a reflection seen on a window.

She turned her head to look behind her, but the flames remained in a fixed position in her field of vision, stuck to her eye. Then she felt warmth spreading over her cheeks.

Not wasting any more time, she closed her eyes and sought the path back to her physical body. Exiting from the fog world had become as intuitive to her as entering, and in an instant, she found herself back in her room.

The sight that greeted her was horrific: a massive fire blazed before her, a dark figure flailing wildly at its center—the spot where Alec would sleep. The flames had already engulfed the entire lower bunk and were climbing towards the upper one.

A tangled heap of bedding tumbled down from the top bunk. Elathiel hit the floor with a hollow thud swaddled in his blanket. He scrambled back, pressing himself against the wall. His eyes, wide with terror, briefly met Ari’s before they both returned their gazes to the blaze, paralyzed by the sight.

The black silhouette within the flames continued to flail, yet it remained on the bed, silent. The only sound in the room was the cracking of the fire.




The night had draped itself over the sprawling city, letting the two moons to glow ominously in the dark sky. Alec sprinted down the unfamiliar street, his heart pounding in his chest. He was alert, praying he would not trip over the treacherous puddles dotting his path. The dim reflections of the moons in those puddles offered scant warning, keeping him perpetually on his guard.

From a distant alley, a pack of wild dogs burst onto the street, their menacing growls growing louder as they spotted their prey again. Their ears twitched, their pace quickening as they renewed their pursuit with fervor.

The buildings Alec sprinted past were alien to him; Tramiria was a colossal city, and he was but a newcomer. As a stranger unfamiliar with the city layout, he had no idea where he was, and the relentless chase of the dogs left him with little time to think. He veered into the first side alley he came across, realizing he needed a hiding place and the main street was certainly not it.

A few meters into the alley, he spotted a ladder clinging to the side of a tall stone wall.

(Just in time.) A small smile tugged at his lips, even as the ferocious dogs entered the alley as well.

His foot slipped on the muddy ground and he stumbled, his hands landing in a filthy puddle. The water felt wrong, sticky like oil. Pushing himself to his feet, he scrambled to grasp the ladder, slithering on the treacherous mud.

The dogs were right behind him, their growls echoing in his ears. He scaled several rungs of the ladder, but his oil-slicked grip failed him. His hand slipped off a rung, and he plummeted toward the snapping jaws of the dogs below.

At the last possible moment, he looped his arm around the ladder’s rail, his finger clinging onto the frosty metal for dear life as he stared at the dogs’ disappointed snarls. Regaining his balance, he resumed his cautious ascent. The ladder stretched high, and his oily hands slowed his progress to a crawl, his palms slipping every few rungs.

Just as he was nearing the top, the heavens opened up. A freezing downpour soaked whatever dry clothing he had left. Shivering, he reached for the wooden oval door at the top of the ladder.

The door gave way, and he threw himself inside with a satisfied grunt. The familiar smell of musty books filled his nostrils as he rolled away from the entrance. As he looked around, recognition set in—it was his room in the Sanctuary.

Exhausted, Alec flopped onto the bed, allowing the soft linen to engulf him. The day had been long, and his tutor had issued a stern warning—if he continued to slack off, the next day they would send him to work in the fields. He ran through his mental checklist of tasks, trying to reassure himself that he had done everything necessary. (Did I forget anything?)

A rumble of a thunder echoed in the distance. Wind from the gathering storm battered against his humble abode, the walls swaying in the rhythm of the creaking wood. The howling amplified, turning into a wild, ravenous beast. Wooden planks strained against the tempest’s fury until they could resist no longer. One by one, they splintered and broke away, torn from their places and swept up into the tumultuous sky.

As his protective walls vanished, he was confronted with a raging sea that crashed against the shoreline on which he had built his house. With waves smashing all around him, he attempted to anchor himself to the leg of the bed, but the power of the hurricane surpassed his grip. The might of the wind broke his desperate hold, lifting him into the violent gale, tossing him about like a rag doll. He soared upward, climbing higher and higher, the world beneath him growing smaller with each passing second.

Emerging from the clouds, he was momentarily blinded by the brilliant sun. Above the storm, the sky was a serene expanse of clear blue with no trace of the calamity unfolding below. Carried by the turbulent current, Alec tried to gauge his altitude, fearing the inevitable descent when the wind would finally cease to support him.

Then, a realization dawned upon him, one that defied all reason. The storm had wrenched the entire island from the sea and hoisted it into the sky. He was soaring above this airborne island, which in turn was flaying high above the ground below, both of them waiting for the wind to weaken and send them hurtling back to the earth.

His laugher rang out into the sky. “So, that’s it,” he declared, a strange calm setting over him at the prospect of plummeting from such a height to a certain doom.

Darkness. Alec blinked a few times, hoping to bring some clarity to his sight, but the black canvas persisted before his eyes. The dream, it seemed, had come to an end, and he was awake—standing upright in absolute darkness. The lingering sensation of flight still clung to him, leaving behind a peculiar premonition of a fall, stirring unease within his chest. He found it odd—he would have expected to wake upon the impact of the fall, yet the dream had ended just like that, while he was still coasting on the high winds above the clouds.

A snapping sound of burning wood pulled him out of his musings. He swiveled his head towards the noise.

The flickering flames of a small campfire danced in the darkness, their hungry tongues gnawing on a pile of thick sticks arranged into a cone. Beside the fire sat a figure, cloaked entirely in black, with a hood shrouding their head, murmuring soft whispers to the fire.

“Mom?” Alec called out, his voice shaky.

The mumbling ceased. The hooded figure turned toward him, their face hidden in the deep shadows of the hood. “It’s coming. It’s coming!” The words tumbled from the figure in a raspy feminine voice. A chilling cackle followed, then cut short by a fit of dry coughing.

“Mom… Please, I…” Alec began, his voice faltering.

“Look!” The woman’s bony finger pointed at the fire. “Look! It’s coming!”

Alec turned to the campfire, which appeared ordinary enough, if not for the unusually vivid hues of its flames. Suddenly, a wave of nausea swept over him. It felt as if he had consumed something rotten. His stomach twisted, creating an unbearable heaviness within him. He doubled over, clutching his belly and gasping for breath, but the distressing sensation did not relent.

“Mother, please stop,” Alec croaked out.

In the next moment, the modest campfire morphed into a roaring bonfire. The flames surged skyward, illuminating the surrounding darkness. The Power, his Power, intensified to the levels he had only ever known once—the horrific night that had forever scarred his past. He tried desperately to contain it, to compress it, but it was like trying to hold back a flood with his bare hands—he had failed in the past, and he was failing again. The energy bulged within him, swelling his body, inflating him like a balloon.

“Plea—“ he tried to plead once more, but his words devolved into a garbled groan and his face distorted, stretching in every direction.

“Why do you ask me?” The woman took a step toward his ever-expanding form, but her face remained veiled in darkness. “It’s not me. It’s you. All of it. You. Always have been.”

Fire engulfed him, every fiber of his being transforming into a living torch. The bonfire leapt toward him, merging with his fiery form into a single, massive inferno. Then, the energy burst forth, leaking into the surrounding world.

The blaze devoured everything in its path. His pillow and the linen he had slept on were the first to succumb, reduced to cinders within seconds. He experienced the mesmerizing process of combustion firsthand. The building blocks of the universe danced within his flames, merging, splitting and reforming as he incinerated them, simplifying their intricate structures into basic, purer forms, the better forms. Yes, that was his purpose. To set everything ablaze, to make the world a simpler place, a better place.

Alec lost part of his consciousness in the intoxicating vision of the fire’s forthcoming feasts. The other part desperately tried to rein in the spreading heat. He longed to run, to return to his body, to do something; anything. But he had a body no more. His source became a scorching star, swallowing him whole. He was the fire.

The wooden frame of his bunk, despite being fuel for the fire, put up a resistant fight—it must have been imbued with powerful protective spells. Yet, even if it was fireproof, it did not matter, for his source was still just getting started.

Alec’s thoughts wandered to his new squadmates—they were the first in line to be devoured. His fledging hopes for a normal life shattered once again. Even if the Academy had mechanisms in place to contain his outburst, there was no saving those near him.

In response to his thoughts, his fire-infused desires roared to life. If his form had a mouth, it would water in anticipation of the main dish—the first bite of living organic matter, the most complex structures he had ever tasted. They needed simplification. They needed betterment.

He mustered all the remaining mental strength he had in one last desperate attempt to avert the looming disaster. He tried to reach out to his physical body, to run, to leap out of the window in the vain hope that his death might snuff out the flames. But his body did not respond. 

At last, he capitulated—there was nothing more he could do. His surrender brought him a strange sense of relief, tainted with a heavy dose of guilt. Now, having accepted the inevitable, he realized he was curiously eager for what was to come. Who would be his first meal? The conceited white-haired prince? The red-eye girl? Or perhaps the one with the twintails? He could not remember their names, but he recalled the past—the exquisite taste of burning flesh—and his entire existence quivered in anticipation.

Before Alec could comprehend what was happening, he was abruptly cut off from the outside world, as if his fire had been extinguished all at once. Yet, his source did not cease, it continued to generate more and more heat that had no escape route. It radiated into the darkness, dispersing hotness in all directions. Oddly enough, he felt warm, as if he carried a furnace within him. This was wrong—during his previous outbursts, he had never sensed the temperature. He was the fire, and fire should not be bothered by heat.

A soft breeze fluttered across his mind. The energy from his source surged toward one location, forming a river of flames. At its terminus, it spiraled into a singular point in space, transforming into a massive vortex of flowing Power. Something was siphoning away his outburst.

His source went into overdrive, expelling the amount of energy that far eclipsed his infamous record from the past. Yet, the black spot seemed bottomless, drawing in and swallowing every strand of his Power.

The surrounding darkness shimmered, as though the space itself was getting excited. An overwhelming presence manifested in a form of micro-bursts of light flashes across his entire inner world.

“I shall impart my blessing upon you as the payment for your contribution to my stash,” a disembodied voice echoed from all sides simultaneously. “Let the malicious misfortune never befall you as long as you carry the imprint of my Power. Let the manipulated good fortune of others never manifest in your presence as long as you carry the imprint of my Power.”

Alec’s entire existence reverberated in response to the influx of unimaginable energy, the wave sweeping over him and penetrating every fragment of his being.

He had no time to ponder the meaning of the stranger’s words as a final proclamation was made.

“You shall sleep now.” And so he slept.




“Fire!” Ria’s piercing scream from the top bunk jolted Ari from her paralysis. The flames had already licked their way to the ceiling and were now moving in her direction along the floor.

 Elathiel, having run out of space to retreat, joined Ari on her bed. She shot a glance to the left, where Kiran sat wide-eyed on his own bed, a shocking void of expression on his face amidst the chaos.

Her gaze shifted to the door, but it was near the burning bunk and already aflame. Their options dwindled to either attempting to open the blazing door or opting for the window. But they were on the third floor; would they even survive a fall from such a height?

She peeked at the open window and felt her stomach lurch at the thought of exiting through it, but neither did she fancy the idea of braving the flames that danced merrily upon the bare stones.

Just as she was turning her head again, a ball of fur landed next to Kiran. It was the sleek, slivery cat that he had brought in the other day. The elusive creature came and went as it pleased, and Ari had always wondered how it could do that with their room securely closed. Now she knew—it was an adept climber, scaling the building effortlessly. But from the ground to the third-floor window? She shook her head. It made little sense.

The cat stretched its back, seemingly oblivious to the fire. Then, in a few swift hops, it crossed the room and leapt directly into the heart of the flames, into the flailing silhouette.

Ari’s muscles tensed, an instinctive, albeit futile, attempt to stop the cat. She braced herself for the anguished cries of a dying animal, but instead, the flames vanished as if they had been nothing but a mirage.

The cat sat nonchalantly atop a very naked Alec. Neither he nor the cat showed signs of injury, the only remnants of the fire being the ashes of the charred linen and Alec’s clothes. Ari quickly averted her eyes from Alec’s exposed body while the cat curled itself on his belly and purred.

“What do we do now?” Ari’s voice was barely a whisper in the stunned silence.

No one answered.

“Ria?” she called out.

“I’m not doing anything. I’m sleeping,” Ria’s voice sounded from above, turning slightly muffled as she hid under her blanket.  

Next, she turned to Elathiel, who had been sharing her bed. Seeing her stare, he got to his feet. “I almost got roasted when this pig was playing the human torch. I’m not going back up there; the wood’s still glowing. I’ll sleep on the sofa.” With that, he exited the bedroom, dragging his blanket along and cursing when his hand met the still-hot door handle.

That left only Kiran, who merely shrugged at her before lying down.

Ari sighed. (I guess it can wait until tomorrow. Unless it happens again and we all burn alive.)

Reluctantly, as no one wanted to deal with the matter, Ari settled down as well, pointedly avoiding a glance at Alec. The smell of charred material stung her nostrils, but it was bearable. Her last thought before drifting into sleep was a desperate wish for a good night’s sleep before her first official day at the Academy. Anything else could wait, as long as she woke up alive to see another sunrise.




*




Hashet blinked twice, his eyelids struggling to moisten the eyes parched from the oppressive heat. The relentless sun bore down from the cloudless sky, scorching the earth beneath, spawning distortions and mirages birthed from the hot air that radiated from the frying surface.

In the distance, minuscule figures bustled among their equally tiny yurts. He could discern men from women, but the vast distance separating him from the camp swallowed any more intricate details. Despite the urge to draw closer, he knew better; if he could see them, they could spot him as well.

His hand wandered into his pocket, finding its way to a lock of hair he kept tucked within. He drew it out, twirling the golden strands between his fingers, all the while sending a pulse of energy through them. As always, there was no response. The princess was not here.

If not here, then where? Where else would a young, lone girl seek a succor if not among her mother’s clan? Yet, even after a full fortnight of vigilance and shadowing every departing man, he found no trace of her.

It was possible they had whisked her away to a safer location, assigning a guardian to help her weather the storm. But the lock of hair begged to differ. The strands, so carefully collected from her chambers, had remained dormant for the entire time. Had she been in the vicinity, the hair would have guided him to her.

The memory of the princess’s vacant chambers brought back a surge of irritation. Instead of being greeted by his promised reward, an empty bed had awaited him that night. How had a sheltered royal girl knowing only the pampering of her attendants escaped unnoticed? Had a servant aided her?

The king had secretly dispatched his most trusted guards to search for his daughter, but they returned empty-handed. The princess had evaporated into thin air. No one had seen her leave the city, yet as the days passed, Hashet’s tracking abilities received weaker and weaker responses, affirming that she had indeed fled. The worst part was that, against his better judgment, he had heeded the king’s insistence that she must have sought refuge with her last remaining kin.

