Chapter One: The Song of Sleep and Thunder
The twin suns of Rongtail, the dragon-shaped continent, cast golden beams through the stained-glass windows of a modest yet spirited home nestled at the edge of Flaora Vale.
Inside, a boy was yawning beneath a patchwork of old blankets and tangled limbs, hiding from the Sunday afternoon light.
“RAH! It’s past midrise! If you don’t get up now, I’m turning your room into a pig’s nest for real!”
That voice — commanding yet saturated with warmth — belonged to his mother, Liora, a humble yet scary woman by trade. Her smile could light up rooms, but her discipline was swift. She bore the strength of someone who'd seen too much and chosen love anyway.
RAH — a 14-year-old with unruly black curls and a grin that could melt stone — yawned, stretched, and finally emerged like a newborn moth from his blanket cocoon. He rubbed his eyes, stretched his legs, turned sideways, and tried to wake up, still unaware that he possessed rare powers and an unwanted future.
He tiptoed into the kitchen, trying to scare Elsa, her mother’s friend who lived with them in their house as part of the family. Elsa wore her usual dusty apron and was muttering at a pot of Flirestew. (The family’s secret protector.)
“Boo.”
She didn’t flinch. She whirled, spoon in hand.
RAH screeched and ran.
“You little rat! Scare me again and I’ll roast you with garlic paste!” Elsa yelled, hurling the spoon. (Elsa wasn't just staff; she was a guardian once ranked among the Idomancers, able to reach Vencrus strength if needed, though the cost was steep — her own life force).
RAH laughed as he ran into his mother’s arms. Liora twisted his ear with a mock glare.
“Ow! Ow! I surrender!”
“Next time, wake up before noon and I’ll cook you instead of steak,” she smirked and sent him to wash up.
Rah came out with wet hair and a lazy look on his face. Sat at the table and started shouting, “Elsa, I’m hungry, my stomach is empty, Elsa, I’m hungry.”
Liora was looking at Rah and recalling her childhood, “sitting in a large dining room of a palace with her family, father, mother, and a younger sister.”
Elsa, “Shut up, you scream like a bull.”
Everyone laughed and joined their hands to pray.
“What did you cook for your king, Elsa?”
Elsa laughed, acting like a butler and replied, “Cheesebread, saffron rice, jokes, and dancing pepper roots, My Little King.”
That evening, RAH and his friends — Brunn, an aspiring future rocket builder, Dain, the magical one and Lie, the smartest one, and Tali, a girl who could prank the moon — played near the river Dravennel.
As the Sun set, everyone ran back home. Rah pushed the door, removed slippers, and shouted, “Mumma, king is back, Mumma, king is back.”
Liora came and hugged him, told him to freshen up, and came for dinner.
Later, he lay across his mother’s lap, worried about school.
“What if they hate me?”
“They won’t,” Liora said. “But if they do, show them your heart before your fists, My king.”
They laughed. The room dimmed.
Far away, in a dark stone hex room lit by crimson veins, an almost three-year-old girl cried, lying on a black rock bed, naked, trapped with metal chains, surrounded by 12 people wearing robes, holding light green devil fire, chanting spells.
Watching her: Varithos, wearing a dark purple robe, sea green coloured eyes shining in the darkness. Not father. Not a man. Scientist. Shadow. Priest. No Identity.
Smiled and Whispered—
“Interesting response to arc-light. Run it again.”
His voice was hollow, creepy, filled with evil. Lustful eyes only, asking for results. The girl was crying, the room filled with her voice's echo, but no one cared.

Monday morning.
RAH woke early, uniform crisp, boots polished. He stepped onto his hoverboard gifted by her mom when he turned seven— the cheapest model around — and zipped through town.
At Moonspire Academy, students gathered on the grass. RAH bounced with excitement, copying sword swings.
“Silence,” a deep voice called.
Principal Albus Percival, a man of calm thunder, wearing a white and gold cloak, welcomed them. “Your journey begins. Whether you stumble or soar — move forward.”
Just after assembly, he rushed towards the classroom, overexcited, happy, and shocked to see the artifacts and the classroom. He shook hands and introduced himself to everyone. Door slides, a lady wearing a green coloured cloak enters the room holding a book, “Everyone settle down, I’m your Class Teacher, Ms. Ream Ageison. I’ll teach you about elemental magic and how to control it. Let’s start.”

After that, there was class after class, each subject unfolding like a secret garden:
· A warlock knight taught blades and bravery.
· Creatures soared in the skies during the riding class.
· Machines buzzed in science labs.
· Maps unfolded like living skin in geography.
With the last bell ringing, he ran with his friends, he was so happy and exhausted, yet too excited. 
He reached near the gate and saw that seniors were ragging on new students in the group, they also stopped Rah and his friend Tali, asking them to show them a frog Dance. Rah excitedly performs and moves towards the exit, but he sees a group of seniors teasing a first-year girl, and her skirt is torn. Seniors were laughing and harassing her, she was crying and pleading to let her go, but no one was listening.
RAH’s heart pounded, he dropped his bag, and ran towards her. Give that girl his jacket,
“Stop that!” he yelled. The seniors saw him and started laughing.
One senior came out of the group and pushed him back. Rah resisted and punched him in his intestine. Other seniors saw this rush into the scene, took him up with his collar, fist in his face, threw him to the ground, kicked his stomach, beat him till he bled, and left him there. 
“Screw you little brat.” One senior chuckles and spits on him.
He fainted, lost consciousness.
“Go to your home, everyone, or else we'll do the same with you brats, too.” A girl from the seniors group yelled in an attitude.
Above, a girl watched — ISHI, second-year, black eyes, long hair, intense yet fairy face, silently observing everything. She didn’t look away, went to Rah.
“You’re stubborn,” she said, healing his cuts using healer magic.
“I had to try,” he whispered.
She smiled and nodded. “You did well, little brat.”
She picked him up and sent him home via Taxi.
“Tring Tring”, the driver rang the bell of his house. Liora opened the door,
and she panicked, seeing his wounds, confused and curious to know how and why this happened to him. The driver replied, “I don’t know, ma’am, a girl called me and asked me to drop him here. Let me go, thank you.” The driver left.

Liora called Elsa,  she came after hearing the noise, shocked to see Rah’s condition, T-shirt covered with mud and blood, “What happened to him, is he okay, shall we go to the healer?”
Liora was crying continuously, asked Elsa to help her and take Rah to his room.

They removed his clothes and got new ones for him. Liora found a letter in his pocket, kept by ISHI.
“Your son is too brave; he is fine. I healed his wound, although it took him time to wake up, there was no serious injury, he might feel pain in his ribs, otherwise he is ok.

Liora set the letter aside and placed her hand on Rah’s head. Golden light- the same colour as the battlefield of her memories- flowed from her fingers. This was the high-level healing magic she was doing, which was not common for a normal woman. With a heartbeat, the golden light turns to emerald, carrying her into his mind, where she witnessed everything that happened.
Behind her, Elsa didn’t even flinch at how a common, poor woman could perform such high-level magic; her hand drifted to her ribs, on an old scar. Liora's gaze flicked to Elsa, and in that silent moment, an entire conversation passed between them.

Rah starts gaining his consciousness, “Where am I ? I’ll beat everyone,” he whispered.

Opened his eyes and saw her mother, “Mom, they were……” he stammered,

“Shhshhhhh……., I know everything, my brave king.” Liora smiled and started feeding him.
“I’m full, Mom,” Rah said.

Liora hands over the bowl to Elsa, and starts singing a song to make Rah sleep, gives him a forehead kiss as he sleeps, with tears in her eyes, care on her face, and tension in her heart.

The next morning, Rah woke up perfectly fit and fine, excited and happy as usual.
Liora knocked and entered the room with a warm smile on her face, “Wake up, hurry, it’s school time.”

“Yeah, Yeah……” Rah replied with a sad face.
Liora came and sat beside him, held his hand, and said, “You're the bravest man I’ve ever seen. Never feel sad for doing something right.” With a warm smile on her face.

“But…. I’m weak, I can’t fight, I tried, they are older than me……” Rah said.

Liora chuckles and replies, “Who told you being old makes you powerful ?, Next time, don’t hesitate, use your whole potential, don’t hold back. You are my strong king. (She hugged him.) Now, stand up and get ready.” 

Days passed, and Rah enjoyed his classes. Rah was not the brightest, but he felt some changes in his power; his control over his magic had improved, he was happy with that, and enjoying everything. Seniors mocked juniors daily, but RAH held back and was not involved in fights unnecessarily.
The whole week passed peacefully, and then came Saturday.
The Feast Day. Rah and his friends were excited, sitting in the great Rong hall.
Suddenly, Rah heard an anonymous voice out of nowhere, “Help, please help, Somebody help (crying, screaming….).”

Rah ignored, but the voice was getting louder and louder.
“Are you OK?” his friends ask.

“What is happening?” another friend asked.

“Nothing, just a headache, I’ll be back in 5min” he said and left the hall.

Following the voice, which runs through the corridor, the voice getting louder and clearer, he realizes there are two voices instead of one.
He reaches the girl’s restroom — screams.
RAH ran inside. Five seniors with upper naked bodies pinned two girls crying, afraid, trembling with fear, pleading, torn clothes, cuts on hands, fingerprints on face, beaten.
Seniors were trying to rape them.
“Stop!!, What are you guys doing? Let them go,” RAH said, drawing their attention.
“Please, help us…. Please …..  aaahahaha (scream in pain).” girls ask with hope (crying in pain). 
“Oh, what, little boy? Go back.” One senior yelled.
“Or we do the same with you.” A senior walked towards him with lust flowing.
“I’ll make you pay, leave them,” Rah said with a stammered voice and taking steps back.
They laughed.
“Come, Come we’ll pay, Come.” Everyone laughed.
One senior came and pushed him on the ground, spat on him, and said, “Go back, kiddo. We’ll deal with you later.”

Everyone laughed and moved toward the girls again.
He stood quickly. Furious. His mind snapped into clarity, calculating, dodging, and rushing towards them. Drag them back, and start using elemental spells, he learned in class. The seniors replied to his attack with spells and magic, but suddenly, his powers boosted his fireballs, getting bigger, his physical punches got stronger and more impactful. Blood started flowing. Bones cracked. Screams echoed, five on one go wild, sinks, windows, doors, everything is shattered, burnt, the whole washroom turned into battle field. Rah beats all of them badly, his fists were burned, magic was drained. He fought, but was not untouched. He stood for a second, then fell.
Later, the staff came and found them like that.
Everyone was taken to the Healer’s chamber, treatment was given to everyone, wounds on the senior’s body were too deep and major, everyone was shocked to see that, first-year student beat five second-year students.

Soon, the news spread into the school corridors, "Did you hear? A first-year student took on five seniors!" 
Rah’s friends went to the chamber to meet him, and the whole group of students gathered in the passage to see, and were in shock to see the injuries, burn marks, and flowing blood. The scene was so dark that some first-year students started vomiting.
The principal came and looked tense because one of them was the mayor’s son; he called everyone’s parent.
The victims were called and interviewed about the whole scene.
The girls told them everything with honesty, and by the time the Mayor entered the chamber with four armed guards, raging, yelling, “Where is my son? Who did this to him?” Holds the nurse’s collar and asks her.
The principal tried to calm him down, trying to explain the situation to him. But a furious father and a reputed ego,
Saw his son broken. He raged. 
and asked again who did this to his son? The nurse pointed towards Rah, lying on the bed unconscious, covered with blood and wounds. The mayor marched up and struck the unconscious RAH. Staff tried to stop but were controlled by guards. 
Then — a whisper. A presence. A cold voice. An aura was felt.
“No one dares to touch my cub.”
Liora.
The room froze. Even light stopped.
She stepped forward, shielding her son.
The Mayor raised his hand again in rage.
“Try it, and you won’t have another breath,” she said, eyes glowing.
He hesitated and backed off. Principal Percival pulled him away.
The Mayor shouted at the Principal and asked guards to take his son back to his mansion.
While leaving the room, Mayor stares at Liora and Rah with rage and vengeance in his eyes, “I’ll see you outside,” he whispers.
Ishi, who was observing everything, heard this and felt worried about Rah and his mother.

She told her father, the Lord of State, Lord Senkai Hung. Her father promised justice and security to Rah and his family.
The mayor was called to the State Mansion, entered in room,
“Hail,  My Lord!!” bowed and said.

The Lord came near, held his neck from behind, and hit him in the stomach with his knee. The Mayor vomits blood, coughing, “What have I done, My Lord?” The mayor asked.

 “What happened in school?” Lord replied with anger in his voice.

“That boy beats my son, he……….”, the Lord interrupted the mayor and said “Are you a fool, Son of a B*tch? Your son and his classmate were trying to rape a girl in school? Are there a lack of slaves in your house? What if this news came into public?” angrily moving toward mayor to hit him…

“Sorry, Sorry …..Sorry, My Lord…..” The mayor apologised. 

Lord, calm down and give a napkin to the mayor, said, “Clean the blood.”
The mayor was about to clean the blood from his mouth…

“From the Ground, you bastard,” the Lord yelled.
The mayor sat down and started cleaning the ground with fear and trembling hands.

“What have you decided to do with that boy and his mother?” Lord asked.

“Nothing, My Lord, Nothing,” The mayor replied.

“Am I looking like an idiot to you?” Lord pours wine into the cup and says.

“I have decided to avenge them, I’ll make them regret breathing the same air as my son, beat that brat till death, make them beg for their lives(said angrily), My Lord.” The mayor answered in a stammered voice.

“You’ll do nothing, not now, not later,” Lord stated.

“But…..But it’s about my reputation and my son, My Lord. How can I leave them for free? My Lord,” the mayor asked with a trembling and fearful voice.

“My daughter wants him to be safe. So, either it is about your reputation or my daughter’s wish?” You decide what is important.

“Madam’s wish, My Lord. I won’t do anything.” The mayor answered with a burning fire of vengeance and insult.

“Good, now please get out,” the Lord ordered.

The mayor stood up and said, “Hail, My Lord!!”

As he reached the door, Lord said from sitting on the chair, “We have a clean image in front of the citizens, don’t ruin it for some small cases. Make the next shipment ready, this time they are paying double.” Lord gives an evil smile
“Yes, My Lord.” The mayor answered with peace and left.
Lord said to himself, “Who is this boy?”
RAH woke up two days later. Healed, but quiet.
Liora and Elsa noticed everything and worried about his health. 
A week passed, and RAH walked again through the school gates.
From a distance, ISHI watched.
And the wind whispered: everything was about to change.
Chapter Two: To Love the Unwoken

“Stop……Aaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh……… Please Stop!! …” (screamed in pain)
The scream tore his skull.

He opened his eyes to darkness and pain. Cold stone beneath him. Heavy chains cutting into wrists that were too small to be his own. A glowing ratium blade peeling back skin—her skin—his skin—in slow, burning strips.
Twelve cloaked figures circled him, holding black-green flames, their chanting voices drilled into his skull.

“Hail, The King of Cosmos Sea!! “Verithos leaned over him--no, her, sea-green eyes reflecting black-green flames. The blade paused as he studied her eyes.
“You’re not her,” with a witty smile. “How interesting…… my heir came to meet me on his own.”
Rah exploded awake with a gasp. His lungs refused air as his chest heaved like he'd been drowned. Thick sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes. His hands slapped at his chest, searching for wounds that weren't there.
Was that—? How did I—? Who—?
The nightmare clung to him—the smell of burning flesh, the weight of chains, her endless scream still echoing in his skull.
Somewhere, the girl kept screaming.
The door crashed against the wall, and Liora stepped into the room, her nightdress flowing in the wind, face calm and glowing like the moon. Elsa followed her, her hands glowing red with protective magic flowing through her fingers.

“Rah!!” Liora said in a panicked voice.

She gathered her son into her arms like the ocean sheltering a pearl in its depths. He clung to her, his cold, sweat-slick body pressing against hers, drawing warmth from the familiar lavender scent of her.
Elsa hovered her hand on Rah’s head, tracing his skin, "No physical wounds," she murmured, "but his life-force is... distressed." Her gaze sharpened on his right bicep, "That mark wasn't there before."
Rah instinctively turned his biceps inward to hide, but it was no help. The dragon skull mark – no larger than a coin – was not engraved deep into the skin.
Liora, stroking his hair, missed it entirely. "Shhh, my brave king," she whispered, her voice trembling with forced calm. "Just a nightmare. Only a nightmare."
But Elsa’s eyes were locked on Rah. In that moment, a storm of questions raged- about the appearance of Mark after this many years, about the secrets that couldn't stay buried much longer. 

Then – fire,
Elsa felt a burning sensation on her scar. Her breath hitched. This was no coincidence. Something is about to happen.
Liora smoothed Rah's unruly hair as she nudged him toward readiness. "Come, the breakfast is getting cold."
"Two minutes, Mom!" Rah called, still shaken but trying to be normal. He burst into the kitchen, snatched a steaming roll from Elsa's hand, and barely avoided colliding with the doorframe. "Brunn's waiting—love you!" His goodbye kiss made Liora smile.
RAH walked again through the school gates.
From a distance, ISHI watched.
And the wind whispered: everything was about to change.
At the door, Rah paused and gathered the courage to face everyone. Rah adjusted his collar, the dragon mark hidden beneath his sleeve, still warm.
Ishi was tracking his every step, leaning against the wall, and whispered:
"You're late, dragon boy." With a pretty smile and an absurd change in her heart.

As soon as he entered the campus, all the students, staff, and teachers gazed at him in confusion, and whispers started to rise. Also in the assembly, everyone's eyes were on him. While going through the corridor, his condition was the same, but,
Then—her.
Ishi stood at the corridor's end, a dark shadow against the stained-glass windows. The wishpers, the stares, even the air itself seemed to vanish. Rah's pulse hammered in his throat, his breath shallow. Her eyes held him frozen—two pools of liquid onyx reflecting his stunned face.
"Hello, Rah!" Tali's hand waved before his face. Lie snapped his fingers near his ear. "You look like you've seen a ghost."
"I-I'm fine," Rah stammered, fingers tightening around his bag strap. 
Tali followed his gaze. "Ohhh. That's Ishi Hung. The girl who healed you? Daughter of Lord Sekai?" She lowered her voice. "Rumor says she convinced her father to spare you after—"
"—After you turned the mayor's son into a punching bag," Lie finished, saying. "You don't remember?"
Rah's stomach dropped. The bathroom. The blood. The way his fists had burned. Memories flash in front of his eyes.
Tali elbowed him. "At least thank her."
Rah nodded his head in yes.
Their eyes locked—just for a heartbeat—but Ishi was already turning away.
Rah went to his classroom, the teacher’s voice fading to a distant hum. His fingers tapped restless rhythms on the desk.
When would the bell ring?
Where did she go?
Why did her gaze feel like a key turning in a long-locked door?
The chalk was scratched on the board. The clock’s hands crawled.
And Rah, for the first time in his life, prayed for recess.
The recess bell rang like an alarm in Rah’s ears, jolting him from thoughts of her—of midnight-black hair that caught the sunlight like polished obsidian, of lips that always seemed to curve with secrets.
"Earth to Rah!" Lie waved a hand in front of his glazed eyes. "You’ve been staring at that empty desk for ten minutes. Lunch?"
Rah blinked. "Huh? Oh. No, I’m… not hungry."
Tali smirked. "Or maybe you’re hungry for something else." She wiggled her eyebrows toward the corridor where Ishi usually walked.
Rah’s ears burned. "Shut up."
But the moment his friends left, he was drifting through the halls like a ghost, drawn by some invisible thread—until he turned a corner, and there she was.
Time stopped.
Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows, painting Ishi in fractured colors—amethyst across her collarbones, emerald along her arms. She was leaning against a windowsill, idly spinning an ice crystal between her fingers (because of course the daughter of a lord could conjure ice in spring).
Rah’s mouth went dry.
"Lost, dragon boy?" Ishi didn’t even look up, but her lips twitched. "The bathroom’s the other way."
"I—" Rah’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. "I wanted to say thanks. For, you know. The healing. And the… not letting the mayor murder me?"
Ishi finally glanced up, and oh gods, her eyes were like the night sky just before a storm—dark, but glittering with something wild. "Aw. Is the mighty bathroom brawler blushing?" She leaned closer, close enough that Rah caught her scent—wintermint and something sweet, like ironflower honey. "Tell me, does your mom know you’re this cute when you’re flustered?"
Rah’s brain short-circuited. "I—uh—"
Ishi laughed, the sound like wind chimes. "Relax. I’m just teasing." She flicked the ice crystal at him. It melted against his cheek, shockingly cold. "But seriously, those scratches you should’ve had?" Her fingers brushed his forearm, light as spider silk. "They’d need a tier-five healer. And before you lie, no, your mom couldn’t afford that."
Rah’s pulse pounded where she’d touched him. "I heal fast?"
"Mm. Convenient." Ishi’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. "So. Why did I help you?" She twirled a lock of hair around one finger. "Maybe I just like watching arrogant nobles get punched. Or maybe…" She stepped so close Rah could see the silver flecks in her eyes. "Maybe I have a soft spot for stupid boys with hero complexes."
Rah’s breath hitched.
Then—the lunch bell rang.
Ishi stepped back, all mischief again. "Oops. Better run, hero. Wouldn’t want you fainting from hunger before our not-date."
Rah’s stomach dropped. "Wait—what?"
"Seven o’clock. Iris Café." Ishi winked. "Try not to get lost on the way to the library again."

The afternoon passed in a haze. Rah couldn’t focus—not when every shadow looked like her hair, not when every laugh sounded like hers. By sixth period, he was this close to carving her name into his desk.
"Looking for someone?" Tali sing songed as Rah craned his neck down yet another empty hallway.
"No," Rah lied so badly that even Lie snorted.
Then—a flash of lavender fabric near the restrooms. Rah’s feet moved before his brain could protest.
Big mistake.
Because, of course, the second he peeked around the corner, Ishi stepped out, adjusting the silver cuffs at her wrists.
They froze.
Rah’s soul left his body.
Ishi’s eyebrows climbed to her hairline. "Wow. And here I thought you were sweet. Turns out you’re just a pervert."
"I-- it’s not—" Rah’s voice cracked again. "I was looking for the—the library!"
Ishi’s lips twitched. "Uh-huh. And I’m the Queen of Vinland." She stepped closer, until Rah’s back hit the wall. "Admit it. You’re obsessed with me."
Rah’s mouth opened. Closed.
Ishi laughed, warm and bright. "Seven o’clock, dragon boy. Don’t be late." She patted his cheek and sauntered off, leaving Rah to slide down the wall like a deflated balloon.

