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Chapter One – The Summoning

It was cold up in the Astronomy Tower. Wind slithered through the stone cracks of the window slits, stirring up dust that danced in the moonlight. The only sound was the occasional creak of the old wooden shelves lining the walls, heavy with tomes that hadn’t been touched in decades.

Caylen Dawson sighed. Again. 

He liked libraries. Normally. But not tonight.

Tonight, he was locked in the Astronomy Library — the highest point in all of Arcane Academy — thanks to one colossal mistake. Well, two: trusting Litia, and underestimating Rufus Yallek.

He leaned against a window, trying to peer down into the castle grounds, but all he could make out were blurred shadows and faint torchlight. Down there, The Summoning was happening — one of the most important events of the year. Fifth and seventh years gathered in the courtyard, placing their hands on the Ephemeral Shard to determine their magical affinity, energy level, and rank.

And Caylen was missing it. Stuck.

“When I get out of here,” he muttered, “Rufus is going to wish he’d never crawled out of whatever snake pit spawned him.”

It had seemed innocent enough at the time.
“Could you grab The Oddities of Magic: The Zodiac Edition from the Astronomy Library?” Litia had asked him that morning, nonchalant as ever.
“Sure thing,” he’d replied, because that’s what he did. Run errands for the most powerful reincarnated mage in school. His best friend, unfortunately.

The book was supposed to help her prep for Astronomy class — or so she said. But by the time he reached the tower, Caylen remembered that Litia already owned a copy. They were studying from it just two nights ago.

That realization hit him just as he turned… and walked straight into Rufus Yallek.

“Oh look,” Rufus had sneered, backed by his usual group of walking biceps. “It’s the third-rate warlock. I knew you were dumb, but this dumb? Wow.”

Before Caylen could say a word, Rufus whispered a command. A shimmer of illusion flickered and dissolved — and Caylen realized too late he’d been led here by a cheap mirage spell.

A scuffle followed — brief, embarrassing, and very one-sided. Rufus shoved him through the heavy oak doors and slammed them shut.

“Have fun missing The Summoning!” Rufus’s muffled voice jeered from the other side. Laughter followed.

The door didn't budge. Of course it didn't. The Astronomy Library was enchanted with a silencing charm — anyone who made too much noise got magically muted for a full term.	Comment by Eliza Roze: That is hilarious omg

He’d tested it anyway. Yelled. Banged. Even chucked a book at the door in frustration.

Nothing.

Now, hours later, he was cold, frustrated, and out of ideas. He paced the aisles,
searching for another exit, a secret passage — anything.

But this wasn’t the Runes and Glyphs Library with its rumored escape hatch. This one was sealed tight.

“What would Litia do?” Caylen asked the empty room.

Probably cast some overpowered spell with a flick of her hand and teleport through the door, he thought bitterly. Or magically convince the building to let her out. 

She was Litia Zilford — confident, powerful, and infuriatingly good at everything.

And where is she now? At the ceremony?

A soft click interrupted his thoughts.

Caylen froze.

Footsteps echoed from the other side of the door.

Then a voice — distinctly feminine, low and impatient. “Finally. All the kids are out or locked up. Perfect time to retrieve the book.”

Caylen's heart stopped.

Book?

There was no way…

He dropped into a crouch behind the librarian’s desk. He’d already made enough noise earlier; no need to draw attention now. 

Peeking over the desk edge, he spotted the very book he’d hurled earlier — lying open and crooked near the door.

The Oddities of Magic…

But something was off.

The cover glimmered faintly, its edges embroidered with runes he'd never seen before.

And in small lettering along the spine: 7th Edition.

Caylen’s blood ran cold.

The 7th Edition wasn’t supposed to exist. Everyone said it was a myth — a final draft by Victorian Treville that was never published. Just rumors.	Comment by Eliza Roze: mmm? intriguing

And yet... it was here. In front of him.

Outside, the footsteps got closer.

“You’d think they’d hide it better,” the voice grumbled. “Of course I’m the one sent to retrieve it. Always the errand girl. But once I hand this to the Syndicate, maybe they’ll finally give me something real.”

Caylen's stomach twisted. Syndicate?

He grabbed the book and stuffed it in his satchel. Just as the doorknob turned, he dove behind the desk again, heart thudding against his ribs.

The door creaked open.

Soft footsteps padded across the wooden floor, slow and deliberate. He didn’t dare breathe.

“I swear, if this book isn’t—”

Crash.

The woman knocked over a chair.

Then a second crash as she overturned a shelf.

She was searching. And getting closer.

Caylen squeezed his eyes shut.

“What do you think you’re doing in here?”

The voice was sharp, female — but this one, he knew.

Litia.

Caylen dared a peek over the desk.
There she was, broomstick floating beside her, eyes narrowed, expression hard as stone.

Across from her stood a woman in a long, flowing silk dress that shimmered like dark wine. Small, wiry, dangerous. 

And angry.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Litia said coolly.

The woman sneered. “I’m the one asking questions here, girl.”

Litia rolled her eyes. “Cute. You new here? Because I’ve never seen your face before. And I know every Professor.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: love this

“I don’t need to explain myself to some brat—”

“I’m not interested in playing games,” Litia snapped, moving closer. She slid over the desk, snatching Caylen’s satchel. “Just here to get my bag.”

Caylen blinked. “What signal am I waiting for?” he whispered.

Litia ignored him. “See? Got what I came for.”

The woman stepped forward.

And that’s when Litia waved her fingers — and the entire left bookshelf collapsed behind the stranger with a tremendous crash.

“Now!” Litia shouted.

Caylen didn’t think. He ran.

They bolted out the library, down the tower’s winding stairs, Litia pulling him along as her broom floated behind them.

“On!” she barked.

He grabbed hold of the tail end and jumped. They soared through the air, twisting between towers, wind whipping through their hair. They dipped low and darted through an open window near the ground floor, landing hard but upright in the hallway.

Litia handed Caylen his satchel. “Told you to wait for the signal,” she smirked.

“Yeah well, you didn’t say the signal would be bookcases collapsing.”

“That’s on you,” she said with a shrug. 

“Now go. They’re probably calling names already.”

Caylen hesitated. “Thanks for coming back.”