(Should have scoured every outgoing route from the city. Maybe then I’d still be able to pick up her scent, get a glimpse of the path she’d taken. Instead, I raced here like a fool, like a half-wit, chasing after nothing).

As he dwelled on his thoughts, his fingers brushed against the needle of a Tica tree hanging right above him. The tree, while lacking in height, had an impressive breadth to make up for it. The thick crown spread out like an expansive dish placed atop its trunk, but to use its shade, one had to roll underneath, lying on the reddish-brown dirt as the tree’s roots extended even farther than its crown, sucking away every droplet of moisture, and barring grasses from intruding into its turf.

It was the ideal spot to hunker down during the daytime, offering shelter from the punishing sun and a hiding place from the prying eyes of other, potentially hostile, travelers. Underneath the prickly canopy, one could see as far as the distant horizon where the sky met the flat expanse of land, all the while remaining hidden. The only caveat was that one could never be sure if the spot was unoccupied until they reached it. 

(So, she’s not here and I’m simply squandering time. Let’s be done with it.)

He rolled away from the Tica tree’s shelter, dusting off his arms to rid them of the clinging dust. The heat assaulted his sun-tanned torso right away, but the summer was drawing to a close, and the worst of its scorching days were past, making the temperature tolerable. 

“Come out, lad. I know you’re there. You might as well show yourself,” he called into the unmoving grass, the direction opposite to the camp he had been observing.

Nothing stirred. The air was devoid of wind. “I know you’re hiding there. No use playing coy,” he said again after a few moments into the still static grass.

No reaction.

“Are you that much of a coward? Did you piss yourself and now you’re too ashamed to face me?”

The taunt proved successful; the provoked young man rose from the grass, precisely from the spot Hashet had been eyeing.

“Which clan are you from?” the young man challenged. The dry grass he stood in covered him up to his waist, but Hashet had not trouble reading his posture cues. His voice projected confidence, yet his muscles were tense, ready for action. Hashet could not help but smile; that was how a warrior should be—cautious but radiating strength.

“I belong to no clan. Why?” he said.

The man’s eyes narrowed at Hashet’s response, drawing a chuckle from him. Regardless of the circumstances, the initial question always pertained to one’s clan. Free-roaming Argenta were bound by their birth, and it was perhaps the only instance where Hashet favored the city dwellers, who held a far more laid-back attitude toward clan affiliations.

“Clanless!” The man’s nostrils flared in disgust. “Are you here to steal our horses? You’ll come with me. Turn around and walk. Make a false move, and I’ll slit your throat, understood?” He drew a bone knife tucked into his loincloth.

(A bone knife, what a joke. Are they so destitute they can’t arm their youth with proper steel? And is he blind to the size of my scabbard, not realizing the range disadvantage he’d be at? But his courage is commendable; let’s see where it leads if I prod him a bit.)

“What’s that in your hand? A fly cutter?” he mocked.

The man’s jaw clenched, and he hissed. “Do as I say, or I’ll carve you up.”

“Please, do try,” Hashet responded with a laugh. “I hope you brought your horse along, so I can take it after I kill you. You do have a horse, right?” He cast a glance at the man’s knife. “Or perhaps not.” He smirked.

As anticipated, the taunting triggered the young man. He charged at Hashet, forsaking the grassy cover and entering the barren ground under the Tica tree reign. Just a handful of steps separated them when the man dived, sliding through the dirt, legs outstretched.

Hashet sidestepped the daring move, the man’s bone knife cleaving through nothing but air. (That was close. He targeted my legs, a clever move. Had I wasted time pulling my blade, he might have reached me, stabbing or slicing my tendons.)

Despite his private acknowledgement of the young man’s strategy, Hashet goaded him further. “Why so slow, boy? You’re so sluggish even your grandma must have better moves than you.”

“You got lucky. I won’t miss next time.”

The youth advanced again, his body coiled and ready, the bone knife clenched tight in his hand. Hashet made no move to unsheathe his blade. Instead, he crossed his arms nonchalantly. The man’s body stifled and a spark of ire ignited in his eyes moments later. Nothing stoked the fires of the young quite like a subtle sprinkle of disrespect.

In response, the young man lunged forward, stabbing his knife directly toward Hashet’s heart; no pretense of a feint. But once again Hashet proved too quick, sidestepping the attack with deceptive ease.

At the same time, Hashet called upon his source, filling his body with the Power, and accelerated. He watched as the desperate stab aimed at his heart slid past him in a sluggish motion, like a nightmare slowing down to a crawl. Then, he grabbed the man’s outreaching arm with one hand and his rib with the other. The entire operation felt like an eternity. His body was strained from fighting the surrounding air, as if the world opposed his will—under the acceleration, everything required more force to do, and a huge dose of patience.

Having his both hands in the right positions, Hashet pulled as to threw the man into the air. He gathered more power, funneling it into physical strength and sending it down to his muscles. Then he let the acceleration effect go.

Time snapped back to its normal flow, and the man was catapulted upward, soaring for an instant before crashing back into the tall grass some distance away. 

Hashet watched the spot where the youth had disappeared into the grass, but the young man did not rise. After a few measured breaths, he followed the faint trail of groaning. A predatory grin pulled at the corner of his mouth as he found the youth sprawled on his back, grimacing in pain.

“I’m sorry, I’m not used to fighting Powerless,” he said, smiling.

The man’s eyes widened in shock. “Are you a mage?” he asked.

“Better,” Hashet replied, reaching to his belt and pulling out a small stone embedded with an array of tiny, shimmering crystals. “I’m an emissary of the king. To your clan.”

The man’s expression was blank, his gaze flickering between Hashet and the gem-studded stone. His comprehension seemed to falter, the notion of an emissary unfamiliar, shadowed by the ‘mage’ revelation, though the mention of the king caused his brows to furrow.

“Emissary,” Hashet repeated, but the man’s face remained clueless.

He sighed. “Messenger. I am a messenger. I carry a message from the king to your clan. Specifically your clan.”

The young man’s face finally betrayed a flicker of understanding. His mouth opened and closed, fear glimmering in his eyes. “I… I…” A fit of coughing interrupted him, his spittle staining the dry grass with flecks of red.

“Save your breath. Get up.”

With a grimace of pain, the man obeyed, struggling to his feet.

“Now, find your clan elders and inform them that their king’s messenger has arrived. I will follow at a distance. They will have ample time to prepare my reception,” Hashet continued.

Another fit of coughing seized the youth’s body.

“Understood?” Hashet prompted.

“Yes.” The young man gasped out between wheezes. “Yes. Messenger. Elders. I’ll go.”

He limped away, staggering towards the distant camp, and from time to time, casting terrified glances back at Hashet.

“Faster!” Hashet barked.

With a start, the man picked up his pace, his limp even more pronounced. 

(The fall must have injured his leg,) Hashet mused.

When the man had put half the distance to the yurts between them, Hashet began his own leisurely approach. He allowed his arms to stretch out, fingers running lightly through the tops of the grass, tickling his palms with their gentle touch. 

The tingling sensation on his skin stirred a sense of calm within him, rekindling memories of a simpler, carefree time when he was but a child, and the grass still towered over him. That tickle had always served as a reassuring affirmation of his strength, of his control over his surroundings and his life. Because strong he was, and he would survive no matter what.

Drawing a deep breath into his lungs, Hashet held it for five heartbeats before letting it out in a slow, steady exhale. His head swam lightly from the oxygen intake, filling his veins with a sensation of unbridled power. He was not just powerful; he was invincible. He deserved the title of a Great Mage.

His fists clenched instinctively at the thought. (If only I could meet my examiner once more. I’d show him the true measure of my Power, though there would scarcely be anything left of him afterwards to ponder that revelation.)

The ever growing human silhouettes went into a frenzy when his personal makeshift herald reached his camp, disseminating the news of Hashet’s arrival. Curious heads emerged from between the yurts, only to dart back after spotting the lone figure approaching.

By the time Hashet entered the perimeter of the camp, most of the clan members had retreated into the shelter of their glorified tents. Yet he could see them, peeking out through the gaps of their door-flaps left ajar, and stealing surreptitious glances at him.

Those who had remained outside clustered in front of the largest yurt—the elders in the center, backed by the clan’s mightiest warriors behind them, with the addition of a few promising youths flanking the sides.

“Greetings, honored elders.” Hashet’s head dipped in a slight bow, as much an act of perfunctory respect as it was to mask his disdain. These old men, these fossils of times past, had always been an object of contempt for him. Through his life, he saw them as nothing but useless worms, clinging to their stools until the very end, using their age as the ultimate tool to force their ways, even when they barely remembered what they had said a sentence before. The more gray hairs, the more wisdom, they claimed. But that was not his experience. Not when he witnessed such ‘wisdom’ bringing demise to his own clan.

(Huh, that’s one more point I have to give to the city-dwellers. They rarely let old folks to meddle in their affairs, and instead, they set them aside when the time comes.)

“Welcome, messenger,” one of the elder intoned. Despite his age, the man’s eyes held a spark of lucidity. “We had not expected to be graced with the king’s words. Please, come inside, where we can receive you as befits your station.” He gestured towards the open door of the grand yurt, the others parting to create a passageway for him.

(A sharp one, this elder. A pleasant surprise, but not that it matter,) Hashet mused, saying nothing. 

Accepting the elder’s invitation, Hashet followed him into the heart of the grand yurt. The others poured in after them, pressing themselves against the curved walls and forming a tight human ring around the pair.

The interior of the yurt was spacious, but the press of bodies from every direction left Hashet feeling trapped, as though he were a wolf caged by sheep. He watched as they jostled and whispered among themselves, vying for a better view of the spectacle in the center. The strict hierarchy they maintained on the outside seemed to break apart within the confines of the yurt.

While waiting for the commotion to settle, Hashet allowed his gaze to sweep across the construction. The circular wall was draped with rugs that served as tapestries, intricately woven with depictions of argent grass in full bloom and sapphire butterflies dancing in the wind. Above, wooden rafters stretched upward to form a cone, from which strings of colorful scraps hung. The sight stirred up a wellspring of unwelcome nostalgic ruminations.

A strange pain twisted in his chest, catching him off guard. He blinked rapidly, attempting to dispel the sudden film of moisture that had gathered in his eyes. He had always loathed these camps, these remnants of a past he would rather forget, as he had no desire to dredge up the ghosts of bygone days. But the familiarity of the view was refusing to release its hold on him.

“Honored messenger?” the elder’s voice cut through his thoughts.

Shaking his head to dispel the ensnaring fragments of the past, Hashet coughed to clear his throat. The whispers had died down, and all eyes were on him, expectant and watchful. 

“Thank you for your hospitality,” he began. “First, let me prove beyond any doubt that I am here today on the king’s order.”

Reaching to his belt, he drew forth the same gem-studded stone he had shown to the impudent youth who had challenged him earlier, and handed it to the elder for examination. (Is the boy absent? Perhaps his leg pains him too much to bear weight.)

Hashet’s observation was cut short as he shook off the distraction. (No matter.) His attention refocused on the elder who was studying the stone. The old man turned it this way and that, tracing the embedded crystals with curious fingers.

(What is he doing?) Confusion crept into Hashet’s thoughts as he observed the elder. (Why is he examining it so closely? Does nobody here possess enough Power to confirm its authenticity? The process requires only a modicum of skill. Surely someone…) He glanced around, expecting someone to step forth to validate his claim, yet the clan members remained silent, watching in anticipation.

(Impossible! Surely they must have someone among them capable of sensing the Power imbued in the stone. It requires no talent at all.) Hashet’s eyes narrowed as his confusion grew. 

“Yes, it seems to match the stones I have seen in the past. Thank you, messenger. We are ready to heed the king’s words,” the elder said, returning the stone to the bewildered Hashet.

(They can’t be serious. He checked its appearance? How one of these simpletons became the king’s consort?) A spark of suspicion ignited in Hashet’s mind. (Unless… Could they be feigning ignorance? If the princess is indeed here, my arrival would be expected. Are they playing some sort of game? I suppose time will tell. Soon.)

“Honored elders, honored…” he began, only to falter as he realized he did not know the name of their clan. They had always been referred to as the ‘princess’s clan’ at the castle, and he had not thought to enquire further once he had their location. “…warriors,” he recovered, smoothing over the stumble in his speech. 

“I come bearing grave news from the capital. It involves one of the king’s daughters, one whose veins carry your blood.” Ha paused, allowing his words to sink in.

Hashet watched them closely, scrutinizing their expressions. Their faces grew solemn at his announcement, but there was an undercurrent of genuine curiosity, almost as though they were truly oblivious to the purpose of his visit.

“Respected messenger, we lay no claim to the royal child. We bowed to the king’s will and let our ties to her mother wane. By law, she is not ours,” the elder seized the moment to make their stance.

“Allow me to finish.” Hashet held up his hand to stop the elder from speaking further. “The princess underwent her assessment this year, and it revealed a remarkable aptitude for magic. We are talking about a Great Mage level of the Power.”

A low murmur of whispers broke among the rear ranks, their anticipation surging. A glimmer of hope sparked in their eyes, a tantalizing promise of potential good fortune. Even the elder appeared to hold his breath, hanging on Hashet’s every word. Could they all be such skilled deceivers?

“Yes, a prodigious talent in the Power of Death,” Hashet concluded.

Silence, dense and palpable, immediately consumed the gathering, dropping into the yurt like a stone sinking in still water. The buoyant hope that had filled the air moments ago had vanished, supplanted by vacant expression and befuddled looks. Uneasiness crept among the clan members, their shifting movements and anxious glances at one another, punctuating the oppressive quietude. No one dared to utter a word. The hushed silence remained undisturbed.

The elder’s hand trembled. He tried to disguise it by rubbing his palms together, but his efforts were futile. His quivering fingers were plain for all to see.

“I… We…” he stammered, not daring to look at Hashet. “We, we have no mages. Our clan is Powerless, it’s not our blood. Not.”

The elder raised his eyes to meet Hashet’s, his voice suddenly strong. “The king! He…“ The elder’s voice faltered just as quickly as it had risen. “It’s his…“ He swallowed hard, unable to complete his sentence. The words were left unsaid, but their meaning hung heavily in the stifling air of the yurt.

“Honored elder, you speak the truth. The king’s lineage is pristine, it could not possibly birth a scion of Death. Your concern for our sovereign touches me deeply. Be assured, he is in fine health.

“However, these circumstances leaves us with only two explanations. It is your blood that carries this curse, or a new bloodline has arisen. You cannot absolve yourself of the first possibility, and the king cannot afford to gamble.

“And thus we arrive at the king’s decree,” Hashet paused, his gaze sweeping over the gathered clan. Their bodies stiffened, their breaths hitched, awaiting the impending proclamation.