She left, and Rah smirked, thinking about what had happened. Gained consciousness and left for home.
Rah's feet barely touched the ground as he hurried home, his mind replaying every second with Ishi—the way her laughter had danced through the air, how her fingers had brushed his arm like a whisper. He pushed open the creaky front door to find Liora humming at the kitchen table, mending one of his shirts.
"You're glowing like a firefly," she remarked without looking up, her needle flashing in the late afternoon light.
Rah dumped his bag and slid into the chair across from her. "Ishi Hung talked to me today." The words tumbled out before he could stop them. "Like, really talked. And we're going to Iris Café later. Not as a date! Just... as friends. Probably."
Liora's lips quirked as she bit off a thread. "The Lord's daughter, hm? And what does this not-date entail?"
"Mom!" Rah's ears burned as he snatched an apple from the fruit bowl. "It's just a drink. And maybe walking by the waterfall. Not a date."
"Of course not," Liora agreed solemnly—though her eyes sparkled with mischief. She held up the mended shirt. "Wear this tonight. The blue makes your eyes pop."
Rah nearly choked on his apple. "Since when do you care about—"
"A mother notices things." She smoothed the fabric with exaggerated care. "Like how a certain boy's been sighing at the window every time a girl walks by."
Rah groaned and dropped his forehead on the table

Meanwhile, across the town, in a Lavender-Scented Room
Ishi stood before her mirror, biting her lip as she held up first a blue ribbon, then a silver one against her hair. The lavender dress lay spread across her bed—the one with tiny embroidered snowflakes along the hem, she didn't spend hours choosing.
"Stop being ridiculous," she muttered to her reflection, though her fingers trembled slightly as she braided her hair. What was wrong with her? She'd faced down warlocks and corrupt officials without breaking a sweat, but the thought of Rah's dopey smile made her stomach swoop like a falling leaf.
She spun when her maid entered.
"That's the third dress you've tried, my lady," the old woman chuckled, setting down a tray of honey cakes. "For a not-date."
Ishi's cheeks burned. "It's an observation! He's... suspiciously good at fighting. And healing. And—"
"And his eyes do that thing where they light up when you enter a room?"
"Out." Ishi threw a pillow at the giggling woman, but couldn't suppress her own smile.
She fastened her mother's pearl pendant—for luck, nothing more—and glanced at the clock.
Two hours. Breathe.
The not-date begins,
A floating café glowed under the twilight sky, its tables suspended above a crystal pond where tiny Raditz rabbits hopped across lily pads, their fur shimmering between soft pink and curious blue. At the entrance, Ishi stood in her flowing lavender dress, the delicate embroidery of snowflakes catching the light like scattered stars. She looked every bit a fairy who had stepped out of a dream, tapping her foot impatiently, her arms crossed as she idly scratched the ears of a Raditz that had nestled into her palm.
Where was he?
She sighed, watching the Piqueens preen their iridescent feathers overhead, their melodic cooing doing little to ease her nerves. Had he forgotten? Had he chickened out? The Raditz in her hands turned a faint purple—sympathy.
"Ugh, don’t pity me," she muttered, flicking its nose lightly.
Then—a crash.
Ishi spun just in time to see Rah stumble through the cascading waterfall entrance, his boots slipping on the slick stones. He barely caught himself, his blue shirt half-tucked, his hair a windswept mess, and his mouth hanging open as his eyes locked onto her.
For a moment, he just stared, breathless.
Ishi arched an eyebrow. "Close your mouth, dragon. You’ll catch flies."
Rah snapped his jaw shut, his face flushing. "S-sorry! I— Brunn’s hoverboard exploded, and then the path kept moving, and—"
"And yet," Ishi interrupted, stepping closer with a slow, dangerous smile, "here you are. Late." She tilted her head, her voice dropping to a teasing whisper. "Who makes his date wait on their first not-date?"
Rah’s throat bobbed. "I— It’s not— I mean—"
Ishi leaned in, close enough that he could see the silver flecks in her dark eyes. "You’re lucky you’re cute when you’re flustered."
Rah’s brain short-circuited.
Then, with a huff, Ishi turned on her heel, her dress swirling like mist. "Come on. Our table’s floating away."
Rah scrambled after her, nearly tripping again as a giggling Raditz darted between his feet. "Wait— So you’re not mad?"
Ishi glanced over her shoulder, her lips curling. "Oh, I’m furious." She held out a hand. "But I’ll forgive you if you feed me moonmelon tarts."
Rah grinned, relief flooding his chest as he took her hand. "Deal."
The floating café hummed with quiet magic as Rah and Ishi settled at their table, suspended just above the crystal-clear pond. The surface of the water beneath them shimmered with glowing runes that pulsed in time with their conversation—flaring a warm gold when Ishi accidentally brushed her fingers against Rah’s as she reached for her tea, swirling a deep blue when she rolled her eyes at one of his terrible jokes. A Piqueen—one of the café’s dazzling, peacock-like birds—had taken a liking to Ishi and now perched elegantly on the back of her chair, its long tail feathers fanning out in a cascade of colors that cast prismatic light across her face.
Ishi took a delicate bite of the moonmelon tart in front of her, the flaky crust dissolving into sweet, icy shards on her tongue. The taste was like winter and honey combined, and she couldn’t help the small, pleased sigh that escaped her.
Rah rested his chin on his hand, watching her with an shameless grin.
"You’re staring," she said, licking a dusting of shimmering sugar from her lips.
"Can you blame me?" He gestured to the floating lanterns around them, their soft glow dimming as if the very light in the café was drawn to her instead. "You’re stealing all the starlight."
Ishi kicked him lightly under the table, but the Raditz rabbit curled in her lap thrilled happily, its velvety fur pulsing between pink and gold in delight. "You’re ridiculous."
"Ridiculously charming," Rah corrected, plucking a glowing berry from the platter between them. He held it out to her between his fingers, his grin turning playful. "Try this."
Ishi arched an eyebrow but leaned forward, taking the berry from his hand. The moment her teeth broke the skin, flavor exploded across her tongue—first tart, like wild raspberries, then sweet, like sun-ripened peaches, and finally… lavender. Just like the scent she always wore.
Her eyes widened. "How—?"
Rah’s smile softened. "Magic remembers what the heart loves."
For a heartbeat, the world seemed to narrow to just the two of them—the sounds of the café fading, the glow of the floating lanterns dimming further. Even the pond beneath them seemed to still, its reflection no longer showing their faces, but their shadows leaning closer, as if drawn together by something deeper than chance.
Then Ishi cleared her throat, breaking the moment. She flicked a sugar cube at him, her cheeks faintly pink. "Stop being poetic. It’s unsettling."
But despite her words, her fingers didn’t pull away from where they rested near his on the table.
The evening stretched on in a haze of shared desserts and teasing banter. Rah, ever the storyteller, recounted his most disastrous childhood escapades—like the time he’d accidentally set Brunn’s prototype rocket loose in the market square, sending fruit carts flying. Ishi, in turn, shared carefully curated snippets of her own past—stories of sneaking into the palace kitchens as a child, of the serious and boring tutors she’d outsmarted, of the secret passages she’d discovered in her father’s estate.
"You’re leaving out the best parts," Rah accused when she glossed over a particularly daring escape from her etiquette lessons.
Ishi smirked, swirling her starlight brew. "A lady never reveals all her secrets."
"Good thing this isn’t a date, then," Rah shot back, grinning when she kicked him again.
The Raditz in her lap chittered in amusement, its fur shifting to a pleased violet.
As the night deepened, the café’s magic grew more pronounced. The floating lanterns drifted lower, their light catching in Ishi’s hair like scattered stars. The Piqueen on her chair groomed, its feathers shimmering brighter whenever she laughed. Even the pond beneath them seemed to respond to their presence—the glowing runes now forming entangle patterns, as if trying to weave their stories into the water itself.
And through it all, neither of them acknowledged the way their hands kept finding each other—brushing as they reached for the same pastry, lingering when passing a cup, tangling together when Rah pretended to need help reading the ever-shifting menu.
It was, without question, the most enchanting evening either of them had ever had.
And neither wanted it to end.
But, as the café’s lights began to dim—signaling the approach of midnight—Ishi sighed. "We should go."
Rah stood too quickly, nearly tipping their floating table. The Raditz in Ishi’s lap squeaked in protest as she steadied it, shooting him a provoked look.
"Let me take you home," he said, offering his hand.
Ishi eyed his battered hoverboard doubtfully. "That thing looks held together by hope and maybe one loose screw."
"And three quality bolts," Rah corrected proudly. "Trust me."
She hesitated, then placed her hand in his. "If you drop me, I’m feeding you to the Piqueens."
Rah’s grin was blinding. "Noted."
Ishi had ridden in carriages of gold and on steeds bred from stormclouds—but nothing had prepared her for the terror of Rah’s hoverboard.
The moment they lifted off, her arms locked around his waist in a death grip, her face buried between his shoulder blades. "I hate this," she hissed, her voice muffled against his shirt.
Rah laughed, the wind carrying his voice back to her. "Who knew the mighty Ishi Hung was scared of heights?"
"I’ll push you off," she threatened, but her hold only tightened.
Below them, the forest blurred into emerald shadows. Above, the stars burned brighter, close enough to touch. And between them—the steady rhythm of Rah’s breathing, the warmth of his back against her cheek, the unspoken promise in the way his hand covered hers where they clasped at his waist.
"Go slower," Ishi whispered after a moment.
Rah obeyed without question, easing their speed until they were drifting more than flying.
And for the first time, Ishi dared to look.
The world from above was breathtaking—the trees like dark brushstrokes against the earth, the distant lights of the city flickering like grounded stars. And Rah, steady and sure beneath her hands, his laughter warm in the cool night air.
For a fleeting moment, she let herself imagine what it might be like to always see the world like this—from the safety of his shadow, with the wind in her hair and his heartbeat against her palms.
Then reality came crashing back in the form of a scream.
It was high-pitched. Terrified. Young.
Rah and Ishi froze.
Below them, between the gnarled oaks, a black chariot rolled into view, its iron wheels crushing the bluebells beneath it. The same three jagged scratches Ishi knew all too well marred its door.
Her cousin’s fingernails had made those.
No words passed between them. Rah’s grip on the hoverboard tightened; Ishi’s fingers dug into his shoulders.
Then—as if pulled by the same invisible thread—they descended toward the darkness.
The Chase Begins, the forest was a living nightmare—twisted branches clawed at them as Rah and Ishi crashed through the undergrowth, their breaths ragged, their boots sinking into damp earth. The stolen imperial chariot ahead tore through the trees, its wheels fracturing roots, the charioteer hiding the reins like a man possessed.
"Don’t let him reach the river!" Rah growled, his voice raw.
Ishi moved like a shadow beside him, her dagger already in hand. "Bound him—force him toward the grove!"
Rah lunged left, his sword slicing through low-hanging vines. But then—
Twang.
A crossbow bolt tore from the darkness.
"ISHI—!"
The impact punched into her shoulder, jerking her back with a wet thunk. Blood sprayed. She wobbled, her teeth bared in pain, fingers clutching the shaft embedded in her flesh.
Rah’s world is shattered into red. A storm of force ripped outward from Rah’s body—an invisible, crushing wave that tore through the forest like the wrath of a god. Trees crumbled at their trunks, their branches exploding into wooden shrapnel. Boulders fractured like rotten fruit, fragments hurtling through the air. The chariot lifted—not just flipped, but tossed—twisting midair before smashing into the earth with a deafening crunch. The horses screamed, their harnesses snapping like thread as they bolted into the darkness.
The charioteer was thrown like a ragdoll, his body slamming into a broken oak. He collapsed, coughing blood, ribs shattered.
Rah was on him in an instant.
One hand seized the man’s throat, lifting him off the ground. The other glowed with barely restrained magic, fingers twitching with the urge to scorch him to the bone.
"WHO. SENT. YOU?" Rah’s voice was no longer human—it was the growl of a beast, the thunder of a storm.
The charioteer wheezed, blood bubbling at his lips. "You think… she’s the only one who’ll die tonight?"
A branch snapped. Shadows shifted between the trees.
Reinforcements.
But Rah didn’t care.
He leaned in, his breath hot against the man’s ear, his words a promise.
"If she dies, I will peel the flesh from your bones while you still scream."
Then—he slammed the charioteer back into the dirt, leaving him broken but alive.
Because answers could wait.
Ishi couldn’t
The forest trembled as eight armored riders burst through the trees, their swords shimmering in the fractured moonlight. Their leader, a hulking brute with a scarred face, sneered as he raised his blade.
"Kill them both."
Ishi spat blood, her fingers tightening around her dagger. Then—with a sudden, fluid motion—she tweaked the silver hairpin from her braid. It shimmered in her palm before elongating, twisting, and transforming into a sleek platinum sword, its edge humming with latent power.
Rah’s lips curled into a savage grin. "Showoff."
Ishi smirked, despite the pain. "Try to keep up."
Then—they moved.
Rah’s magical sword materialized in his grip—a blade forged of pure, crackling energy, its light casting mysterious shadows across the battlefield. He cut through the first two riders like wheat before a sickle, their armor no match for his fury.
Ishi danced beside him, her platinum sword a silver flash. She ducked under a wild swing, thrusted her elbow into a rider’s throat, then twirl to slash another across the chest. Blood sprayed.
"Left!" Rah barked.
Ishi twisted just in time—a sword meant for her spine instead scraped harmlessly off her blade. She retaliated with a vicious upward cut, splitting the man from hip to shoulder.
They fought like a single entity, their movements synchronized, their breaths matched. Every strike, every dodge—perfect.
But Ishi was weakening.
Her shoulder wound bled freely, her steps growing sluggish. A rider saw it—and dived.
The blade sank deep into Ishi’s ribs.
Her breath left her in a shocked gasp.
"ISHI!"
Rah’s world narrowed to that single moment.
He moved faster than thought, his magic sword erupting in a blinding arc. The rider’s head left his shoulders before his dagger could twist.
Then Rah was there, catching Ishi as she screwed up.
"No, no, no—" His voice was raw, his hands shaking as he pressed against the wound. Blood poured between his fingers.
Ishi’s face was deathly pale, but her fingers weakly gripped his wrist. "I’m… not done yet…"
Rah’s heart shattered and reforged in the same instant.
"Stay here," he ordered, voice trembling. "I’ll finish this."
Then he rose—
And the forest learned true terror.
The remaining riders hesitated.
Big mistake.
Rah wasn’t a man anymore. He was vengeance given form.
His magic sword blazed like a fallen star as he carved through them. A rider thrust at him—Rah let the blade pierce his side, barely flinching as he stabbed his own sword through the man’s skull.
Another swung—Rah caught the blade with his bare hand, blood dripping from his palm, before snapping the steel and driving the shard into the rider’s eye.
The last two turned to flee.
They didn’t make it three steps.
Rah’s magic sword pierced out like a spear, spiking one through the back. The final rider stumbled—only for Rah to grab him by the hair, jerk him close, and slam his forehead into the man’s nose, shattering bone.
The rider collapsed, unconscious.
Silence.
Rah staggered back to Ishi, his own wounds screaming, his vision swimming.
She was barely conscious, her breath shallow, her lips tinted blue.
"Ishi—look at me!" He gathered her into his arms, his voice breaking. "Stay with me, damn it!"
Her fingers weakly brushed his cheek. "Told you… I wasn’t… done…"
Rah crushed her to his chest, his entire body trembling. "You’re not dying. Not today. Not ever."
He fumbled for the pikeen whistle, blowing it with the last of his strength.
Somewhere, distantly, hooves pounded.
But for now, there was only her weight in his arms, her blood on his skin, and the desperate, unshakable truth:
He would burn the world to keep her alive.
The pikeen's piercing cry still echoed through the trees as Rah gathered Ishi in his arms, her blood soaking through his tunic. Her breathing was shallow, her skin frighteningly cold.
"Hold on," he whispered, voice raw. "Just a little longer."
He carried her through the broken forest, his own wounds screaming with every step. The adrenaline that had kept him standing was fading, replaced by a deep, throbbing agony. But he didn't stop. Couldn't stop.
The river appeared like a blessing—its waters dark but gentle, reflecting the fractured moonlight. Rah knelt at its bank, his arms trembling as he lowered Ishi onto the soft earth.
"Ishi. Look at me."
Her lashes fluttered, but her eyes didn't focus.
Panic clawed at his throat. He cupped water in his hands, trickling it over her lips. "Drink."
She swallowed weakly, a drop trailing down her chin.
Rah exhaled, pressing his forehead to hers. "Guards are coming. Healers. You're going to be—"
A wave of dizziness hit him like a club. His vision blurred.
No. Not yet.
He had to stay awake. Had to make sure she was safe.
But his body betrayed him.
The world tilted.
The last thing he felt was Ishi's fingers weakly clutching his sleeve as darkness swallowed him whole.
Rah’s eyes fluttered open, his vision swimming in and out of focus. The first thing he saw was gold—gleaming pillars, arched windows spilling dawn’s light, the scent of rare herbs thick in the air.
A five-star healer’s chamber.
His body ached, but his mind was sharp. He turned his head—and there she was.
Ishi.
She lay on a silk-draped bed, her chest rising and falling steadily, her wounds bandaged with enchanted linens. Rah exhaled, his fingers twitching with the need to touch her, to confirm she was real.
Alive.
The door creaked open.
A tall man in an inspector’s uniform stepped inside, his polished boots clicking against the marble floor. His expression was serious, but his eyes held something like respect.
"Senior Inspector Veylan," the man introduced himself. "You’ve been unconscious for nearly a day."
Rah pushed himself up, ignoring the protest of his wounds. "The attackers—"
Veylan held up a hand. "First, let me thank you. You saved Lord Senkai’s daughter. That alone would earn you a commendation, but you also eliminated a significant threat." He pulled out a notepad. "Now, I need you to walk me through everything that happened."
Rah nodded, his voice steady as he recounted the ambush—the chariot, the crossbow bolt that struck Ishi, the brutal fight in the woods.
"There were nine of them," he stated firmly. "The charioteer and eight riders."
Veylan’s pen paused. "Our scouts only recovered eight bodies."
"Then your men missed one," Rah said, tirelessly. "The ninth escaped during the chaos. Lean build, dark hair—took an arrow to the thigh before vanishing northeast."
The inspector studied him for a long moment before sighing. "We’ve found no trace of a ninth attacker. But given your record, I’ll have the search expanded." He closed his notepad. "Rest now. You’ve earned it."
As Veylan turned to leave, Rah suddenly asked, "Who was in that chariot?"
The inspector froze. Then, slowly, he faced Rah again, his expression grim.
"Children," he said quietly. "Twenty of them. Taken from villages along the border."
Rah’s blood ran cold. "Slavers?"
Veylan’s jaw tightened. "Or worse."
Before Rah could press further, the chamber doors burst open. Lord Senkai paced in, flanked by two master healers in flowing silver robes. The healers moved with precision, their hands already glowing with diagnostic magic as they went straight to Ishi's bedside.
"Enough questions," Senkai declared, his voice cutting through the room. His gaze stayed on his daughter's pale face before turning to Rah. "You have my gratitude for bringing her back alive. But she needs rest now—not your interrogations."
Veylan bowed slightly. "Of course, my lord. We were just—"
"Finished," Senkai interrupted. His tone left no room for argument.
As the healers worked, murmuring chants over Ishi, Rah caught the moment when Senkai's stern mask slipped—just for a heartbeat—as he reached to brush a strand of hair from his daughter's forehead.
Then Ishi groaned, her eyelids fluttering.
"Father...?" she whispered hoarsely.
The room erupted into motion as the healers closed in, but Rah only had eyes for Ishi—for the faint spark of consciousness returning to her gaze.
Veylan touched Rah's shoulder. "We'll continue this later," he murmured.
As the inspector withdrew, Rah finally allowed himself to sink back against the pillows, his body reminding him sharply of his own wounds. But none of that mattered now.
Ishi was awake.
And somewhere out there, a ninth attacker was still loose.
The lead healer, an elderly woman with silver-threaded robes, bowed to Lord Senkai. "My lord, she is stable. Only minor internal clots remain—they will dissolve with the rest."
Rah exhaled, tension leaving his shoulders.
Senkai's stern expression softened as he leaned over Ishi's bed. "My brave princess," he murmured, brushing her hair back. "Rest now. We'll speak when you're stronger."
As he turned to leave, Rah suddenly spoke up—"My mother...?"
Ishi's eyes, half-lidded with exhaustion, snapped fully open at the question. A flicker of relief—and something warmer—passed through her gaze.
Senkai paused. "Ah. Yes." His mouth quirked in something almost resembling a smile. "She refused to leave your side for two nights straight. No food, no sleep—just glaring at the healers until they swore on their licenses to save you." He shook his head. "We finally convinced her to go home at dawn. She'll return by midday."
Ishi's fingers twitched against the sheets. The ghost of a smile touched her lips before her eyes drifted shut again.
"Good," Rah said simply.
With a final nod, Senkai and the healers departed, as the door clicked shut behind Senkai, the chamber fell into quiet—just the whisper of enchanted curtains and Ishi's steady breathing.
Rah watched the sunlight trace gold patterns across her face. Somewhere beyond these gilded walls, danger still lurked—a missing enemy, stolen children, and whispers of experiments.
But for now, in this stolen moment of peace, there was only this:
The certainty that his mother was coming.
And the unspoken promise in Ishi's faint smile.
Rah reached over, his calloused fingers brushing hers. "You scared ten years off my life," he murmured.
Ishi's lips curved weakly. "Only ten?" She tugged his hand closer with surprising strength, pressing his knuckles to her cheek. "I'll have to try harder next time."
"Don't." The word came out rougher than he intended. He started to pull back—
She bit his thumb.
"Ow! What was—"
"Payback," she said smugly, licking the tiny tooth marks on his skin. "For flipping a chariot without me."
Rah stared. Then—he laughed, real and bright, the sound foreign even to his own ears. He leaned down, forehead resting against hers. "Next time," he promised, "I'll let you do the flipping."
Ishi's nose scrunched. "Liar."
He kissed that scrunched nose, both cheeks.









Chapter 3: The Shadows of Death
Blood painted Rah’s dreams.
Even in the sunlit healing chamber, with Ishi’s laughter still warm in his ears, his fingers twitched toward a sword that wasn’t there. The dragon mark on his bicep pulsed—a drumbeat of warning.
Across the room, Ishi pretended to sleep, but her grip on his hand tightened. "Your thoughts are louder than a raven brawl," she mumbled.
A knock shattered the moment.
The door flew open before Rah could speak.
Liora stood in the threshold, a storm wrapped in leather and steel. Her cloak was caked in mud, her silver-streaked braid untangled, as if she’d ridden through hell itself to reach him. The shadows under her eyes mirrored Rah’s own, but her gaze—sharp as an uncovered blade—locked onto him like an anchor.
Silence. Then—
"You reckless, selfish, glorious idiot."
She crossed the room in three steps and dragged him into her arms with a force that knocked the air from his lungs. Her fingers dug into his back, not to scold, but to confirm he was real. Lavender and steel—the scent of every childhood scrape she’d ever kissed—wrapped around him.
Rah buried his face in her shoulder. "Missed you too, Mom."
She jerked back just enough to flick his forehead, then cradled his face, thumbs brushing the swelling under his eyes. "Two days unconscious," she whispered. "Two days of watching your breath flicker like a dying candle." Her voice wore out. "Never again."
Behind her, Elsa leaned against the doorway, her usual smirk softened by relief. "Told you he’d live. Stubbornness is thicker than blood."
Liora exhaled, her forehead resting against Rah’s. "Thank the stars for that." Then, without turning: "And you."
Ishi, caught mid-pretend-snore, blinked. "Me?"
"You." Liora seized Ishi’s hands, her frozen palms swallowing the girl’s slim fingers. "For dragging this fool home."
Something fractured in Ishi’s chest—not pain, but the terrifying warmth of a dam breaking. Liora’s hands were nothing like the perfumed nobles who’d clutched at her at court. These were hands that built and fixed and held on too tightly to let go.
Rah fake-gasped. "Betrayed! I bleed for you, and now you’re stealing my mother?"
Liora rolled her eyes but pressed a kiss to his temple before turning back to Ishi. "No take-backs," she said quietly. "You’re ours now."
Ishi’s lips parted, but the words dissolved like sugar on her tongue. She could only nod, her throat tighter than the bandages around her ribs.
Elsa snorted. "Fantastic. Double the idiots, double my headaches." She flicked her wrist, golden light washing over them. "Next time you die, I’m leaving you in the river."
The door creaked open.
Lord Senkai stood framed in daylight, his polished armor reflecting the room like a distorted mirror. His gaze swept over them—Liora’s hand still tangled in Rah’s hair, Ishi’s red-rimmed eyes, Elsa’s scrappy smirk.
A beat. Then, with the precision of a sheathed dagger:
"Madam Liora. You look... unburdened by dignity, as ever."
Liora didn’t release Rah. "Lord Senkai. Still hiding behind children, I see."
Ishi solidified—but her father’s mouth twitched, the ghost of a smile.
"And you’re still as fine as a battering ram," he said. "Though it seems our children share that flaw."
"Hey!" Rah and Ishi protested at once.
Senkai’s expression cooled as he studied his daughter. "Rest. We’ll speak when you’re stronger." With a nod to Liora—barely a tilt of his chin, but Ishi caught the respect in it—he left.
The moment the door closed, Rah flopped onto Ishi’s legs. "Well. That was worse than the assassins."
Ishi kicked him off. "You’re impossible."
"But you adore me," he sang-songed, dodging her swing with a grin.
Liora massaged her temples. "Gods spare me from teenagers."
Elsa grinned. "Should’ve taken up knitting—"
Laughter bloomed, bright and fleeting—Rah’s booming chuckle, Ishi’s snort, even Liora’s unwilling huff. For a heartbeat, the world felt light.
Then—
Ishi’s breath hitched. A searing pain struck through her ribs—not from wounds, but from the blood vow. Somewhere, her cousin was screaming her name into the dark.
——
Cave of Obsidian Tears
The waterfall’s roar swallowed sound whole as Senkai stepped through its curtain. Torchlight licked the cavern walls, casting shadows that twitched like hungry things.
At its heart, the charioteer knelt in filth, his enchanted cuffs burning acid-green against his skin. He looked up as Senkai’s shadow fell over him—
And draw back.
"You worm." Senkai’s voice was quiet, the calm before withdrawal. "You sold your own blood to butchers."
The first blow shattered the man’s nose.
The second—a knee to the gut—left him gagging. "Uncle—!"
"Did you think I wouldn’t burn the world to find her?" Senkai seized his hair, jerked his head back to expose his throat. A blade flashed—
"Hold, My Lord!!."
Senior Inspector Veylan materialized from the shadows, catching Senkai’s wrist.
Senkai’s lip curled. "You defend this filth?"
"He’s our only lead to the Black Lotus." Veylan’s grip tightened. "Kill him, and the missing children vanish forever."
A pause. Then Senkai shoved the charioteer away like rotting meat. "The black cells," he spat to the guards. "Let him learn the price of betrayal."
As they dragged the man off, Senkai turned to a servant boy holding a basin of rosewater. He scrubbed his hands, the water swirling pink.
"That woman’s touch lingers like a curse," he muttered.
Veylan stiffened. "Liora saved your daughter."
Senkai tossed the towel aside. "And what is one life against the hundreds the Lotus has taken?" His voice dropped, cold enough to frost glass. "Find me a solution, Veylan. Or I’ll cut losses—starting with that gutter rat’s family."
The torchlight guttered, casting his face in jagged shadows—a portrait of a man already half-monster.
Deep within the Cave of Obsidian Tears, where the air was thick with the scent of moistened stone and extinguished torch smoke, Lord Senkai paced before a map of the Eastern trade routes. His fingers—usually so precise—flicked a dagger between them, the blade catching the low light like a hungry tongue.
"Thirty children," he hissed to the shadows. "Gone. Returned to their weeping families like some damned charity act." The dagger stilled. "Because of them."
Rah. Ishi. Their names were ash on his tongue. The Black Lotus would flay him alive for this failure.
A knock.
"Enter."
The door slid open with a whisper, and Meliza pottered in—a storm of curves and cunning wrapped in a purple cloak. The Black Lotus emblem glinted at her throat, mocking him. Her fitted black leggings clung to every dip of her thighs, her armored top hugging the swell of her chest like a lover’s hands. The hem of her cloak brushed a half-dried bloodstain on the floor, smearing it lazily as she moved.
"You called, my lord?" Her voice was syrup and shattered glass.
Senkai didn’t turn. "Sit."
She didn’t. Instead, she traced a finger along the edge of his desk, her hips swaying with deliberate slowness. "So tense," she purred. "All that noble blood boiling under your skin. It’s… distracting."
His jaw tightened. "I need replacements. Thirty. Under ten. Now."
She sighed, as if bored by his impatience, and leaned over the map—close enough for the heat of her body to lick at his arm. "The Golden Sparrow’s nest is still warm," she murmured, her fingertip dragging across the parchment. "But after your little… setback…" She clicked her tongue. "This’ll cost you double."
Senkai finally turned, his gaze raking her like a blade over flesh. "Done."
Meliza’s lips curled. "So eager." She stepped closer, her cloak parting to reveal the dagger strapped to her thigh. "And…" Her hand brushed his chest, her nails scraping the embroidered edge of his tunic. "A night where your silver tongue learns its proper use. No talking. Just… obedience." (trails dagger down his chest)

A muscle twitched in Senkai’s cheek. "You overreach."
She laughed—a sound like wine spilling on silk. "Oh, my lord. You’re the one begging." Her breath warmed his ear. "Thirty fresh little birds, delivered alive and unmarked. Or would you rather explain to the Lotus why their patience’s run out?"
Silence.
Then—
Senkai seized her wrist, twitching her flush against him. His voice dropped to a venomous whisper. "You’ll have your gold. But if one child dies before they reach the docks, I’ll peel that pretty skin from your bones myself."
Meliza’s smile never flickered. She twisted free, trailing a finger down his chest as she stepped back. "Promises, promises." She turned, her cloak flaring, kicking up the coppery scent of the bloodstain. "Expect your parcel by week’s end. Try not to… overheat while you wait."
The door shut behind her, leaving only the ghost of her perfume—jasmine and poison.
Senkai’s dagger thunked into the map, pinning the Golden Sparrow’s location to the table.
Somewhere, thirty new names were already being chosen.