“You think I’d let my best friend miss The Summoning? Please. You’re not that hopeless.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: hmm...you know, it's an intriguing choice for the title to be something that would typically be something you'd expect to be a twist at a climax. I like that. Because whatever would come next is likely very big	Comment by kelly adeyemo: It's cuz like, um. I'm a big anime fan and its not uncommon to have titles of this sort.

He grinned. “Normal people just say ‘you’re welcome,’ you know.”


“Normal people are boring. Now run.”



Normally, Litia didn’t worry about anything.

She’d known since the day she was Chosen that she was meant for something greater.

That certainty existed long before the dreams began — hazy flashes of places she’d never been, spells she’d never studied, and a name that didn’t belong to her:

Zephyria Iridessa.	Comment by Eliza Roze: Oh..hmm?

She didn’t remember everything. Not yet. But the memories were returning, little by little. She saw them in the mirror sometimes — not her reflection, but someone else looking back.

And she was okay with that. Most days.
Litia never worried about grades. Her scores were above average without even trying.

She didn’t worry about money — her dad, though a normie, was a high-powered lawyer.

And she definitely didn’t worry about people.

Girls were annoying. Boys were gross. And she liked being alone.

Until she met him.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about Caylen Dawson. In fact, she hadn’t even noticed him at all until the day he bumped into her in the hallway.

“Watch where you’re going, dweeb,” she had snapped.

He blinked up at her, already shifting awkwardly. “Oh. My bad.”

“Next time, bring your glasses to class,” she muttered.

“I don’t wear glasses,” he mumbled.

“What was that?”

“I—I said I don’t wear glasses.”

She rolled her eyes and walked off. End of story.

Or so she thought.

The next evening, she’d spotted him alone in the common room, gazing out the window like some sad lost puppy. She didn’t know why she approached him. She just did.

“What’re you looking at?” she asked.

He jumped a mile and fell right off the desk.

That was the first time she laughed at school. The real kind.

They’d talked for hours that night. 

Nothing deep — but it was easy. Uncomplicated.

Comfortable in a way nothing else ever had been. And when he’d muttered that no one noticed him, that he was invisible to everyone around him, she’d told him:

> “If you're too weak, I’m strong enough for both of us. If you're so unsightly to everyone else, I'll be good enough for the both of us. If you can’t fight, I’ll win the war for us. You don’t have to be anything, Caylen. Just follow me.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: sweet but mildly (quite) intimidating	Comment by kelly adeyemo: That's what I was going for hehe.



And he had.

Which is why the twisting sensation in her chest right now — as she stood at the edge of the courtyard waiting for him — was so deeply unfamiliar. 

Was this what worry felt like?

She stood among the other fifth years in neat rows as the ceremony continued. The sky above the castle was clear, the moon high and pale. Torches lined the stone walls of the courtyard, flickering orange and gold across the cold cobblestones.

“Violet Evergreen,” Professor Magnus Quicksilver boomed. “Step forward and place your hand on the Ephemeral Shard.”

The crowd murmured with excitement. Even Litia looked up.
Violet Evergreen was a seventh year. Student Body Council President. The kind of guy you couldn’t help but notice. With white shoulder-length hair, sharp features, and a calm, unreadable gaze, he looked like he belonged in a painting. Or a prophecy.

He walked forward, composed and silent. When he placed his hand on the Ephemeral Shard — a rune-covered stone artifact shaped like a glowing turntable — the courtyard went completely still.

The shard whirred to life, runes glowing gold.

Moments later, magical script shimmered above it like a floating page:


---

NAME: Violet Evergreen YEAR: Seventh
MAGICAL RANK: Order of Luminance, First Class ELEMENTAL AFFINITY: Air (major), Water (minor) MAGICAL ENERGY: Proficient
RECOMMENDED CAREER: Hexological Investigator


---

Gasps rippled through the crowd. Even Litia arched a brow. “That’s the best result I’ve ever seen,” someone whispered.
Violet, of course, barely reacted. He just stepped back into the crowd like nothing had happened.	Comment by Eliza Roze: i feel like this guy will become very intriguing later on...	Comment by kelly adeyemo: Oh you have no idea...

Litia didn’t care about the gasps or the whispering. Her mind was elsewhere. Caylen should be here by now.
She glanced around. Fifth years were starting to line up alphabetically. Dawson. His turn would be soon.
Litia made a choice.

She stepped away from the line and made a beeline toward the nearest professor — Professor Starwhisper, young and painfully nice.

“Professor,” Litia said sweetly, “I need to use the bathroom.” “Oh dear. Of course! Just stand back and I’ll cast a—”
“No need,” Litia interrupted.

“Well, I can't let you miss your summoning—"

“It’s that time of the month,” she said with deadpan intensity.	Comment by Eliza Roze: just realising how little periods are mentioned even with many newer media being much more open	Comment by kelly adeyemo: I never understood why it's never mentioned even with female mc's. 😕

Professor Starwhisper paled. “Oh. Uh. Right. Well. Carry on, dear. Just… be quick.” “Thanks, you’re the best!” Litia called over her shoulder as she jogged toward the castle.
The Astronomy Tower was far. The farthest tower in the school, actually. But she had a suspicion — a gut feeling.

He was still there.

She passed hallways of stone arches and flickering enchanted lanterns, her mind racing. If Caylen missed the summoning, it’d affect his entire magical record. His class rank. His future.

But that wasn’t why her heart was hammering.

She reached the fifth-year locker space and paused. No time for stairs.

Litia raised her hand to her locker. The glowing seal flared open, revealing an absolute disaster of a storage space. Books, potion bottles, crumpled notes, socks, why are there snacks in here?

She rummaged quickly until her hand found what she needed. Her broom.


He ran.

Litia had already disappeared into the crowd by the time Caylen reached the edge of the courtyard, chest heaving, sweat freezing against his back. Torches flared around the perimeter, casting long shadows across the marble floor.

He skidded to a halt just as Professor Quicksilver finished calling the name before his.

“—Caden Winslow,” the Professor echoed, then adjusted his glasses. “And finally… Caylen Dawson.”

Perfect.

Caylen stepped forward, trying to act like he hadn’t just sprinted across the castle. Whispers stirred at the edges of the crowd, but he kept his eyes on the glowing artifact in the center of the platform.

The Ephemeral Shard.

Up close, it was beautiful — carved obsidian set in a silver base, humming with quiet, ancient power. Blue runes shimmered across the surface, constantly shifting as though alive.