“By royal command, your clan, in its entirety, is hereby condemned to death. The sentence will be carried out immediately.”

As the last word left his lips, Hashet accelerated.

In truth, there was no royal decree, no formal condemnation. The king would never publicly acknowledge the existence of a Death Mage in his lineage. Hashet’s task was straightforward: eradicate the entire branch of the princess’s maternal kin to eliminate even the slightest risk of another such mage being born, one that could incite deeper scrutiny of the Empire.

And yet, here he was, divulging the secret, posing as a royal emissary. Worse still, instead of striking when they were overwhelmed and unsuspecting, he had confessed to their impending doom, thus surrendering his advantage. But it was too late to change his course now; the die was cast.

(That’s my way anyway, let’s ride this storm,) he mused, his lips yearning to curve into a smirk. But the crushing force of acceleration confined his muscles, leaving his body lagging, ensnared in a surreal temporal disparity.

An electrifying surge of adrenaline coursed through his veins, a sensation he had learned to crave. It unfurled from the pit of his stomach, radiating outwards in slow motion, pulsing across his heart. He had incited needless escalations too many times in his brief life, simply to experience another heady hit of this very feeling. This dangerous dance with death, this thrill of stirring the hornet’s nest, had become a haunting addiction.

With a mental nudge, he channeled his Power, feeling it seep into his very bones. Unlike the adrenaline, its effect was all-encompassing, a simultaneous surge of energy that infused every cell. His muscles, now bolstered by the Power, could defy the sluggish pace dictated by acceleration. To him, each movement still felt agonizingly slow, the air viscous like molasses. Yet to onlookers, he would be nothing more than a blur, a phantom skimming through the tent.

Casting his gaze over the gathering once more, Hashet looked for signs of adversarial acceleration in anyone else: eyes tracking his movements too accurately, hands reaching for weapons with unnatural speed. But all he found were figures ensnared in the iron grip of the time, helplessly awaiting their fates, their lives ripe for plucking.

His hand found the hilt of his blade, the simple act of clenching his fist around the cool metal proving to be a time-consuming struggle. Despite positioning himself for a swift draw prior to invoking acceleration, the battle against the stagnant world was lengthy and strenuous.

Once he secured his grip, Hashet funneled a steady stream of the Power into his blade, sheathing it in a thin layer of shimmering energy. Mustering all his strength, he began the process of drawing the sword from its scabbard, his torso twisting as though readying to pivot. His arms moved at a glacial pace. However, he had no intention of waiting for the entire maneuver to complete. The strain of acceleration was too severe, consuming too much of his Power.

And so, he cast off the shackles of his enhanced cognition, releasing the grip of acceleration, plunging back into the realm of real-time. His hand, which moments ago seemed to crawl, now cut through the air with the force of a tempest. Hashet completed the full circle, his blade whispering a death knell to those around him. The men, even the elder, were too distant to be reached by the physical edge of his sword. Yet, as he spun, his blade traced a translucent line that sailed outward, tearing through the space, humming with his primary element: Sharpness; for he was a Sharpness Mage.

The semi-invisible wave burgeoned towards the hushed gathering. The men were still grappling with the horrific decree they had been dealt, and slowly the first signs of understanding creased some foreheads as the reality of their fate began to sink in. Others widened their eyes in shocked disbelief, their minds struggling to digest the fate that had befallen them.

But to Hashet’s disappointment, not one of them reacted as the lethal wave carved through their forms.

It cleaved them clean, cuts ranging from chest to neck depending on their height. A line of blood blossomed on their bodies, tracing the path where the wave had struck. Some even exchanged stunned glances with their kin before their knees buckled and they crumbled in unison. Upon hitting the ground, their severed upper bodies slid away from their lifeless torsos, marking the abrupt end of their existence. Each man now lay bisected.

The yurt swayed. Its conical roof, compromised by the wall that was sliced in two, trembled. With a reluctant groan, it detached, tilting and falling to the side. Despite the collapse, it maintained its integrity, rolling away in one piece.

With the cover gone, the merciless sun bore down, illuminated the horrid tableau. Blood, still warm, oozed onto the ground, melding with dust and sand, forming muddy puddles colored in red.

Hashet surveyed the camp. Its inhabitants were still indoors, save for two young women who had evidently tried to bypass the elder’s temporary curfew, flitting between the yurts. They were staring at him, the sole figure standing amidst the remains of the central yurt where the key clan member were meeting the royal emissary. The residual wall that reached up to Hashet’s chest, the point of his cut, obscured the carnage.

One woman clasped the other’s arm and yanked her towards the nearest yurt. They realized something was amiss, but what could they do besides cowering in their hovel?

A cruel smile twisted Hashet’s lips as he remembered the tent’s location. Then he turned his attention to the corral housing the clan’s horses. A lone guard usually kept watch there. If the survivors reached the animals, catching them all could be a challenge.

His slashes birthed waves of Sharpness that were stronger, more potent. They cleaved through two yurts, obliterating them before assaulting the coral. All that lay within the trajectory of his attack crumbled silently—no screams, no whinnies. An immaculate execution delivered by the translucent scythes.

Emerging from the remnants of the central yurt, he prowled around the camp, slashing through one tent after another. The clan members did not flee, perhaps they remained blissfully ignorant of the massacre. Their lives were extinguished in their homes, along with their possessions. How many children had been amongst them? He did not spare a thought.

Eventually, only one yurt remained untouched.

“You see?” Hashet bellowed into the sky. “I am mighty. I deserve to be a Great Mage. I deserve it because I am invincible. Nothing can impede my path.” He threw his head back, his arms outstretched, bathing in the radiant sun. “I am the epitome of strength! I am unparalleled!”

The silence of the ravaged camp offered no rebuttal to his monologue. Turning his attention to his final act, Hashet stepped into the last standing yurt. His sword poised, his Power humming, ready to be unleashed. As expected, there was no ambush. The two women he had seen earlier huddled at the far end, their bodies trembling like leaves in a gale.

The sight delighted Hashet. The way they tried to shrink away from him, their attempts to conceal their fear—it was all for him to savor. The spectacle of the weak squirming to please the strong, their desperate struggle to appease the powerful. It was intoxicating.

These women, they held potential—he mused. He sheathed his sword and unbuckled his belt, stepping into the center of the yurt. They were appealing enough, he surmised, his eyes appraising his prey. They were no princess, but they would do.

The women shrieked when he scooped to grab them. (Yes, for today, they will do.) He smiled.




Relishing in the final throes of daylight, Hashet reclined against the taut canvas of the last standing yurt. It had been a day of blood and iron, of grim deeds and darker pleasures, but it was done now. He had patiently awaited the warriors who had left the camp before he arrived, and fortunately, both of them returned home on the same day. And returned to the earth after that, joining their kin in the embrace of death.

His newly acquired women had been dutiful, proving surprisingly adaptable and compliant. Their obedience, while charming, marked their end—his work required the tragic finale for them too, for not a single soul from the clan could be left standing. It was an unfortunate, albeit necessary, sacrifice for his purpose.

In the dwindling daylight, he pondered over the king’s next course of action. The practice of exchanging women was common between clans to maintain diverse blood lines. The king would undoubtedly face resistance from the clans whose brides were of the princess’s kin if he sought to reclaim them, potentially exposing a weakness to his adversaries. It was a conundrum the king would likely avoid, choosing to settle for the eradication of the main branch.

And what about the real objective of his mission? The princess had not fled to her mother’s clan as the king had anticipated. So where was she? He had no leads, no clues.

An unexpected memory came to him then, a recollection of the bloated, corrupt examiner he had slain back at the capital. (What was his name again? Ron? Rick? Something of that sort.) A worm of unease wriggled its way into his mind. (That fatty must have been a disgrace in the eyes of other examiners as well. What if he had spoken to someone about his discovery, and that person decided it was safer to personally deliver the princess to the Empire for the neutering procedure? A mage could sneak her out.)

If she had indeed fled to the Empire, with such a head start, Hashet had little chance of intercepting her unless he knew her exact route. He fingered the lock of her hair he had kept, the residual energy fading a little more each day. Soon it would be useless.

He sighed, slipping the lock back into the belt. Without the princess, his position was precarious. His unique set of skill made him somewhat valuable, but his failure and the secrets he carried made him a liability. It was a fine line to tread, and Hashet was not sure which way the king would lean.

Just as sleep beckoned him, the air before him shimmered, twinkling like stardust. He watched the flashing glints slowly dozing off. The sparking haze morphed int a solid boulder. A stout cudgel of stone, tapering at the base and widening towards the top.

“What do you want?” Hashet mumbled, half-asleep.

The boulder hummed, vibrating with an incessant rhythm, as if to call him.

“Go away. I’m not in the mood.”

The phantom stone did not retreat but seemed to solidify, its resonance intensifying.

“Go away.” Frustrated, Hashet attempted to smack the apparition, only to find nothing. His lurch sent him stumbling forward, barely saving himself from plowing the ground with his face.

The stone was gone. It had never been there in the first place, Hashet realized. But as clarity returned, he considered the call. The boulder was located in the direction of the Empire. And it was his amplifier.

Despite the distance, if he could reach the stone while the princess’s essence still clung to the lock of her hair, he might yet locate her. Even a general direction could change the game.

Revitalized by this revelation, he rose to his feet, glancing one last time at the decimated camp before breaking into a sprint, heading away from the setting sun. He left the butchery behind, moving at a pace that could match the swiftest antelopes, the landscape blurring around him. Hashet knew there were few who could match his endurance. With his source supporting his stride, he could maintain this pace for days.

(If she fled west, she wins. If she fled east, to the Empire, I may still have a chance.)

And so he ran.




*




The gentle hum of the countryside soothed Melia as she ascended a small knoll, seeking solace in the cool shade of a copse at its peak. She lowered herself onto the grass, relishing the tickle of verdant blades against her neck and the dance of sunlight peeking through the dense leafy canopy. Her hands glided through the grass, drawing pleasure from its softness.

The trees above swayed gently, dappling the sunlight that sifted through the network of leaves, transforming the otherwise harsh rays into an intricate dance of light and shadow. A sigh of contentment slipped past her lips as she lifted her hands to her line of sight. The coarse calluses below her fingers, earned through manual labor in the fields and orchards, chafed uncomfortably as she attempted to massage them, leaving her with a feeling of unpleasant friction. Her feet throbbed similarly, blistered from constant use. After two weeks of toiling, she was growing accustomed to the menial tasks, but, truth be told, she was not doing much—helping here and there, trying to be useful, but taking only the low effort jobs, like picking plums today. Even then, her body ached from the endless stooping; her back radiated a dull pain, making her marvel at the resilience of the villagers who worked many times over.

A dog’s bark interrupted her quiet contemplation. The sound echoed, followed by the call of another dog, and then yet another. Hoisting herself into a sitting position, she leaned against a sturdy trunk of a tree, her eyes surveying the small settlement nestled below.

It was a modest village, nothing grand, yet large enough to host a blacksmith and a glassblower. A largely self-sustaining community, with occasional merchants passing through to supply the odds and ends the villagers could not produce themselves. In her short stay, she had already witnessed five different carts trundle down the rutted road towards the capital city of Melkar.

The dog’s barking stopped, restoring the tranquil atmosphere. Melia reached into the only pocket of her ragged work clothes, retrieving a ripe plum. These faded and worn garments were a generous gift from the kind-hearted peasants to spare her own traveling attire. Both the pants and the shirt, barely fitting and tailored for a girl who had long since outgrown them, were now awaiting the growth of younger children for their next wear. 

Melia sank her teeth into the dark purple fruit, the sharp taste of plum filling her senses. The juice threatened to escape her lips, prompting her to a quick slurp, saving the fruity ambrosia from wastage. She twisted away the stone from the pulpy flesh, feeling the moist hardness against her teeth before spitting it into her open palm.

(Such a waste. There could be so much more plum in a plum if not for this,) she mused, casually tossing the stone away. The stickiness lingered on her skin, the remnant of the fruit’s sweet nectar. She wiped her hands on the grass, but the residue stayed, stubbornly clinging to her fingers.

“Enjoying ourselves, aren’t we?” a voice drifted up the slope.

Her gaze flicked toward the figure climbing the knoll. “Naturally, one can only expect a proper rest and a hefty pay after their hard work,” she replied, catching the smirk on Arturio’s face.

He snorted in response. “Hard work, you say? Well, you do more than I’d expect. I think they’re not suspicious of our story of a pampered city girl, family collapse, and siblings on the road.”

Melia rolled her eyes. “Oh ‘brother’, you’re still on this? It’s been two weeks since we had left the steppe. We made it.”

Arturio’s smirk faltered. “You said they’ll search for you. We have to go farther. I’m not sure where to yet, but we get some more coin and we’re leaving. It’s lucky enough that harvests have started and they have work for us,” he said, settling down a few paces away from her.

“You could sell more of my crystals before we left.”

“Yes, and get myself killed, great idea,” Arturio responded, his voice laced with sarcasm. “If only you’d stolen smaller ones, not those giants. Now we need a big city, and not one, mind me, to get rid of them without drawing too much attention.”

“They didn’t seem that big to me.” Melia shrugged, before scoffing. “And for the records, I stole nothing; just took a rightful share of my family’s wealth, to which I’m entitled as a princess.”

“In any case, now we work,” Arturio said, ignoring her rant.

“I’m done for today,” she responded, producing another plum from her pocket. “Do you want one?”

He declined her offer with a shake of his head. “No, thank you. So what will you do for the rest of the day? I still have one more round in the fields to do.”

“I think I’ll spend it picking mushrooms. It was raining for the last two days, and Mary told me that’s when the mushrooms grow. I can almost taste them right now—their caps salted and crisped to perfection, served with melting butter.” Melia licked her lips. “Uh, I decided. I’m heading into the forest.”

Arturio grimaced at the idea. “I’ll pass. I heard it’s far too easy to pick poisonous ones, and I’d rather not be stuck in an outhouse for the whole day. Or worse.”

“What ‘worse’?” Melia nudged him in the arm. “I’ll have Mary double-check whatever I find. Besides, don’t forget that if I die, so do you.”

“Thank you for reminding me,” Arturio said, his tone flat. “But between eating a dubious mushroom and death, there is a whole world of suffering I’d rather not explore.”

As Arturio’s answer hung in the air, they lapsed into silence until the sound of a young girl’s voice cut through the stillness. “Me-La! Me-La!” A small figure was racing towards them, up the knoll.

“Shana! Slow down, you’ll trip and fall,” Melia called, but the child did not heed her warning, continuing her scramble up the hill, panting heavily when she finally reached them.

“My mom asks if you’ll come,” she said, catching breath.

“Ah, right. I forgot.” Melia turned to Arturio. “Mary invited us to dinner.”