The dagger’s vibration hummed through the cave long after Senkai left. In the silence, the torchlight seemed to curl away from the map—as if even fire feared what he’d set in motion. Far above, in the palace healing chambers, Rah’s fingers twitched in his sleep, his dragon mark pulsing once, as though warning of the blade’s echo.
Liora’s infamous "bone broth"—a compound that smelled like a battlefield herb garden—steamed between them as she scooped it into Ishi’s bowl with the precision of a general deploying troops. "Eat. All of it," she ordered, though her eyes wrinkled at the edges.
Ishi, wrapped in blankets like a burrito of rehabilitation, took a hesitant sip—then blinked. "This is… good?"
"Of course it’s good," Liora sniffed. "I boiled a whole pharmacy into it."
Across the bed, Rah—propped up on pillows like a lazy prince—wiggled his eyebrows. "Mom only makes this soup for people she really likes. Guess you’re family now, Sparkles." He stole a roll from Ishi’s tray, dodging her half-hearted swipe. "Admit it. You’re obsessed with me."
"I’m obsessed with throwing this spoon at your face."
Liora rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched. Elsa, settled on the windowsill with her staff across her lap, watched them all with a smirk that could’ve curdled milk. Her golden eyes gleamed—too knowing, too satisfied—as she traced the carvings on her staff.
The door creaked open.
Three healers entered, their white robes embroidered with the crest of the High Sanctum. The two elders—a stern man with a braided beard and a woman whose frown lines could’ve stored grain—beelined for Ishi. The younger assistant, a freckled girl, approached Rah with a clipboard.
"Clear the room, please," the bearded healer intoned, waving Liora aside.
Liora folded her arms but stepped back, exchanging a glance with Elsa that could’ve powered a small city.
The healers’ hands glowed amber as they hovered over Ishi’s ribs. "Fascinating," the woman muttered. "The internal clots are… gone."
The bearded healer’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. "These injuries should’ve taken weeks to heal. Yet the pathways are clear as a spring stream."
Across the room, the assistant gasped. "Madam Sire! His fractures are nearly sealed—only hairline cracks remain!"
The elders descended on Rah like vultures on fresh meat. Their magic pulsed over him, their confusion mounting.
"This is impossible," the woman hissed. "No natural healing works this fast."
"Unless…" The bearded healer’s gaze flicked to the empty vials by Elsa’s feet—vials that hadn’t been there a moment ago.
Elsa inspected her nails.
The door burst open.
Lord Senkai swept in, his usual icy composure defrosted by something dangerously close to relief. "Report," he demanded.
The healers bowed. "My lord, your daughter’s recovery is miraculous! And the boy—"
"Is no longer dying. Good." Senkai cut them off, tossing a heavy sapphire ring to each healer. "Leave us."
As the healers scrambled out, Senkai pulled Ishi into a brief, crushing hug—more force than affection, but his hands trembled. "You’re coming with me," he said, already steering her toward the door.
Ishi dug her heels in. "Wait—!"
"Now."
Rah sat up, wincing only a little. "Hey, she hasn’t finished Mom’s swamp soup—"
Senkai’s glare could’ve frozen lava. Liora stepped forward, but Elsa’s staff tapped her ankle—a silent let it go.
As the door slammed behind Senkai and Ishi, Rah flopped back with a groan. "Well. That was dramatic."
Liora and Elsa locked eyes—and smirked.
Elsa twirled a tiny, empty vial between her fingers. "Whoops."
The moment Senkai swept Ishi away, Rah’s grin wrinkled. He stared at the door, fingers digging into the sheets. "Didn’t even let me say goodbye," he muttered, voice uncharacteristically small.

Liora sighed and dragged open his wardrobe, tossing clothes into a travel sack. "Oh, spare me the pout. You’ll see her again." She paused, eyeing the irritated face on the bed. "Unless you’d rather stay here and lie around? I’m sure the healers would love to listen to your tales of heartbreak."

Rah fell flat onto his back, groaning. "You’re cruel."

"I’m practical." She tossed a sock at his head. "Now move your tragic skeleton. We’re leaving."

Across the room, the elder healers flocked over Ishi’s abandoned soup bowl, their magic flaring as they sniffed, poked, and nearly combusted with disbelief.

"Saivini," the bearded healer whispered, lifting a spoonful to the light. "Blackberries of the Void. And—stars above—white seeds." His colleague’s hands trembled. "These herbs grow only in the sealed royal gardens of two elven kingdoms – Atherasia and Elevendom. Of Vinland's Seven Crowns, only these two still cultivate such relics." The healer's fingers trembled around the bowl. "The quantities here... this precision... A single grain more of any ingredient would have turned this miracle broth into a lethal poison."

The assistant lightened. "Who is that woman?"

But Liora was already assisting Rah toward the door, Elsa trailing behind with a smirk that could’ve collapsed kingdoms. The elder healer rushed forward. "Wait! How did you—?"

Liora waved over her shoulder. "Boil water, add herbs, stir clockwise. Recipe’s very complicated."

As the door shut behind them, the healers gaped at the empty bowls. The remnants of broth shimmered faintly—golden, like liquid sunlight.

"That," the bearded healer passed on, "was alchemy."

Outside, Elsa chuckled, twirling a saivini petal between her fingers before letting the wind carry it away. Liora adjusted Rah’s sling with rough hands, her touch gentler than her words.

"Quit dragging your feet, hero. We’ve got work to do."
Rah glanced back at the palace, jaw set. "Yeah. We do."

The school bell’s drone matched Rah’s mood perfectly.
He slumped through the halls like a ghost, barely hearing his friends’ eager questions—"Did you really fight shadowbeasts?" "Was Ishi’s father as terrifying as they say?"—answering in grunts. His eyes kept scanning the crowded corridors, searching for a flash of silver hair, a familiar snort of laughter. Nothing.
By recess, he escaped to the rooftop terrace, settling on the ledge with his legs swinging over nothing. The wind plucked at his untied collar as he demolished a muffin, scattering crumbs like broken promises to the sparrows below.
Maybe she’s avoiding me. Maybe she regrets it. Maybe—
The wind carried a whisper of jasmine and iron—a scent too sharp for the school’s gardens. Rah’s shoulders tensed. For a heartbeat, he could’ve sworn the shadows between the rooftop stones darkened, twisting like the tails of Lotus assassins. Then the breeze shifted, and the moment broke.
"Your thoughts are louder than a raven brawl."
His heart stuttered.
Ishi stood in the doorway, her silver hair half-escaped from its tie, cheeks flushed from running. She looked alive, vibrant—unfairly beautiful after ghosting him all day.
Rah turned away, jaw tight. "Oh. You remember I exist?"
She flopped down beside him, close enough that her skirt brushed his thigh. "Aw, did someone miss me?"
"I didn’t notice you were gone." Liar.
Ishi snorted. "Liar." She flicked his ear. "I was in committee meetings all morning. Planning this." She unrolled a bright poster—"Rebuild Haren Village! Volunteers Needed!"—and shoved it under his nose. "Come with me?"
Rah eyed it, then her. "Why? So you can ditch me again?"
"Rah." She poked his ribs. "Don’t be dramatic—"
He caught her wrist. "I waited." The words slipped out, raw and unguarded.
Ishi’s smirk faltered. For a heartbeat, her swagger cracked—he saw the guilt flash in her eyes. Then she wiggled free and dug her fingers into his sides. "Then quit sulking and—ah!"
Rah retaliated, tickling her back until she screamed and twisted—
—Rah's elbow slipped off the ledge as Ishi lunged, sending them tumbling onto the terrace floor in a heap of limbs and laughter. Ishi’s weight pressed him into the sun-warmed concrete. Her hair curtained their faces, her breath warm on his lips.
Silence.
Her smile faded. "I didn’t forget you," she whispered.
Rah’s throat burned. "Prove it."
She hesitated—then flicked his forehead and rolled off, springing to her feet. "Ugh, you’re heavy." 
Silence.
Rah’s pulse thundered in his ears. Ishi’s cheeks flushed pink, but she didn’t pull away. "So," she murmured, tapping the poster now squeezed between them. "Is that a yes?"
Rah exhaled, defeated. "Obviously."
Ishi is marching away. "Meet me at the gates at dawn. Don’t be late."
Rah watched her go, the crumpled poster clutched in his fist.
Idiot. He was doomed.
Next Day---
The station platform stood nearly empty in the pale morning light, steam waved from the idling train like ghostly fingers. Ishi checked the brass station clock for the fifteenth time in three minutes, her boot tapping an impatient rhythm against the cobblestones.
"Miss Silverthorn!" Professor Elmsworth's head peeked from a train window, his spectacles fogged with condensation. "We depart in fifty seconds! Board now!"
Ishi's chest tightened as she glanced one last time at the station entrance—still empty. With a sigh, she turned toward the train steps...
A warm hand closed around her wrist.
"Leaving without me, Sparkles?"
Rah stood there, slightly breathless, his jacket misbuttoned and hair damp from a rushed shower. Morning sunlight caught the teasing shine in his eyes as he pulled her backward—just as the train whistle cried out. Ishi stumbled into him, her palms flattening against his chest.
"You're late," she hissed, though her fingers curled slightly into his shirt.
Rah's arm slid around her waist, pulling her flush against him. "Worth it," he murmured, his breath warm against her temple. "Had to steal something for you."
For one dizzying second, Ishi forgot how to form words. The scent of soap and something uniquely Rah—Rah-Rah-wilderness and faint smokiness—filled her senses. Then the professor bellowed again, and she shoved him away with a glare that lacked heat.
"If whatever you stole gets us kicked off this trip—"
"—You'll murder me dramatically?" Rah grinned, producing two steaming meat pies from his satchel. "Relax. Just breakfast."
The train's lurch sent Jaden's drink flying—and Ishi straight into Rah's arms, much to his obvious delight and her equally obvious (if half-hearted) protest.
They tumbled into a crowded compartment. Rah somehow directed them into adjacent seats, his knee pressing insistently against Ishi's.
"Never have I ever," announced Jaden with a smirk, "...snuck into the alchemy stores after hours."
Half the group groaned and drank, including Rah, who licked pie grease from his fingers with exaggerated relish. "Worth the detention."
Ishi rolled her eyes. "Child's play. Never have I ever been caught napping in the library's restricted section."
Rah pointed at her with his flask. "Liar. Last Tuesday, after lunch." He leaned closer, his voice dropping. "You used Advanced Botanical Theory as a pillow. Left a drool stain on page forty-three."
The compartment erupted in laughter as Ishi's cheeks flushed. "You were spying on me?"
"Observing," he corrected, thumb brushing the inside of her wrist under the shared blanket. "First-year survival tactic - learn the second-years' hiding spots."
The moment the compartment door clicked shut behind them, the world narrowed to the thunder of wheels on tracks and the sharp, rhythmic clatter of the coupling joint. The narrow passage between cars shuddered violently, wind howling through the gaps in the walls. Ishi barely had time to register the danger before Rah’s hands were on her, spinning her back against the cold metal wall.
"Manifests," he repeated, voice low and rough against the roar of the train. His forearm braced beside her head, caging her in. "That’s the best you could come up with?"
Ishi lifted her chin. "It worked, didn’t it?"
Rah’s free hand traced the curve of her elbow, fingertips skimming the sensitive skin of her inner arm. "You could’ve just said you wanted me alone."
She swallowed hard. "Arrogant."
"Accurate." His thumb brushed the racing pulse at her wrist. "You’ve been wound tight all morning. Waiting for me at the station like some tragic heroine—"
"I was not—"
The train lurched violently. Ishi pitched forward, her hands flying to Rah’s chest for balance—but he was already moving, his arm snapping around her waist to haul her flush against him. The sudden proximity stole her breath. His body was solid warmth against hers, his heartbeat a rapid counterpoint to the train’s rhythm.
For a suspended moment, neither moved.
Rah’s gaze dropped to her mouth. "Tell me to stop," he murmured, but his grip tightened.
Ishi’s fingers curled into his shirt. "You first."
His breath hitched. Slowly—so slowly—he leaned in, his nose brushing hers. The world narrowed to the space between their lips, to the shared breath that fogged in the cold air.
Then—
"Haren Village approach!" blared the intercom.
Ishi jerked back, her chest heaving. "We—" Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat. "We’re not doing this."
Rah didn’t release her. "Liar," he said softly. His thumb traced the curve of her hip, igniting a trail of fire even through the layers of her clothes. "But fine. We’ll play your game." He stepped back, though his smirk promised retribution. "For now."
The train whistle screamed as Haren Village's wooden gates loomed into view. Ishi straightened Rah's crooked collar with unnecessary force. "Remember—"
"—This is strictly professional," he finished, catching her wrist. His thumb traced her racing pulse. "Unless you change your mind."
She wrenched free as the brakes screeched. "Don't hold your breath."
(The lie tasted sweet as stolen pie.)
Back to the village:-
Liora stood at the kitchen window, watching the sunrise paint the distant train tracks gold. Behind her, Elsa searched through Rah's abandoned satchel.
"Left in a hurry," Elsa observed, holding up a single sock and a flask.
Liora unfolded the note clutched in her palm:
*Gone to rebuild villages (and corrupt Ishi).
Don't wait up.
· R*
"Brace yourself," Blue flames licked the last shred of parchment as Liora's reflection split the dawn-lit window—a warrior standing between sunlight and shadow. "The storm's coming... and those fools just rode straight into it."