He hesitated, then pressed his palm flat against it. For a split second, nothing happened.
Then a jolt.

Not painful — more like a static spark traveling through his skin, his arm, his entire body. The shard flared to life, bathing him in soft gold light. Runes whirled above it, forming words midair:


---

NAME: Caylen Dawson YEAR: Fifth
MAGICAL RANK: Order of Sorcery, Third Class ELEMENTAL AFFINITY: Water
MAGICAL ENERGY: Low to Intermediate MAGICAL ART: Swordsmanship


---

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Caylen blinked. Magical Art? That… wasn’t part of the categories.
Even Professor Quicksilver squinted up at the floating text. “Curious,” he muttered, then waved Caylen off. “You may step back.”

Caylen stumbled toward the fifth-year section where Litia was waiting. She gave him a tiny shrug and mouthed, We'll talk later.

A few more names were called. Then, it was her turn.

“Litia Zilford,” Quicksilver announced, voice cutting through the courtyard like a bell. She stepped forward calmly, like she did everything — chin up, expression unreadable.
The moment her hand touched the shard, the runes exploded upward in a shower of light.

Gasps erupted.

Even Caylen’s jaw dropped.


---

NAME: Litia Zilford YEAR: Fifth
MAGICAL RANK: Order of Aether, First Class ELEMENTAL AFFINITY: Fire (major), Air (minor) MAGICAL ENERGY: Maximal
RECOMMENDED CAREER: Archmage | Guardian-Class


---

The entire courtyard buzzed like a beehive. Even Violet Evergreen raised an eyebrow.

Litia, of course, barely reacted. She just stepped down, eyes flicking to Caylen like, Your turn to be impressed now.

He gave her a slow clap. “Not bad.”

She rolled her eyes, but her smirk gave her away.


✦ ✦ ✦

By the time they reached the fifth-year dormitory, it was well past midnight. The castle hallways were quieter now, filled with sleepy chatter and the soft flutter of magical lanterns dimming for the night.

The common room was still half-full, couches sagging with tired students sipping cocoa or rereading their summoning results. A few glanced up when Caylen and Litia walked in, their hair tousled and faces wind-flushed.

“Well, that was exciting,” Litia said, brushing dirt off her sleeve.

“I dunno,” Caylen replied, flopping onto the couch. “I think I missed the exciting parts. I heard Professor Quicksilver led the school choir for the anthem?”

“Oh, it’s not alleged,” she said gravely. “It happened.” “Oof. You might need hearing aids now.”
“What?”

They both burst into laughter, loud enough to earn a few glares from students nearby.

“Oh no,” Caylen wheezed, holding his stomach. “My tummy hurts now.”

“You’re welcome,” Litia said, dropping into the armchair across from him, smug.

He looked at her — really looked at her — and felt the words building again. He hadn’t forgotten what he’d seen back in the library. The woman. The book. The power surging from the 7th Edition like it was alive.

And also…

That strange line in his own results. Magical Art: Unknown.
There was something happening. Something bigger than either of them. “Litia?” he asked quietly.
“Mhm?”

“I need to talk to you about something.”

“I know. I’ve been thinking about it since I saw it, and I don’t think I’ve ever heard of ‘magical art’” — she made air quotes — “but don’t worry, we’ll figure it out, and—”

“No. I mean, yes. That too. But that’s not what I meant.”

His voice dropped. “The woman at the Astronomy Tower… I think something’s going on. Something big.”

She studied him for a second, then nodded. “Okay. I believe you.”

“I’ve got something to show you,” he added. “But that’ll have to be later. After class maybe?”

“Whoa, hold on,” she said, folding her arms. “You don’t get to go all mysterious and cryptic and then just hit me with a ‘later.’”

“It’s worth it,” Caylen promised. “Fiiine. Whatever,” she huffed, pouting. He smiled.

“What?” she asked suspiciously. “Nothing. Good night.”
“It’s morning, dumbo,” she muttered, heading toward the dorm staircase. “I can hear you rolling your eyes at me.”
“Shut up!” came her voice from the landing.


Chapter Two – The Grove and the Grind 

Caylen woke up late.

He shot upright in bed, tangled in sheets, heart hammering. The clock on his dresser glowed 7:20 a.m.
Artifact Crafting started at 7:30. “Oh no no no—”

He practically fell out of bed, yanking on his robes with one hand and brushing his teeth with the other. His satchel was a disaster — half-zipped, full of mismatched books, a broken quill, and a half-eaten jelly bun he didn’t remember packing.

By the time he bolted out of the fifth-year dorm, he was still hopping into one shoe, his other foot dragging behind like it was trying to give up and go back to sleep.

“Move—sorry—coming through—!” he called as he weaved through students in the hallway, several of whom looked far too awake for this hour.

As he dashed into the classroom, the enchanted door thudded shut behind him — exactly three seconds before the bell chimed.

He wasn’t sure if he was early or late, but either way, he was inside.

“Nice of you to join us, Mr. Dawson,” said a voice so calm and deadpan it was somehow worse than yelling.

Professor Aldreth was tall, pale, and rumored to have a collection of cursed tea sets. She wore a heavy leather apron over her robes and carried a chisel wand instead of the usual polished type. The classroom behind her looked like a blacksmith’s workshop collided with a chemistry lab.

Caylen gave a sheepish nod and slid into a seat at the back, just as Litia turned in her chair to mouth, Nice save.

He mouthed back, Save me. She grinned.

---

Artifact Crafting was... not Caylen’s best subject. Or any kind of subject where fire, sharp tools, or magical blowback was involved. Which, unfortunately, included every Artifact Crafting class.	Comment by Eliza Roze: honestly...fair, sounds dangerous

“Today,” Professor Aldreth announced, “you will begin crafting your first personalized magical object. Something small, something simple. Focus stones, kinetic charms, amplification rings... even if you fail, you’ll learn something.”

That last part sounded directed very specifically at Caylen.

“Now, for those of you who had an unusual Summoning result” — the Professor’s eyes flicked to him — “I’ve made a note for extra supervision.”

Litia raised her hand casually. “Is this the part where he gets a helmet?” “Only if he survives long enough to need it,” Professor Aldreth said dryly. The class snickered.
Caylen turned slightly red and focused on his workbench. The instruction scroll unrolled itself with a snap.