“Again? We can’t impose on them that much.”

“Why not? It’s just food.”

“Just food.” He shook his head. “Royalty…”

“You can leave them some coin for the hospitality before we leave if that bothers you so much,” she retorted, turning back to the girl. “Shana, tell your mother we’ll come.”

The young girl beamed. “Come play?”

“I can’t now. I am going to the forest to pick some mushrooms. Be good and help your mother. We can play together when I return,” Melia said, patting the girl’s head.

“Really? Last time you forgot.” Shana’s eyes shone with sadness.

“Oh, don’t you try that look on me. I promised we’ll come for dinner, so go now and tell your mother,” Melia said, trying to hide a smile.

Shana turned on her heel and raced back down the hill, her mother a distant figure waiting for her by the first line of houses.

“Not so fast!” Melia shouted after her, but the girl did not slow down, gaining even more speed along the slope, her laughter echoing through the copse.

“That girl… I swear,” Melia muttered, shaking her head.

“You sound like an old lady,” Arturio chuckled.

Melia shot him a glare. “You had some more work, I heard. The day isn’t getting any younger, so maybe don’t waste it.”

With an audible exhale, Arturio pushed himself up and ambled down the slope towards the village. When he reached the base of the knoll, he turned around and called out. “If you’re venturing into the forest, beware of the wolves.” His laughter threaded through the wind. “They’d certainly savor a morsel as tender as you.”

Melia withheld any reaction to his taunt. The villagers loved spinning tales of terrifying beasts lurking in the shadows, but Mary assured her that wolves seldom ventured this far south, preferring the wilderness of the forests skirting the northern mountains.

Casting her gaze upwards, she noted the sun was already beginning its descent. If she wanted to avoid being stranded in the forest's heart as darkness fell, she would have to get moving as well.




“’Shrooms, ‘shrooms, ‘shrooms. Tasty little ‘shrooms,” Melia hummed as she ambled amidst the trees, her gaze glued to the forest floor, searching for signs of fungal life.

“Got you!” she crowed as her eyes caught sight of a brown-gray cap peeking from the ground. She yanked it out, snapping off the dirt-coated end of the stem. Following Mary’s instructions, she returned the severed mycelium to the same spot from where she had plucked the mushroom. (Will this really allow the ‘shroom to grow back? Perhaps I should carry a knife to slice it at the base? Wait, a knife would be useful anyway. Why haven’t I ever thought of bringing one before?)

(Oh well, that’s an idea for next time anyway,) she concluded, placing her bounty in the wooden basket borrowed from Mary.

As she was about to resume her search, a leaf landed on her head, its surface speckled with yellow and brown spots. Startled, she looked up, scanning her surroundings. The forest was nothing like the mirthless, monotonous city she had been raised in; nothing like the parched, desolate plains she had observed from afar her whole life, only to traverse them in haste over the recent weeks.

These woods were ancient, filled with dense, moss-covered trunks and gnarled branches reaching skyward, competing for a share of sunlight high above her head. Their foliage was still predominantly green, yet sporadic flashes of yellow betrayed the onset of autumn—or so the villagers claimed. Melia had no way of knowing herself. In the plains, summer gave way abruptly to winter—barely a hint of transitional seasons—with only the brief bloom of argent grass heralding the arrival of spring.

Mary had once explained to her that each year, all the trees die. That their souls wither as their leaves fall, refusing to be touched by the Cold. And when the snow comes, their lifeless remains stand bare in the testimony of their defiance. Then, their hollow husks wait for the spring, for the Cold to be banished, and for the new souls to come and nest within them, for their lush to sprout once again, completing the yearly cycle.

Even as she knew the trees before her were dying, Melia could not help but marvel at the eerily beautiful view. Arturio was eager to leave, but she found herself longing to stay here forever, to work alongside the villagers, to become one of them. She imagined taking a husband and raising a few children dashing about carelessly, like Shana does. It was a tempting dream, but was it truly that distant from reality? She could free Arturio from his bond and live out her life here, needing nothing more than a mushroom every other day.

Something changed. Melia stood still, deep in thought. The shift was not in her surroundings; it was within herself. An odd heaviness settled in her chest, constricting her lungs and making it difficult to breathe.

Then she heard a flutter. She spun around, only to find herself alone with the silent trees. Yet, the fluttering persisted, and each time she blinked, the fleeting image of a butterfly flickered in her mind.

She closed her eyes. The forest vanished, replaced by a void that was anything but empty. Butterflies swarmed within the darkness, breaking free from their stone shells. This dazzling display of blue and silver wings was interrupted by the emergence of a small orb. As it expanded, the butterflies underwent a transformation, their hues shifting to match the sickly dark green of the orb. They abandoned their disordered flight, taking positions around the swelling sphere. Their erratic fluttering slowed, synchronizing into a rhythmic pattern that resembled the pulsating waves of a heartbeat echoing through the void.

Melia’s eyes snapped open. She felt sick and ready to vomit any moment. The larger the orb grew, the more pressure built within her, exerting an unbearable strain on her insides. She attempted to halt the process but was vividly reminded of her failure during the examination. Now, the amount of the Power surging within her was immensely larger than before, even though she had neither willed it nor called for it. 

Grasping for breath and clutching her belly, she attempted to quell her roiling nausea, bracing herself for the impending detonation that was bound to happen. The Power swelled within her to the point where her skin prickled from the surging currents coursing beneath.

Paralyzed by fear, she wondered what would happen when it spilled over. Would the runaway Power sap her life force, grinding her bones to dust, and erasing every trace of her existence? The image of the parched rat she had killed returned to her over and over again, relentlessly haunting her despite her efforts to expel it from her mind.

Dizziness sprung in her head, and she swayed, her balance faltering. Reaching out for support, she found the rough bark of a nearby tree. The contact acted as a catalyst. The Power gushed from her hand as though she had uncorked a tightly stoppered bottle, creating a strain that quickly escalated into a searing pain.

But the torment was soon swallowed by a receding tide of nausea and an influx of Life Power drawn from the tree. The draining did not stop there. The flow of power continued, seeping into the earth and radiating outwards, insatiably leeching life from every organism in its path. 

Within mere seconds, a swath of death several meters wide lay around her. The effect ceased as abruptly as it had started. The desiccated trees groaned under their own weight, their brittle twigs snapping off with the slightest brush of a breeze sweeping through their bare crowns.

Melia sank to her knees, struggling to regulate her ragged breaths. The Life Power circulated in her veins, its invigorating essence infusing her body. Heat bloomed across her cheeks, an inner fire ignited by the surplus Power. It thrust her into a state of pure joy so profound it bordered on ecstasy. 

All the debilitating symptoms diminished, even the throbbing in her hand lessened. After relishing the relief of unlabored breaths, she placed her other hand on the ground to support herself as she rose. The moss beneath her palm crumbled into dust under her weight. Her hand sank into the dead detritus until she encountered the solid earth below.

With a soft grunt, she hauled herself upright. Her legs wobbled beneath her, and for a fleeting moment, she wondered if they would give way. Fortunately, they held, shaky but sufficient to keep her upright. 

Back then, in the wake of the life-draining wave, Melia had hardly had a moment to react. She only vaguely recalled the adrenaline rush as the wave splintered from the tree, racing towards her feet. Yet, it had swept over her inflicting no harm, and now she stood as the sole beacon of life within a radius of several meters. The strange thing was, it did not bother her in the least. Her heart pounded in her chest, thumping like a drum after a long sprint. Her mind, light and intoxicated with an inexplicable joy, seemed blissfully free of worries.

Her gaze landed on her basket, lying toppled on the dead ground, its contents spilled. She could not recall when she had lost her hold on it. Peering into the basket, she discovered the mushrooms she had painstakingly collected were now nothing more than shriveled remnants, disintegrating at her slightest touch. Interestingly, the basked itself remained unaffected, its structure as robust as ever. She mulled over the inconsistency, the stark difference between the fate of once-living trees and harvested mushrooms versus the inanimate wood of the basket.

A forceful slap to the bottom of the basket expelled the ruined fungi. The sun was sinking, its golden light fading rapidly; she had no time to replenish her lost harvest. There would be no salted mushrooms for her tonight.

As she turned to depart, a thunderous crack echoed behind her. A tree, starved of its life force, had given way, its base snapping. It crashed to the ground, fracturing into myriad shards upon impact and sending a haze of dust billowing out in all directions.

(Fun,) she thought. Her mind became a fortress, repelling all negativity and basking in the intoxicating thrill of the Life Power she had plundered.

She left, accompanied by the occasional cracks of falling trees—a new clearing in the making.




“Play?” Shana tugged Melia’s sleeve. She clutched a worn rag doll to her chest as she awaited an answer, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.

Before Melia could respond, the aroma of hearty stew filled the room. Mary placed a steaming pot in the center of the wooden table, casting a firm glance at her daughter. “Dinner first,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “Sit.”

A flicker of disappointment crossed Shana’s expectant face, but she complied, scuttling off to her designated spot at the table. Melia watched her with amusement. She had a feeling she would not be able to dodge her promise of playtime with Shana today.

Her neck itched. Absently, she scratched at it, her nails scraping off a flake of skin. The sensation was unpleasant, exacerbating the irritation. Before she could second guess herself, she grabbed a larger flap and gave it a firm yank, ending with a layer of dead, peeled skin in her hand. She started at it, taken aback.

“Sun got’ya, eh?” Mary asked, noticing what happened. “You gotta wear a hat out there on the fields.”

“Yes, I need a hat,” Melia mumbled in agreement, but she was certain it was not the sun. Her body had begun itching shortly after the incident in the forest.

“Whoa, you’re glowing red. You sure you’re alright?” Arturio leaned towards her from his place at the table, a look of concern in his eyes.

“I’m fine.” She drew back away from him. “Mind yourself.”

“How was the forest? Shana told me you were going,” Mary asked, as she distributed wooden bowls around the table.

“Hah,” Arturio chuckled. “You’re wasting your fine basket on her, Mary. She came back empty-handed, not a single mushroom.”

“I was unlucky.” Melia defended herself. “Someone must’ve cleared the area before I got there. That’s why I couldn’t find any.”

Mary raised her brew. “It happens, but to not find even one? Not even the tiniest one? I need to teach you how to look for them, my dear.”

Melia rolled her eyes. Sometimes, more often than not, Mary treated her like a little child, trying to mother her as if she was one of her own.

The door swung open at that moment, and Mary’s husband strode in.

“Took you long enough. I thought maybe the Cold took you,” Mary said.

He shrugged. “A bit too early for that. You gotta wait some more, woman. But it’s getting colder, that I can tell you. We have to gather a good pile of wood during the Lumber Days for the winter.”

Nodding in agreement, Mary refocused on the dinner again. “Sit,” she said to her husband. “Melia, Arturio”—she looked at them, gesturing towards the stew—“go on, while it’s still hot.”

After the meal, the men sat in the corner discussing work, while Melia found herself swarmed by a sea of rag dolls, forced to play ‘house’ with Shana under the keen eye of satisfied Mary. As the lingering effects of the Life Power waned, fatigue washed over her. Despite the early hour, Melia excused herself to retire to their rented room, leaving Arturio to stay longer with Shana’s family in her stead.

When she came back, she dropped onto the bed like a log of wood, and fell asleep right away.

In the morning, she would find that all her blisters and callouses had disappeared, together with scabs and even some old scars. And that she had shed a lot more skin.




*




With a sharp jerk of its head, the goat sent Camille’s hand flying. 

“Now, now,” she said to the animal, patting its muscular back. “Be nice. We’re friends now, aren’t we?”

In response, the goat bleated at her and walked away, browsing on scattered tufts of withered grass littering the landscape. Two weeks into their travels, Camille marveled at the goat’s resilience. Not only did the animal bear her weight with apparent ease, but it also managed the added burden of their luggage, packed securely in the panniers flanking its sides.

In size, the goat was a match for her, with its sleek, silvery-white fur glistening in the harsh sunlight of the Great Highlands. Its razor-sharp horns added an element of formidable elegance, and the ease with which it navigated the difficult terrain left Camille in awe. The locals, Bandawi, had warned them that these lands were ill-suited for horses, and she had come to appreciate the accuracy of their claim. At times, she found herself clinging to the reins—her knuckles white with exertion as she trusted the animal to navigate the sheer cliff faces and narrow ledges that marked their path, praying they would not plunge down the stone wall.

The Highlands bore little resemblance to her expectations. She had envisioned towering peaks, but was greeted by a puzzling landscape she could only liken to an amalgamation of flat-topped mesas, each one perched at varying height like uneven steps. After every treacherous ascent, they were welcomed by a wide flat plateau, its expanse punctuated by erratic boulders strewn across meadows of stunted grass.

This day, however, held a different surprise. The mesa they scaled was the highest yet, and as they reached its top, a transformation in the scenery greeted them. In here, the sparse and desolate vegetation gave way to a vibrant ecosystem teeming with blue-hued trees and undergrowth; the sight was so surreal it felt like they had stepped into an alternate realm.

Camille made a mental note of her observations, shelving the mystery behind this drastic shift in vegetation for future exploration. 

“Brock, when Master Reif will be back?” she asked the man tending to their other goats.

In his early twenties, Brock’s countenance belied his years. His face bore an austere expression, etched deeply with experience that seemed to weigh on his youthful shoulders. The silver hue of his hair mirrored the glinting sunlight, while his eyes were perpetually shrouded in shadow beneath his lowered brow. He held his stance, his back turned towards her, and for a fleeting moment, she doubted he would even deign to respond. It was a fairly common occurrence—Bandawi ignoring her. Brock, however, was usually the more talkative of the bunch.

“Father’s gone to pay his respects to the local chieftain,” he finally said after a stretch of time. “Trespassing with a sizable party uninvited can be deemed a slight. More so with you Lowlanders in tow.”

“Are we staying for the night here, then?” Camille asked, noticing he was unloading their bags from the goats.

“We have to.” Brock released a weary sigh. “The Highlands do not sit well with you, Lowlanders. Travel too deep, too quickly and illness takes hold.”

“We’re hardly high enough to warrant such concern,” she countered, recalling the teachings of the tomes that filled the libraries in Paltra. Her homeland was encased by a mighty ring of mountains and tales told of climbers who dared to reach the peaks falling ill from the ascension. The cause remained a mystery, as the indigenous mountain folk seemed immune to its effects. Yet, their current elevation was far from those dangerous heights.

“High?” Brock scoffed. “The Highlands are blessed by Homini and under his protection. It’s not the height but the sacred nature of the land that’s hard for you, Lowlanders, to bear. It’s akin to a curse for you, one that requires you to tread slowly to avoid his wrath. Tonight, we all will offer our prayers for your safe passage.”