Chapter 4: 
The train doors slid open with a cheerful hiss, releasing a flood of eager students onto the sunlit platform. Ishi and Rah spilled out with the others, their laughter bright against the crisp mountain air. The scent of pine and moist earth filled their lungs—clean, alive.
"Finally!" Rah stretched his arms wide, nearly hitting a passing student. "No more lectures, no more dusty old books—just real fieldwork!"
Ishi adjusted her pack, rolling her eyes. "Don’t get too Cocky. We’re here to assist, not explore."
But even she couldn’t suppress her grin. Around them, the group buzzed with energy, professors calling out instructions as they organized luggage and supplies.
"Stay together! We move to the village in five—stick to your assigned leaders!"
The walk began pleasantly enough. Sunlight filtered through the trees, spotlighting the worn dirt path. Birds chirped. The occasional squirrel zipped across their trail.
Then—
The air changed.
The birds fell silent. The scent of pine soured, replaced by a dirty, metallic corrosion that grasped the back of their throats. A wind blew through the trees, cold and sour, and every step felt heavier than the last.
The village came into view.
Or what was left of it.
Houses lay in ruins—not collapsed, but shattered, as if some giant beast had torn through them in a blind rage. Roofs were tossed like toys into nearby trees. Walls were crumbled inward, pierced by a thick dig out. Entire foundations had been dragged and torn from the earth. One house had been crushed flat, as though something had sat on it—and bled.
Dark stains smudged the debris, pooling in the dirt.
And the bodies.
Gods, the bodies.
They weren’t just dead. They had been unmade.
Limbs twisted at monstrous angles. Eyes dug out—some rolled loose in the mud, staring blindly into nothing. A child’s rib cage lay half-buried beneath rubble, tiny fingers still wrapped around a bloodied doll. Its button eyes had melted, trailing dark tears into the dirt. Bones projected from places they shouldn’t, ribs cracked open like broken cages. The air buzzed faintly with flies and something else—whispers that weren’t carried by wind.
A low moan escaped from somewhere in the debris.
Someone alive?
No—just the wind squeezing through torn lungs.
Someone retched behind them. Another student dropped to their knees, sobbing into their sleeve.
Ishi's breath hitched. Her stomach carried, vomiting rising sharp and sour. Beside her, Rah had gone pale, his knuckles bone-white around the strap of his pack.
Professor Alden’s voice cut through the horror, sharp and urgent.
“Everyone, back up. Now.”
They obeyed instantly, retreating like shadows pulling back from fire. The professors huddled briefly, their whispers tight and fast. When Alden turned back, his face was like carved stone.
"We don’t know what caused this. The report said 'storm damage,' but…" His eyes swept the carnage. "Storms don’t leave claw marks. Or crushed skulls."
A pause.
"You will stay with your assigned leaders. Do not stray. Do not touch anything. We are here for three days. And we will not lose anyone. Understood?"
Murmured nods. But the fear was louder than any answer.
By sunset, camp had been raised in a clearing just outside the ruined perimeter—close enough to aid the investigation, but far from the worst of it. Magic hummed in the air as tents unfolded and barrier wards flickered into place. Still, no one spoke above a whisper. The laughter from the train was long dead.
That night, the wind howled through the trees like something in pain.
And somewhere in the village, behind blackened beams and shattered glass, something creaked.
As night deepened over the broken village, the camp settled into a brittle silence. Even the firelight felt dim, as though afraid to cast shadows that might take shape and move.
Students curled inside their tents, whispering too softly for comfort. Somewhere nearby, a wardstone pulsed with soft magic, flickering faintly against the dark like a heartbeat struggling to hold steady.
But Rah couldn’t sleep.
Not after what he’d seen. Not with the echo of a child’s scream still tearing at his ears.
He slipped quietly from his tent, careful not to wake anyone. The cold bit at his cheeks as he toiled uphill, past the tree line, until he found a flat rock overlooking the valley.
From here, the village below was a mess of debris wrapped in mist and memory. But Rah didn’t look at it.
He looked up.
At the moon.
And breathed.
Rah sat on a rock perched at the edge of the hill, knees drawn up, chin resting on them. Below, the shattered village was a form of sorrow — twisted beams, collapsed roofs, and ash-stained soil beneath a sky too quiet.
Above, the moon hung expanded and silver, casting pale light on his skin, cold against the warmth of his breath.
He exhaled slowly, letting the silence wrap around him.
Then—
“BOO!”
“AHHHH—!”
Rah jumped, nearly fell off the rock.
“Gods! I almost died!” Rah clutched his chest. “I saw the moon, then my ancestors!”
Noelle smirked, her green eyes reflecting moonlight. “Aw. And here I thought the ‘brave adventurer’ wouldn’t scare so easily.”
Lie leaned against a tree, arms crossed. “Told you he’d scream. Pay up.”
Noelle rolled her eyes but tossed him a coin. “You’re lucky I find jumpy boys cute. I’m Noelle, by the way. Didn’t mean to kill you, just... noticed you sitting out here like some tragic moon prince.”
Rah scowled. “I was meditating.”
“On what?” Noelle plopped beside him. “The village? The bodies? The fact that storms don’t leave bite marks in stone?
A chill ran down Rah’s spine. “…You saw that too?”
Lie’s smirk faded. “Saw what, exactly? Noelle? Well, Tragic Moon Prince, you’ll be pleased to know she’s been eyeing you since the train.”
Noelle didn’t deny it. She stepped closer, studying him with the sort of smile that made Rah straighten his collar without meaning to.
But before the conversation could stretch, another voice carried from behind—
“Rah?”
They turned. Ishi stood at the crest of the path, silver hair pulled messily into a low tie, her face half-shadowed by moonlight. She looked equal parts sleepy and suspicious.
“I checked your tent,” she said, voice even. “You weren’t there.”
“I needed air,” Rah replied, suddenly aware of how close Noelle was standing. “Just... thinking.”
Her eyes flicked to Noelle, then to Rah, then back.
Noelle smiled. “We were just introducing ourselves.”
“I see that.” Ishi’s voice was neutral, but her jaw tensed.
Rah stood quickly. “Hey. Want to walk?”
Ishi blinked. “Now?”
“Yeah. Just... come on.”
Without waiting, he grabbed her wrist gently and tugged her toward the far side of the hill, away from the soft hum of the camp and the eyes of curious students.
They settled under a crooked pine tree. The air was sharp here, the ground uneven. But the moonlight turned the distant snowcaps to silver, and the trees around them whispered gently in the breeze.
Rah glanced at her sideways. “You jealous back there?”
Ishi’s eyes narrowed. “You left your tent. Alone. After today.’ Her voice dropped. ‘Idiot.’ I was concerned. There’s a difference."
“Mhm.” Rah nudged her. “You know, if you wanted me to yourself, you could’ve just—”
“Finish that sentence and I’ll push you off this hill.”
He grinned and said, “Noelle. She was kind of sparkly.”
She punched his arm — softly, but with feeling. “You’re unbelievable.”
“You didn’t deny it.”
Her lips parted in mock offense. “You’re imagining things.”
Rah chuckled. “Sure, Sparkles. Sure.”
The wind picked up. Rah shivered, rubbing his arms.
Ishi rolled her eyes and, after a moment’s hesitation, unwrapped the thick blanket she’d carried. “You’re pathetic.”
“Cold,” he corrected.
She extended the blanket with a huff. “Here.”
He hesitated, smirking. “So we’re sharing?”
“Only because you’ll freeze and then I’ll have to explain to your mom why I let her son die under a pine tree.”
Rah raised his eyebrows, sliding closer. “Romantic.”
“Shut up and sit still.”
They gathered together under the blanket, shoulders pressed tight, breaths fogging in the cold air.
The teasing faded into a soft quiet. The warmth between them slowly melted the chill from Rah’s bones.
Below, the village remained motionless — a bruise on the earth.
“I couldn’t sleep,” Ishi whispered. “Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that doll. Those... bodies.”
Rah nodded, his throat tight. “Same.”
For a long time, they didn’t speak. Just leaned into each other, staring up at the moon, its face scarred and ancient.
“It’s not fair,” Ishi said softly. “They didn’t even stand a chance.”
“I know.”
The silence that followed wasn’t empty—it was full. Of shared pain. Of quiet fury. Of something tender forming in the dark.
Gradually, Rah’s head slipped to her shoulder.
Ishi shifted, wrapping slightly around him.
Their breaths synchronized.
The blanket slipped lower, draping them like mist.
And beneath the watchful eye of the moon, the shattered world below them is silent and still...
They fell asleep in each other’s arms.
But the warmth was gone.
In its place, darkness emerged—thick, ancient, and humming with static energy.
Rah stood in a gigantic hall carved from obsidian and shadow. The walls breathed faintly, alive with shifting runes. At the center of the room, a twisted throne of hexagonal blackstone pulsed with eerie violet light.
Seated atop it was a figure cloaked in deep purple, his face hidden behind a veil of magic that shimmered and bled around the edges like smoke under glass. Every movement radiated power barely restrained—like a predator that enjoyed being caged.
Before the throne, a man knelt. His face was unclear by shadow, but the shaft he held was familiar—sleek, blackened metal with a sapphire-studded serpent coiled around its base.
Rah’s gut twisted.
He’d seen that staff before. Somewhere.
Recently.
A woman stood behind the kneeling man. Tall. Curved. Cloaked in a violet waistband that flickered like poison. Her long, raven-black hair framed a face Rah had never seen before—but somehow knew.
Meliza.
Her gaze cut straight through the flickering magical haze and found him.
Not the throne. Not the hall. Him.
Her smirk curved, just slightly. Not cruel—confident.
Like she’d known he would be watching.
Like she wanted him to see.
“Deliveries have been dispatched,” the kneeling man said, his voice low, devoid of fear. Seals are intact. No interference.”
The cloaked figure on the throne waved a hand. A floating magical construct—a glowing screen of sigils—flared to life beside him, flickering through images Rah didn’t fully understand. Cages. Crates. Caravans. Children.
Rah’s breath caught. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak.
The throne-figure tilted his head, voice curling like venom.
“And if the boy... interferes?”
The kneeling man didn’t answer. But the woman behind him—Meliza—leaned forward and whispered:
“Then we do what we always do with fire.”
She smiled.
“Snuff it out.”
At dawn--
“Rah.”
A whisper.
A hand touched his shoulder—warm, grounding.
“Rah, wake up.”
Ishi’s voice trembled.
He jiggled beneath the blanket, face tight, sweat glowing on his brow. His fingers twitched. His breath came in gasps.
“Rah!”
She shook him gently—then harder.
His eyes flew open.
He gasped, sitting up sharply.
Ishi pulled him into a hug before he could speak, arms wrapping around his shoulders, anchoring him.
“You’re okay,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. “You’re okay. Gods...”
He blinked rapidly, the world snapping back into color—the pine trees, the frost-bitten grass, her heartbeat hammering against his chest.
“Ishi?” he rasped.
“You were dreaming. You— You weren’t breathing right.”
His hands gripped the blanket. “It was... It was just a dream. Just a stupid dream...”
But his eyes stayed fixed on the horizon.
And in his mind, the serpent-staff gleamed in the dark.
Rah and Ishi stayed wrapped in silence for a moment longer, her arms still looped around him, his breath slowing against her collarbone. Neither spoke. Just the sound of their shared exhale, the thump of two hearts realigning after the chaos of sleep.
Then, slowly, they pulled apart.
Their eyes met.
And for the first time since waking, both looked away—embarrassed.
Ishi fussed with the edge of the blanket. Rah rubbed the back of his neck.
“Right,” he mumbled. “We should—uh—get back.”
“Yeah,” she said quickly. “Definitely.”
They stood at the same time, nearly bumping into each other, then both turned opposite ways like two nervous magnets.
By the time they crested the hill and approached camp, the sky had lightened into light amber streaks. Fires were being renewed. Breakfast rations passed around. A few students yawned sleepily near boiling pots of tea.
“Good morning, lovebirds!” Lie’s voice cut through the quiet like a whip.
Rah groaned.
Ishi froze. “Say that again and I’ll freeze your lungs.”
“Oh no,” Lie gasped dramatically, clutching his heart. “Frozen by love. Tragic.”
Noelle appeared behind him, biting back a grin. “You are glowing a little, Rah. Didn’t know moonlight came with cuddles.”
“Dead,” Rah muttered, marching toward the campfire. “You’re both dead.”
“Catch us first!” Lie yelled, bolting.
Ishi, cheeks still pink, smirked and followed at a slower pace. But the warmth in her chest lingered.
Soon, all students were called to gather near the southern ridge where a makeshift table and projection crystal had been set up. The energy had shifted—playfulness faded under the weight of what still loomed beyond the tents.
Professor Alden stood at the center, edged by several older figures in travel-worn cloaks and armor-lined coats. One woman, tall and composed with a dark ponytail and sharp blue eyes, stepped forward. A silver badge with an enchanter’s mark glinted at her chest.
She raised a hand for silence.
“I’m Inspector Hinata Verren, lead field officer assigned to the Blackridge Village case.”
Her voice was clipped, precise.
“You four—” she pointed without hesitation to Rah, Ishi, Lie, and Noelle. “—will assist me directly. You’re listed under advanced fieldwork and magical analysis, correct?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ishi answered smoothly.
Rah nodded. “Uh, yes.”
Hinata studied them, eyes unreadable.
“Names?”
They introduced themselves one by one. The inspector gave a short nod to each.
“You were briefed yesterday. What you saw was real. What you didn’t see may be worse.”
She turned to the arc-map floating above the table—glowing red runes blinked over a cluster of shattered buildings.
“Thirty-one children were registered in Haren. Only one body has been recovered. The remaining thirty are missing. Possibly taken. Possibly dead.”
Silence waved like a wave through the students.
Rah’s breath caught.
Thirty.
A number. Just a number.
But something in his mind twisted—a flash of the dream: crates... cages... the magic screen… the tone of that cloaked man’s voice...
And then the forest—the chariot… the way the driver had smiled before Rah ended him.
Children.
He didn’t move, but his hands had curled into fists at his sides, nails digging into his palms. A chill crawled down his spine that had nothing to do with the morning air.
No. It couldn’t be...
Beside him, Ishi glanced over, sensing the change.
She said nothing.
But her gaze lingered on him a heartbeat longer.
Hinata continued, unfazed. “You’re assigned to the northeast quadrant of the village’s perimeter. We’ve had no magical readings there, but we’ve found evidence of movement. Drag marks. Scattered belongings. You’ll look for burials, abandoned camps, or anything that doesn’t belong.”
Her expression sharpened.
“You do not pursue anything alone. You do not investigate deeper than ordered. You see something wrong—you mark it and report. Understand?”
They nodded in at once.
Hinata stepped back and tapped a silver ring at her belt. A shimmer pulsed around her armor.
“Gear up,” she said. “We leave in fifteen.”
Then she turned, already moving toward the supply tents.
The moment broke.
Students scattered.
But Rah didn’t move right away. He was still staring at the arc-map, the red runes blinking like silent screams.
As the others dispersed to prepare, Ishi stepped beside Rah, her voice low, soft enough to stay private.
“You okay?”
He blinked, dragged from thought. “Yeah,” he said too quickly.
She raised an eyebrow.
Rah managed a small smile. “I’m fine. Just… thinking.”
“You do that a lot when something’s not fine.”
He chuckled under his breath.
Ishi touched his arm, brief but grounding. “Hey. We’ll be okay. We’re not alone in this.”
Rah looked at her — really looked — and something steadied in his chest.
He straightened slightly, a half-smirk pulling at his lips. “You are always this inspiring, or is it just when I look lost?”
Ishi rolled her eyes. “Don’t push it.”
“I’m just saying,” he added with a grin, “if we survive this, I owe you a really dramatic thank-you speech. Possibly with roses.”
“Survive first,” she said, but the corner of her mouth twitched — almost a smile.
A sharp whistle cut through the early morning air. Students and junior mages mixed up into formation near the southern ridge, where Inspector Hinata stood flanked by her handpicked officers—and behind them, a line of massive, breathing nightmares on leashes.
“The Grey Hounds.” They were creatures of war, not animals.
Easily the size of full-grown stallions, their muscles rippled beneath rune-stitched armor that shimmered faintly with protective enchantments. Their fur was steel-gray, darker near the claws, with veins of glowing blue light tracing along their flanks like molten circuits. From their nostrils curled slow, acrid smoke, thick with the scent of scorched herbs and ozone.
And every few breaths, they exhaled fire—but not ordinary fire. Blue, bordered with hints of violet, ancient and almost reactive. It flared between sharp, glowing teeth like the breath of an old god. Their eyes burned a steady gold, too intelligent for comfort.
Chains weren’t just for show—they pulsed with magical seals to suppress aggression.
Even so, they watched the crowd like they were measuring each heartbeat.
Hinata stood unbothered beside the largest one, resting her palm between its armored shoulders. Flames danced around her fingers but left her untouched.
“These are Grey Hounds—ward-bonded, battle-forged, and blood-trained. They track scent, heat, decay, and magical residue. They don’t bark. They strike.”
A nervous murmur passed through the students.
“Let them lead. Stay out of their way. And whatever you do—don’t run from them.”
She paused, then gestured to the line of officers at her right.
“Now—your team leads.”
She pointed to a tall young man with lean muscle, short brown hair, and narrow eyes like slits of flint.
“Naru, one-star officer. Scout lead. Tracks faster than most beasts. Follow his signs, or you’ll be lost in five steps.”
Naru nodded once, quiet and precise.
Next was a shining figure of contrast—silver hair that fell like moonlight, skin radiant under enchanted leather, and a sword at her hip that looked ceremonial but very much wasn’t.
“Layla, two-star officer. Rune-marked, illusion-trained, and faster than your excuses.”
Layla grinned, resting one hand on her hip. “Try to keep up, dears.”
A lean man stepped forward, scar on his jawline, eyes sharp and unreadable.
“Mansa,” Hinata continued. “Constable. Silent, brutal, and surgical. Don’t talk unless it’s useful.”
Mansa said nothing, but his gaze glided over the students like he was already calculating weaknesses.
“Tenzie, one-star,” Hinata motioned toward a nervous-looking girl with long black hair in a braid and charcoal runes painted on her sleeves. “Fresh out of the academy, but better ears than a hawk mage. You’ll learn from her.”
Tenzie gave a stiff, respectful nod.
The next figure practically radiated drama—tall, smug, with knee-length black hair, sharp features, and gleaming spectacles, he pushed up with a single finger.
“Kakuza. Arrogant. One-star. Blade specialist and ruin magnet.”
Kakuza offered an exaggerated bow. “They don’t fear me because I’m arrogant. They fear me because I’m right.”
“Don’t encourage him,” Hinata muttered, already moving on.
The last officer she pointed to stood with a calm, alert grace—Hakaru, a constable no older than twenty. Ponytail bouncing, her sharp eyes flicked over the group like a tactician evaluating the field.
“This is Hakaru—my niece. Healer, runner, and makeshift medic. If you get impaled, she’s your best hope.”
Hakaru flashed a polite smile. “Try not to ruin my morning.”
Hinata unrolled a scroll in her hand, scanned it, and began listing teams with brisk finality.
“North team: Layla, Mansa, and a three-mage detachment. Follow rune patterns around the northern ruins.”
“East team: Kakuza, Tenzie, with two support mages. Focus on collapsed wells and the orchard perimeter.”
“West team: Myself, Lie, Noelle, and Tenzie. Ruined chapel, field graves, and western trail scars.”
“South team: Naru, Hakaru, Rah, and Ishi. You’ll take the gully ridge and old schoolhouse ruins and the abandoned seaport.”
Rah exchanged a glance with Ishi. She nodded, already adjusting her gloves.
“Well,” he whispered. “Back-to-back again.”
“Don’t slow me down,” she whispered back.
Hinata raised her voice once more.
“The objective is simple: search for missing bodies or signs of movement. We are still looking for thirty missing children. If you find bodies, seal the site and signal a healer. If you find magic, don’t touch it.”
She turned, facing each hound one by one, and released a glowing sigil from her palm. Their leashes disintegrated into golden sparks.
“They’re bound to your field badges,” she explained. “They’ll follow your orders—as long as you’re not an idiot.”
The hounds moved toward their assigned officers and students, slow and heavy, their smoke-trails twisting through the dawn air like ghostly serpents.
Rah felt the heat radiating off the one approaching him—its fangs visible even when closed, its breath a low scream of restrained destruction.
He gave it a small nod.
“Try not to roast me,” he whispered.
The hound’s eyes blinked once.
Hinata pointed at the south quadrant on her floating map, red runes circling three key locations: the gully ridge, the abandoned schoolhouse, and the old seaport path.
“Naru, Hakaru, Rah, Ishi—you’re covering all three. Divide and sweep.”
Rah’s head whipped toward Ishi, but Hinata had already continued.
“Rah, you go with Naru. Check the gully and residential wrecks in the forest edge.”
“Ishi, you’ll take Hakaru. Sweep the school ruins and follow the port road south. Meet back here by twilight.”
Rah’s heart sank. Ishi gave him a small nod, masking her disappointment under her usual calm. But he knew her too well.
And she knew him.
They passed each other silently as the groups formed. Their fingers brushed for a split second.
Then they were apart.
Rah and Naru tiptoed into the ravine paths just beyond the southern ridge—where the village thinned into wooded gullies and skeletal homes.
And there, the air changed.
Rot.
Decay.
Death.
The scent hit Rah first—metallic and wet, like rust and blood boiled into vapor.
Then he saw it.
The gully floor was carpeted with bodies—not just people. Dogs, cattle, horses, even chickens—all bloated or torn open. Guts spilled like vines across broken earth. Rib cages jutted like snapped tree limbs. Flies gathered thick on matted hair and piles of intestines too tangled to identify.
Small bones, some clearly child-sized, littered the paths like stems.
Rah blocked and weaved, covering his mouth.
Naru barely reacted. He crouched near a collapsed shed, scanning the blood trails.
“They dumped them here,” Naru said, voice flat. “Used it like a drain.”
Rah choked back the rising sickness. “This is... monstrous.”
Naru didn’t look up. “This is normal.”
Rah turned to him, pale and shaking. “What are you talking about?”
Naru finally stood, brushing blood-flecked dust from his knees.
“Have you ever wondered where all the missing kids in smaller towns go? Or why no one really looks for them?”
Rah didn’t answer.
Naru gestured to the massacre. “You’re looking at it.”
“They're taken?” Rah asked, heart pounding.
“Yes,” Naru said. “Children. Teenagers. Sometimes even young adults. Supplied. Shipped. Sold.”
“To who?” Rah asked, his voice hoarse. “Why? What do they—what do they do with them?”
Naru’s lips pressed into a line. He looked away for a long moment.
Then, quietly—
“Some are turned into sex slaves, raped daily, bought by nobles, priests, or merchants. Others are traded as offerings for business deals—bribes, rituals.”
Rah’s blood went cold.
Naru continued. “Some are forced into mines, fight pits, and sacrificial circles. Some are… harvested.”
Rah blinked. “Harvested?”
“For organs. Eyes. Hearts. Lungs. Rejuvenation brews. Transplants. Black market.”
Naru’s voice darkened further.
“Some nobles... eat them.”
Rah stumbled back.
“And then,” Naru added, “there’s the worst.”
Rah’s voice cracked. “Worse than that?”
“Some are used for tier elevation.”
Rah stared. “What’s... what’s that?”
Naru’s expression finally shifted—just slightly. A flash of caution. Of weight.
“Another time,” he said. “Not now.”
He looked up at the sky, the sun bleeding into amber behind the hills.
“It’s nearly evening. Let’s report in.”
Rah looked back once at the twisted, blood-slick trail. A small hand stuck out from beneath a pile of cattle bones.
Fingers curled like they were reaching for help that never came.
He followed Naru in silence.
But something inside him had cracked open.
The sun was nearly gone, dipping low behind the distant tree line as Rah and Naru climbed out of the last gully.
Rah’s boots were stained with dried blood. His thoughts were worse.
“Rah!” came a voice from the ridge above.
He looked up—and relief loosened the knot in his chest.
Ishi.
She and Hakaru emerged from the trees along the port road, looking equally worn. Dirt smudged Ishi’s cloak, and Hakaru’s gloves were stained with dust and chalk remains.
Their eyes met for a beat, and Rah gave her a small smile. She returned it, faint and tired, but real.
As the two groups met, Hakaru was the first to speak. “Did you find anything?”
Naru shook his head. “Bodies. Old. Nothing recent. No signs of living.”
Hakaru nodded solemnly. “Same.”
Rah glanced at Ishi. “You okay?”
She didn’t answer immediately.
Then, as they began walking together again, she reached out—silently—and curled her fingers around his bicep.
She held it as if anchoring herself, her grip firm despite her silence.
He looked down at her hand, then at her face.
“You sure?”
She nodded, her jaw tight. “Yeah,” she said quietly. “Just... a lot.”
He didn’t press. Just stayed beside her, matching her pace.
By the time they returned to the base camp, twilight had deepened. The crystal wards were lit, casting cool blue glows over the tents.
Lie and Noelle were waiting near the dining area, leaning against a supply crate.
“Hey, blood squad,” Lie greeted. “You guys look like you saw the inside of a slaughterhouse.”
Rah didn’t laugh.
Ishi offered a quick excuse. “I need a bath,” she muttered, already turning toward the tent rows.
Rah watched her go, silently.
Hinata approached, already in conversation with two scribes and a rune recorder. She peeled away as Naru and Hakaru approached her.
“Report?”
“Nothing alive,” Naru said. “Just aftermath.”
“Schoolhouse was intact,” Hakaru added. “No bodies. No enchantments. Nothing retrievable.”
Hinata nodded, absorbing their words like stones dropped into still water.
Then she turned to Rah, Noelle, and Lie.
“Well done today. You followed protocol. You came back alive.”
She scanned the group, then raised an eyebrow. “Fourth?”
Rah answered. “She went to rest.”
Hinata’s eyes stayed on him a second longer than expected.
“Understood. You three do the same. We’ll regroup and sort reports at first light.”
They nodded.
Rah bathed quickly, changed into clean field linen, and wandered to the food station under the mess canopy. Most of the stew was gone, and the bread was dry.
He wasn’t hungry anyway.
He walked past Ishi’s tent—hesitated—then peeked inside.
She was curled up, back to the doorflap, blanket pulled high. Her shoulders moved with slow breaths.
Asleep, or pretending.
He stood there a moment.
Then backed away, gently letting the flap fall closed.
At the mess, chatter flickered across the benches like low firelight. Teams murmured their finds, swapped nightmare stories in quiet voices.
Words like “ritual,” “harvested,” and “dragged” passed between bowls of soup and stale rations.
Rah sat near the edge, barely touching his food.
He felt the distance even in a crowd.
Eventually, one by one, the students retreated to their tents—wounds unseen, words unspoken, haunted by images none of them would forget.
Rah lay back in his own tent, arms folded beneath his head, eyes wide open.
Somewhere nearby, a hound growled in its sleep.
And above them, Haren remained broken.
Waiting.
Ishi lay curled on her side inside the tent she shared with Noelle, her eyes wide open in the dark. The faint sounds of crickets and distant hound growls surrounded her like whispers, but none of it could drown out the images in her mind.
Twisted corpses. Tiny shoes. A burnt doll's face.
She shut her eyes, trying to force sleep, but the memories pushed back harder. The broken schoolroom. The drawings on the chalkboard, untouched by the blood just outside.
Her breath caught. She blinked fast.
Just sleep.
And then—a hand clamped over her mouth.
A surge of cold panic exploded through her chest. Her body tensed, and in a flash, her hand shot under her blanket.
The dagger was in her fingers.
She spun and pressed the blade against a throat.
“Ishi!” a hushed voice wheezed. “It’s me—it’s me, Rah!”
She froze, dagger still trembling in the air. Her heart thundered like war drums.
Rah squinted at her, the whites of his eyes wide with caution. “Don’t kill me, please.”
She exhaled and swatted his shoulder hard. “You scared me to death, idiot!”
He pointed toward the other bedroll—where Noelle was still asleep, breath slow and even.
“Shhh. Sorry,” he whispered. “Come with me.”
“No.”
He pouted. Disappointment painted across his face in the moonlight. Then, without another word, he scooped her into his arms.
“What the—Rah!”
“Shhh!” he whispered again, grinning.
She squirmed. “Put me down! We’ll get caught!”
But he was already slipping through the flap with practiced silence, moving like a shadow between tents, keeping her steady in his arms.
Eventually, Ishi stopped struggling, though she kept whispering furiously. “Where are we going?! Rah—talk to me.”
He didn’t answer. Just smiled through the dark.
They emerged from camp and climbed the path back toward the ridge where they’d sat the night before—moonlight bathing the rocks in silver.
When they reached the top, he set her gently down on her feet.
Ishi turned, arms crossed, glaring. “What is wrong with you?! I thought— I thought we were being attacked! We’re not doing anything stupid, Rah. Don’t get your hopes high. I’m a noble, remember?”
Rah just sat down, pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle, opened it, and held up a spoon.
He grinned. “Eat something, Dragon Queen.”
She blinked.
Her shoulders dropped.
Her eyes shimmered.
“You’re a mess,” she whispered, and sat beside him.
Rah scooped some of the warm leftovers—spiced lentils and rice—and offered it to her with an exaggerated bow. “My Queen.”
She tried to hold her frown.
Failed.
Tears pooled in her eyes as she leaned forward and took the bite.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “You idiot.”
He smiled, still feeding her gently, one spoonful at a time.
Ishi chewed slowly, then began to speak between bites—like a child sharing her nightmares with a mother.
“The desks were still upright,” she said softly. “The drawings were… still on the board. Like they were learning numbers just before… just before it happened.”
Rah said nothing. Just kept feeding her.
“There was a little red cape. Still hanging on a hook. And the floor had... drag marks. Like they were trying to run.”
She sniffled.
Rah wiped a bit of food from her cheek. “You're braver than I could ever be.”
Suddenly, she reached for his hand, holding it gently.
“Did you eat?” she asked.
He tilted his head, smirking. “How could a servant eat before his Queen?”
Ishi scoffed and snatched the spoon. “Then your Queen commands you.”
She scooped a bite and fed him back.
He chewed, smiling. “Tastes better from your hand.”
“Flirt,” she said.
“Royal privilege.”
They finished the meal slowly, quietly. When the bundle was empty, Ishi wiped her eyes again.
“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “For earlier. For snapping at you.”
Rah leaned back on his elbows. “I’ll forgive you... for a small bribe.”
Her eyes narrowed. “What bribe?”
“A kiss,” he said, half-serious.
She smirked. “You’d trade forgiveness for royal affection?”
“I’m a simple man.”
“Denied,” she said. “But... thank you. For taking care of me.”
He reached out, took her hand in both of his.
“If you ever need help,” he said gently, “just close your eyes... and say my name in your heart.”
“I’ll be there.”
She looked at him, speechless. Then smirked again.
“That’s the cheesiest thing I’ve ever heard.”
“I try.”
Rah stood, brushing crumbs from his lap. “Alright. Back to camp?”
Ishi’s smile faded a bit. “So… we’re not staying?”
He raised an eyebrow, deadpan. “What kind of noble would sleep beside her lowly servant?”
Two seconds passed.
Then she whacked his chest with her hand. “Shut up!”
He pretended to dodge, raising his arms in surrender. “Don’t hit the help!”
She stepped in to scold again—but he caught her wrists, gently pulling her into his arms.
His fingers brushed the loose strands of hair from her face.
“Should I arrange myself as your bed tonight, My Queen?” he whispered.
She blushed, pushed him back softly, then crossed her arms, chin raised.
“Yes,” she said with mock authority. “Please do.”
Rah grinned, laid down a sheet across the stone floor, propped a pillow against the rock, and pulled out their shared blanket.
They both sat down, then slowly leaned against the pillow.
He wrapped the blanket around them, pulling her close.
Her head rested on his chest. His chin brushed her hair.
And for the first time in days—they felt peace.
Even if only for a night.
Rah exhaled slowly, his voice low and warm.
“I still didn’t get my bribe…”
Ishi smirked in the dark.
Then drove her elbow into his gut.
“Here it is.”
“Agh—!” Rah wheezed, curling slightly. “Okay, that wasn’t what I meant…”
Before he could finish, Ishi turned her face and pressed a soft kiss to his cheek.
Then she lay back down, folding her arms over her chest and staring straight up at the sky like nothing had happened.
Rah blinked.
Stunned.
“Don’t say a word,” she murmured flatly.
He stared at the stars for a beat. Then, grinning, turned on his side and planted a big kiss right back on her cheek.
And settled back like nothing had occurred.
Now Ishi blinked, stunned.
She slowly turned to face him.
He raised an eyebrow, face full of exaggerated innocence.
“What?”
She narrowed her eyes. “Rah…”
“You said no words,” he replied smugly. “That wasn’t a word.”
Then, silently, he opened his arms.
An invitation.
She stared at him for a heartbeat longer…
And then, with a quiet blush, she nestled back into his arms.
Saying nothing.
But smiling.
The stars were beginning to fade.
A silver mist clung to the ridge where Rah and Ishi lay curled under the blanket, the rock behind them still cold from the night. The forest below slept, still haunted, still broken.
And Rah…
Rah was falling again.
The abandoned seaport of Haren sprawled before him—silent, ruined, with its broken docks reaching into black waters like rotting fingers. Fog drifted through the shattered boats and half-sunken warehouses.
There was no wind.
Only footsteps.
He turned—and saw her.
Meliza.
She stood by the crumbling arch of the sea gate, robed in dark violet, her silhouette glowing faintly in the gloom. Around her were children. Dozens. Filthy, frightened, eyes hollow. Their hands were bound with shimmering green restraints that pulsed like veins.
They didn't cry.
They simply stared—past Rah, through him.
At something far worse behind him.
Meliza smiled. “They’ll fetch a fine price, don’t you think?”
Rah tried to move. To scream. To run.
But he couldn’t.
He jolted awake.
Heart racing. Breathe sharply.
His chest heaved beneath the blanket, arms locked tight around himself like armor.
Another nightmare.
Another vision.
But as the fear slowly drained away, his gaze dropped—and there she was.
Ishi.
Still asleep.
Her cheek pressed lightly against his upper arm, hair spilled over her face and onto his chest, her hand resting above his heart.
Steady.
Real.
Grounding.
His breath slowed.
He turned carefully onto his side to face her, letting the dark fog of the nightmare slip behind.
She murmured softly in her sleep, breath warm against his collarbone.
A few strands of her silver hair had fallen across her face. He reached up gently and brushed them back, tucking them behind her ear.
His fingers lingered a second too long.
He leaned in—close enough that only air could pass between them.
And just as his lips parted to maybe whisper her name—
Ishi smirked, eyes still closed.
“Don’t even dare.”
Rah froze.
Then laughed under his breath, smiling despite himself.
“Busted.”
She didn’t open her eyes, just curled slightly closer, shifting under the blanket.
Rah slid his arms around her and hugged her tightly, pulling her into his chest.
She sighed, soft and sleepy, and snuggled closer in silent agreement.
A few more minutes.
Just them.
No nightmares.
No seaports.
No screams.
Only the rising light of dawn and the steady beat of a heart not quite his own.
A few minutes later--
A horn blared through the fog-draped base camp just after dawn, sending panic through the rows of tents. Scouts sprinted from all directions, weapons drawn, shouting over one another.
“Bandits! Eastern ridge!”
“They’ve cut the reinforcement route!”
Hinata emerged from her command tent already armored, magic flaring across her gauntlet as officers formed ranks around her.
“Naru! Layla! Mansa! Tenzie! With me!” she barked. “The east needs mage shields and bloodsteel blades. Now!”
Before disappearing into the swirl of shouting students and galloping hounds, she turned toward four figures near the field stables.
“Noelle, Lie, Ishi, Rah—you’re to check the abandoned seaport. Still, the least dangerous on the map. Minimal arc-trace activity. Take two Grey Hounds. Stay sharp. Stay mobile.”
And just like that, she vanished into the chaos.
They moved quickly through the gnarled woodland, branches clawing at their cloaks like skeletal fingers. The fog grew heavier with every step, curling around their boots, swallowing the light.
The ruins of the abandoned seaport began to reveal themselves in fragments—broken stone arches, half-toppled statues, and splintered docks that reached into a dark, silent ocean like decayed ribs.
It was too quiet.
No birds. No wind.
Even the Grey Hounds padded more cautiously, hackles rising, smoke hissing from their flaring nostrils.
Rah jogged a few paces ahead when—
He stopped.
His breath caught.
A small girl, maybe eleven at most, stood half-shrouded in fog at the edge of the path.
Barefoot. Head tilted. Face pale.
She stared directly at him. Not blinking. Not breathing.
Rah’s skin crawled. A sudden weight pressed against his chest like a hand.
He blinked—
And she was gone.
“Did you—?” he muttered.
Nothing. No response.
He turned to look behind—
There she was.
Further back now. Walking slowly.
Feet dragging. The dress was torn and soaked at the hem with something black.
Still staring.
Still silent.
She left no prints in the wet dirt.
And no one else saw her.
Just before the seaport’s broken gate, where cracked walls curled like claws and moss grew thick over old stone sigils, Rah slowed to a halt.
“I think I dropped my knife,” he said suddenly, voice too calm. “I’ll go back.”
Ishi stepped closer, eyes sharp.
“You saw her, too.”
He nodded once.
Lie looked between them, uneasy. “You two okay?”
“We’ll check it,” Ishi said quickly, already scanning the path behind them. Her tone was tight—like pulled wire.
“Be careful,” Lie said. “Take a hound with you.”
“Good idea,” Ishi agreed, whistling sharply.
One of the Grey Hounds turned immediately, its golden eyes flaring. As it padded over, thick smoke hissed from its nostrils, trailing through the fog like creeping fingers. Its low growl rumbled from deep within its chest—constant, controlled, and alert.
It did not like what it smelled.
Rah and Ishi exchanged a look.
Then turned and walked back into the woods—
Into the fog.
Into the silence.
Into something waiting.
Rah and Ishi moved into the trees, deeper into the fog.
“I saw her earlier,” Rah whispered. “She was watching us.”
“She's fast,” Ishi muttered. “I—wait. There.”
Ahead, barely visible, the girl stood again, hands clasped in front of her.
The Greyhound growled, flames licking the corners of its mouth.
“No,” Ishi commanded gently. The hound paused, but didn’t break its stare.
They stepped forward slowly.
Ishi knelt. “Who are you? Why were you following us? Do you know us? Are you hungry?”
The girl didn’t speak. Just stared past them—through them.
Then Ishi noticed.
A mark.
On the girl’s wrist.
Her eyes narrowed. She reached forward and twisted the girl's thin arm gently to expose the sigil—a swirling, glowing burn that matched Rah’s mark.
“You know this?” Ishi asked.
The girl nodded once.
Rah crouched. “Are they alive? The other children? Your friends?”
The girl’s lips moved for the first time. Her voice was fragile.
“Do you know where they are?” Ishi asked gently.
“He knows.”
She turned and pointed—not at Ishi. At Rah.
And then, like smoke catching wind, she ran into the fog—and vanished.
Rah stood frozen, eyes wide. Ishi grabbed his arm. “What did she mean? What does she mean, you know?”
Rah blinked. Memory surged—visions from the dream. The cages. The docks. Meliza. The seaport.
His pupils shrank.
“Ishi. The port—they’re there. She’s there. We have to move!”
They sprinted back through the forest toward the gates, fog thickening, sky darkening unnaturally. Clouds smothered the sun. The world seemed to tilt with every step.
As they reached the stone arches of the seaport gate—
They stopped.
A Greyhound’s body lay in pieces.
Burned, twisted, and torn apart, its ribs scattered across the blood-slick stone.
Rah clutched his arm. The mark burned, glowing with searing heat.
Ishi gasped, drawing her dagger. “Rah…”
A low, delighted voice called from the shadows.
“Oh, good. You’re right on time.”
They turned.
Meliza sat casually at a half-collapsed stone table inside a shattered dining hall, uncooked limbs and bloody organs laid out on silver trays. Her waitress, dressed in a servant’s bloodied gown, stood nearby holding a platter of human flesh.
Meliza chewed slowly on something red and stringy.
Rah stepped forward, sword half-drawn. “Who are you?! Where are Noelle and Lie?!”
A voice screamed from deeper inside.
“Rah! Ishi! Please—HELP ME!!”
They both turned toward the sound.
Noelle, naked, bruised, and bloodied, was tied to a cracked stone pillar, sobbing, with scratch marks down her arms and legs.
Ishi choked. “Where’s Lie?! Where is he?!”
Meliza wiped her lips delicately and smiled.
“Oh, darling…”
She burped.
“Here.”
She gestured at a small pile of blood and bones in the corner—Lie’s cloak draped over it, soaked in red.
Ishi nearly collapsed.
Rah stepped in front of her, sword drawn.
“Ishi. Go. Get Hinata. Now.”
Rah’s voice was steady—but the desperation in his eyes betrayed him.
Ishi’s body tensed like a drawn bow. “No.” The word left her lips sharp and final. “You go. I’m not leaving you here.”
They stood in the crumbling doorway of death, surrounded by blood, smoke, and the chilling stench of melting flesh. The sky above the seaport was thick with clouds, choking out even the early morning light. Around them, shadows twitched in the fog, as if the place itself were alive and listening.
Behind them, Noelle’s screams echoed again, ragged and raw. The sound cut straight through Ishi’s ribs like a knife.
Meliza giggled, still licking her red-stained fingers, her smile sweet and spoiled. “No one’s leaving,” she sang. “But... I’m feeling generous today.”
She tilted her head at Ishi, eyes gleaming. “Maybe I’ll let the noble girl run. Let her go and watch from the trees.”
Ishi’s fists clenched. Her breath caught. She could feel her heart pounding like war drums against her ribs. Her boots rooted to the stone, every instinct screaming to stand by Rah. To fight. To stay. To not leave him behind.
“I’m not leaving you,” she hissed at him, the words caught between rage and breaking. “Don’t you dare die.”
Rah stepped forward, just slightly, just enough to block her from Meliza’s view.
His hand touched hers—quick, firm, grounding.
“I won’t,” he said softly. “I promise.”
His voice cracked on the word promise, and something shattered in Ishi’s chest. Her lips trembled, but she forced them into a thin line.
For a second, neither of them moved. Time felt suspended between their locked eyes—one heartbeat too long, one breath too deep.
Then Ishi did the impossible.
She turned.
One step.
Then another.
Each stride away from Rah felt like ripping muscle from bone.
Her feet dragged for a moment—then ran.
She didn’t look back.
Because if she did...
She wouldn’t be able to leave.
Meliza rose slowly, licking blood from her fingers.
She stepped toward Noelle.
Rah raised his sword, heart pounding. “Touch her, and I’ll bury you.”
Meliza didn’t even glance at him. “You? Hurt me?”
He snapped his fingers at the Greyhound.
“Kill her!”
The beast lunged—flames roaring from its throat.
Meliza vanished.
Reappeared mid-air.
Caught the hound mid-leap by its jaws—bare-handed.
With one effortless twist, she ripped it in half.
Blood sprayed across the stone. She threw the pieces at Rah’s feet and spat on them.
“You’re not ready for me, little prince.”
She turned and walked toward Noelle again.
Unbothered.
Unstoppable.
Meliza stood over Noelle.
The sweet girl was bound against a cracked stone pillar, her arms stretched too far back, her body trembling in blood and bruises. Her voice was hoarse from screaming. Her tears had dried to salt and streaks of ash.
Meliza’s beauty was sickening. Her curves moved with feline grace, hips swaying as she circled her prey, barefoot on stone slick with blood.
“Such soft skin,” she murmured, running a clawed finger slowly across Noelle’s chest. “Like porcelain. And you teen girls are always so... tender underneath.”
Rah snarled, sword shaking in his hand. “Step away from her.”
Meliza ignored him. She dragged her long, black-nailed fingers slowly down Noelle’s breast, pressing deep enough to draw blood, her other hand caressing her victim’s face in mock comfort.
Noelle cried out—shame, pain, panic.
Rah snapped.
He roared and charged, blade flashing.
Meliza’s eyes lit with delight.
“Finally,” she whispered.
She flicked her wrist.
Rah flew backward—slammed into the far wall with bone-rattling force.
She turned, licking blood from her finger like honey. “Stormclaw,” she said softly. “That’s the name of that little trick you used in the forest, right?”
Rah’s eyes widened.
“You…” he gasped. “That was you...”
He thrust his hand forward, gathering fire between his fingers. “Blazeburst!”
A scorching orb of fire launched toward her. Meliza spun aside, her cloak catching flame. She hissed, her face contorting, flames licking across her torso. She tore the cloak off with a snarl.
Beneath, her skin shimmered with veins of living shadow, shifting as though hungry.
“No more games.”
She raised both hands. “Fleshbind!”
Tendons shot from the floor—sinewy, magical cords of living tissue—grabbing Rah’s legs.
He slashed through them, barely dodging as Meliza teleported behind a pillar and launched a whip of black blood.
“Bloodlash!”
Rah rolled—too slow. The lash struck his shoulder, tearing skin. He cried out.
“Thunder Pulse!” he yelled.
A jolt of lightning blasted outward. Boxes exploded. Chains snapped. For a moment, Meliza staggered.
But she recovered fast.
She launched at him with animalistic speed, her body moving like liquid shadow. Her bare feet left smoking prints. Her hair twisted unnaturally, floating as if underwater.
“Void Dance!”
She split—four copies. They circled him in a blur.
He swung wildly—hit one, two, missed—
One of them sank her claws into his back.
He screamed. Blood sprayed.
“Your power is untamed,” Meliza whispered in all directions. “You’re not ready. You’re just a boy pretending to be lightning.”
Rah dropped to one knee.
His breath was shallow. His vision blurred.
He could feel his heart slowing.
Noelle sobbed from the pillar. “Please—Rah… help me…”
Something snapped.
The sky cracked above.
A rumble shook the entire seaport ruins. The roof above them shattered, and from the open sky, a single bolt of divine lightning struck Rah’s body.
BOOM.
The ground fractured beneath him. Energy exploded from his body in a blinding pulse.
Meliza stumbled, shielding her eyes.
When the light faded—
Rah was glowing.
His hair lifted as if weightless, white arcs of lightning dancing across his skin. The Stormmark on his forearm blazed like a brand.
Thunder coiled around his fists.
He looked up slowly, golden eyes blazing.
Meliza took a step back.
“…what are you?”
Rah didn’t answer.
He vanished.
“THUNDER STEP!”
He reappeared beside her, driving a fist charged with voltage into her chest.
BOOM!
She flew across the warehouse, crashing into the wall, cracking the stone.
“Stormcleave.” He raised his sword—now wrapped in pure lightning—and slashed.
A pillar of thunder carved through the air, splitting barrels, chains, and the stone wall completely.
Meliza screamed—her shoulder hit, black blood spraying.
She tried to vanish again—
Rah raised his hand.
“Skyward Bind!”
Chains of lightning wrapped around her limbs, slamming her to the floor.
She struggled.
Tried to teleport.
Couldn’t.
She screamed.
“RAHHHHHHHH!”
Rah stood over her, shaking, bloodied, eyes wide and glowing.
Then he collapsed to one knee.
He crawled.
Dragged himself to the pillar where Noelle still wept.
Meliza lay twitching in a crater of fractured stone, her cloak torn, her once-elegant limbs burned and half-obliterated by lightning. Her chest rose and fell in jagged, broken gasps. Her hair clung to her face, soaked in black blood and ash.
She tried to speak.
Tried to lift her head.
A shimmering sigil opened in the air.
The fog twisted, the light bent—and from nothing, a tall figure stepped through, his deep purple cloak flowing like liquid ink. His face was still partially masked by arc-light and shadow, but his eyes burned sea-green.
He took one look at Meliza—bleeding, beaten, sprawled in disgrace—and his lip curled.
“I told you, cunt,” he said coldly. “You are no match for him.”
She tried to lift a hand, tried to speak—he didn’t let her.
With a flick of his fingers, a dark sigil opened beneath Meliza. The runes hummed low, twisted with old magic and suffering.
She whimpered.
He didn’t speak to her—just lifted one hand as if summoning a disobedient dog.
The air twisted.
Meliza’s body was pulled violently into the vortex of arc-light—ripped from the ground, bones cracking, dragged by invisible threads like a puppet on ruined strings.
She vanished into the swirling shadow.
A few meters away, Rah was dragging himself forward.
Each breath was a war.
Each inch toward Noelle felt like pushing through mountains.
She hung limply against the stone pillar, eyes wide, lips trembling. “Rah… RAH! Behind you!”
He turned slightly—but had no strength left.
His hand reached toward her bindings—
But fell short.
His fingers barely scraped the ropes.
He collapsed face-first, groaning.
And then—a polished black boot nudged his cheek.
Verithos stood over him, silent for a moment.
Then he spoke—low and proud, like a king observing a wounded knight.
“Still pathetic.”
Rah’s head lolled. He tried to lift his arm. Nothing.
“You want to save her?”
Verithos smiled without warmth.
“Let me help.”
He waved his hand once—casual, disdainful.
The ropes binding Noelle snapped cleanly.
She collapsed into a heap, sobbing.
Rah’s gaze flicked from her to Verithos—and then faded.
He fainted with her name on his lips
Verithos stared at him for a while longer.
Not with hatred.
With... calculation.
“He doesn’t even know yet,” he whispered—almost amused.
The silence left behind was somehow louder than the storm that had preceded it.






