Step 1: Choose a base material. Wood, stone, bone, or metal.
(Choose wisely. The object will reflect its creator.)

He scanned the materials on the shared shelf. Everyone else seemed to know exactly what to pick. Alessia Valen, one of the top students, had already started engraving a focus ring out of moonsteel. Will Bryar was crushing amber into powder for a fire charm.

Caylen, meanwhile, was staring at a lump of very uninspiring rock. “Hey,” Litia leaned over. “You okay?”
He nodded. “Yeah. Just… trying to figure out what kind of rock matches ‘panic.’” She snorted. “Try obsidian. Very dramatic.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: poor guy omg

He grabbed a chunk of it.


---

By the time class ended, Caylen had a paper cut, a burnt sleeve, and what could generously be called a wonky amulet.

Still, Professor Aldreth nodded. “Acceptable effort. No actual explosions. Good.” Caylen blinked. “That’s… the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“It won’t happen again.”


---

After class, the fifth years poured into the courtyard for the school-wide announcement. A large banner unfurled over the enchanted bulletin board on its own, reading:

✨EXCURSION ANNOUNCEMENT✨
DESTINATION: The Glittering Grove DATE: Saturday
Please collect your assigned group numbers from the Council Office by tomorrow evening.


Excitement buzzed through the students like electricity. Caylen stared at the board.
“The Glittering Grove?” he asked aloud. “What’s that?”

Litia stepped beside him, brushing toast crumbs off her cloak. “It’s a magical site. Supposed to be full of ancient artifacts and natural mana surges. They take the fifth years every year to study and collect samples. Sometimes there’s creature spotting. You’d love it.”

He tilted his head. “Do any of those creatures have something to..I don't know. Make me suck less at magic?”

Litia considered that thoughtfully. “Well some people reported that they felt slight changes in their magical energy after being on the island.”

Caylen brightened up. “Well maybe—”

She gave him a look. “Absolutely not. Make no mistake, the Glittering Grove is a dangerous place. You will not put faith in these crazy rumors and do something stupid like eat a gargoyle’s fingernail or something when I'm not looking.”

“I didn’t say I would eat anything. Just maybe find some artifact that would make me stronger and… borrow it indefinitely.”

She smacked his arm lightly. “I'm strong enough for the both of us and you know that.”

“Yeah, I know. But you can't guarantee we'll be on the same team this time though,” Caylen sighed.

“Quit being so negative before you actually jinx us or something.”

“Well,” Caylen said, watching the banner disappear into sparkles, “I guess that’s something to look forward to in any case.”

Behind them, Violet Evergreen passed by silently, reading a slip of parchment in his hand. He didn’t acknowledge either of them — but he did pause near the fountain, glance once at Caylen, and then walk off.

Caylen frowned. “Was that—?” “Violet,” Litia confirmed.
“...Why did he look at me like that?” “Like he knows something.” “Exactly.”
Litia narrowed her eyes. “Maybe he does.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: mmmm?? so far this guy is intriguing me most

Later that afternoon, after classes had let out and students dispersed into the common spaces, Caylen and Litia climbed four floors up to the abandoned greenhouse near the back of the castle — their unofficial meeting place whenever something weird needed to be hidden from curious eyes.

The glass panes were cracked, vines spilling in through the corners, and the enchanted temperature regulator had broken at least a decade ago. Which meant it was freezing.

“I hate this place,” Litia muttered, brushing cobwebs from her shoulder. “You picked it,” Caylen reminded her.	Comment by Eliza Roze: One tiny formatting thing, i feel like it takes me a little to understand who is speaking...I feel like maybe when a new person starts speech it would make it clearer to jump down to a new line	Comment by kelly adeyemo: You're right um. I feel like I write mostly at night and um. I'm usually half asleep during these sessions (like rn).
“Because no one ever comes here. If you wanted cozy, you should’ve snuck the book while everyone was doing their History of Magic essay.”

“Tempting,” he muttered. “But I had to finish mine. Plus Professor Glimm actually reads those. I’m not getting hexed because of a footnote.”

They reached the central bench, and Caylen slid the satchel off his shoulder.

From within, wrapped in cloth and hidden under two very boring textbooks, was The 7th Edition.

He laid it gently on the bench.

Even without touching it, they could feel the magic humming inside it — like it was watching them. The leather cover looked old, but somehow untouched by time. Runes danced faintly along the spine, flickering in and out like Morse code.	Comment by Eliza Roze: Pretty. Very nice visual description	Comment by kelly adeyemo: I've always liked the idea of a more runic/glyph structured magic as opposed to the wand waving sort. I like both at the end of the day though.

Litia crossed her arms. “It’s real. I didn’t believe it at first, but… this is it.” “You know what it is?”
“I know what it should be,” she said. “The final manuscript of Victorian Treville, author of all known editions of Oddities of Magic. But no one ever confirmed a seventh. People said it was destroyed. Or hidden. Or cursed. Or…”

“...used by the Shadow Syndicate?” Caylen offered. Litia's gaze sharpened.
“Yeah,” he added. “The woman who broke into the Astronomy Library — I heard her mention them. Said she was retrieving this for them.”

Litia leaned down and opened the book.

Instantly, the pages flipped on their own — wildly, like caught in a storm. The book glowed with a pulsing, gold-blue light.

Then it stopped. One page.
Just one.

The text was written in a looping script, completely unintelligible. But the ink shimmered and moved, like it was alive. Every time Caylen blinked, the letters rearranged themselves.

“Can you read it?” he asked. “Nope. Can you?”
“Nope.”

The page suddenly went blank.

Litia raised an eyebrow. “Is that normal?”

Caylen slowly closed the book. “I don’t think any of this is normal.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: solid observation lol	Comment by kelly adeyemo: Lmao.

Silence settled between them — the kind that made the world feel like it had paused to listen in.

Then Caylen muttered, “I think it’s alive.” Litia didn’t argue.	Comment by Eliza Roze: Here too, jump down to next line maybe?

---

They walked back toward the dormitory slowly, the weight of the discovery still hanging over them. As they crossed into the fifth-year common space, Caylen finally spoke again.

“I’m getting a dormmate,” he said. Litia blinked. “...Okay?”

“I mean, I’ve had the room to myself since first year. Maddox, my assigned roommate, never showed.”

Litia frowned. “You never told me that.”