At that moment, she regretted she had not found time to scour Tramiria’s library for books about Bandawi and the Highlands. There was not enough time—they were to travel to the Far East, after all. At least before the professor suddenly came up with a new idea. As a result, she knew nothing about this land, its people, their culture, or their beliefs. Ignorance gnawed at her like a festering wound.

“You live in Tramiria, aren’t you, Brock?” She tried to steer the conversation in a different direction. “How many times have you visited your homeland before?”

This time, Brock remained silent.

(Of course, the only Bandawi who bothers speaking to me and I ruined it somehow.)

With a sigh, she left her goat to graze and made her way to the edge of the mesa they were camped on. The slope was not too steep on this side, but the prospect of tumbling down and smashing into boulders along the way filled her with a chilling sense of dread. She retreated, choosing instead to sit on a nearby rock and observe the towering shrubs growing farther away. 

A voice came from behind her. “Peculiar, isn’t it? Down there, barely any grass, but up her, a whole jungle.”

“Could be the better soil up here,” she replied right away. 

Turning, she found Leon striding towards her with a waddle, his legs splayed apart. “So, you’re still not fond of our fluffy mounts?” she said, teasing him about his awkward gait.

“Fluffy monsters, more like. That damned goat tries to bite off my leg at every opportunity. And I need one of the Highlanders to keep the beast steady every time I try to mount it.” He shook his head. “I wish we’d brought normal horses instead.”

“You reap what you sow.” Camille burst into laughter at his plight. “But you’re in luck—it’s my pleasure to announce that we’re setting up camp here for the night. No more riding today.” She bestowed a gleeful smile upon him.

“Oh, glory be!” he exclaimed, his face lighting up. “My poor, aching tights can finally have some respite. Glory to… er, what’s the name of that mountain spirit again?”

“Homini.”

“That’s it! Homini, I thank you for you gracious hospitality and beseech your protection.” He dropped an exaggerated bow towards a nearby bush. As he lowered his head, he turned slightly and gave her a sly wink.

“Hush, Leon, not so loud. What if one of the Bandawi hears you?” she said, lowering her voice and glancing anxiously around.

“And if you require a sacrifice,”—he continued, spurred by her reaction—“of a pure-hearted maiden, I may have one at hand. Just say a word.” He grinned.

“Stop. That.” She sprang to her feet, her brows arching in a stern forewarning. A clenched fist soon joined her proclamation, playfully brandished in an unmistakable promise of impending retribution.

“Whoa, whoa, I’m injured, have mercy.”

Retreating from Camille’s feigned aggression, Leon inadvertently stepped back onto a rogue stone, losing his footing as his weight pushed the stone from under him. His foot landed at an unnatural angle, twisted and skewed. He wobbled to his right, each frantic counter-step further compromising his already unstable stance. His duck-like gait failed him, his center of gravity skewing further with each stagger, his speed increasing as he lurched forward in a desperate attempt to stay upright. Gaining velocity, his duck-walking turned in duck-running. 

And then the open field ended, replaced by a dense shrubbery. Leon, with a startled yelp, tumbled headlong into a thick barrier of blue foliage, vanishing from sight.

For a moment, the world seemed to halt, suspended in a silent limbo. Then, Camille’s laugher erupted, just for a second, before dying in her throat, strangled by a horrific gurgling sound that echoed from the bush, followed by a bone-chilling scream.

“Leon?” she called out, her heart pounding in her chest.

The scream rang again, even louder than before.

“Leon, are you all right? If that’s one of your pranks, it’s not funny.” Her voice trembled. She was at the edge of the vegetation now, straining to see through the thick blue curtain. Hesitant, she prepared to follow his path into the undergrowth, propelled by his ceaseless screams.

“Stop!” a voice boomed, freezing her in her tracks. “Stop! Don’t touch it!” reverberated again.

Whirling around, she barely had time to register Brock’s hurried figure as he barrelled past her and plunged into the leafy abyss. A symphony of rustling leaves and fading shrieks filled the air, with the former increasing in intensity as the latter dwindled.

Moments later, Brock emerged, hauling a limp Leon with him. He dropped the injured man at her feet, his face tight with anger. “We told you not to touch any plants. How stupid can you be?”

“Will he be all right?” Camille asked, her voice barely above a whisper. She knelt beside Leon, her eyes filling with concern as they traced the lines of pain etched on his still face.

“Pray, and perhaps he’ll live. If Homini’s in a gracious mood,” Brock answered.

She studied Leon. His usually jovial face was now marred with swelling blue blotches that extended in lightning-like patterns across his skin. His hands bore the same affliction, as did a portion of his abdomen exposed when Brock had dropped him. It seemed clothes offered no protection against the treacherous flora of the Highlands.

Leon’s breath was steady, save for occasional spasms that shook his body, drawing quick breaths from his lips. Seeing no other symptoms, Camille reached out, her fingertips hovering over his feverish forehead, intending to utilize Life Power scan to better understand his condition.

“No, don’t touch him,” Brock said, his voice sharp and clear in the quiet. “Or you’ll spend the night next to him, and maybe in the morning, we’ll be digging two graves instead of one.”

Her hand froze mid-air, then slowly withdrew as her gaze swung back to Brock. Tears swam in her eyes as she knelt beside Leon’s twitching form. “So what am I supposed to do?” she asked, her voice a desperate whisper.

“Nothing.” Brock shrugged with a grimace, the corner of his eyes crinkling in discomfort. “Leave him here. If he survives the night, he’ll live. It’s in Homini’s hands now.”

“But we can’t just leave him here like this!” Camille protested. “Can’t we at least move him to the camp?”

Brock’s mouth tightened into a grim line, his face reflecting an internal struggle.

“We cannot,” a voice rang out, not Brock’s but that of an older Bandawi who had joined their party after they disembarked the ship near the base of the Highlands. Unlike the Lorage family, raised in the Empire’s capital, this man was a native, a true son of the Highlands. “We’re on the edge of Homini’s domain and his blessing is quite capricious here. You can stay for a while, but you can’t spend the night in this place. The location we’ve selected for the camp has a more balanced aura—it’ll help you acclimate to the blessing,” the man continued.

Camille glanced around, noting for the first time the congregation of curious onlookers. The rest of their group, having been drawn by the commotion, began forming a half-circle around the unconscious Leon.

“So, I have to stay away, but it’s fine to leave him here?!” She sprang to her feet, her eyes locking in a heated contest with the elder Bandawi’s steady gaze.

“The blessing was forced upon him.” The old man’s eyes had not wavered. “Any shift in his position could disrupt the flow of the blessing and could prove fatal. If he’s still alive, the best we can do is leave him alone, and pray.” His voice was calm, yet firm. “We’ll assign a watch to stay with him through the night.” 

“Professor!” Camille’s eyes landed on the shortest figure amongst the gathering. He was her mentor and her singular opportunity for a career at Paltra’s Academy. Sure, it was nothing comparable to the illustrious title of a Great Mage at the Grand Academy of Tramiria, but given her modest Power aptitude, it was far more than she ever dared to dream of. Her fortunate run-in with the professor and his subsequent decision to take her under his wing was, by far, the luckiest stroke of fate she had ever experienced.

“Professor, please, can you help him?” she pleaded.

He shook his head solemnly. “I’ve told you before, heed the wisdom of the people who live here. Even in the age of prosperity, before the invasion took its toll, the sages of old knew nothing about this ‘blessing’. I’m sorry, Camille. Let’s hope for the best. I’m sure he’ll pull through.”

A lump formed in Camille’s throat as she fought to hold back the tears. It was her fault. She had instigated Leon to take that ill-fated step, and now there was nothing she could do about it.

A sound stirred them from their melancholy—a distant thunder of hooves pounding against the hard earth echoed through the air. All heads turned in unison towards the direction of the noise. Their view was obstructed by a large boulder—the mesa’s peak was strewn with such stones, transforming the usually open plateaus into more of a labyrinth. 

As the thumping grow louder, an imposing ram burst into view, its massive head bobbing up and down as it charged towards the group, a rider tailing closely behind. The sight of the rider elicited a gasp from Camille. It was none other than their guide, the leader of their caravan—Reif Lorage. He straddled a goat, a sleek, swathed in black fur beast, not the typical transportation goat they were accustomed to.

(It’s smaller than our goats, but oh boy, it can run,) she mused, temporarily distracted from her gloom as she watched the rider and his mount chase their quarry.

A sudden realization made her heart skip a beat. They were charging at the steep incline behind her. It was not a cliff, but at their speed, they risked launching off the edge and crashing down the slope. But before she could call out a warning, they passed her position in an instant. All she could do was to watch.

She swiveled around, tracking their course. The ram was at the edge of the mesa; the precipice looming ominously ahead when Reif closed in. At that very moment, both the ram and the goat leaped forward, their forms suspended in mid-air for a seemingly eternal stretch of time. And at the same instant, Reif made his move. In an audacious display of courage and precision, he sprang from his mount towards the airborne ram, his arms reaching out towards its thick neck. He snagged hold of the beast mid-leap, and together they plummeted down the slope in a reckless tumble.

Camille shuddered at the sight, her heart pounding in her chest as she sprinted to the edge, the rest of the crowd on her heels. She arrived just in time to witness Reif’s perilous descent, engaged in a deadly waltz with the ram amidst cascades of scree. Clad in a cloud of dust and stone, Reif wrestled the ram around its throat, struggling to maintain his position on the top to avoid being shredded by the shifting terrain underneath them. As they continued slithering down the talus, more and more large boulders littered the slope.

 And surely, soon enough, a monstrous rock emerged directly in their path. Reif abruptly released the ram, using its bulk as a buffer against the impending collision. The animal hit the rock with a brutal impact, its legs slicing the air in frenzied confusion. Before the ram had the chance to gather its senses, Reif was on it again, hands wrapped tightly around its neck. 

From a distance, Camille could not discern the details, but a sudden, unnatural twist of the ram’s head and the subsequent slackening of its body told her all she needed to know. With a victorious roar, Reif raised his arms, his voice echoing across the mesas. “The hunt is on!”

A loud cheer erupted at Camille’s side, startling her. In her preoccupation with Reif’s descent, she had missed the arrival of a group of Bandawi riders, all astride black goats similar to Reif’s. A few of them spurred their own mounts into a descent, and helped Reif hoist the ram’s carcass onto his goat, which had trotted back to him on a whistle. Then, they ascended the talus together, rejoining the group on the top.

“You didn’t lie when you said your fire is still burning,” the eldest looking Bandawi among the newcomers remarked as the group crested the slope, his stern, unfriendly expression contradicting the warmth in his voice. Perhaps it was the joint effect of his cold eyes and his silver beard partly concealing his face, or perhaps the warmth was an illusion—Camille could not decipher just yet.

“I may not be young anymore, but my fire isn’t going anywhere.” Reif laughed.

“So, those are the Lowlanders you’re towing along?” The man cast a cursory glance at Camille. “Are you heading straight to Hollow, to meet the Matriarch?”

 “No, the Lowlander scholars seek to explore a particular cave, one at the western edge of the Highlands. But I do plan to winter in Hollow.”

“Western edge? It’s not a well-trodden path.”

“If some Lowlander could find a way in the past, I can too. They,”—Reif nodded at Camille and the professor—“follow some old journal. If that cave still stands, we’ll get there.”

A somber understanding washed over the elder Bandawi as he nodded the Reif’s words. “I see. Then you won’t be returning through my territory. In that case, we shall reconvene at the Spring Festival in Hollow. I need time to consider your—“

“Not here, old friend. This is no place for discussing business. We should sit, share a meal, and then talk.” Reif interrupted.

“Agreed. We are not pressed for time. Everybody, dismount!” the man shouted to his people, his gaze lingering on Camille for a moment, but he had not acknowledged her in any way, as if he were watching an object, not another person. Then he followed his men, still mounted.

The Bandawi, under Reif’s command, scattered without delay, understanding their duties with no explicit orders. They set to prepare their encampment for their guests. Reif was the last to stir. His eyes drifted over to Leon, lying pitifully in the distance near the thicket of bushes. Approaching Camille, he addressed her in a solemn tone.

“Please listen to me next time. If I tell you to not touch something, then don’t touch it.” It seemed he read the situation with a single glance.

Camille’s gaze sank, her eyes fixed on the earth beneath her feet. She had heard that admonishment already today. What more could she say?

“Look at me.” Reif placed his hand on her shoulder, waiting for her compliance. “He’ll pull through. If the shock didn’t kill him outright, then he’ll live. I’ve seen it happen before more than once. And for you,”—he gestured towards the lifeless ram—“a bite of this delicacy should aid your acclimatization. This land will never be safe for you, but it need not be lethal. So heed my words next time; the hunt is on, and I need you all healthy and in good condition.” He gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze and walked away.

Left alone, Camille searched for the absent professor. She had not noticed his departure; he must have mingled with the crowd sometime earlier. With a sigh, she trudged back towards Leon. His condition had deteriorated, his body nearly consumed by the unnatural blue swellings, save for a few patches of skin visible on his face. Yet his eyes were open.

“Leon?” she asked, dropping to her knees next to him.

“It’s hot,” he mumbled. “What happened?”

“You fell into the bush, you stupid oaf.” She brightened seeing him conscious.

“I remember that much.”

“Then Brock went after you and dragged you out, telling me to not touch you, or I’ll end like you. You’re contagious now.”

“I don’t mind. Come, we’ll lie together watching clouds.”

“No, thank you. You should see yourself. You look like a blue, swollen sausage.”

“That explains why I feel like one.” He attempted a smile, but his entire face was numb, and he barely could muster a whisper. “So, what’s in store for me? Am I done for?”

“Also no, they say that after a night’s rest, you’ll be as good as new. But you need to stay here—they claim it’s too dangerous to move you. I don’t understand how it works, but don’t worry, you’ll be fine.”

“It’s so hot. My whole body is burning. Feels like my blood is about to boil.”

At this, Camile chuckled lightly. “I have some Ice shards; just wait, I’ll look for them.”

She leapt to her feet, and darted towards her packs, relief coursing through her. At last, there was something she could do.




As Leon lay helplessly under the open sky, his gaze followed Camille, a distant figure rummaging through her belongings with an uncanny grace. He felt detached, as if he were observing his body from a distance. The once intolerable pain had now receded, leaving in its wake an intense pulsating heat emanating from his skin. A searing warmth that originated from a myriad of points where the cursed bush had touched him, marking him with its poisonous kiss.

Alongside this sensation, a foreign feeling stirred within him, deep and persistent. Like an ocean’s current, it ebbed and flowed, a silent tumult of waves crashing against each other. Yet, it was neither violent nor energetic, but a peaceful, languid dance, slow and intricate. (Is that what the Power feels like?) he wondered. Born Powerless, he had never known the sensation of innate energy coursing through him. He could barely tell whether crystals contained any scraps of the Power, but far from being able to use them on his own.