Chapter 5: The Price of Love
The chamber stank of blood, ash, and magic long forbidden.
No sound stirred but the slow drip of blood from a slab of rune-engraved stone, where Meliza lay half-alive—her body torn, burnt, and trembling with the last pulses of corrupted magic. Her beauty, once radiant and cruel, now dipped under blackened skin and twisted limbs.
She was still breathing.
Barely.
High above her, floating banners of shadow licked across the ceiling like banners in a wind that didn’t exist. Obsidian pillars stood crooked, humming with power that felt like it came from the deep void between stars.
Verithos watched from the shadows of his throne.
Still. Unblinking.
Waiting.
Then—
A pulse of displaced air.
From a vertical tear of magic stepped a young man—tall, lean, refined in every movement. Around twenty, maybe twenty-one, his black and gold embroidered coat shimmered with enchantment thread, shining with sigils of loyalty and hidden prestige.
His long, raven-dark hair was tied with a string of solar silk. Gold-spotted eyes, wide with alarm, immediately fell on Meliza’s broken form.
He ran to her.
Dropped to his knees beside the slab, his voice strangled with grief.
“Meliza… what—what happened?”
He reached for her wrist, drawing back at the sizzling texture of her skin. “No—no, no, please. Not like this…”
He looked up at Verithos, desperate. “What did this to her?”
Verithos’s eyes snapped down, unblinking. “A storm.”
The boy’s breath trembled. “Save her. I’ll do anything.”
A pause.
Verithos stepped forward, slow and deliberate.
“Anything?”
The boy’s jaw clenched, but he nodded. “Yes.”
Verithos gripped the stone slab, shadows folding and stretching behind him.
“There’s a girl,” he said at last. “With the boy who burned her.”
He paused, letting the weight of his words settle.
“I hear she is the daughter of a noble from the south. The Lord of Solaris. Senkai… Senaki Hung.”
The boy’s breath lifted—but he said nothing.
Verithos's eyes were glowing. “Her essence. That which sustains her bloodline—her father’s strength, her noble fire…”
He leaned in slightly.
“I want it transferred.”
The boy lowered his eyes. Something conflicted flashed in them.
But still—he nodded.
“As you command.”
He turned back to Meliza. His expression softened as he brushed strands of burnt hair from her face.
“I’ll return,” he whispered. “You’ll be whole again. I promise.”
He pressed a slow, loving kiss to her cracked forehead.
Then stood, squared his shoulders, and vanished into smoke and shadow.
Only Verithos remained, watching the empty space where the boy had been.
And smiled.
In the Ashes of Thunder,
The smoke still hung low when Ishi reached him.
The stone beneath Rah was burnt, his body curled on its side like a child in the rain. Ash embraced his hair and skin. His clothes were torn, half-burned, blood soaking through the fabric near his ribs and shoulder.
“Rah…”
Ishi fell to her knees beside him, her voice a cracked whisper.
His fingers twitched.
Still alive.
She exhaled sharply and pressed a hand to his chest. Weak pulse. But there.
“Get medics!” she screamed behind her, voice shaking. “NOW!”
Hinata’s team arrived seconds later—Noelle barely conscious, Rah barely breathing.
Ishi stayed glued to Rah’s side as they laid him on a stretcher. When his hand slipped from hers in the lift, she nearly broke.
She walked beside the healers all the way back to camp.
She didn’t speak.
She didn’t cry.
But her eyes never left him
Three days after the seaport.
The healer’s tent smelled of scent and warm salve, but none of it masked the cold silence hanging in the air.
Noelle sat bent on her couch, knees pulled to her chest, wearing the plain shift given to survivors. Her hair was clean now, her wounds stitched by spell and salve. But nothing had touched the hollow behind her eyes.
She didn’t speak.
Didn’t look up.
She hadn’t eaten since yesterday.
Ishi stepped inside with a quiet knock, carrying a bowl of warm soup. Hinata followed behind her, hands folded, eyes sharp but not unkind.
"Noelle," Ishi said softly, kneeling. "We brought you something to eat. You should try."
Noelle didn’t react.
Hinata crouched beside her, her voice even. “Noelle, we need your help. Anything you remember could save lives.”
Still nothing.
Ishi reached out and gently placed a hand on her shoulder.
And that’s when Noelle finally spoke.
But her voice was broken.
Like dried leaves.
“They kept laughing.”
Ishi blinked. “Who?”
“The ones in the dark. They laughed while I screamed. While I begged. Like I was… a song to them.”
Hinata’s mouth tightened.
Noelle’s arms trembled as she gripped her own skin. “She said… she’d peel me slowly. That my fear made the flavor better.”
Ishi covered her mouth, unable to hold in the gasp.
Noelle shook her head rapidly, her voice rising in pitch. “I can’t close my eyes. I see her every time. Meliza. Her smile. Her teeth. The pieces...”
She looked down at her hands like they didn’t belong to her. “I’m not me anymore. I don’t feel real. I’m just filth. A thing that screamed.”
Hinata moved to say something, but Noelle recoiled violently. “Don’t touch me!”
Silence fell like snow.
Noelle exhaled shakily.
Then turned her gaze to Ishi, wide and exhausted.
“I’m sorry.”
“Noelle,” Ishi whispered, her voice cracking. “Don’t say that. You’re safe now.”
But Noelle smiled—a tiny, shattered thing.
“No one’s ever safe.”
She stood, slow and trembling.
Hinata reached out. “Noelle—wait—”
Noelle stepped back.
And turned.
And in three calm paces—
She pushed aside the tent flap.
Walked past the startled guards.
And stepped directly off the cliff edge behind the tent.