“Well, I didn’t think it mattered. He was on the roster but never turned up. Some people said he dropped out. Others said he got expelled or—” Caylen paused. “—or disappeared.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: mm?

Litia folded her arms. “You think he was one of the students the Syndicate took.”

“I’m not saying he was,” Caylen said. “But I don’t think it’s a coincidence. Not anymore.” “You think he’s coming back?”
He shrugged. “Professor Starwhisper told me I should ‘make space for a new roommate.’ So… maybe.”

Litia looked thoughtful. “Maddox. That name does sound familiar.” Caylen nodded slowly. “Something about it gives me chills.”
Litia cracked her knuckles. “Great. Just what we need — a possibly possessed dormmate.”

Caylen smirked. “Guess I better hide the good shampoo.”


The next morning, Caylen was halfway through a slice of charred toast when someone tapped his shoulder in the hallway outside the Dining Hall.

He turned to find Professor Starwhisper standing behind him with her usual slightly nervous smile — and someone else beside her.

“Caylen Dawson,” she said, “this is Will Bryar. He’s transferring into fifth year from Caligorn Academy in the Northern Province.”

Will grinned and gave a lazy salute. “Hey.”

He was a little shorter than Caylen, with tan skin, platinum-blond hair in a loose undercut, and a sharp jaw that probably made half the school swoon. His robes were	Comment by Eliza Roze: will this fact be important later on...I wonder?	Comment by kelly adeyemo: Maybe? Maybe not. (I totally forgot I wrote this even. 🫩)

fitted and somehow slightly undone at the same time. Like he didn’t try, but still looked annoyingly cool.

Caylen blinked. “Uh. Hi.”

“You’ll be roommates,” Starwhisper continued brightly. “I expect you’ll help Will get settled. He’s already received his class schedule and dorm key.”

“I’m great at unpacking,” Will said with a wink. “You’ll love living with me.” Caylen wasn’t sure if he should be concerned or impressed.	Comment by Eliza Roze: hmmmm....suspicious

---

They were barely five minutes into walking the hallway when Caylen heard the voice that made his stomach drop.

“Well, well. If it isn’t Arcane’s favorite charity case.” Rufus Yallek.

Blocking the corridor with two of his cronies, arms crossed and sneer in place. Caylen sighed. “What do you want, Rufus?”

“Oh, nothing,” Rufus said innocently. “Just curious why they let transfer trash like you”—he pointed to Will—“into a school that already has enough magical accidents waiting to happen.”

Will tilted his head. “I’m sorry, are you auditioning for something right now?” 

Rufus blinked.

“Because if you’re trying to be the villain in a third-rate stage play, I’d say you nailed it. Real ‘mediocre warlock energy.’”	Comment by Eliza Roze: okay, love that

A snicker escaped Caylen before he could stop it. Rufus’s face flushed. “You think you’re funny?” Will stepped forward. “No. I know I’m better.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: getting very mixed thoughts about this guy!	Comment by kelly adeyemo: He's a background character till he's not. That's all I can say really

He flicked his fingers, and a gust of wind shot out — harmless but precise — knocking Rufus’s books out of his arms. They scattered across the floor with a satisfying thump.

Rufus lunged forward, but Will didn’t even flinch. The air around him pulsed briefly, like magic naturally moved to protect him.

“You’ll want to pick those up,” Will said coolly. “Gravity’s not gonna reverse itself.” Caylen stared. “What… was that spell?”
Will shrugged. “Just a little something I made up. You’ll get used to it.”


---

Later that day, Caylen found himself hunched over a table in the common space, head down, trying to review class notes and not think about how many people had seen the Rufus incident.

He saw Litia approaching from the edge of his vision, but didn’t lift his head.

She walked like always — steady, graceful, deliberate. Every movement perfectly in control. Her dark curls were swept over one shoulder, and her hazel eyes glinted under the overhead lights. That slightly smug expression on her face made it very clear:

She’d heard everything.

The first word that came to Caylen’s mind was striking.

Not “beautiful” — though she was that too. But striking, because Litia had a presence that wrapped around the room the second she entered it.

She stopped right beside him, hands behind her back. “Like what you see?” she asked, voice light and knowing.
Caylen straightened so fast he knocked a quill off the desk. “I-I wasn’t… I didn’t—” “What? You’re gonna say you weren’t staring?” Litia teased.
“No. Just… I didn’t know you’d notice,” Caylen mumbled under his breath. Her smirk deepened. “Oh, you have no idea.”

Caylen groaned and dropped his face back onto the desk. “Whatever.”

“I heard you made quite the scene in fourth period,” she said, casually perching on the arm of his chair.

He grumbled, muffled. “I tried turning my cat into a familiar, but it turns out he’s more interested in napping than necromancy.”

“How fast does gossip even spread in this place?” Caylen muttered. “That means everyone knows about Rufus too, huh?”

“Probably. You’d be trending if social media was a thing in the magical world.” “I’d like to unsubscribe from fame, please.”
“I don’t blame your cat by the way,” she added. “You’re not gonna introduce your friend?”

Caylen blinked, realizing Will was sitting across from him, still watching the exchange with mild amusement.

“Oh. Right. Uh—Litia, this is Will. My new roommate. Will, this is Litia.” Will smiled. “I’ve heard of you.”
Litia raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Yeah. Word is you destroyed half a bookshelf just to rescue him.” 

“Not true,” Litia said smoothly. “I destroyed two.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: pfft

Will laughed. “I like you already.”

Litia gave Caylen a sideways glance. “Be careful, Cay.” “Why?”

“He’s got that charming troublemaker energy. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t get you expelled.”

Will leaned back in his seat. “Only expelled? I must be off my game.”



Chapter Three – "Team Formation"

By the time the fifth years filed into the Great Hall that afternoon, Caylen already had a headache.

Not from magic, or lack of sleep — no, this one was purely emotional. The “I might be stuck on a life-threatening field trip with people I barely tolerate” kind of emotional.

A massive parchment chart had been magicked onto the front wall of the hall, slowly unrolling as more students entered. In gold ink at the top:

OFFICIAL TEAM LIST — GLITTERING GROVE EXCURSION
Team groupings are final and binding. No swaps, trades, or bribery allowed.


Beneath it, the names began to arrange themselves under numbered team banners. Caylen scanned the list.