What was he doing here, in this forsaken land? Adventure was not his calling, and he found no pleasure in travel. His heart belonged to the workshop, lost among gears and cogs, tinkering with mechanisms that allowed him to tap into stored Power without the need for special abilities. Back in Paltra’s academy, he had been revered as a young prodigy, a beacon of hope for the future, despite his inherent flaw. So, how had he ended up here, wondering if he would even survive to see another day?

He knew why. His reason had just straightened, brandishing a triumphant hand into the air, clasping something minute between nimble fingers. Then, his reason sprinted towards him, only to halt midway abruptly. In a surprising twist, it spun around, redirecting its course towards the huddled group of Bandawi instead. 

Camille. She was his ‘why’. He vividly recalled the wave of awe that had struck him when he first spotted her during the ‘Introduction to History’ lecture. Her presence etched an indelible mark on his memory. From that day forward, he meticulously ensured his enrollment in every course that overlapped with hers. She often teased about how destiny seemed to conspire to align their academic schedules, hinting at some cosmic design. Little did she know, he was the architect of this supposed fate, meticulously weaving the threads of their shared moments.

He had even aligned his mentor choice with hers, despite their specializations standing worlds apart. The professor initially balked at the prospect of taking him under his wing, given the stark differences in their fields. Yet, somehow, Leon’s stupid argument, stating his interest as an engineer in excavating ancient ruins in quest of lost technology, kindled a spark of intrigue in the director of the engineering department. In an unexpected turn of events, the chief engineer himself insisted on Leon’s unconventional assignment.

Each of those carefully composed decisions had brought him to his current predicament. Most of his body lay paralyzed, a stubborn immobility from which only his finger could occasionally twitch, a meager feat the drained him of his energy. His belief in survival was as ephemeral as a wisp of smoke. The swelling mounted, and the heat intensified, turning him into a simmering pot, with his insides serving as the day’s unfortunate fare, cooked to a distressing medium-rare.

Emerging from the gathering of the Bandawi, Camile wove her way to his side in swift strides, reaching him in an eye-blink. She dropped to her knees and leaned towards him. 

“Apologies. I had to ask Master Reif if I can do this,” she said.

“Do what?”

“You can’t invoke the Power of the Ice shard on your own, right?” She did not await his response, positioning the crystal above his chest. Releasing it from an insignificant altitude, it descended in a swift, calculated drop, only to bounce once against the fabric of his shirt before settling. Once its movement had stilled, she pressed it against his chest with a delicate precision.

A blast of cold spread from the point of contact, cascading through his body, putting out the burning sensation he had been experiencing. The arctic freeze was so deep, so pervasive, that soon he yearned for the return of the heat.

“Better now?” she asked, pulling her finger away.

“Better,” he sighed in relief as the cold stopped seeping into him.

Throughout the rest of the evening, and well into the night, Camille tended to him at regular intervals, reactivating the shard’s chilling effect. This attention from her elicited a sense of happiness in Leon, yet simultaneously dark thoughts tainted his feverish mind. He observed her interactions with Reif, Brock, and the other Bandawi—all rugged, their bodies hardened by the trials of their life. He felt insignificant in comparison and found himself engulfed by a torrent of jealousy, resentment simmering not just towards them, but also towards her, for her seemingly fickle attention. Each time he caught himself in such thoughts, guilt and shame would replace his ire, only for the cycle to repeat itself.

As the sun bowed before the night, the guests departed, and soon after, the Bandawi commenced their evening prayers. Guided by Reif, Camille joined them, while the professor observed from a distance. It was unlike anything Leon could have expected. The group meandered among the boulders, sometimes disappearing from his sight, at other times drawing near the encroaching bushes.

Each halt was marked by collective kneeling, their bodies folding as they extended their hands to caress the soil. Their prayers were a serene silence maintained for about a minute, held in a frozen pose, until it was time for the procession to move again, relocating to another chosen spot.

There was an apparent randomness in the places they chose or directions they faced while kneeling. Yet, as he continued to observe, he sensed a certain rightness in it. As the prayer progressed, he found himself predicting their next stop and the orientation they would assume, because there was simply no other feasible choice. There was only one way to align yourself with the world, only one way to match the waves.

His consciousness drifted from reality, wandering into a dreamy haze. He recalled Camille’s periodic checks on him, and the ever-changing Bandawi who served as his guardians, sitting on the nearby boulder. But beyond those brief moments of awareness, he submerged himself into the fantastical half-dreams; visions of becoming a Great Mage, now that he had discovered his Power; of going toe-to-toe with Reif in a hand-to-hand combat, and emerging victorious; of uncovering ancient secrets and ascending to prominence in Paltra. These dreams rolled though his mind in harmony with the rhythmic crashing of the waves, as the Homini’s blessing was settling into his body. He would live.




*




Ari surfaced form the depths of her slumber, her senses jarred by a feeling akin to a ship’s ripple. For a moment, she was adrift on the memories of those unusual days when her mother would bring her along to the quay, to her work at the docks. Her heart hitched as she anticipated the familiar fall, the balance tipping over. Then, a jolt. In the wake of startle, the truth emerged: she was safe, ensconced in her bed at the Academy.

Their westward-facing room was swathed in the dim light of predawn, barely enough to silhouette their surroundings yet sufficient to hint at the night’s retreat. Kiran’s bed, meticulously made, was vacant, the same as Alec’s. The same, if one disregarded all the ash scattered around, the remnants of charred sheets, and the scorched frame. Despite the windows being left open throughout the night, they fell short of completely banishing the stubborn stench of the smoldered fabrics that clung to the air.

The image of Alec’s plump naked body came unbidden to her mind. Heat bloomed on her cheeks, and she fervently shook her head, as though physically dislodging the unwelcome memory, questioning if it would ever retreat to the oblivion where it belonged. To distract herself, she smacked the railing of her upper bunk.

“Time to get up!” she called out.

A muted rustle was her response as Ria burrowed further into her blankets. “Five more minutes,” came the muffled plea, so faint the Ari barely made out the words.

(Well, if she wants to be late on our first day, let it be.)

Snatching up her uniform, Ari strode out of the bedroom. Elathiel was still sleeping on the sofa, curled into himself like a protective shell. She paused, debating the merits of rousing him, but ultimately decided to not risk souring her mood from the very morning. She ignored him, exiting their quarters. 

Bathrooms and showers were communal, with each floor housing its own facilities. As Ari ventured in, she was engulfed in a thick blend of humidity and the rich aroma of lathered soap. The soft patter of water hitting the floor merged with the metallic clatter of the shower fixtures, echoing off the tiled walls. Occupancy was minimal at this early hour, and those present were absorbed in their own morning ablutions, chatter non existent.

She deposited her uniform on a nearby rack, then reached out for a fresh towel from the neatly stacked pile. Before stepping into the first available shower cubicle, she claimed also a soap bar and a small pail of shampoo from the provision shelf.

Once inside, she adjusted the water flow, cranking the lever towards ‘hot’ until it teetered on the brink of searing. For a spell, she simply existed under the cascading warmth, letting the water dissolve her residual sleepiness. She then used the soap bar, which was essentially a glazed wooden oval coated with a layer of soap. As she glided it over her skin, she rotated it, maximizing its usage until she had whittled the soap down to the wooden core.

To conclude her shower, she emptied the contents of the pail onto her head; the lather cleansing her lengthy hair as she rinsed once again under the streaming water. As the fierce heat prickled her skin, she marveled at how quickly she had grown accustomed to living in the Academy. Barely two months in, and she had taken for granted luxuries like hot water round the clock. Back home, the most she could hope for was a sun-heated dishpan. Only during the winters, when they stoked the stove to keep it burning for hours, her mother would allow to boil more water. And even then, she would still wash herself in the dishpan; there was simply no comparison to Academy’s spacious bathrooms.

After exiting the cubicle, she discarded the pail and the soap-stripped wooden core into a nearby bucket designed for that purpose. The glazed oval would be coated with soap again to serve another adept another day. In a similar fashion, she disposed of her tower into a larger bin tucked in a corner. She did not need to concern herself with cleaning or any other chores, neither in the bathrooms nor in her own rooms—servants would take care of everything.

She reclaimed her uniform from the rack and dressed in its familiar embrace. It had been her sole attire since the day Ria had generously gifted it to her. The garment required no washing; a simple infusion of the Power was enough to restore its fresh essence, making it feel pristine and new.

Despite wearing the uniform often, she had yet to explore all of its embedded options. Some of them were enigmatic, too complex to decipher. When she attempted to channel her energy through these intricate nodes, they would become clogged or inert, their constituent threads too entwined for her to direct the flow with precision. But what frustrated her most was the perception of her Power churning restlessly within, while her output remained a mere trickle channeled through her navel as the assistant from the boutique had showed to her.

As the last stop before departure, she approached an odd rectangular cavity in the wall and, by pressing an adjacent plate, she summoned a gust of warm air that spilled forth from behind the grille. She gathered her hair to the front, allowing the warm zephyr to evaporate any lingering dampness.

Her fingertips traced the sleek length of her silver locks. They were straight and obedient, resistant to tangling or curling, as if repelled by an unseen force. It was here, in the Academy, that she came to appreciate this unique quality, observing the struggles of other girls with their unruly, matted tresses, while her own remained docile, never giving her troubles.

After she was ready, she reentered the main corridor and descended the stairs towards the canteen. She did not bother bringing back her nightwear to her room—servants would do it for her; somehow they always knew what belonged to whom.

The canteen, a vast hall cluttered with wooden tables and benches, was flanked by two smaller chambers. The left one offered an array of deserts and sweets, while its counterpart to the right housed a collection of fruits and snacks for those seeking on-the-go refreshment. At the far end of the main hall, breakfast delicacies beckoned from linen-draped tables under the vigilant gaze of the serving staff stationed a respectful distance away. The rich, tantalizing aroma permeating the air made Ari’s stomach grumble with anticipation, even though she could not discern any specific culinary scents.

Among the bustling adepts, she spotted Alec heaping his plate with lots of everything. When he was satisfied with the mountainous portion, he looked for a vacant spot to settle in. Catching sight of her, he appeared to falter, his face blooming into a shade of cherry red as he hastily averted his gaze. After a moment of hesitation, he scuttled aside, evidently avoiding any encounter with her.

(Great,) she mused. True, after yesterday’s events, she had not been particularly inclined towards conversation with Alec, yet his deliberate act of evasion struck a sensitive chord.

Suppressing a sigh, she reached for a pristine plate from the stack by the edge of the serving tables. Most of the dishes were alien to her, their allure lying in their exoticism. She meandered along the buffet line, letting the dishes’ aromas and visual appeal guide her decision. Today, she craved the comfort of familiarity over novel taste adventures.

“What is this?” she queried, pointing to a nearby platter, lifting her gaze to meet the servant stationed behind the serving table.

“That would be scrambled Badadu bird eggs. The Badadu birds are native to the Inaroa Islands. Uniquely, they grow too large for their diminutive wings to lift, rendering them flightless. Their eggs, while similar to chicken eggs in taste, have a distinct flavor that unfolds upon extensive chewing, and the texture is quite different.”

Pleased with the explanation, Ari served herself a generous portion of white and yellow mash, scooping it from the platter to her plate.

“One more thing,” she addressed the servant again. “We had a bit of an incident in our room yesterday. One bed was charred, and some linens got burned. Could someone look into that?”

The servant’s neutral expression remained unchanged. “Of course, adept. Your request will be relayed to the maintainers,” he said.

Relieved by the lack of probing questions, Ari continued along the tables, gathering bread, cured meat, cheese, and a variety of vegetables to assemble into sandwiches.

Choosing a bench that provided a clear vantage point of the canteen entrance—in case Ria or Kiran arrived—she immersed herself in the act of eating, her mind wandering back to the Badadu birds. She tried to envision such an odd creature—a bloated, balloon-like body, with petite wings and tiny legs, hopping clumsily through the underbrush. A soft chuckle escaped her as she imagined it ricocheting between trees in a forest, nearly causing her to spit out her food.

Her mind then pivoted to chickens. They bore some resemblance to birds in general, but fell short of truly being classified as such. Their sturdy legs were designed for terrestrial travel and for scraping the earth with their talons, while their wings lacked strength for sustained flight. (Just like the Badadu birds,) Ari thought. Chickens seemed to be a hybrid—part bird, part… what? The question lingered, unanswered.

A familiar ripple nudged at her senses, similar to the one that roused her from sleep, yet different, much weaker. It signified the passage of another hour, meaning that her first lecture was looming and time was scarce. She consumed the rest of her meal at a remarkable pace, her mouth stuffed full while she was returning her plate.

Alec was already gone. Without further delay, she also left the canteen, but even though she was about to start her first proper day in the Academy, intrusive thoughts were pointing her to a different problem.

(What is a chicken?)




Upon entering the auditorium, Ari’s eyes skimmed over the tiered rows of seats that wrapped around a modest stage. While smaller than the grand hall where the welcome ceremony had taken place, this room still felt overly spacious for the scattering of adepts in attendance. Students were strewn across the room, separated by swathes of empty chairs. The hum of their conversation reverberated off the high ceiling as Ari spotted Kiran nestled among the middle rows and navigated towards him. Along her path, she caught sight of both Alec and Elathiel, each planted in their solitary corners, far from each other and everyone else.

(Off to a great start,) she mused.

Once she reached Kiran’s row, she weaved through the narrow aisle between the seats, sliding into the spot beside him.

“Good morning,” she began, modulating her voice. “What a beautiful day to begin our new lives, don’t you think?”

Kiran bobbed his head in agreement, eyes forward.

“It really is today; our first lectures,” she continued.

Kiran nodded.

“The last two months were like a dream.”

Another nod.

“I wish I could tell my mom how it’s here, that I really have the Power. By now, my father probably convinced her it’s all a sham. Master Toaro wants me to not visit them until we’re branded. I thought that would be yesterday, and now I have to endure another long month of waiting.”

A nod.

“I’ve informed the servants about the damage in our bedroom. Hopefully, it’ll be fixed soon.”

Nod.

“Have you seen Ria?”

This time, a shake of the head.

“I bet she’s still sleeping. I should have checked on her after breakfast.”

A nod.

“Can I ask you something?”

Nod.

“Do you know what a chicken is?”

At that, Kiran finally turned to face her, a barely perceptible frown creasing his forehead. It was a subtle shift, one that would have escaped the notice of anyone else, but Ari immediately picked up on the change.

She could not help herself and grinned. In response, Kiran’s expression smoothed out once again, and he resumed his fixed stare ahead.

“Apologies, it’s just something bothering me for no reason today,” she tried to justify her previous question, even though she knew he did not care.