Ishi ran.
But the fall was steep.
And silent.
By the time she reached the edge, Noelle’s body lay still on the irregular black rocks below.
Her arms were twisted unnaturally. Her white shirt was stained with red. Her hair, once so carefully kept, spilled out across the stone like ink in water.
The world felt like it had stopped spinning.
The sea in the distance didn’t move. The wind refused to blow.
Ishi stood frozen, her chest rising and falling too fast, too hard.
Hinata arrived seconds later, boots falling slightly on gravel, but her voice was calm. “Medic. Rope. Now.”
But Ishi didn’t move.
She dropped to her knees at the cliff’s edge.
And then—
She screamed.
Raw.
Full.
An unfiltered cry ripped from the deepest place inside her. One that hadn’t seen sunlight in years. Her hand slammed against the earth, nails breaking on the stone.
Someone—maybe a guard, maybe a healer—grabbed her shoulders, tried to pull her back from the edge.
She resisted at first.
Then gave in.
She let them move her like a doll.
They sat her down beside the tree line, someone wrapping a blanket around her, she couldn’t feel.
She didn’t remember who pulled her away.
Just that she was crying.
And then…
She wasn’t.
She stared blankly ahead as the medics climbed down.
Listened without hearing as Hinata barked commands.
Somewhere, someone was whispering prayers.
But inside her?
There was only silence.
A dead, echoing silence.
Like something had been ripped from her, something fragile and still beating, left bleeding on those rocks.
Later that night,
Ishi sat alone under a tree behind the healer’s tents, her arms wrapped tightly around herself.
The stars above were blurred.
She hadn’t spoken since it happened.
Rah was still unconscious. No one else could understand.
I was too slow.
I didn’t see it.
I couldn’t save her.
She remembered Noelle’s words.
“I’m not me anymore.”
Ishi looked at her own hands.
For the first time, she wondered:
How many others felt this way?
How many girls like her are still out there?
Her chest tightened.
But beneath the pain, something else was growing.
Not fear.
Not shame.
But fire.
Not for revenge.
For justice. For truth.
A soft wind lifted strands of her hair.
Somewhere behind her, footsteps crunched the iced grass.
“Ishi?”
It was Hinata’s voice.
She didn’t turn. Just kept staring at the stars that she couldn’t quite make out.
“Rah’s awake.”
Ishi blinked. Her body jolted with a mix of relief and panic. She stood quickly.
Hinata didn’t stop her, just watched quietly as Ishi walked toward the glowing tent—toward the boy who had seen what she hadn’t. Who had fought what she couldn’t.
The moment she stepped inside and saw him—sitting up, stunned but alive—
Her composure cracked.
And all that fire she had found under the stars?
It only burned brighter.
She was beside him in seconds, her hand on his chest. Her eyes were wide and blinking, her breath shaking.
“You’re awake,” she whispered, and without hesitation, threw her arms around him, burying her face into the curve of his neck.
“I thought we lost you…”
Rah flinched but wrapped his arm around her. “You should know by now, I’m a stubborn bastard.”
She laughed—a short, breathless sound full of relief and exhaustion.
A moment passed.
Then a cough near the door.
Hinata.
She stepped inside, arms folded over her cloak, expression unreadable. Behind her stood one of the elder healers.
“Lady Verren,” the healer warned gently. “He’s not ready for questioning—”
“I am,” Rah said croakily, lifting his gaze to Hinata. “Let’s get it over with.”
The healer gave Ishi a worried look. Ishi nodded, and he left unwillingly, leaving only the three of them.
Hinata didn’t waste time.
She pulled up a chair beside the bunk and sat, knees square, hands on her thighs. Her expression was calm, clinical. But Ishi could see the tension behind her eyes.
“I need answers,” she said. “You’re not just some boy with a mark anymore. And I’m no longer in the dark.”
Rah nodded slowly.
“Start from the beginning. The attack. Meliza. What happened?”
He hesitated.
“Ishi can stay?”
“She’s already in too deep,” Hinata replied. “Might as well stay submerged.”
Ishi squeezed his hand.
Rah took a breath. And began.
“Meliza… was waiting. The seaport was a trap. Noelle and Lie were bait.”
Hinata’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know?”
“I didn’t. But I saw something. A girl. She led me away before we entered. I thought… maybe she was a survivor. A clue.”
“And was she?”
“No. Or maybe yes. She vanished into the fog. But before she did, she looked at me—like she knew me. Like I was supposed to understand something.”
Hinata leaned forward. “And did you?”
Rah hesitated again.
Then shook his head. “No.”
Lie. The word still hurts to say.
“She killed him,” Rah said. “And she was going to kill Noelle, too. Or worse.”
“What did she say?”
Rah swallowed hard. “She mocked us. Talked about Haren. About how she’d ‘done her part.’ About someone else pulling the strings.”
“Who?”
He lied.
“Didn’t say.”
Hinata didn’t react. But Rah felt her pause. The silence spoke louder than questions.
He continued quickly.
“She was strong. Unnatural. I… I lost. Almost.”
“And then?” Hinata asked.
“The mark,” he said. “It burned. The sky opened. Lightning struck—me. It wasn’t like anything I’ve ever felt. It didn’t hurt. It… awakened something.”
He looked up, eyes tired. “I think it saved me.”
Hinata stood slowly.
“You’re hiding something,” she said, not unkindly. “But you’re also telling the truth. The parts you want me to hear, anyway.”
She moved toward the tent flap.
“You’ll be under quiet observation until we’re cleared to return to Solaris. Rest. Eat. And consider carefully if whatever you’re hiding will be more dangerous left buried.”
She turned.
“I hope you heal quickly, Rah. You’ve earned it. Whether you wanted it or not.”
And then she left.
Ishi stood too, brushing down her tunic. “I’ll get something warm for you, my dragon.”
Rah caught her hand before she could leave.
“Sit.”
She paused. “Rah—”
“Please.”
She sat again, slowly. Her face softened.
“What Hinata didn’t ask,” he whispered. “You deserve to know.”
“I’m listening.”
He looked at the floor, at the bandages around his ribs, at the cuts on her fingers from the seaport stone.
Then—
“I’ve been having dreams,” he said. “Since the day we left for the village. The first one was strange. Symbols. A room full of whispers. But then they got worse.”
He clenched his jaw.
“I saw children. Caged. Shipped. I didn’t understand at first. But it kept happening. Then I saw her—Meliza. And someone else.”
Ishi’s brow furrowed.
“Who?”
“A man. Cloaked. I couldn’t see his face, but… he called himself Verithos.”
Ishi’s breath caught.
“He spoke to someone on a throne. Through a magical channel. And there was a man kneeling in front of him. I didn’t see his face… but he had a staff.”
He glanced at Ishi, carefully.
“A long, polished shaft of blackened metal with a sapphire-dotted serpent coiled around its base.”
Ishi went still.
She knew that staff.
Her father’s ceremonial guard carried one just like it. One that never left his side.
But she said nothing.
Just listened.
Rah continued. “I asked Naru. About the missing children. He said there are people—nobles, priests, powerful merchants—who trade children. Use them. For sex. For torture. For magic. Some… even for food.”
Ishi’s hand trembled.
“I think Haren was one of their hubs,” Rah said quietly. “A place where children were taken, or passed through. I think Meliza was overseeing part of it. Maybe even experimenting.”
He looked at her.
“And I think this runs deeper than we can imagine. I think someone close to us is involved.”
He didn’t say her father’s name.
He didn’t have to.
Ishi nodded slowly.
Her jaw clenched.
But her eyes were dry.
She squeezed Rah’s hand once more.

“When we go back,” she whispered, “we tear open every shadow. Together.”
Rah looked up at her.
And for the first time in days—
He smiled.
Ishi smiled back, then gently untangled her hand from his.
“I’ll get you something to eat, my dragon,” she whispered, brushing a loose curl from his brow.
She stood and slipped quietly from the tent, returning a few minutes later with a tray: soft spiced rice, a warm roll, and a small vial of golden medicine. Everything is carefully chosen for someone recovering from fire and pain.
She knelt beside him and set the tray down.
“Can you sit up?”
“With your help,” Rah murmured with a smirk. “Maybe if you feed me like a true queen…”
She rolled her eyes but propped him up with a few cushions, lifting him gently by the shoulders.
Then, spoon by spoon, she fed him.
And he made sure to comment after every bite.
“Delicious. But not as good as your cooking.”
“I’ve never cooked for you,” she said.
“Exactly. This is the standard you must now surpass.”
She snuffed and shook her head, offering him water. “Try surviving the week first.”
When he finished, he reached toward the tray and scooped a bit of roll, gently lifting it toward her lips.
“Your turn.”
She blinked. “I already ate.”
“Not from my hand.”
She looked at him for a moment, then leaned forward and accepted the bite.
He grinned. “Obedient little dragon.”
“I’m going to mix your medicine with vinegar if you keep talking.”
She handed him the vial with a playful glare. He drank it, flinching.
She muddled up the pillow behind him and adjusted his side table.
Rah’s gaze stayed on her the whole time—soft, full of something more than flirtation now. Something that almost made her heart ache.
He shifted slightly. “Hey… Ishi?”
She turned.
“Where’s Noelle?”
She froze.
Just for a second.
Then straightened the cloth under his water glass and said, her voice calm: “No more words. You need to sleep.”
Rah reached for her hand again, this time more gently.
“Then at least a goodnight kiss.”
She smirked. “So needy for someone with cracked ribs.”
She leaned in as if to kiss his cheek—
Then gently bit the tip of his nose.
“Ow—!”
“There’s your kiss,” she said, settling beside him on the edge of the bed. “Now, sleep.”
She lay back quietly, pulling the blanket up around them both. Rah’s breathing began to even out as the lights dimmed in the healer’s tent, fading into a quiet, magical glow.
Within minutes—
He was asleep.
But Ishi?
She stayed awake.
Eyes open.
Heart heavy.
How do I tell him?
How do I say she’s gone… and I couldn’t stop her?
She turned slightly, just enough to face his resting form in the shadows.
The fire she’d lit inside herself earlier that night hadn’t gone out.
But grief still burned next to it.
And in that space between fire and sorrow…
She made her promise.
No more lost girls.
The dawn was a whisper through the canvas of the healer’s tent, a pale glow spilling across bandages, folded robes, and sleeping breaths.
But Rah didn’t sleep peacefully.
Not anymore.
He saw her again.
That small girl.
Three years old.
Chained to a slab of black stone. Naked. Crying.
And Verithos—his figure shrouded in violet haze—stood over her, one gloved hand raised, murmuring a spell that twisted the air itself. The girl’s scream never left her throat. Her eyes had already stopped blinking.
Rah tried to move—tried to scream—but as always, he was just an observer. Frozen. Drowning in stillness.
Then Verithos turned his head slightly.
Looked straight at him.
“You keep watching,” he whispered.
Rah’s breath snapped awake in his throat.
Waking,
He bolted upright in the cot, chest heaving.
His shirt clung to his back with sweat. The blanket was tangled around his legs. He blinked, trying to clear the image from behind his eyes.
And then—
A soft rustle at the tent’s entrance.
Ishi entered, drying her hair with a towel, her long silver seashore still wet and curling at the ends. She wore a simple white top, loosely tucked into flowing blue bottoms, clean and crisp from her morning wash.
She looked radiant.
Fresh as the first sky after a storm.
“Morning,” she said, setting a folded towel on the table. “You look like you got hit by a storm again.”
Rah stared for a few seconds too long.
She raised an eyebrow. “What?”
He blinked, dazed. “Nothing. Just trying to figure out how the moon looks so beautiful up close.”
Ishi murmured. “Stars save me. He’s flirting with a fever.”
He smiled—still watching her. “Nope. Fully clear. Just enchanted.”
She rolled her eyes but smirked as she reached down to arrange the tray at his bedside.
Then—very deliberately—she shook her head just once.
A soft spray of cold droplets fell onto his face.
Rah gasped.
And grinned. “Ahhh… the first rain of the season.”
Ishi gave a well-pleased nod and resumed folding a cloth, barely hiding her smile.
A flap opened behind them, and the elderly healer stepped in, holding a scroll and a shallow bowl of soft herbs.
“Ah, good. You’re awake.”
He moved over to Rah, began checking his vitals with smooth, glowing hands. “No fever. Pulse steadier. Eyes sharp. Good response.”
Rah gave a weak thumbs-up.
The healer smiled thinly. “You’ll be cleared for release by sunset, with limited effort. You’re still healing internally. Expect fatigue, immobility, and slight pain from magical overburn.”
He turned to Ishi, who straightened instinctively.
“I’ll prepare a mix of muscle-soothing salves. He’s to avoid brawling, flying, or any aggressive casting for at least three days.”
Ishi nodded firmly. “I’ll make sure of it.”
The healer held her gaze. “You need to rest too, Miss Solaris.”
“I’m fine,” she said softly. “I’ll rest after.”
He gave a small nod and exited.
Rah leaned back into the pillow, exhaling slowly.
“You’re too good at this.”
“At what?”
“This whole... bossy caretaker thing.”
Ishi smirked without turning. “Get used to it, dragon boy. You’re mine to manage now.”
Rah’s heart did something strange and warm.
And for once—
He didn’t feel like running from it.
The sun had climbed higher by the time the next visitors stepped through the tent.
Hinata entered first, her cloak pulled tighter around her shoulders despite the warming air. Naru followed, his usual relaxed posture replaced by quiet concern.
“I hope we’re not disturbing,” Hinata said, her eyes flicking to Rah. “We just came to check on our storm-born hero.”
Rah smiled weakly. “I’ll take hero over patient.”
Naru nodded. “Good to see you alive, brother. You gave everyone a scare.”
Rah’s eyes softened. “Thanks for covering me. And… for what you said. About the truth.”
Naru gave a slight nod — no words, just understanding.
Hinata looked between him and Ishi, then to Rah. “You’ll be discharged by evening. No one’s rushing your next move — but whatever you decide, step carefully. You’ve walked into something ancient. And deliberate.”
She lingered on Ishi’s face a moment, unreadable, then turned away.
“Good luck. To both of you.”
They left without ceremony, and the tent fell quiet again.
Ishi reached for the breakfast tray. “Alright. One last proper meal before I stop pretending to be your nurse.”
Rah arched a brow. “You’ll miss me.”
“I’ll miss bossing you around.”
She fed him quietly, brushing crumbs from his lips once or twice — and smirking every time he used it as an excuse to stare at her longer than necessary.
When the tray was empty, she set it aside and touched his brow.
“Sleep,” she said softly. “You need a few more hours before we leave.”

Rah drifted off quickly.
And when he woke—
The tent was dimmer again. Shadows had shifted.
Ishi was kneeling near the travel packs, sorting their gear. Her wet hair was now dry, braided loosely over one shoulder. Her cloak was neatly folded. Her boots sat beside the door.
She was ready.
He blinked the sleep away. “Packing already?”
She turned, surprised but calm. “Almost done.”
Rah hesitated. “Ishi.”
She paused. “Yes?”
He sat up slowly, voice quieter. “Where’s… Noelle?”
Ishi let out a breath, not tired—wounded. She came and sat beside him on the edge of the bed, then took his hand between hers.
“She’s gone, Rah.”
His shoulders sank.
“How?” he asked after a moment, voice almost a whisper.
“She jumped,” Ishi said gently. “The day after the battle. I was with her just before. I thought… I thought she was getting better.”
She swallowed. “She wasn’t.”
Rah closed his eyes.
“I’m sorry,” she added. “I should’ve told you earlier. I just… didn’t know how.”
Rah didn’t answer right away. He turned his palm under hers, wrapping their fingers together.
“She deserved more,” he said softly.
“We all do,” Ishi whispered.
A long silence passed between them, but it wasn’t empty.
Finally, Rah looked at her.
“Are we still going back to Solaris?”
“Yes,” Ishi said firmly. “To bury shadows. And drag whatever’s hiding behind this into the light.”
Rah squeezed her hand once, then let go.
Just then, the tent flap pulled back.
A young charioteer in a deep brown coat bowed low.
“My Lady Solaris,” he said to Ishi. “Shall I take your luggage to the carriage?”
Ishi stood and smoothed her tunic. “Yes. We leave shortly. Wait outside.”
The man bowed again and disappeared.
Ishi turned to Rah with a small smile.
“Get changed, my dragon. We’ve got a city to burn clean.”
Rah didn’t reply with words—just nodded, a slow smirk curving his lips as his eyes answered for him.
Ishi turned and called, “Charioteer!”
A moment later, a tall, lean boy—maybe twenty-one, hair neatly parted, eyes respectful—stepped into the tent. His uniform was crisp, a golden pin of Solaris fastened over his chest.
Ishi frowned.
“Who are you? Where’s Roger?”
The boy bowed politely. “My name is Grey, my lady. Sir Roger had to leave this morning for an urgent matter in his hometown. He asked me to deliver this and serve in his stead.”
He extended a sealed envelope.
Ishi took it with narrowed eyes, broke the wax, and slid the letter.
“But Roger was here not ten minutes ago,” she murmured.
Grey nodded soberly. “Yes, my lady. He left instructions for me to come immediately after his departure. I was waiting just outside the northern stables.”
Ishi studied him a moment longer.
Then exhaled. “Fine. Everything seems in order. Take our luggage to the chariot.”
Grey bowed again and exited with the bags.
Ishi was still smirking.
Rah, buttoning his shirt clumsily, caught it. “What?”
She looked over her shoulder. “Nothing. Just thinking this new charioteer is… quite well-groomed. Tall. Nice hair.”
Rah blinked.
“Grey, you said? Huh. Not bad.”
Rah squinted. “Wait a second…”
Ishi tilted her head playfully. “Don’t you think he’s… charming?”
Rah stared. Then glared.
“You’re doing this on purpose.”
“I don’t know what you mean, my dragon.”
Rah tried to swat her hand, missed, and lost balance—
Nearly fell off the bed.
“Whoa—!”
Ishi gasped and caught him quickly, her hands firm around his arms. “Careful!”
For a moment, their faces were inches apart.
Their eyes locked.
Breathing slowed.
And—
“Excuse me, my lady,” Grey’s voice called from outside the tent. “We are ready to depart.”
The moment shattered.
They both pulled back quickly. Ishi cleared her throat. Rah awkwardly straightened the edge of his tunic.
He tried to stand—then winced.
Ishi immediately moved to support him. “Here—your arm on my shoulder—”
“No,” Rah said flatly, his pride flaring. “Grey can help.”
Grey stepped forward, obedient.
But before he could take a single step, Ishi lifted one hand.
“Stop.”
She turned to Rah, expression sharp.
“I’m the queen here,” she said coolly.
Rah turned his head away like a pouting child. “…Fine.”
And so, with Ishi’s help—though grumbling—Rah made it to the chariot.
The ride to Solaris began with the steady clatter of wheels and the rhythmic sway of the chariot over rolling hills.
Rah sat near the window, facing away.
A full foot of space between them.
Ishi raised an eyebrow. Adorable.
She slowly, quietly shifted closer. Just a few inches.
Then leaned, just slightly, until her arm brushed his.
Rah didn’t move.
“Hmm,” she whispered. “Still mad?”
Rah stared ahead.
Ishi grinned and leaned closer. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, dragon.”
Rah glanced sideways. “Personal space. My ribs still hurt, remember?”
“This is my chariot.”
“Doesn’t mean you get to flirt with my torment.”
She leaned back, self-satisfied.
Then fell quiet.
After a few minutes, she gently placed a small pouch of medicine and a waterskin in his lap.
He took them—a bit too rapidly—and drank without looking at her.
She watched him as he closed his eyes, head leaning against the chariot wall. Within minutes, his breath slowed into the rhythm of sleep.
She watched him in silence.
Then slowly smiled.

Rah’s sleep darkened.
“Help me…”
A voice—familiar.
Panicked.
“RAH!”
He woke with a jolt.
The chariot was still.
But Ishi was gone.
The sky outside was dimmer. The forest thickens. The road was silent.
Another scream echoed—Ishi’s voice.
Rah panicked. He stumbled from the chariot, half-limping into the trees.
“Ishi! ISHI!”
No answer. Then—
A rustle.
A shadow ahead.
He pushed forward, calling, searching, gasping through his weakness.
Finally, a clearing.
A river glittered under the moonlight.
Beside it: a soft canopy bed beneath a hanging net, a table with two chairs, decked in red orchids, glowing butterflies, and candlelight.
The water bubbled. Slowly, glowing letters rose into the air:
“SORRY.”
Rah turned, breath caught.
A voice—gentle, teary.
“…Rah?”
Ishi stood behind him, holding her ears in mock apology, eyes wet.
“I— I didn’t know how else to say sorry.”
Rah’s anger evaporated.
He stepped forward, checking her—head to toe.
“You’re okay?”
She nodded.
“You screamed. I thought— gods, I thought—”
He pulled her into a hug, heart racing, hands gripping her back tightly.
She whispered again, “Sorry.”
He pulled back, face serious now.
“What the hell was that scream? I thought you were being attacked!”
“I didn’t mean to—”
“What is this place? Why would you vanish? I couldn’t find you. I could barely walk!”
“I was trying to—”
“You scared me!”
She opened her mouth to answer again—
And he suddenly stopped.
Looked at the river.
The orchids.
The candles.
Then… at her.
“…You did all this?”
She nodded slowly, still holding her ears like a scolded child.
Rah stared.
Then exhaled.
“You really know how to mess with me.”
She raised one brow, hopeful.
“Forgiven?”
Rah tilted his head, thoughtful.
“Hmm… bigger bribe this time.”
Ishi bowed her head with exaggerated grace, her voice low and charming.
“Okay, my king.”
She extended her hand.
Rah, matching her tone, lifted his chin slightly and stretched his arm as though offering it to royalty. “Rise, noble servant. Your king demands dinner.”
Ishi took his hand with a smirk and led him toward the table by the river, the fireflies glowing like suspended stars above them.
She pulled out his chair, and with a slight curtsy, said, “Please, sit, my lord.”
Rah chuckled, easing into the seat. “Is this red wine?”
“Yes, my liege.” She poured him a glass with practiced grace. “Anything else, Lord Storm?”
Rah sipped, letting the cool liquid linger on his tongue. “Yeah… a date.”
Ishi raised her brow.
Then bowed again, voice soft. “Of course. A date it is.”
She poured her own glass, then raised it.
“To forgiveness,” she said.
Rah clinked his against hers. “And troublemaking queens.”
They both took a sip.
For a moment, the breeze passed between them in silence.
Then Ishi set her glass down slowly, eyes lingering on his face.
“So… did you forgive me?”
Rah leaned forward just slightly, resting his elbow on the table, then reached out and gently took her hand.
“Ishi… don’t ever do something like that again.”
She looked down, cheeks warming.
“I wasn’t trying to scare you,” she said. “I just wanted to mess with you. Tease you. Make you a little jealous.”
Rah scoffed—a little too loudly.
“Jealous? Me? Why would I get jealous?”
Ishi grinned, leaned back in her chair, and pointed a fork at him. “Yayayaya. It was all over your face.”
“I wasn’t!” Rah said again, almost offended. “Why would I be jealous? Who am I to you, huh?”
His voice lowered on that last line.
Ishi’s smile was delayed.
She opened her mouth—then closed it.
And after a beat, looked away.
“…Anyway,” she said quickly, reaching for the tray. “Blah blah blah, food. Eat. You haven’t had anything since breakfast.”
She uncovered the dish, revealing a beautiful serving of red cheese pasta, warm and steaming, sprinkled with herbs.
She scooped a portion onto Rah’s plate, then her own.
“Go ahead,” she said, watching him. “Taste it.”
Rah stared at the plate… and didn’t move.
“…What?” Ishi asked. “Is everything okay?”
Rah’s lips curled into a slow smile. He picked up his fork, scooped up a twirl of pasta, and lifted it toward her instead.
“No king, no servant, no dragon eats before his queen.”
Ishi froze.
Blushed.
Then leaned forward—just a little—and accepted the bite.
The moment hung there like a spell in the air, glowing, suspended—
Until she chewed, swallowed, and smiled.
“…Tastes better this way.”
Rah took a bite, a smirk wrapped in secret at the corner of his lips. Without a word, he reached across the table, gently lifted Ishi’s hand, and pressed a kiss against her knuckles.
“You cook well, servant.”
Ishi choked on her wine. “What?! I didn’t cook that!”
Rah tilted his head, all mock-innocence. “Are you sure? Because your forehead disagrees.”
She frowned. “My forehead—?”
She reached up and found a dusting of flour near her hairline. Her eyes widened.
“Wait—when did that…?”
Rah raised an eyebrow knowingly.
Ishi chuckled, covering her mouth. “Okay. That’s embarrassing.”
“You’re cute when you forget your own crimes.”
“Shut up.”
Rah smirked. “But something’s off.”
Ishi blinked. “Off?”
“Yeah… It’s not quite right.”
“What’s not right?” she asked, suddenly worried.
Rah didn’t answer. He stood slowly, mixing his pasta into her plate and taking her fork.
“What are you doing?”
“Wait na.”
He stepped to her side, extended a hand. “Come on.”
She hesitated, then stood. He gently grabbed her wrist for balance, and together, they walked toward the riverbank.
There, by the rock warmed under moonlight, they sat. Ishi adjusted his cushion, and Rah handed her the plate.
“I don’t like distance from my loved ones,” he said softly. “This is better.”
Ishi froze.
The words struck deeper than he knew.
Her throat tightened.
And before she could speak, she placed the plate aside and hugged him, burying her face into his shoulder.
Tears escaped. Her fingers dug into the back of his tunic.
“Hey…” Rah whispered, surprised. “What happened?”
But she couldn’t speak.
She just cried.
So he pulled her closer and let her be.
They stayed like that—no words, just warmth—for long, quiet minutes.
Finally, her weeping calmed. She pulled back, eyes red, nose sniffling.
Rah smiled gently. “Done? Cry queen?”
Ishi let out a half-laugh, half-sigh. “Shut up.”
She wiped her eyes, picked up the fork, and fed him again.
He chewed happily. “Still warm.”
They shared the rest of the meal, laughing gently, leaning into each other.
Then, Ishi rested her head on Rah’s shoulder, her hand linked with his.
They sat in silence, watching the river glitter.
Rah bent forward and began to move his fingers, trying to imitate the floating words she had made earlier.
“How’d you make that ‘Sorry’ float earlier?” he asked.
Ishi smirked. “Basic ripple-weave charm. You sync your mana with the current and let the vibrations carry your intent.”
Rah frowned, focused. Tried it.
Weird squiggles appeared.
Ishi burst into giggles. “What is that?!”
“I call it… ancient dragon script.”
“Looks like a worm fell asleep mid-sentence.”
Rah grinned and tried again.
“I.”
A perfect letter floated.
Ishi clapped. “Yes! Great mage!”
“L!”
“Go, dragon!”
“O!”
“Getting there!”
Rah leaned forward, focused.
“V.”
“Wow!”
“E.”
Ishi started to catch on.
“…Wait.”
“Y.”
“…No.”
“O.”
“Oh no.”
“U.”
Ishi blinked.
She turned slowly.
Rah leaned in, voice quiet.
“Yes. I love you, too.”
She blushed fiercely, buried her face into his chest, and slapped it gently.
“Rah!”
“What?”
“Don’t trick me like that!”
“I didn’t trick you. I enchanted you.”
She bit his chest lightly.
Rah yelped. “Ow!”
“Dragon bites, too,” she said proudly.
Rah laughed. “Yeah… I just found that out.”
Silence settled again.
Ishi stood, looking into his eyes.
Rah stood, too.
They were close.
So close, their breath mixed.
Eyes locked.
Heartbeats too loud to hide.
Ishi leaned in slowly. Rah leaned too.
Their lips nearly brushed—
And then—
CHOMP.
Ishi bit his nose and ran, laughing.
Rah stumbled back. “You cheated! I can’t run!”
But he tried.
He chased her anyway, staggering, both laughing.
They circled the bed, running in playful loops, until they tumbled—
Right onto the sheets.
Rah landed flat on his back.
Ishi is on top.
Breathless.
He looked up at her, arms around her waist.
“So… I won, right? My reward?”
She looked down, heart racing, cheeks glowing.
She leaned in.
Eyes fluttered closed.
Rah reached up…
And kissed her gently on the forehead.
Ishi smiled, eyes still closed.
He whispered, “Not tonight. When it happens, it has to be big.”
She nodded and rested her head on his chest.
His arms wrapped around her.
They lay there, heartbeat to heartbeat.
And slowly, drifted to sleep.