Team Eleven... Team Twelve... Team Thirteen... Team Fourteen
Caylen Dawson
Litia Zilford
Alessia Valen
Alistair Evergreen
Will Bryar He blinked.
Then blinked again.

“Oh great,” came Litia’s voice beside him. “I get the roommate I don’t like, and the Evergreen with a god complex.”

“I’m here too, you know,” Caylen offered.

Litia glanced at him. “You’re the only one I’m not complaining about.” “Oh good. I feel so wanted.”

From behind them, Will peered at the chart and gave a low whistle. “Alistair Evergreen? That’s… a name that comes with baggage.”

“You’ve met him?” Caylen asked.

“Nope. But I’ve read enough gossip scrolls to know he’s basically royalty.”

As if summoned by the conversation, Alistair Evergreen strolled into the hall — tall, white-haired like his older brother, but unlike Violet, Alistair walked like he expected people to turn and admire.

A few students did.

He was mid-conversation with someone, laughing easily, until his eyes slid across the room and landed — unmistakably — on Litia.

His smile widened just a bit.

Litia didn’t look up. If anything, she looked bored.

Alessia joined them seconds later, arms crossed. “Well, this’ll be fun,” she said dryly, flicking her eyes toward Litia. “Can’t wait to spend the weekend with everyone’s favorite enigma.”

“Likewise,” Litia said smoothly, not even glancing her way.

Will leaned toward Caylen. “So… any chance this trip ends with accidental teleportation into a volcano?”

“If we’re lucky,” Caylen muttered.


---

A bell chimed magically through the room, and the Headmistress appeared near the platform, flanked by several faculty members and a tall figure in silver-and-blue Council robes.

Caylen recognized her immediately — Councilor Ilyra Venn. A high-ranking mage with piercing eyes and an unshakeable presence. Rumor said she once banished a shadow entity just by glaring at it too hard.

Councilor Venn stepped forward and addressed the crowd.

“As you prepare for your journey to the Glittering Grove,” she began, “know this: you are not merely students on an academic trip. The Grove is sacred ground — a living relic of magical history. Some of its paths predate our written language.”

Murmurs passed through the crowd.

“There are rules,” she continued. “No casting spells on another student. No harvesting artifacts without supervision. And above all — do not wander alone. The Grove remembers what you leave behind. And sometimes... it gives it back.”

Caylen shivered.

Will leaned over and whispered, “Okay, so if we do get eaten by tree spirits, does that go on our final grade?”	Comment by Eliza Roze: Man's asking the important questions


---

After the briefing, the team was dismissed to collect their info scrolls and supply lists. Each group was expected to meet up twice before departure — once for coordination, and once for artifact safety orientation.

Caylen accepted his scroll, feeling the weight of it like a stone. Team Fourteen.
This was going to be a disaster.


The designated planning room for Team Fourteen looked like it hadn’t been used in at least a decade.

Dust floated lazily in the air, the chalkboard was still scribbled with partial runes, and the enchanted lanterns buzzed with inconsistent lighting. The round table at the center of the room was wide enough to seat ten — and currently had five scrolls laid neatly on it, each glowing faintly with a sigil seal.

Caylen arrived early. Of course he did.

He chose a seat near the edge and started fidgeting with his pen, resisting the urge to draw tiny stick-figure duels in the corner of his Grove checklist.

Will strolled in a few minutes later, dropped into the seat beside him like he owned the place, and stretched.

“Cozy,” he said. “Very ‘we might all die in the woods’ kind of energy.”

Caylen snorted. “You know, I hadn’t really processed that until now. Thanks.” The door creaked again.
Alessia stepped in next, pristine and composed. She gave Caylen a tight nod, ignored Will completely, and settled across from them with the grace of someone who probably alphabetizes her breakfast.

Then the door opened a third time, and the temperature in the room seemed to rise by several degrees.

Litia walked in, hair pulled up in a high puff, hazel eyes sharp and unreadable. She wore her standard school robes, but somehow managed to make them look designer. She didn’t say anything as she entered — just moved with practiced ease to the chair next to Caylen and sat, hands folded neatly on the table.

She didn’t need to speak. She just was.
Will muttered under his breath, “Still not over how she exists like that.” “I heard that,” Litia said, not looking at him.
Before Caylen could respond (or turn any redder), the final member of Team Fourteen made his entrance.

Alistair Evergreen.

He swept into the room like a model strutting down a red carpet — platinum white hair perfectly tousled, robes tailored to fit like a charm, and that confident, easy smile that said I’m used to being watched.

“Hope I’m not late,” he said. His voice was smooth — practiced, but not insincere. His eyes scanned the table... and stopped squarely on Litia.
“Zilford,” he said, like he was testing the name. “So you’re the famous one.”

Litia raised an eyebrow. “Am I?”

“Well, someone’s been hiding all that magical power under an Order of Aether label.” He smiled wider. “Clever.”

Caylen didn’t like the way he said that. Or the way his gaze lingered. Litia just gave him a bland look. “Maybe I’m just good at not showing off.” “Unlike some people,” Will muttered.
Alistair barely blinked. “Ah, you must be the transfer. Bryar, right? From Caligorn?” “Yup. That’s me. Hope you brought your ego in a reinforced bag.”
Alessia let out the softest possible sound of a sigh.

Alistair slid into the final seat, still looking entirely unbothered. There was a pause — the kind that stretches just a second too long. Caylen cleared his throat. “So… anyone want to read the scrolls?”

---

Litia broke the seal on hers and unrolled the parchment.

“Team Fourteen briefing,” she read aloud. “Group 14 will report to Archmage Desmond for Grove field training. Target departure: Saturday, 9:00 a.m. sharp. Each member will be issued a locator charm, a shielding ward, and a temporary translation glyph. You'll be tested on your synergy, communication, and ability to identify magical artifacts of moderate to high risk.”

“That sounds fake,” Will said.

Litia kept reading. “Do not attempt to bond with unfamiliar artifacts without Council oversight. Last year, a student attempted to activate a Binding Pendant without permission and was possessed by a sentient wind spirit for three days.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: that sounds rough	Comment by kelly adeyemo: Fr fr.

Will nodded. “Okay, that sounds real.”

Alistair laughed lightly, then leaned back in his chair, arms folded. “Well, at least we’re not the worst team they could’ve assembled.”

Alessia looked at him. “You say that now.”

Caylen felt the tension press in from all sides — and not just from the weird team chemistry.