(I made him frown!) Her grin widened even more.

“There you are!” Ari’s ears perked up at the sound of Ria’s voice. She swiveled around to see Ria bounding up the steps toward them, each leap covering multiple steps. “I can’t believe this. How could you abandon me?!”

Ria’s outcry piqued the interest of the nearby adepts, who turned to watch the unfolding drama.

Ari narrowed her eyes, leveling a disapproving look at the latecomer. “I woke you up, but you wouldn’t even budge. Don’t blame it on me now.”

“I trusted you, and this is how you repay me? With a knife to the back?” 

Ria’s petulance from yesterday seemed to have evaporated, replaced with her customary theatrics as she bent backward in exaggerated despair. Then she waltzed in between the rows to reach them, directing her reproach towards Kiran. “And you, what’s your excuse for leaving me behind?”

Predictably, Kiran remained a picture of stoic indifference, completely disregarding her. Undeterred, Ria refocused on Ari. “That was uncalled for. True friends do not act like that. I’m thoroughly disheartened that you’d let me miss our first lecture together.”

“Alright then, the next time you refuse to rise, I’ll bring a bucket of cold water to help you make the decision,” Ari said.

“Hold on, no. That’s not what I had in mid. Just wait for me next time.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time to get up to avoid the cold shower before I return with said bucket.”

“No, no! You can’t—“

“Sarelli! Sit and stop talking!”

Ria immediately dropped into her seat, as if a lightning bolt had just struck her. Ari traced the sharp command to its origin on the stage and her heart skipped a beat. A shudder ran up her spine, a familiar cold wave surging from her toes to the crown of her head as she recognized Mrs. Tercel, the woman they had encountered in the city market. Ria shared her reaction, her eyes bulging as she stared in disbelief at the figure on the stage.

“The ‘stop talking’ part was meant for all of you.”

The murmurs died out across the auditory.

“Excellent.” Mrs. Tercel paced on the stage, hands clasped behind her back. “My name is Madeline Tercel. Over the next month, you will partake in four lectures under my tutelage. The objective is to enlighten you about your responsibilities and the expectations the Academy holds for you. In essence, you will explore what it means to be an adept and the journey towards becoming a Great Mage.

“I am aware that our esteemed Deputy Director, Adele Silverlight, has acquainted you with an introductory overview. Therefore, you should understand that your immediate ambition is to ascend to adept status. Yes, I reiterate, you are not yet true adepts. You are merely candidates on the path to becoming one.

“To earn the mark of an adept, to be branded, you must successfully complete all the assigned courses. Following this lecture, you will receive bags equipped with fundamental necessities such as notebooks and pens. Included within will be your personalized schedule.

“I want to make one thing crystal clear. Failing even a single course implies dismissal. These courses represent the foundation of our teachings and if you falter at this stage, then the path of the Grate Mage is not for you.

“That being said, we do not demand the impossible. For instance, if you have never learned to read or write, we do not expect you to excel in calligraphy within a month. However, we do require demonstration of your determination and effort, alongside tangible evidence of your progress. Those who had the privilege of early education, mastering these basics, can complete their evaluations ahead of schedule, thereby reclaiming time to invest as they see fit.”

Mrs. Tercel navigated her way to the edge of the stage, close to the first row, before resuming her lecture.

“Now, let us address the most crucial matter: why are we all here today?”

She paused, her gaze sweeping across the array of students, allowing the weight of her question to settle.

“To be a Great Mage is to serve. To serve not the Empire, as many may think, but all the people. The name of our Empire—The Frontline Empire—is not coincidental. It was conceived with the intent of serving as mankind’s bulwark, a protective shield against the relentless bane of the undead.

“Our founder, the Emperor, may Tarra bless his soul, was the first Great Mage. A true hero, he is among the rare few who still retain their own memories of the first invasion four hundred years ago.

 “I won’t delve into the specifics now—the historical events leading to our current predicament will be part of your curriculum. However, the core of the matter is the Duty imposed by the Emperor. The Duty acts as a counterbalance to the privileges bestowed upon you as Great Mages. Each sixth year following your graduation, your assigned squad will reconvene and embark eastwards, venturing deep into the Far East. For an entire year, you will dedicate yourselves to the eradication of the undead, for the safety and preservation of us all. Remember this. Every. Sixth. Year.

“The number six also represents the years you will spend within the confines of the Academy, the time allotted to equip yourself to fulfill your Duty. At the outset of your second and sixth years, you will embark on the ‘Road to Truth’, a preliminary glimpse of your future in the form of a training expedition. Indeed, you heard correctly. This time next year, you’ll be engaged in genuine undead hunting in the Far East.

“And this leads us to the topic of squads. As you may have discerned by now, you have been allocated into groups of five. This segmentation was thoughtfully engineered by us, the Academy, based on our judgments of optimal compatibility. I trust you can piece together the implications. The individuals you shared a room with last night are now bound to you as your squadmates for life.

“During the first year, we permit transfers. Beyond that, such alterations could only occur under extraordinarily exceptional circumstances, so I implore you to consider it an impossibility. Yet, even in such rare instances, unanimous consensus among all parties involved is mandatory. All interpersonal conflicts and agreements must be resolved amongst yourself prior to seeking our intervention.

“I wish to make this point clear to avoid any misunderstandings. Should your squad be deemed dysfunctional, you will not graduate. Your squad will be dissolved, and it will fall upon you to seek acceptance into the squads of younger cohorts. This process may take years, as vacancies are few and far between, and in the interim, your will not be awarded the title of Great Mage, as you cannot fulfill your Duty.

“Hence, it is of paramount importance that you establish congenial relationships with your squadmates. You have six years to learn to coexist and to iron out any conflicts. Whenever discord emerges, remember, even if you are not directly implicated, the collective harmony of your squad is a prerequisite for graduation. A squad with a festering relationship is a squad destined for dissolution.”

Ria leaned toward Ari. “So, we have a full year to get rid of the traitor.”

Ari winced and nudged Ria with her elbow as Mrs. Tercel’s voice lapsed into silence, her piercing gaze darting in their direction. In response, Ria risked a glance at the stage, before promptly dropping her head, feigning intense interest in the floor.

The lecture continued, delving into the details of the Academy’s spatial layout, and elaborating on the forthcoming lives of the adepts. After its culmination, the trio sauntered towards the designated area to claim their promised bags brimming with essentials.

“Ow, a whole day confined to this auditorium and only the last lesson has a promise of hands-on practice?” Ria bemoaned, scrutinizing her schedule. “Which group were you placed in for the defense practice?” She darted to Ari’s side, peering at her weekly timetable. “Yes! We’re together,” Ria said, her glee evident as she jumped, clinging onto Ari’s arm.

“What about you?” Ria turned to Kiran, but he merely shook his head, presenting them with his timetable, which revealed a different training ground.

“Well, that’s a shame you weren’t assigned to the best group.”

Ari rolled her eyes at Ria’s last remark, but smiled regardless. “We have a short break before the next lecture starts. Let’s go outside to get some fresh air,” she said.




“Finally, it’s time for some fun,” Ria said to Ari as they both surveyed the small amphitheater. Some training grounds stood proudly under the open sky, while others, like their current location, resided indoors beneath a solid roof. On one end, a series of rustic, less comfortable benches ascended in layered rows, reminiscent of the auditorium, but significantly more austere. At the other end, colossal windows stretched from the lofty ceiling nearly to the floor, towering over the trainees.

“Yeah, I had enough sitting and listening,” Ari said. They had spent the day in the auditorium attending lecture after lecture, and her brain was melting from all the information fed to them.

“Uh, he’s in our group too.” Ria gestured subtly towards Elathiel, who stood solitary at a distance. As for Alec, he was not here, probably having a different training ground assignment like Kiran had. They had not exchanged even a single word with either Elathiel or Alec today, leaving Ari to anticipate an awkward evening once they reconvened in their shared quarters.

A thunderous clap echoed across the arena, drawing the attention of everyone present.

“Welcome, our soon to be adepts,” boomed the resonant voice of a man in his early middle age as he strode into the grounds.

His attire was sparse, showcasing a physique sculpted with admirable finesse. His thin shirt fluttered around him as if defying gravity, while his short trousers rustled with each step he took. His muscular arms, robust and intimidating, flexed and tensed as he crossed them over his chest, appraising his students. And he was tall, staggeringly so. Ari had to tilt her head back to see his face.

“Whoa,” a hushed exclamation slipped from Ria’s lips.

“I am known as Fang. Should you need to address me, ‘Master Fang’ will suffice. I bear no family name or clan name, or whatever it may be termed in your respective lands. If curiosity compels you to inquire why, I would direct you towards the library, where you can find my autobiography. It’s not particularly riveting, mind you, but it saves me from the incessant bombardment of repetitive questions. You are now informed of where to turn instead of pestering me.

“However, I digress. Our purpose here is to drill down on the rudiments of defense. The objective is straightforward: either disperse or deflect in my direction any projectiles launched at you. Achieve this, and you pass. Questions?”

Ari’s throat tightened as his icy gaze swept over her.

“No?” he asked, waiting another long second.

“Then line up.” His finger sliced through the air, gesturing from left to right.

“Make gaps to ensure everyone has space to exercise.”

“Very well. I will generate a miniature bolt of energy for each of you and hurl it your way. To defend, you will need to manifest a barrier with your Power. Those struggling with remote manipulations may extend their hands forward, initiating the creation of protective fields at their fingertips. Do bear in mind: to pass, you must maintain some distance between you and your barrier.

“We won’t delve into theoretical speculations or sophisticated controls. It’s as simple as it gets: channel your Power, sustain its density, distribute it uniformly in the space before you, and shape it into a shield to ward off my assaults.

“Now, commence!”

Tiny sparks, crackling with energy, materialized one after the other beside Master Fang, parallel to the line of students.

Ari, recalling the previous struggle to release her Power, promptly stretched out her hand to adopt the more elementary technique first. With focused determination, she guided her energy toward her fingertips. As she applied pressure, however, her Power stopped abruptly at the threshold of her skin and, unable to find an outlet, recoiled. The consequential whirl slipped her control, clashing with the current she was still striving to push through from the depths of her body, triggering a ripple effect that further eroded her command over her energy.

The rebound sent a jolt of pain through her entire hand. Gritting her teeth against the raw sting, she hissed through clenched teeth, clutching her throbbing arm. She allowed the power to scatter and retract from her limb, the energy receding like a tide withdrawing from the shore.

Just as she was grappling with her botched attempt, her assigned energy bolt struck her squarely in the chest. She wanted to protest, to claim she was not ready, but a quick glance around revealed a similar state of disarray among the other adepts. They too were gasping for breath, shaking off their daze.

The sparks flickered back into existence at their original positions, poised for the next onslaught.

“There are no breaks until the end of the session. I will launch attacks at regular intervals, ramping up the challenge as you progress and learn. Regain your stance and return to practice!” echoed Master Fang’s last command.

Each attempt to channel even the slightest trickle of the Power into her injured arm sent tendrils of pain lacing through her flesh, forcing Ari to switch to her other hand. This time, she was far more cautious with her efforts, aware that this was her last functioning hand. She navigated the currents, pressing them against her fingertip, all the while maintaining a vigilant control to avoid unforeseen backlashes.

However, the outcome remained unchanged. Her skin was an impenetrable fortress, holding her amassed Power captive, refusing to let even a hint of it seep out. Following several more unsuccessful attempts, she backtracked to the only method she was certain would work: directing the Power through her navel.

Centering her focus on that specific spot on her abdomen, she was met with a degree of success. But the volume of released power was minuscule and the reach of her control extended only a few centimeters beyond her skin. Stray strands of energy that drifted further dissolved into the air, leaving only faint ripples as evidence of their existence. 

Her peers were faring much better, parrying and deflecting the barrage of sparks raining on them one after another. Although they could not thwart every attack, she was the lone one still stumbling at the starting line, not having blocked a single strike.

Ria’s anxious side-glances only served to aggravate Ari’s mounting frustration, even more so than her own failings. She could feel the prying eyes of others, weighing and assessing her. She was certain they were judging her. It was only natural a Bandawi could not wield the Power. They must have questioned her very presence amongst them.

Ari steeled herself for another attempt. An hour of ceaseless and fruitless exertions had taught her only one thing: how to anticipate the impending shock. Her muscles braced in expectation of the jolt, but this time, her personal spark veered off its course. All of them did.

They converged on a young adept a few paces down the line from her. Despite craning her neck out from the formation, she could not quite discern his identity. The sparks launched a collective assault on him, but the boy retaliated, constructing barrier after barrier in response to the shifting attack vectors. Suddenly, the sparks splintered into several groups, attacking from various angles simultaneously. In response, the boy materialized and sustained multiple barriers at once.

Responding to his resilience, the sparks swelled in size, the accompanying crackling growing more ominous. They coalesced into a single formidable wave and surged towards the boy. He amalgamated all his individual shields into a single, unified barrier and repelled the assault sideways.

The adepts next to him scrambled to dodge the spray of ricocheting energy. Yet, the attack did not abate. It amplified, even as the boy’s counter gestures became increasingly sluggish and unsteady. As the next wave swept over, his defense crumbled. He veered his face away, desperately attempting to shield himself with his bare hands. Consequently, he lost his footing, tripping over his own legs and collapsing to the ground.

As if on cue, the sparks dissolved into nothingness the moment they shattered the boy’s last line of defense.

“You pass. Don’t come again until you’re branded. The rest of you: last five minutes; show me some of your resolve,” Master Fang announced, reforming the sparks at their original positions.

Ari watched as the boy staggered to his feet, casting an uncertain gaze around the ground before finally shuffling towards the exit. When her focus returned to her own looming trial, her personal spark was already humming gleefully in its customary position.

She had grown weary of the relentless jolts of pain, and rather than battling in vain towards an inevitable defeat, she chose a different tactic. She channeled her power into her uniform. The moment her consciousness interfaced with the intricate web of woven Ao threads, she fast-forwarded to the most complex and convoluted node. Following Master Toulon’s teachings, she reoriented a few strands.

Energy flowed across the entire span of her uniform, but the resultant layer was thin. The uniform’s demand exceeded the power she could supply through her navel.

Time, however, was not on her side. As she strained to pour more energy into her attire, the spark was launched. It collided with her chest, yet the anticipated shock did not come. The spark had evaporated upon contact with her uniform.

“No, no, no. Cease,” Master Fang commanded, ending the exercise and extinguishing all the sparks. “Using any form of aid is strictly forbidden. This class aims to cultivate your ability to defend yourself with your own Power. Resorting to items is nothing short of cheating.”