Far away, in the shadows beyond the trees, a tall, lean figure stood watching.
Golden eyes narrow.
Expression unreadable.
Then—without a sound—he turned and vanished into the dark.
Scene – Homecomings and Shadows
Morning light spilled over the riverbank, filtering through soft canopies of trees. The air was cool, the fireflies gone, replaced by dew on grass and a golden hush across the clearing.
Rah stirred first.
His arm was still around Ishi, her body curled gently against his chest. He blinked groggily, then smiled to himself.
“Still using me as a pillow, I see.”
Ishi mumbled something, nuzzling closer.
“Don’t pretend you’re asleep now,” he whispered.
“…Shut up,” she finally said, without opening her eyes.
Rah grinned. “We should get going. The queen of Solaris can't be late for her court.”
“I’m not going there first,” she said, yawning. “I’m coming with you.”
Rah blinked, surprised. “My house?”
“I want to make sure your mother doesn’t kill you.”
The chariot rolled into the city gates of Solaris, golden towers rising through soft morning fog. Markets bustled. Flags fluttered. Life moved as if untouched by the horrors they’d seen.
But Rah moved slower, still sore. Ishi helped him walk up the cobbled path to a modest, warm-looking house nestled on a quiet lane.
He reached the bell.
The door flew open before he touched it.
Elsa stood in the doorway, apron stained with flour, eyes widening.
“RAH?!”
Before he could reply, Liora pushed past Elsa, robes rustling.
She stopped, stared, and gasped.
“What happened—?!”
Rah raised both hands. “Wait, wait, I’m fine—”
Liora grabbed his chin, inspecting him. “Burn marks? Bruised ribs? Gods, Rah!”
“Ishi helped me back.”
Liora looked at Ishi.
Ishi gave a polite bow. “He’s okay. It was a training accident… got a bit out of hand.”
Elsa raised an eyebrow.
Liora narrowed her eyes.
But said nothing.
“…Come in.”
Rah limped through the doorway. Ishi turned to leave.
“I should—”
“No,” Liora said firmly. “You’ll stay for lunch.”
Ishi blinked. “Really, I don’t—”
“Please?” Rah asked softly.
She hesitated.
Then nodded.
Elsa and Liora exchanged a glance.
Liora smirked. “We’ll need an extra plate… for our guest-slash-bodyguard-slash-Rah’s new favorite person.”
Ishi flushed and looked down.
Elsa chuckled. “Mm. This should be fun.”
Lunch was warm, full of baked herbs, saffron rice, and fresh fruit. Rah tried not to wince with every laugh. Ishi spoke little, but her smiles came easily.
When she stood to leave, Liora followed her to the door.
She reached into her satchel and held out a small silver pendant, shaped like a delicate snowflake.
“For you.”
Ishi took it, startled.
“A blessing,” Liora said. “And a thank you… for bringing my son home.”
Ishi blinked hard, nodded with a small bow, and stepped out into the sunlight.
The palace of Solaris was a structure of lightstone and glass, sharp-edged towers casting mirrored reflections in the central lake.
Ishi burst through the front doors.
“Senkai!”
She ran through the hallways, past startled guards, and into the grand chamber.
Her father stood on the balcony, cloak draped like shadowed wings.
He turned.
“Ishi,” he said, voice stern. “Where have you been? I received no reports for a week.”
“I—”
“We had no idea if you were alive. Or worse. Do you understand what that means?”
His voice was cold.
Sharp.
But then—his shoulders dropped. His voice softened.
“…You’re home.”
She rushed forward and hugged him, burying her face into his chest.
After a moment, his arms closed around her.
“Go,” he said quietly. “Rest. We’ll talk later.”
She nodded, smiled, and walked toward her chamber.
The next morning, the halls of Moonspire Academy felt different.
Eyes followed her.
Voices hushed as she passed.
They were whispering.
Staring.
Something had shifted.
“ISHI.”
A voice called from the main steps.
She turned.
Principal Albus Percival stood at the top of the stone stairs, arms behind his back.
“Join me in my chamber after assembly.”
Ishi paused.
Then gave a crisp nod.
“Yes, Principal.”




Chapter 6: 
Chapter Six: Shadows Beneath the Light
Scene – The Chamber of Echoes
Ishi sat alone in the wide, circular chamber of Principal Albus Percival.
Sunlight streamed through the tall, domed windows, casting long golden bars across shelves brimming with ancient tomes and magical relics.
She stood and wandered slowly, eyes dancing over glass cases and enchanted pedestals.
A wand carved from unicorn bone floated gently above velvet.
A broomstick bound with phoenix feather shimmered with flame-lined runes.
A sword of lion’s claw, jagged and half-sheared, sat sheathed in cracked amber.
And there—on the far wall—stood a staff.
Tall. Dark. Elegant.
Blackened wood twisted in a coil, at its crest: a sapphire-studded serpent, coiled as if mid-hiss.
Ishi stared.
A jolt of unease moved through her chest.
This… this is the one Rah described. In his dream.
She stepped closer. Reached for it. Her fingers brushed the cold shaft.
Just like Father’s…
A voice broke the silence.
Old. Calm. Heavy with age and power.
“It’s the twin of another one.”
Ishi jumped, spinning around.
Albus Percival stood in the arched doorway, his long robes trailing behind him like rolling clouds. Despite his gentle face, his presence filled the room like a mountain.
His silver eyes flicked toward the staff.
“It’s the twin,” he repeated, “of one I believe Lord Senkai possesses. Am I correct?”
Ishi hesitated. “…Yes, sir. I think so. My father has one like this.”
Albus gave a single nod.
“Sit, Miss Solaris.”
She obeyed.
He moved to his high-backed chair, settling down like an old owl returning to a familiar perch.
“I’ve heard the news, the rumors… the silences. About Haren.”
He laced his fingers together. “I wish to hear from you. Is there more you wish to share?”
Ishi studied his face. There was no judgment. Just a quiet strength.
So she told him.
About the screaming children.
The girl in the forest who vanished into fog.
About Meliza, her inhuman power, and the implication that something far darker was orchestrating things behind the scenes.
Albus listened with eyes half-closed, nodding slowly.
When she finished, he sighed—long and low.
“I knew Meliza,” he said. “Long before she chose the shadows. She was once my student. At the Holy Church in South Roze. Sanctora Prime.”
Ishi blinked. “You taught her?”
“She was brilliant. Determined. Her mana pressure was unnatural. Stronger than most knights by age thirteen. Physically… terrifying. But she had no tether. No roots. Power like that, untethered, seeks hunger.”
“…So why are you telling me this?” Ishi asked softly.
Albus opened one eye.
“What do you think of Rah?”
She blinked, caught off-guard. “He’s my… my good friend.”
“Just a friend?” he said, tone teasing now. “A junior for whom you were ready to die? I saw how you looked when he was wheeled into the healing tent.”
Ishi looked down, trying not to smile.
Albus’s expression faded back into seriousness.
“Ishi… your mana is potent. Your theoretical work is top-tier. You have control, precision, the discipline of someone raised in nobility. But…”
His voice darkened slightly.
“If you continue on this path—if you truly intend to fight against what hides behind cities like Solaris, against the system, the foundation of this world…”
He leaned forward.
“You are not ready.”
Ishi’s heart skipped. “What path are you talking about?”
Albus held her gaze.
“You mentioned trafficking. That girl. The forest. You’re not wrong. There are nobles, priests, warlocks… even monarchs. Feeding it. The machine.”
Ishi went still.
Her voice lowered. “How do you know this?”
“I know many things,” he replied softly. “But what matters is that you know this now. And that with your current strength—you are not enough.”
The silence pressed against her lungs.
Then—
“I’ll train,” she said. “I want to be ready.”
Albus smiled.
Then stood.
“Five o’clock. Today. Black Mountain’s Peak.”
She blinked. “The peak? That climb is—”
“A game of death,” Albus said calmly. “And the first test. You want power? Climb.”
Ishi stood.
Her eyes met his. Her heart was racing. But her spine was straight.
“Yes, sir.”
Ishi stepped out of Principal Albus’s chamber, her thoughts still spinning with the weight of his words.
She hadn’t made it far through the courtyard when she spotted Tali, sitting cross-legged beneath a tree, chewing a stalk of candyroot.
“Hey,” Ishi asked. “Have you seen Rah?”
Tali looked up and shook her head. “Nah, he didn’t come today. He’s resting today? The healers said he over-exerted yesterday.”
Ishi’s chest tightened a little.
She nodded.
“Thanks.”
She spent the rest of her day in class, only half-present. Her mind wandered constantly—to Rah, to Albus, to the shadow she now stood in.
I’ll see him after school, she promised herself.
But first—
She had to climb a mountain.
Black Mountain loomed in the distance like a god asleep beneath a thunderstorm. Its peak cut into the clouds. The wind howled as Ishi approached its dark base, already sensing the weight of the challenge to come.
She wore light armor under her cloak, her sword sheathed at her side. Her breathing was steady. Her mind focused.
You wanted this. So fight.
The wind at the base of Black Mountain was sharp enough to sting skin.
The rocks above her curved like the spines of a beast, layered with ash, shadows, and clouds that promised nothing but pain. But Ishi didn’t pause.
She placed one foot on the first stone, her eyes on the distant peak—
And climbed.
Half an hour in, as the trail curved through cracked forest ground, she spotted the flicker of light.
At first, she thought it was fire.
Then she saw them.
Poni tales—majestic beasts, taller than horses, with flowing manes of embers and long crimson horns curled in flame
They were calm.
Until she stepped on a brittle leaf.
CRACK.
The closest one snapped its head toward her. Its eyes flared gold. Its horn ignited like wildfire.
Shit
It changes.
Ishi gritted her teeth and dove to the side. The ground scorched where she’d stood a second ago.
She rolled, drew her sword, focused, and pushed fire through her limbs
Not to kill.
To dazzle.
She swung once—sending a ribbon of fire in a wide arc over its eyes.
The beast shrieked and stumbled back.
She held her ground, shaking with adrenaline.
“I'm not here for you,” she whispered. “I’m here for something worse.”
The flames in her pulse stilled.
The poni tale snorted once, then backed away.
She moved on.
The trail narrowed. Mist thickened.
Then a growl low and echoing.
Out of the fog slithered three alosaurs—reptilian beasts with crystal-tipped tails and magic-etched scales. Their eyes glowed sky-blue, and they hissed in unison.
Ishi didn’t wait.
She dashed in—flame bursting from her hands, striking the path before her, a warning line.
One beast paused.
The other two leapt.
She rolled beneath their jaws, slid across gravel, flung her sword upward mid-spin.
A shallow gash across the underside of one’s neck. It screamed. She landed hard.
The second lunged—she ducked, then threw her arm forward—
The wind answered.
A burst of raw air blasted the beast backward, sending it tumbling off the ledge with a scream.
Ishi panted. Her hands trembled.
“…Wind?”
There was no time to process it.
She moved again.
Higher now. Thinner air. Jagged paths.
And then—
The ground itself moved.
Stone limbs rose.
Eyes of molten gold opened.
Three rock golems, broad as walls, stepped forward.
No words. No hesitation.
They attacked.
Ishi ran, slid between boulders, ducked under a crushing fist. A second swing grazed her shoulder.
Pain bloomed.
She snarled and pressed her hand to the stone—poured fire into it.
The heat surged, turned the boulder red, then white—
BOOM.
It shattered into glass. Shards flew. One embedded in a golem’s leg. It stumbled.
She jumped—air lifted her.
Her sword found the gap in the golem’s back—a strike of fire and steel.
It crumbled.
She landed on one knee, sweat pouring from her brow.
Her legs shook.
Rah… You’re resting now. You’d hate this.
She smiled grimly.
But you’d also cheer for me. So I have to survive.
Near the summit—silence.
Then: a low, thunderous purr.
From behind a cluster of boulders stepped a Liona—a lion-shaped beast the size of a house, with flaming eyes and a mane of glowing bone.
Its breath steamed like poison.
She couldn’t fight this.
She ducked low. Crawled beneath twisted roots. Moved like a shadow.
The Liona sniffed once—then turned the other way.
She didn’t breathe until it was gone.
At the narrowest ridge, she found herself surrounded.
Grey goblins, their eyes glinting like razors.
One stepped forward and whispered, “She sees you.”
Then vanished.
Illusions crawled across her vision.
Dead girls.
Noelle’s body.
A forest of cages.
Rah bleeding on black stone.
Ishi dropped to her knees, clutching her head.
“NO.”
She squeezed her eyes shut, focused her breath, reached into herself—
Flame in her veins. Wind in her lungs.
She struck forward blindly.
And broke through.
The fog scattered.
The whispers silenced.
Only the mountain remained.
She stepped onto the flat stone summit, legs dragging.
Albus stood there, arms behind his back.
Wind howled past them.
Ishi collapsed to one knee, gasping for breath.
“I… I reached…”
Albus said nothing.
Then—calmly—
“Oh. I forgot to mention… up here, the oxygen is only twenty-one percent of the atmosphere.”
Ishi wheezed, vision spinning.
He watched her, serene.
“It took me six minutes to stabilize. To find my breath. And merge it with my mana.”
She heard the hint.
Sat cross-legged.
Inhaled—
Too fast. Too shallow.
She tried again.
Heartbeat. Air. Mana.
The wind cut her skin.
Her vision wavered.
She closed her eyes—
And collapsed.
When she woke, the air was warm again. Grass tickled her cheek.
Albus stood nearby, holding a flower between two fingers.
“You made it farther than most,” he said softly.
“I… I’m sorry, sir.”
Albus smiled. “You climbed. You bled. You saw illusions and survived them.”
He turned away.
“Tomorrow. Same time. Same peak.”
And paused before vanishing.
“Fire burns. Wind cuts. But discipline… bends both.”
Then he was gone.
Ishi stood before Rah’s house, still dusted in trail dirt and mountain ash. Her legs trembled—not from fatigue, but from the weight in her chest. A need to see him. To feel human again.
She lifted her hand to ring the bell—when the door creaked open.
Elsa stood there with her classic smirk and a knowing glint in her eye.
Ishi blinked. “How did you—”
“I knew,” Elsa said simply, stepping aside. “Come in, moonchild.”
Ishi smiled shyly and stepped into the warm, fragrant house.
Inside, Liora was plating dinner at the long oak table, spooning saffron rice with steady hands. She looked up and beamed.
“Well, look who the stars blew in.”
Ishi bowed politely. “Good evening, Lady Liora.”
Liora waved off the formality and pointed toward the ceiling. “He’s on the roof. Waiting.”
Ishi hesitated. “Should I…?”
Liora caught the question in her eyes and flicked a plate toward her, loaded with food. “Yes. And take this.”
Ishi blinked. “What for?”
“No king, no servant, no dragon eats before his queen,” Liora said smoothly, turning back to the table.
Ishi flushed.
She climbed the narrow wooden stairs, each creak beneath her foot fading beneath the hum of her heartbeat.
When she stepped onto the rooftop, the city melted away.
Above them, the stars spilled across the sky like someone had torn a hole in heaven’s curtain. Cool night air kissed her cheeks. The wind was quiet. Gentle.
Rah sat near the edge, legs crossed, arms resting on his knees, eyes turned upward like he was reading poetry written in constellations.
Ishi didn’t call his name.
She simply walked to him, her heart tugged in steady rhythm, and sank down beside him—shoulder to shoulder, breath to breath.
Without a word, she slipped her arm through his and rested her head gently on his shoulder.
Rah turned slightly, his chin brushing her hair, and smiled—soft and crooked.
“Took you long enough, moonlight.”
Her voice came quiet. “I needed to see you.”
He leaned his head against hers. “How was it?”
She tensed. “…How did you know?”
“Principal Albus came to see me earlier,” Rah said, voice low and easy. “Before he left, he asked if I remembered Black Mountain. I told him I went when I was younger. Thought it was kind of a fun hike.”
She sat up and stared at him, eyes wide. “You what? You’ve climbed it? Rah—that place is a deathtrap! There are monsters up there that could rip you in half. I almost didn’t make it.”
He chuckled, tilting his head with that annoying, infuriating, comforting smirk. “You’re acting like I did it barefoot.”
Ishi shoved his shoulder gently. “Not funny.”
“Okay, okay,” he said, lifting a hand in surrender. “I wasn’t alone. Elsa was with me. I got lucky. But yeah, the beasts? They're not evil, Ishi. They’re just scared. Protecting their homes. Their kids.”
She stared out at the stars. “Still felt like they wanted me gone.”
A pause.
Then her voice fell to a whisper.
“I couldn’t even breathe. The air… it just vanished. I tried. I really tried. But I fainted.”
Rah shifted and faced her, his hand finding hers under the blanket of night. “Hey.”
She didn’t look up.
“You didn’t fail. You climbed a mountain most people wouldn’t even attempt. That’s not failure. That’s courage.”
Her lip quivered. “But I—”
“You don’t have to prove anything to anyone,” he said, threading their fingers together. “Not even to me. You’re already… everything.”
Ishi slowly looked up at him.
Something softened in her eyes. Her walls dropped just a little more.
“…How did you do it? The breathing?”
Rah leaned back and smiled, like he was remembering a secret.
“Everyone finds their own way. I dropped my pulse. Let the air find me instead of chasing it. It’s not about strength. It’s about trust.”
“Trust?”
He nodded. “In yourself. In the world. Even in the things that try to break you.”
She fell quiet, thinking.
Then, with a little fire creeping back into her voice—
“I’ll do better tomorrow.”
Rah’s smile widened.
“I know.”
She leaned her head back on his shoulder.
“By the way,” Ishi said, pulling the cloth away from the plate. “Liora made you dinner.”
Rah blinked. “Wait—my mom made dinner… for me… through you?”
“She insisted I bring it,” Ishi said.
Rah narrowed his eyes. “Was there a hug?”
“…Maybe.”
“Did she touch your hair?”
“…A little.”
Rah pouted. “She only does that to me.”
Ishi smirked. “Jealousy looks good on you, my dragon.”
“And smile on you, moon.” Rah winked.
They shared the food, laughing under the stars, fork-feeding each other like children too giddy to care.
Below, Liora stood at the back door with Elsa, peeking up through a crack.
Liora whispered, “Should we call them?”
Elsa grinned. “Let them pretend the stars belong only to them. We’ll give them five minutes.”
“They’re disgustingly cute.”
“They’re in love.”
“…And he still thinks she’s just a guest.”
Elsa chuckled. “Boys.”
Eventually, Liora’s voice rose through the night air.
“Alright, sky princess and moon-drunk dragon—come down before you get frozen!”
They both jumped, grinning.
Ishi helped Rah up, both limping slightly.
When she stepped inside, Liora greeted her with a warm towel and a plate of sweets. Elsa handed her a satchel of warm tea.
“Thank you,” Ishi said softly.
“Stay longer next time,” Liora said, pulling her into a full, heartfelt hug. “And thank you… for protecting my son.”
Ishi melted into her embrace. It was the kind of hug that smelled like love, kindness, and home.
Rah watched from the side, frowning. “That’s… a little long, don’t you think?”
Elsa swatted his head. “Ohh… Look, a burning dragon.”
They all laughed.
Ishi bowed, said her goodbyes, and stepped out into the night.
Rah followed her to the chariot.
They stood there, awkward.
The stars had grown quiet again.
Then—
Quick as a heartbeat—
Ishi kissed his cheek.
Rah stood stunned, his hand rising slowly to touch the spot.
Ishi didn’t say a word.
She turned and climbed into the chariot with a smirk.
In the shadows near the horses, Grey stood by the reins, face half-lit by the torchlight.
He watched the kiss.
Watched Rah’s smile.
Watched Ishi’s eyes as they looked back one last time.
His jaw clenched.
A flicker of old pain and hatred flashed in his gaze.
They took everything.
But he said nothing.
Only bowed, mounted the driver’s perch—
And cracked the reins.
Later the same night, when the moon hung like a blade above Solaris.
From her chamber window, Ishi caught the whisper of movement—deliberate and cloaked in secrecy.
Below, in the moon-washed gardens, Grey crept along the shadowed wall. His posture is low. Intended purposeful. He paused only once to scan his surroundings, then slipped past the gate and vanished into the dark.
Ishi’s breath caught.
Where are you going… at this hour?
Something was wrong.
She threw on her cloak, ignoring the dull ache in her limbs from training, and moved soundlessly through the palace. Past sleeping guards. Past history-lined halls.
Down into the undercity.
She descended into a place nobles feared—where mold painted stone, where even light seemed nervous. She followed him through cracked alleys and rust-bitten iron, until he disappeared through a half-collapsed archway veiled in mist and moonlight.
She crept to the edge.
Looked in through a fracture in the wall.
A smuggler’s den.
Stale blood. Crates of dark relics. Bones in the corner.
Grey stood across from a hooded figure, shrouded in flowing black—his shadow alive, pulsing around him like liquid tar.
“I’ve done everything you asked,” Grey said, voice tight. “But she’s getting suspicious.”
The hooded man took a step forward, the edges of his form flickering like disturbed flame.
“Then finish it,” he said. His voice was soft and chilling—like silk soaked in poison. “Finish your mission. No delays.”
Grey hesitated. “She’s not alone anymore. Always with him. Or… them.”
A hand emerged from the cloak. Long fingers curled, and with a flick—a staff appeared.
Blackwood. Serpent-carved. A sapphire stone gleamed in its open jaws.
Ishi’s blood turned to ice.
The staff… Rah’s dream. Father’s staff.
The man’s voice deepened. “You’ll separate her.”
“She won’t follow me alone,” Grey said quietly.
“She will tomorrow.”
The shadows behind him pulsed.
“Make sure she does. Or I’ll carve your spine into a handle for my next blade.”
Grey flinched.
From her hiding place, Ishi’s stomach twisted.
She backed away—just a step—
Crack.
A pebble.
Her boot.
The sound echoed.
Grey turned sharply.
Their eyes met.
Frozen.
For a long, horrible second—neither of them breathed.
Then—from the tunnel behind—
“Patrol! Keep sharp!”
A lantern’s light flickered across the opposite wall.
The hooded figure snarled.
He lifted the staff.
“I’ll deal with this. You deal with her.”
With a swirl of darkness and sigils, he vanished into smoke—but not before whispering:
“The girl shall die… but before—”
He never finished.
Grey stepped forward.
“Ishi,” he said, voice cracking with disbelief and rage.
She ran.
She pushed her body until her lungs were clawing for air, until her legs screamed with every step.
The palace blurred past her—its polished walls now cold and foreign, the very place that raised her turning into a maze of dread.
She reached her wing.
Fumbled the key.
Her fingers slipped once, twice.
Please, please…
The lock clicked.
She stumbled in and slammed the door shut, throwing the bolt across with trembling hands.
She collapsed against it, back sliding down the wood.
Breath broken. Shoulders shaking.
Her dagger fell from her sleeve into her palm.
The cold metal grounded her—barely.
Her mind spiraled:
That staff… that voice. The serpent. The gem. It was Father's.
Her hands clenched.
Does he want me dead?
Her heart thudded against her ribs like a warning bell.
And then—
A knock.
Hard. Sharp.
Her blood turned to ice.
Another knock—louder, firm.
“Ishi?”
His voice.
Her father.
He knows.
Her breath caught in her throat.
Another knock.
“Open the door. Grey said you returned in a panic. Is something wrong?”
Panic surged like bile in her chest.
He sounded kind.
Too kind.
Her hand tightened on the dagger’s hilt.
Sweat ran down her spine.
If he knows… if he was there… will he kill me?
Another knock. This one was softer. But it was worse somehow.
“Please, open the door, my flame.”
Her tears burned now. She couldn’t think.
She tried to will her body to move. Anything.
Then—silence.
The knock stopped.
And in that silence, every breath felt like it might betray her.
She dragged herself to her feet, forced her face calm, shoved the dagger into her waistband and hid it under her night tunic. She wiped her face with the sleeve of her robe, rubbed her eyes until they stung red.
She unlocked the door.
Just a crack.
She blinked slowly, like she’d just been roused from sleep.
“…Father?”
He stood in the doorway. Tall. Perfect. Draped in a deep sapphire robe lined with black-gold threads. Regal.
But his smile didn’t reach his eyes.
They were distant. Calculating. Cold.
“I was told you returned… frightened. Are you alright?”
“I…” Her throat clenched. “I had a nightmare. That’s all.”
Senkai didn’t move for a moment.
Then stepped forward and gently brushed her hair from her forehead.
His hand was warm.
Too warm. Like a fire just beneath the skin.
His fingers lingered a second too long.
“Try to sleep,” he said softly. “No more nightmares, hmm?”
He smiled again.
But it felt like the moon smiling through a predator’s jaws.
Then he turned and walked down the hall, slow and serene.
Ishi watched him disappear into the corridor.
The moment he turned the corner, she slammed the door shut again.
Bolted it.
Turned.
And collapsed.
Her dagger clattered to the floor beside her, forgotten.
The tears came faster than she could control.
Muffled sobs tore from her chest.
She curled into the corner like a hunted animal and rocked, her breath shallow and broken.
That wasn’t my father.
That was something else wearing his face.
Something ancient. And cruel. And real.
She didn’t make it to the bed.
Sleep finally dragged her down, tangled and twitching, her face buried in her arms—
The dagger was still within reach.
Knock. Knock.
“Ishi,” came his voice. Calm. Polished. Unhurried. “It’s morning. Come, breakfast is ready. I cooked your favorite.”
Her heart dropped.
She wasn’t ready. Not for him.
Not today.
She lay frozen on the floor of her room, curled where she'd collapsed the night before, the dagger still clutched in her hand. Her fingers were stiff from how tightly she’d held it. Her eyes burned from tears she hadn't even realized she'd cried in her sleep.
Senkai’s voice again—slightly firmer.
“Ishi?”
She swallowed hard. Her throat was dry as ash.
“I’ll be out in a minute,” she croaked, trying to mask the panic behind a thin veil of drowsiness.
Footsteps paused outside her door for a heartbeat longer than necessary.
Then… receded.
Only then did she move.
She dressed slowly. Her hands trembled as she fastened the buttons on her tunic. She didn’t recognize her reflection in the polished glass—haunted eyes, a pale face, the hollow ghost of a princess.
When she stepped into the dining hall, the sun had already filled the room with gold. The scent of honeyed rice, baked citrus bread, and cinnamon tea wrapped the room in warmth.
But to her, it felt like a cage padded in velvet.
Senkai sat at the head of the table, sipping tea, graceful as ever.
He looked up and smiled.
A smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
“There you are,” he said. “You look rested.”
“I am,” she lied.
“Come. Sit.”
She obeyed.
Her plate was already full—carefully prepared, her favorite fruit sliced into delicate spirals. Spiced milk steamed beside it.
“I made everything myself this morning,” he added lightly, as if he were just another doting father.
She forced a smile, her hands trembling slightly as she reached for her spoon.
He watched her.
“How are your studies? Still first in your class?”
“Yes, Father.”
“And that boy… Rah. He’s well?”
The spoon froze mid-air.
She lowered it slowly.
“He’s recovering.”
“Good.” Senkai took a slow sip. “He’s lucky to have you watching over him.”
She nodded, careful not to meet his gaze.
The warmth in his tone. The softness. All of it was painted over something darker—and she felt it. Like standing in sunlight and knowing the sky is about to collapse.
Then—
Grey entered, smooth as smoke, his new black cloak shifting like oil in motion.
He bowed with theatrical grace.
“My lord. Princess.”
Her stomach clenched.
“Shall we leave?” he asked.
“No,” she said quickly. “I’ll take my bike today.”
Senkai raised an eyebrow. “The weather isn’t kind. Let Grey take you.”
“I said—” her voice cracked. “I’ll go alone.”
A pause.
Her chair scraped sharply as she stood.
Too fast.
Too loud.
Senkai watched her quietly, lips still curved in that ever-present, unreadable smile.
“…You’re very restless this morning, my flame.”
“I just need air.”
She bowed, stiff and clipped, then turned and walked away—
Not too fast to draw more questions.
But fast enough to leave the weight of the room behind before it crushed her.