Something about the Grove briefing, about the team pairing — it all sat wrong with him. But he said nothing.
Instead, he glanced at Litia. She was staring down at her scroll, but her jaw was tight. Like she was thinking the same thing.

He was probably imagining things of course.

---

The maps were useless.

Or, as Will dramatically announced five minutes into their “strategic planning meeting,” the maps were “possibly cursed, definitely a scam, and 100% drawn by someone with no spatial awareness.”

Litia sat at the long table in the Room of Arcane Strategy — which, despite its name, smelled strongly of chalk dust and old celery. The castle unfortunately had way too many rooms and not enough maintenance. Glowing copies of the Glittering Grove terrain map floated before each of them, flickering faintly. The outlines of paths shifted every few seconds, trees moved like they were breathing, and the markers for artifact locations blinked in and out of existence like they were rolling dice.

“It’s not broken,” Alessia said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “The Grove rearranges itself. The maps are made with divinatory sketching. It updates based on possible shifts.”

Will leaned back, arms folded behind his head. “Translation: it’s broken.”

“I hate to say it, but I agree with Will,” Alistair said, feet propped on the table. “If this is the best the Council can do, we should probably bring breadcrumbs.”

Litia ignored them, eyes flicking to Caylen instead.

He hadn’t said much since they arrived. He sat slouched at the far end of the table, green eyes distant, one hand buried in his permanently messy brown hair. His robes looked a bit rumpled, and his leg kept bouncing like it had its own to-do list.

She tilted her head slightly.

Caylen Dawson, age sixteen, six-foot-one of long limbs and too-big hoodies, and emotionally about as easy to read as a locked grimoire. But right now? He looked tired. Not in the I-forgot-to-sleep-again way. The heavy kind. The kind that stuck.

She stood, crossed the room, and sat next to him.

“You okay?” she asked. Her voice came out quieter than she meant it to. Caylen blinked and offered a half-smile. “Yeah. Just... thinking.”
She nudged his arm with her shoulder. “You’re not allowed to think during strategy meetings. That’s our new rule.”

He chuckled softly but didn’t look at her. “I dunno. I just… I wish it was just us, you know? Like before. I feel like I have nothing to bring into this team, I mean with you it's different, but with them it's pretty clear where I stand.”

Litia didn’t answer immediately.

Will and Alistair were still bickering across the table — something about whether divinatory sketching was a real branch of magic or “just aesthetic cartography.” Alessia was trying to referee with the patience of a battle-hardened librarian.

Litia looked back at Caylen, at the way his shoulders curled in just a little. The way he kept his eyes on the floating map but wasn’t really seeing it.

She exhaled through her nose.

“It is still us,” she said firmly. “You and me.” He glanced at her.

“We’re just Batman and Robin. With... a couple of really loud extras.” Caylen raised an eyebrow.

 “Wait. Who’s Batman?”

Litia gave him a flat look. “Me. Obviously.”

He scoffed. “Excuse you. I’m taller.” “That’s not how this works.”
“I’ve got the tragic backstory!”

“Oh please, your tragic backstory has a mom in it. Batman's parents both died. You don’t even qualify for half points.”	Comment by Eliza Roze: oh... :(

“I’m literally the brooding one!” 

“You cried during Finding Dory.”

Caylen opened his mouth to argue, paused, then muttered, “She missed her parents, okay?”

A silence fell.

Not between the two of them, though — they were still mid-glare. No, the silence came from the rest of the table.
Litia glanced over.

Will and Alistair had stopped fighting. Alessia looked like she wanted to evaporate. 

Alistair raised a hand, confused. “Wait—what’s a Batman?”

Caylen blinked. “You don’t know Batman?”

Will made a choked noise. “Oh, of course he doesn’t. Evergreen. Historic mage family. They don’t know anything outside wizard newspapers and bloodline registries.”

Alessia cleared her throat. “That’s not entirely true. Some historic families integrate—” 

“Do you know Batman?” Litia asked.

Alessia looked away. “...No.”

Litia turned to Alistair. “Batman is a vigilante superhero. No powers, just trauma and training.”

Alistair looked vaguely horrified. “That sounds inefficient.”

Will nodded sagely. “Welcome to the modern world, Alistair. We have phones, pop culture, and sarcasm.”

“Phones don’t even work on campus,” Alessia pointed out. “Still. It’s called balance.”

Litia rolled her eyes and leaned back in her seat. The moment had passed — Caylen was still quiet, but some of the tightness had eased from his shoulders.

She wasn’t great at pep talks. But if reminding him that he was her Robin helped… she’d take it.



Chapter Four – “First Steps”

Caylen wasn’t sure which part of the morning was worse: the blinding sun, the near-freezing wind... or the fact that someone, somewhere, thought assigning a poisonous plant as their target item was a good idea.

He stood near the northern courtyard, along with dozens of fifth years, all wrapped in their travel cloaks and squinting up at the bulletin wall as team assignments and missions scrolled in glowing runes overhead.

Litia stood beside him, arms folded, eyes scanning the lists. “Team Fourteen,” she read aloud. “Target item: Corbexis Root.” “Corbexis?” Caylen repeated. “Isn’t that the one that can—”

“Paralyze your lungs if mishandled,” Alessia finished, joining them with a grim look.

Will, who’d just arrived mid-yawn, blinked at the board. “I thought we were collecting sparkly leaves or something. You know, cute magic.”

“Cute magic doesn’t prepare you for the real world,” Alistair said, adjusting his gloves like he was being interviewed for the Ministry.

“Neither does dying before lunch,” Will muttered.

“The Corbexis Root,” Alessia continued like no one else was speaking, “is identifiable by its black-veined blue petals and glowing white stalk. It’s exceedingly rare and only grows in one region of the Grove.”

Litia narrowed her eyes. “Let me guess. A region marked by, oh I don’t know—mortal danger?”

Alessia’s silence answered that question.

A nearby professor passed out their team scroll — glowing faintly, sealed with a sigil, and pulsing with arcane energy. Litia broke the seal and unrolled it.

“Retrieve the Corbexis Root within five days. All sample artifacts must be returned to the Central Convergence Point before the final sunfall,” she read. “Corbexis cannot survive outside its host environment for more than twenty-four hours post-extraction. Failure to return the root in time will result in mission failure... and exposure to highly toxic emissions.”