“Miss Lorage,” he continued, “we are all aware that you are a pupil of Master Toaro. But I must impress upon all present that no student will receive their branding under my watch if I deem them not capable of protecting themselves. On the battlefield, a reality you can’t yet comprehend, you will become nothing more than a liability to your squadmates. A mere shockwave from an explosion occurring twenty meters away can turn your innards into pulp, let alone the more nefarious attacks.

“You might find yourself bisected by an unseen blade, forged from raw Sharpness, shrouded in spatial distortions. Or even eviscerated by rock shrapnel, remnants of a pulverized boulder hit by a spell you thought you had evaded successfully.

“Sure, the undead are mindless, but they’re also countless. And do you know what undead love the most? They have a peculiar fondness for absorbing all the residual Power you leave behind, and then, exploding. They’ll swarm you and blow you up using your own Power against you, just like that.

“Yes, undead are fun, but the real fun begins when necromancers enter the fray. When the tendrils of Death Power caress your ear, ravenous for every little drop of your Life essence.

“This, I assure you, is your future. The Duty mandates that every Great Mage risk their lives in defense of the weak, of those who can’t protect themselves. And it’s my responsibility to ensure that no incapable individuals infiltrate our ranks.

“If your source is tainted in a way that renders you defenseless, no amount of unique ability sprouting from it will matter. If you can’t guard yourself, you are unfit. This isn’t necessarily detrimental. Each of you has been selected for enrollment, signifying your immense potential. Harness this to lead a fulfilling life, rather than needlessly perishing on the distant eastern plains and hills where you clearly do not belong.

“You have a full month to contemplate your choices. To demonstrate that you possess the fortitude, the resolve and the skill required of a Great Mage. Don’t fret too much. It’s our job to make you capable. The young man who earlier showed his proficiency? You don’t even need to be half as good as he was to get my approval. But a certain baseline competence is non-negotiable.

“Class dismissed. Expect to see me daily, until you either pass, or renounce your ambition.”

The heat of embarrassment seared Ari’s ears as Master Fang vacated the arena, leaving her standing in the echo of his reprimand. She yearned to counter his public accusations, to argue that no explicit rule had ever banned the use of aids. Yet, the words stubbornly lodged in her throat, leaving her staring at the cold stone floor.

As the arena slowly emptied of adepts, Ari dared not meet their eyes, fearing the pity or the contempt she might find. Their whispers about her were inevitable, of that she was sure.

Ria lingered by her side, her mouth opening and closing in a disconcerting rhythm, each attempt at consolation withering unspoken on her lips. Before Ria could find her words, a figure stepped into their space. Lifting her head, Ari found herself meeting Elathiel’s gaze. A smirk played at the corner of his mouth, directed at Ria, before he carried on.

“It seems I won’t be the first to get the boot from our squad,” he said, turning his back on them, his words a barbed farewell.

Tears began their warm descent down Ari’s cheeks. She swept them away, but they were replaced as swiftly as they were banished. A relentless tide of sorrow.

“Um. Um. Uh.” Ria darted about, not knowing what to do.

In that moment, the grim realization that had always lurked in the shadows of Ari’s heart stepped into the light once again. Her dream of becoming a Great Mage seems to fracture before her eyes. Whether it was her blood or her skin thwarting her efforts, it was clear; they would deny her this aspiration.

The weight of her despair crushed her self-control. Unable to hold herself together any longer, she concealed her face in her hands and cried.




As the night was settling, shrouding the Academy grounds in a tapestry of shadows, Ari sat on the living room’s sofa, clutching a pillow to her chest with a desperate intensity. Her rhythmic rocking was a silent metronome, back and forth, back and forth, as if trying to soothe the turbulent storm within her. Her tears had long since dried, but every time her thoughts drifted back to the events of the day, a fresh wave of moisture welled up in her eyes. She blinked rapidly, struggling to suppress the tears from flowing again.

Ria approached, her uncertainty clear. She hovered at the edge of the sofa, a nervous tongue darting out to moisten her lips.

“I’m going to the canteen. Do you want anything?” she asked, trying to pierce Ari’s bubble of solitude.

Ari gave no answer, did not even glance in Ria’s direction. Her gaze remained fixed vacantly ahead as she continued her melancholic sway; back, forth, back, forth.

“Maybe pretzels?” Ria proposed with hope in her voice.

No response.

“Yes, I’ll bring you some pretzels, all right?”

Ria moved to place a comforting hand on Ari’s shoulder, but her resolve faltered midway. She drew back, her hand retreating to her own chest, her gaze dropping, turning away from Ari’s quiet distress. Moments later, she left the room, the door closing softly behind her.

Ari was left to ponder whether Ria’s actions were born from genuine concern or from regret for aligning herself with the wrong companion. In a more fortunate reality, it would be a blend of both rather than purely the latter.

(Well, I’m not giving back my uniform no matter what.)

The echo of the door closing behind Ria was still fresh in her ears when muffled voices seeped from the other side.

“Get back inside.”

“But,”—inaudible chatter—“…pretzels.”

In the next heartbeat, the door swung open again. Ria reentered the room, a woman with a long ponytail trailing behind her.

“Adepts! Assemble!” the woman commanded, her authoritative voice slicing through the lingering melancholy as she claimed the center of the room.

At once, Ari sprang from the couch, with Ria swiftly bounding to her side, the two of them standing shoulder to shoulder. Shortly after, the boys emerged from the bedroom, joining the line that now stood confronting the woman.

“Some of you already know me, but for those who don’t: I am Naymila Vego, the appointed coordinator for your squad. Should you require anything, your first course of action is to seek me out before troubling anyone else. Is that clear?”

A chorus of nods answered her.

“Very well. Now, concerning the incident yesterday, you must be Alec.” Their coordinator pinpointed the correct boy, her eyes resting on his plump form.

Color surged into Alec’s cheeks. “Yes, Master Vego,” he stammered in reply.

“I’ve been informed the damages were rectified and the mess tidied. Is that correct?”

Alec cast his gaze downward, giving no indication of a forthcoming response. A collective silence fell upon them until Elathiel broke it.

“Yes, a fresh bunk and brand new linens. But I narrowly escaped being roasted alive yesterday. Not even a full day in the Empire and there’s already an attempt on my life. Is that how you operate? Accidents happen? Should I permanently relocate to the sofa to avoid being incinerated? What even was that?” He fired back at their coordinator.

“Candalore, isn’t it?”

Elathiel gave a curt node.

“You’re still but a fledgling. If the Empire desired your death, you would remain oblivious until your last breath. However, we do not hold children accountable for their fathers’ transgressions. You possess the chance to absolve your family’s sins and contribute to strengthening our collective defense force.

“As you shall all know, undead do not originate from the Far East; they are transported there from wherever the necromancers spring up. The bulwark of the Empire, bolstered by the Dragonteeth pyramids range, is the sole protection you have. Your islands aren’t safe just because they’re surrounded by a mote of water.”

Elathiel clenched his fists, his face hardening like a mask, but he remained silent, offering no further retort.

Master Vego continued. “As for Alec’s incident, it should not occur again. He experiences what we term as ‘Bursts’. I am not an expert in that matter, but the basic principle is that his source space possesses an unusual curvature that creates pockets. These pockets gradually accumulate small quantities of the Power, causing an increasing strain on the spatial structure. Once a critical threshold is crossed, the space unfurls, expelling all the accumulated energy over a short period. Then, it reverts to its original shape. The cycle continues; rinse and repeat.”

“But you assured us it wouldn’t happen again,” Ria blurted out, clinging to Ari’s arm.

“And so I did, because it won’t. You ought to have learned about that today, but in case some of you have already been dozing off during your lectures, allow me to refresh your memory.” Master Vego gestured towards the two steel rods jutting out from the wall. “These are the horns. It is mandatory for you to utilize them daily, right before retiring to bed. Clasp them and channel your Power into them until you sense fatigue seeping into your body. Once you try it, you’ll understand what I mean. Just remember to maintain control over your flow—these horns are insatiable, siphoning off every bit of the Power you offer.

“All energy directed through them is funneled straight into Tramiria.” Master Vego paused, noting their puzzled expressions. “By that, I mean the Academy’s primary crystal, which powers everything, including this very room. Its name is Tramiria, not to be mistaken with the capital’s name. Although, technically, the city was named after the crystal, but that’s beside the point.

 “Consider this akin to paying rent. Moreover, it’s advantageous for you as it aids in expanding your Power pool. Neglect this routine and you’ll soon witness your peers advancing in strength while you are left behind.

“Any other questions?” Master Vego’s gaze traversed their line from left to right, then again. Silence Prevailed.

“Now, Alec, this was not the first time it had happened, was it?”

Alec nodded, avoiding looking at Master Vego.

“We received a note about your condition. On the day of your admission, you should have been instructed on the use of the horns. The individual accountable for this oversight has been disciplined. But what about your previous caretakers? Were they not taking measures to prevent your Bursts?”

“No. They did sometimes ask me to expend all my Power, but they claimed it was for training purposes, not to prevent these Bursts. It’s been quite some time since I last did that,” Alec mumbled.

“Then it seems to be a combination of poor timing and unfortunate circumstances. They probably thought your enrollment was close enough to not warrant precautionary measures any more, and the admission clerk either overlooked it or presumed one day wouldn’t make a difference.

“Since no harm was done, I consider this issue resolved. I expect you to divert your full attention to the entrance courses in preparations for the branding ceremony next month.”

Master Vego studied each of them. Ari continued to clutch her pillow while Ria remained glued to her side. As no one else spoke, she turned on her heel and made her exit.

Once their coordinator departed, their collective gaze fell upon Alec. He swallowed, his throat working visibly before he muttered. “Fine. Fine.”

Thus, Alec was the pioneer to brave the horns. He gripped them, lingered for a few seconds, then retreated. No outward change marked the procedure.

“Whoa, it’s swift. And I’m dizzy now,” he said as he wobbled towards the bedroom.

Ria and Kiran followed suit, trying their hands at the horns.

“Uh, I’m so tired now. Ari, I’ll bring you pretzels tomorrow, all right?” Ria said after releasing the rods, also staggering towards the bedroom, Kiran following in her wake moments later.

That left Ari and Elathiel alone in the common area. Elathiel stalked in circles, casting furtive glances at the horns, and at Ari. Upon realizing she had no intention of making her move, he approached the protruding steel, meticulously inspecting the rods from all perspectives. He spent a good minute teetering on the brink of decision before he finally reached out to touch the horns.

Meanwhile, Ari resumed her rhythmic swaying on the sofa. Her mind was a blank canvas, void of any thought. The metronome-like movements proved oddly soothing, leading her into a gentle trance.

She was not sure how much time had slipped by when she resurfaced back to the reality, only that she was alone. The others must have been already deep into their dreams by now.

Discarding the pillow she had been clutching, she rose and traversed the room, halting directly in front of the horns. Their touch was as cold as she remembered from her first day at the Academy. The rods were merely icy steel to her.

She channeled energy into the palm that was gripping one of the horns, but to no avail.

Anger roused her heart. She had talent, she knew it, yet this accursed body of hers was her biggest hindrance. A cage, that what it was. Why did she have to be born with such a cruel curse?

She seized the horns with all her might and plunged her entire Power into her arms. If her body wanted to play like that, she would force her way out. She had not spent two months in the best place in the world just to be ousted because of her own flesh rebelling against her. That’s right; she was always telling herself and the others that she would wield her Power. Her objective was closer than ever. There was not room for surrender now. It was all or nothing all over again.

Her arms, still aching from the exertions of the defense class, protested vehemently, yet she disregarded it. She hammered her Power into her palms, driving it further into her fingers. The impact was potent, even more than before, but this time, she refused to yield to the rebound. Before the backlash could strike, she would shatter her confinement.

The energy grew so dense in her arms that it manifested physically, tormenting her tissues. A searing pain dominated her palms, but she persisted. She could feel the blistering current coursing through her veins, gnawing away at her skin. A bit more and it would puncture through. A bit more and her Power would break free into the world.

It happened—countless tiny perforations blossomed along her grip. Her energy seeped out, and similar to her experience with her uniform, her consciousness expanded to encompass the rods. What she encounter was akin to a bottomless abyss—a black hole spiraling inwards.

And this abyss was ravenous. It latched onto the stands of her Power, drawing them into its insatiable depths. Now, dual forces were in play: her determined, relentless push, coupled with the mounting pull of the horns’ voracity.

The immense pressure exerted on the skin of her palms rendered her numb. The pain ceased to exist.

Suddenly, she jerked, a splash of liquid hitting her face. She shook her head, blinking against the red splatters and stains smeared across the wall.

With no further restraints, her Power burst forth in a torrential surge, spewing from her arms, and fueling the abyss with an even greater intensity.

Staggering, she relinquished her grip on the horns. All the strength had drained from her.

(Huh, so that’s what they meant. It is exhausting,) she mused as the dizziness overwhelmed her. The room warped and wavered before her eyes. The horns blurred, replaced by the image of the lightstone mounted on the ceiling.

(How odd, who placed the lightstone in the middle of the wall?)

A frigid wave crept through her body, accompanied by a strange, yet familiar, sensation of profound emptiness. It consumed her, heightening with each passing second. Colder and colder. Emptier and emptier.  

She heard the rambling sound of steps, and some round object eclipsed the shining lightstone she was so intently observing.

“Healer! We need a healer!” Ari recognized Ria’s frantic voice, resonating with panic as she knelt at her side.

A shadow darted past. Was that Kiran? Where was he heading at such a late hour?

She was too tired to think about it. If only they would grant her a moment of solitude, a brief respite. She longed to communicate her desire for Ria to move her pigtails out of her sight, to stop obscuring her view, yet her lips refused to obey her command. All she yearned for was to glimpse that luminous star once more.

Her mother approached, a comforting blanket in her hands. “Don’t stay too long,” she said, draping it around her.

“There is a monster in the sky. I can’t see my star, when it will go away?” Ari asked.

A pair of gigantic eyes blinked high above them, on the starry firmament.

Her father joined them on the roof, settling next to Ari. “The hunt is on. We’ll get that monster; you and I. Are you in?” he said.

Ari let out a gleeful chuckle. These were one of those rare nights when they would lounge on the rooftop of their home, looking at the night’s sky, chatting and admiring the celestial canvas. If only that damned monster had not obscured her favourite star.

“Yes, let’s hunt it.” Her red eyes glittered ominously in the darkness.

But the cold continued to creep in, accompanied by the hollow sensation of emptiness. At some point, her parents had left, the exact moment of their departure eluding her, and she found herself in solitude once again. It was just her, and the monster glaring down from its celestial perch.

“You’ll pay for this, monster,” she vowed to the eyes hanging in the sky.

A weight seemed to descend on her eyelids. The cold was harsh, but she still had her blanket; she would endure.

“I only need a quick nap. Just you wait for me, monster. The hunt is on.”

Then, her consciousness faded.
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