Behind her, Senkai sipped his tea again.
“She’s changed.”
Grey stood quietly. “Perhaps the influence of the boy. Or the Academy.”
Senkai nodded, slow and thoughtful. “She used to look at me like I was the sky.”
Grey tilted his head. “Would you like me to… keep closer?”
Senkai smiled, finally.
“Yes. Keep close. And if she strays—guide her back.”
Grey bowed.
But his eyes remained sharp.
The sky over Solaris had broken open by the time Ishi reached the academy gates.
Rain slid down her cloak, soaked into her sleeves, and clung to the ends of her hair like threads of sorrow. The world felt quiet, even with the chatter of students filing into the halls. She didn’t hear any of it.
Her boots tapped slowly across the stone. Her eyes were glazed. Her fingers clutched her satchel like a shield.
Why would he want me dead? What did I do? What am I not seeing?
She didn’t notice the familiar figure walking toward her under the covered archway until—
“Someone’s lost in thoughts,” Rah said with a grin, leaning against the pillar.
She didn’t answer.
He stepped in beside her, nudging her gently with his elbow. “You know, dragons are highly allergic to silence. Might be fatal if prolonged.”
Still no reply.
Rah frowned now. She was pale. Unblinking. Dripping wet.
“…Ishi?”
She kept walking.
He reached out and grabbed her arm—softly but firmly.
“Hey—earth to Fire Queen—”
She jerked violently and gasped.
“Don’t kill me—!” she screamed, hands flying up to shield herself. “Please—don’t—don’t kill me!”
Her voice cracked on the last word.
The corridor fell silent around them.
Rah’s heart stopped.
He stepped forward quickly, both hands on her shoulders. “Ishi! Ishi—it’s me! It’s Rah. No one’s going to hurt you, okay? You’re safe. You’re here. Wake up.”
She blinked.
Reality crashed back.
Tears spilled down her cheeks in thick, silent streams as she grabbed the front of his coat and buried herself into his chest.
“Save me…” she whispered. “Please, Rah. Please—don’t let him—don’t let him…”
Rah wrapped his arms around her without hesitation, heart pounding. “Hey, hey… I’ve got you. I promise. I’m not going anywhere.”
He held her tighter, one hand gently cradling the back of her head as her body trembled in his arms.
A few students paused to look, then moved on, whispers in their wake.
Rah ignored them.
He leaned down, voice lower. “Ishi… you need to talk to someone. This… this is more than we can carry alone.”
She didn’t answer—but she didn’t pull away.
“Let’s go to Albus,” Rah said gently. “You trust him, right?”
She nodded against his chest.
“Good,” he whispered. “We’ll go together. Recess. You and me.”
Ishi finally pulled back, her face streaked with tears, rain, and something more fragile—something breaking.
“I… I’m scared, Rah.”
“I know,” he said.
“But I’m not.”
He wiped her cheek with his sleeve. “Not when I’m with you.”
The bell rang, and Ishi moved towards her classroom with a non-happy face.
Rah stares at her and smiles. Something has been cooking in his mind.
Inside a fourth-floor classroom, Ishi sat near the window, her expression composed but distant. Her hands took notes, her posture upright, but her eyes were dull—haunted.
She wasn’t really present.
She was surviving.
Outside, hidden from the teacher’s sightline, Rah stood on the narrow outer walkway beneath the classroom window, peering up anxiously from the courtyard below.
He had been watching that window for ten minutes straight.
And she hadn’t looked once.
Rah bit his lip.
No smile? Not even a glance?
He tapped his hoverboard with his boot.
“Alright,” he muttered. “Plan B.”
With a low whirrr, he shot into the air, climbing up toward the fourth-floor window—his hoverboard wobbling dangerously in the misty wind.
Inside, Ishi stared down at her ink blot. Then—
A sudden beam of light flashed in her eye.
She blinked and glanced at the window.
There he was.
Rah, floating outside her window like a fool, holding a small mirror he was using to reflect sunlight directly into her face.
When she met his eyes, he grinned like he’d just won a war.
Ishi’s jaw dropped.
Her mouth moved silently:
“You idiot! Go away!”
She waved her hands in warning, trying not to draw attention.
Rah tilted his head, confused. Then made a weird face—like a derpy squirrel with wings—flapping his arms while spinning on the hoverboard.
She snorted.
Almost.
Then rolled her eyes dramatically and motioned again:
“Get lost!”
But she couldn’t stop the tiny smile tugging at her lips.
Then—her eyes widened in alarm.
Behind him, rising through the mist on a smooth levitation spell, was a tall, white-cloaked figure with a long staff and silver eyebrows raised high.
Principal Albus Percival.
She gestured frantically.
Rah frowned. “What? Are you casting a spell? What's this—chicken wings? Is that—?”
“Maybe because of me?”
A voice came from behind him.
Rah stiffened.
He didn’t turn. Just mumbled, “Whoever you are, go away. I’m flirting.”
The voice sighed.
“Hmm. Students here call me… principal.”
Rah turned.
Slowly.
Saw Albus.
Hovered in midair.
With the calm patience of a man about to ruin someone's week.
Rah paled.
“P-P-Principal Albus! H-Hi. I was just—uh—checking wind density for an elemental exam.”
“Oh, is that so?” Albus said mildly. “And the mirror?”
“Solar reflection test?”
“And the face you were making?”
“…Facial resistance to gravitational pull.”
“Ah,” Albus said. Then—twisted Rah’s ear.
“Aaaaaaah!” Rah yelped. “Sir—I bruise easily!”
“Don’t worry,” Albus said, calm as ever. “Your pride’s already cracked.”
He started dragging Rah by the ear downward, both of them slowly descending past the windows like some strange human elevator.
Inside the class, Ishi bit her lip hard.
Too hard.
She lasted three seconds.
Then she burst into laughter.
Her classmates stared. Her teacher whipped around.
“You find something funny, Lady Ishi?”
She stood up, hands together. “No, sir. I mean—yes. I mean—sorry.”
“Out.”
“What?”
“Hands up. Face the wall. You can thank your ‘hoverboard knight’ later.”
Ishi sighed, still laughing under her breath.
She walked out and stood with her back to the hallway wall, hands up, a smirk curling her lips.
Out the window, she caught one last glimpse of Rah dangling upside down as Albus calmly continued floating downward with him.
He looked around wildly.
“Ishi? ISHI? What happened? Why’d you stop looking? I’m being arrested!”
She turned away.
But smiled the whole time.
The recess bell rang, echoing through the stone corridors like a release of breath.
Before the echo faded, Ishi was already moving, her boots tapping briskly across the polished halls toward Principal Albus Percival’s chamber. Her heart pounded—not from urgency, but hope.
She pushed open the heavy wooden door.
“Rah?” she called softly, stepping into the high-ceilinged room filled with shelves of glowing scrolls and levitating relics.
Silence.
The chair near the desk was empty. The air smelled of old parchment and lemon tea—but no Rah.
Her face fell.
Her chest tightened with something unexpected.
Disappointment.
She stepped further in, trying to mask the drop in her expression. Her eyes lingered on the armrest where he might have leaned. Stupid, she scolded herself. He’s just a boy. Just a friend.
But she knew that wasn’t all he was.
Just as she was turning to leave—
“Looking for someone?” came a voice from the far door.
Albus Percival entered, adjusting the cuffs of his robe, silver hair slightly wind-tossed.
Ishi straightened. “Sir. I—uh… I thought Rah was here.”
Albus smiled faintly. “He was. I sent him on an errand. He’s a rather skilled rider—quick on a board, light on his feet. Perfect for certain tasks.”
Ishi tried to suppress the smile curling at her lips.
“Is that the only reason you’re here, Ishi?” Albus added, watching her closely. “Or is it something else that brings you?”
She hesitated.
The smile faded.
“…Something else.”
Albus gestured to the seat across from him. “Sit.”
She did.
“I didn’t want to say it earlier,” she began quietly, fingers clasping tightly in her lap. “But… I need your help.”
His brow lifted. “Go on.”
“It’s about someone I saw. At night. In the undercity.”
Albus’s eyes sharpened, though his expression remained smooth.
“A man. Hooded. Met with someone I know… Grey.”
There was a small pause.
Ishi didn’t mention the staff. Didn’t mention the gem. But the image of it pulsed in her mind like a wound she couldn't touch.
She continued carefully. “I followed him by accident, but I heard things. The man told Grey I would die. And... that it had to happen soon.”
That was all she gave.
It was enough.
Albus didn’t speak at first.
But something in his face drained.
Not just concern.
Recognition.
And behind that?
Fear.
His fingers, which had been poised calmly on the desk, slowly curled into fists.
“…Did you see anything else?” he asked, too carefully.
Ishi shook her head. “No. That’s all I know.”
A beat of silence stretched.
Then Albus stood and walked toward the window, staring out over the distant silhouette of the Black Mountain range.
His voice, when it came, was low. Controlled.
“Stay away from that man, Ishi. If you see him again, do not follow. Do not speak. Run.”
She looked up. “Do you know who he is?”
His back remained turned.
“I know… enough.”
He took a breath and turned to her again, forcing a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.
“You need to train harder. What you’ve stepped into—it won’t wait for you to be ready. So I’ll help.”
He nodded toward the door.
“Five o’clock. Black Mountain peak. Again.”
She stood.
Accepted.
Turned to leave.
Then hesitated.
She looked back.
“Sir, actually I was asking till when…………Rah?” she asked.
Albus stood by the desk, pouring himself a glass of water—but his hands were trembling. The glass clinked softly against the pitcher.
“Are you alright, sir?”, Ishi asked.
He flinched—almost spilled the water. Quickly composed himself.
“Yes, yes. Just old age, child. It catches up faster when the world won’t stop turning.”
She frowned, watching the slight shake in his fingers.
Albus didn’t meet her eyes. “He’ll return home after completing my task. You can relax.”
But she didn’t relax.
Not even a little.
The school day passed in a haze. Ishi changed quickly after classes, slipping into her training attire and fastening her blade to her hip, the rain outside beading on her cloak as she prepared to leave again for the mountain.
But just as she reached the threshold—
“And where is my little princess going?”
The voice froze her.
Senkai.
His tone was light. Fatherly. But to her ears, it carried the crackling weight of menace.
She turned, carefully.
Senkai leaned casually against the doorway, a glass of crimson wine in his hand, smiling with warmth that chilled her to the bone.
She swallowed. “I—I’m meeting a study group. Just schoolwork.”
Senkai raised a brow, stepping closer. “Funny. Because I took the day off for us. A little surprise. A picnic. Just father and daughter.”
Her breath hitched.
Behind him, Grey stepped into view, wearing a dark jacket and an unreadable grin.
“I thought it’d be a good day,” Senkai said. “We could talk. Bond. You’ve been so… distracted.”
Ishi took a step back. Her fingers clenched behind her cloak.
“No,” she said sharply. “I’m sorry, but I already made plans.”
Senkai’s smile faded. “I see.”
“You never behave like this,” he added, quieter now. “Like I’m some kind of enemy.”
Grey chuckled under his breath.
Senkai’s eyes didn’t leave her. “Is it the boy? It’s always the boy, isn’t it? Bad company—very dangerous.”
He turned and walked away, calm but tight.
Grey stayed a moment longer. His smile widened.
Then he followed.
Ishi exhaled, heart racing.
And ran, like it’s a matter of life and death.
She reached the Black Mountain before time. She thought to climb it, without waiting for anything.
She climbed fast. Alone.
But this time, she wasn’t running away. She was running toward the flame.
The slope wasn't cruel today. Not like before. Every root, rock, and illusion fell behind her, like a trial already endured. Her sword pulsed with warmth on her back. The wind obeyed her now. It bent when she asked.
Rah’s voice was in her blood.
“Find your own way.”
And she had.
When the air thinned at the summit, she didn’t panic.
She closed her eyes—and shaped the wind.
Air wrapped around her lungs, thick and firm. She breathed. Calm. Steady.
She stood on the peak, strong.
Until—
Footsteps.
She ducked behind the jagged bark of a lightning-blasted tree, heart stuttering in her chest.
From the shadows, Albus emerged.
And beside him—
Grey.
The chill in her blood had nothing to do with the mountain wind.
Albus’s cloak dragged like a living shadow. His staff glowed faintly—twisting with black etchings. His voice came sharply:
“She saw us last night. She knows.”
Grey’s answer was full of poison. “Because of you. We could’ve killed them both after Haren. Quick. Clean. But you wanted your little game.”
Albus’s tone dropped, colder. “And you would have doomed us all. Verithos wants the boy alive. If you’d laid a hand on him, we’d be ash.”
Grey stepped close, furious. “She killed Meliza.”
Albus said nothing.
“SHE burned her!”
Still—silence.
Grey's face twisted. “You think I care about your gods? She was my everything. And that girl—” he spat the word like venom, “—will bleed for what she’s done.”
Albus raised a hand. “Enough.”
“She is not just anyone,” he said quietly. “She is my daughter.”
Ishi felt the ground sway under her feet.
Grey recoiled, disgusted. “You kept that from me?”
Albus’s eyes turned dark. “Because I knew how you’d react.”
Grey laughed bitterly, unhinged. “The sister of my love… the murderer of my heart. How poetic.”
Albus sighed, rubbing his temples. “We don’t have time for your grief.”
Grey growled. “Then tell me. What now?”
Albus turned toward the center of the peak.
“The boy has been taken. He’s in the basement beneath the school—bound, warded, breathing. When she dies, we go for him.”
Grey’s eyes gleamed.
“Today,” Albus added. “We serve Verithos.”
He raised his staff.
A sigil of bone-white runes ignited across the ground.
A ring of black flame exploded outward.
Eight tentacles, dripping with rot and curse-magic, erupted into the sky.
The earth hissed.
Ishi trembled.
Her mind screamed: No. No. No.
Albus turned his gaze—directly at her hiding place.
“Come out,” he said. Calm. Cold. “My daughter.”
She stepped forward.
Face pale. Blade steady.
Albus nodded once. “So be it.”
Grey moved toward her.
Albus raised a hand. “No. Go to the boy. Deliver him alive to Verithos when I am done.”
Grey looked like he wanted to object.
Then he smiled.
“You’ll regret killing her without me.”
He vanished in a cloud of shadows, leaving the stench of burned flowers behind.
Then the mountain exploded.
Albus struck first.
A lance of molten lava burst from his staff, screaming through the air. Ishi dodged, rolled, and cast a blade of wind that curved around and slashed his shoulder.
Albus barely flinched.
Spears of obsidian rose from the ground, one after another. Ishi ducked between them, her sword carving flame-ribbons into the sky.
He laughed.
“You’re fast. You’ve trained. But this mountain, this darkness, this-- answers to me.”
Darkness thickened around him.
Dementors tore through the sky.
Wolves made of bone and dust lunged from the mist.
Ishi fought like a wildfire. But losing her breath.
She combined fire and wind, turning her slashes into arcing cyclones of flame, destroying creatures mid-leap.
But Albus was always behind the next strike.
He appeared beside her—slammed her with raw force. She flew backward, spine cracking against stone.
Blood spilled.
“This mountain is raised with black magic you’ll never understand,” he said, voice booming.
“You think a girl with a shiny sword and stolen wind can stand against a High Priest?”
He raised his staff.
“Let the soul bleed. Let the blood sing.”
The sky opened.
A massive sigil of black and crimson burned above them.
Ten black flames crowned Albus’s skull.
Ishi couldn’t move.
Couldn’t breathe.
The tentacles shot forward.
She screamed as they coiled around her body, freezing her limbs midair.
“I offer you her life,” Albus roared. “The last of the Solaris curse. TAKE HER!”
And then—
The pendant around her neck began to glow.
Silver. Bright. Cold.
Liora’s gift.
The snowflake exploded into a whirlwind of ice and light, shooting into her chest.
Eight icy spears launched outward—piercing every tentacle and nailing them to the mountain.
Albus staggered.
“NO—IMPOSSIBLE—WHAT IS THAT?!”
Ishi’s body was wrapped in icy armor now—elegant, radiant, humming with deep ancestral power.
Crystalline wings spread from her back.
She was no longer floating helplessly.
She was flying.
“I am not offering,” she whispered.
“I am the fire your gods will fear.”
She rushed him.
Her blade ignited—a Phoenix of Fire and Frost, screaming across the summit.
Albus raised his staff.
They clashed.
Explosions tore the mountain apart.
Wolves howled. Flames screamed. Runes shattered.
Ishi’s blade found Albus’s chest—twice—three times.
He bled black.
But still stood.
“You’ll die with me!” he shrieked.
“Then I’ll burn brighter than you ever dreamed!”
She called on everything—
Her wind.
Her flame.
Her blood.
She stabbed the sigil beneath her with the Phoenix Blade.
The mountain cracked.
The sigil screamed.
And Albus caught fire.
Black and red flames engulfed him.
His screams were inhuman.
His skin peeled in spirals. His staff shattered.
His eyes turned to the void.
And finally—
He was not more than Ash. Smoke. Silence.
Smoke still curled upward as Ishi rose to her feet. The silver armor clung to her like a second skin, cracked and glowing with the remnants of the snowflake’s divine blessing.
Behind her, the summit hissed.
Beneath her, the world waited.
She stepped to the edge of the cliff—then jumped.
With a flash of will, her crystalline wings unfurled—wide and radiant, trailing frost like comets through the sky.
She cut through the wind, shooting above the treetops. Branches bowed beneath her current. Beasts fled from her shadow.
Then—her eyes caught it.
A chariot, black as oil, racing down the winding path below. Twin horses with red manes. Cloaked driver.
Grey.
And in the back, a sealed trunk.
Rah.
“No…”
She dove, fury rising like flame. Her hands sparked with wind and fire—ready to incinerate the wheels, shatter the reins—
But—
What if Rah’s in the trunk?
Her hands trembled.
She sheathed the fire.
Sped faster. Closer.
And followed it all the way to the palace gates.
The great doors of the Solaris throne room thundered open.
Ishi stormed in, cloak torn, boots trailing blood and frost, her breath still ragged from the mountain. The air behind her buzzed with magic that hadn’t settled — her wings only recently dissolved into cold mist.
At the far end, beneath gilded chandeliers and velvet banners, Senkai stood at the foot of the throne.
He turned at her entrance, warm and familiar.
“Ishi,” he said softly. “You’re hurt.”
She ran to him.
“Father—Rah’s been taken,” she said, breathless. “They captured him. Albus was working for something—someone called Verithos. But I stopped him. I killed him!”
She stepped closer, her eyes wide, pleading.
“But Grey—Grey’s alive. He was there too! He helped them. He’s part of this. He trafficked children. Sold them. Tried to kill me. Father—he has Rah. Please—kill him. We have to save him. Together.”
Senkai’s face didn’t change.
No shock.
No horror.
Just… calm.
He didn’t move.
Didn’t speak.
Until—
Footsteps echoed behind her.
Ishi turned.
Grey entered from the side corridor, cloak billowing. No wounds. No remorse. No shame.
He was smiling.
Her eyes flared.
“You…” she growled, stepping back, blade nearly drawn. “Where is he?! WHERE’S RAH?!”
Grey spread his arms, mocking. “Still breathing. For now. Locked away. A gift wrapped in flesh.”
Her voice cracked. “You monster. Father—kill him!”
She turned to Senkai, eyes shining with betrayal and desperation.
“He tried to murder me. He sells children—babies—to nobles and warlocks. Kill him! We have to stop him—save Rah!”
Senkai’s eyes didn’t blink.
He sighed.
As if burdened by inconvenience.
“Ishi,” Grey said softly, stepping toward her with a wicked grin. “You really don’t get it, do you?”
She raised her sword.
“You’re filth,” she spat. “You touch him again and I’ll rip the marrow from your bones.”
Grey laughed.
“Still thinking you’re the center of this story.”
Then—
He looked to Senkai.
“Shall we tell her?”
Senkai nodded slowly. Calmly.
Like he was tired of hiding. Or maybe… enjoying the moment.
Grey turned back to Ishi and said, almost gently:
“What kind of father kills his own son?”
The words slammed into her chest like a battering ram.
She stared at him.
Then at Senkai.
“No,” she whispered. “You’re lying.”
Senkai stepped forward.
“No. He’s not.”
Ishi staggered back, sword lowering slightly as the ground beneath her heart crumbled.
“You…” she said, voice trembling. “You said I was your daughter.”
“You are,” Senkai said. “By blood. But not by love.”
His eyes hardened. “You were never meant to survive. You were born of a woman I betrayed.”
Her knees nearly buckled.
He continued, tone matter-of-fact. Cruel in its indifference.
“Your mother… was fire. Power. She ruled Solaris. I wanted it. So I gave her what she wanted. Love. Peace. A husband.”
He sneered.
“While I took her land, her army, her people.”
“She tried to stop me. Closed off the Vaults of the Ancients. So I made a trade.”
“I sold her to the Giants of Tarzins.”
Ishi gasped.
Senkai’s words became sharper. Harsher.
“They used her. Drained her. Tore her apart, mind and body. And in return—I was given blood-bound warriors. Forbidden magics. Power that made kingdoms kneel.”
“You’re lying,” Ishi whispered, tears burning her cheeks. “She’d never let you—”
“She begged me to spare you,” Senkai said coldly. “So I did. For a while.”
He gestured toward Grey.
“But he is my legacy.”
Grey stepped beside him, proud.
“My real son. From a dark elf priestess of Trazins. Born of magic. Raised in truth.”
“You’re both… monsters,” Ishi whispered.
“No,” Senkai said. “We are evolution.”
Grey drew a dagger. “And you, dear sister—are unfinished business.”
“Where’s Rah?” Ishi demanded again, raising her sword, fury returning to her voice.
Grey grinned.
“In the trunk. Outside the gates. Bound. Drugged. Breathing—for now.”
Ishi’s heart seized.
“I’ll kill you,” she whispered.
Grey stepped forward. “You’ll try.”
Senkai turned and climbed the steps back to his throne. He raised the serpent-staff, and black mist began to swirl at the edges of the hall.
“You may fight,” he said. “But it ends with your heart. And your boy’s soul.”
“Ishi,” Grey said, voice low, “draw your blade. Let’s find out if the phoenix still burns.”
She raised her sword.
Eyes gleaming through tears.
“Come, brother. Let’s bleed.”