Will leaned closer, squinting. “It exhales poison? Why are magical plants always dramatic?”

Alistair smirked. “Guess it just takes after you.” Will smiled. “You’re cute when you try.”

Caylen tuned them out. He was trying to breathe.

Something about the word Corbexis had triggered a strange tightening in his chest. Not fear, exactly. Something... familiar. The name had an echo to it. Like it belonged to a song he used to know, or a dream he couldn’t remember.

It wasn’t bad — not yet. Just strange.


---

By the time the transport spell activated, the sun was rising higher. Teams lined up in rows, surrounded by chalk-drawn runic circles embedded into the courtyard tiles.

Professors recited protective enchantments, their wands raised to the sky.

“May your steps be steady,” intoned Archmage Desmond. “And may the Grove let you pass.”

Caylen felt a tug behind his navel — not unlike a teleport charm, but gentler, older. The runes beneath his feet glowed a brilliant silver...

And then the world twisted.


---

They landed in the Glittering Grove. And it was beautiful.

Sunlight filtered through impossibly tall trees, their leaves casting soft gold shadows across moss-covered stone paths. Crystals shimmered from the trunks like dewdrops. The air smelled like honey and rain.

Caylen looked around slowly, his breath catching.

Even as the others pulled their satchels tighter or reached for defensive spells, he just stood there — like he belonged.

He didn’t feel tense. He didn’t feel lost.

He felt... like the Grove was breathing with him. Litia’s voice cut in from behind.

“You okay?

Caylen turned. “Yeah. It’s weird, but... I feel fine. Better than fine.”

Will stared at a floating jellyfish-shaped plant bobbing nearby. “This place is stunning. If I die, I hope it’s in a mushroom field with a nice breeze.”

“Stick to the path,” Alessia warned. “And don’t talk to the flora.” “Wait, do the plants talk?” Will asked.

“They sing,” Alistair replied. “It’s meant to lure you off track.”

Will blinked. “...That is deeply unfair and I now fully understand why mages go mad in here.”


---

They walked for twenty minutes before things got... fuzzy.

The map changed. A stream that should’ve run north was suddenly east. The path looped in a circle, and the sun seemed to skip positions in the sky.

“Are we lost already?” Alistair snapped.

“No,” Caylen said calmly. “We’re close to where we need to be. We just have to keep right.”

Everyone turned to him.

“How do you know?” Alessia asked. “I just do.”

He stepped forward, leading them toward the bend. Litia watched him go.
His posture wasn’t tentative. He didn’t hesitate. The Grove accepted him like he was part of it — like it had been waiting for him.

She narrowed her eyes.

Something was happening here. 

Something old.

---

Setting up camp should’ve taken ten minutes. It took closer to forty.
The team reached a small, slightly sloped clearing just off a glowing riverbank — one of the few places where the Grove’s terrain wasn’t actively reshuffling under their feet.
Alessia double-checked the location against the map every five minutes. Alistair complained about the humidity. Will made zero effort to help but offered extremely helpful advice like:

“Don’t trip on that root. That one’s judging you.”

Eventually, Litia stepped in — conjuring up magical perimeter wards, helping Caylen untangle the enchanted tent charms, and getting everyone to shut up and focus.

By the time the fire was lit and the tents assembled, the sun had fully dipped below the trees. The sky above the Grove shimmered in soft violets and amber-golds, constellations twinkling between tall swaying branches.

Alessia was polishing her tools. Alistair was definitely using a floating mirror to fix his hair.

Litia took a moment to breathe, sinking down onto a moss-lined log. Then, a smell hit her nose.

It was... heavenly.

Spiced meat. Garlic. Caramelized something?

She turned and blinked.

Will was at the fire pit, sleeves rolled up, holding a sizzling pan over a levitating heatstone. He tossed its contents like a professional — golden slices of monster squash and strips of herb-rubbed venison flipping with perfect control.

“Where did you get that?” Litia asked, blinking.

Will winked. “Prep spell before we left. Seals ingredients in time-stasis bubbles. Never travel without flavor, darling.”

Alistair looked personally offended. “Why does it smell like a restaurant in here?” 

“Because you don’t know what seasoning is.”

Litia sat forward, intrigued despite herself.

Will plated everything — roasted meat, sautéed forest roots, and a side of toasted nutbread — and handed them out on conjured stone dishes.

They ate in near silence for a moment. Then—

“Okay, this is criminally good,” Alessia said, shocked.

Litia nodded, mouth full. “I actually forgive you for existing right now.” 

Caylen gave a muffled, “This is insane,” around a second helping.

Will beamed. “It’s a gift.”

Even Alistair begrudgingly muttered, “Not bad.”

For the first time all day, the team looked like a team.

They weren’t arguing. No one was panicking about the map or the plant yet. The Grove felt calm. Still wary, but watching from a distance.

The fire crackled. Crickets chirped softly. Caylen stretched out beside the fire, staring into the trees with half-lidded eyes. Litia watched him quietly, chin propped on her fist.

He really did look tired. Not just physically — in his shoulders. In the way his fingers twitched against his leg like he wanted to be doing something. Or be anywhere else. Like he didn't belong…

She didn’t say anything. She just leaned a little closer and bumped his shoulder. He blinked and looked over.
“Hey,” she said softly. “You did good today.” Caylen gave a sheepish shrug. “I didn’t do much.” “You got us here in one piece.”

He smiled — small, but real.


---

Later that night, the others had disappeared into tents. The fire was dying, casting orange shadows across the clearing. Caylen finally dozed off under the stars, the faint sounds of the Grove pulsing like a heartbeat.

And in his dreams...

He stood in a clearing. Silent. Silver-lit.

The trees here were taller than towers. Their branches moved like they were breathing
— slow and deliberate.

In the center of the clearing stood a single tree unlike the others. Its bark was silver-veined. Its roots formed a spiral around a smooth stone pedestal.

Caylen stepped toward it.
There was no wind. No animals. Just silence. And then—

A voice.

In his head.

“The world forgets. But you remember.”


He didn’t understand the words. Not fully. But the meaning bloomed in his chest like light under water.

He reached toward the stone.

At its base, something glowed — just briefly. A hilt.

Wrapped in ash and vine.

He bent down, fingers brushing it—


---

And woke up, gasping.

The fire was dead. The Grove was silent.

But he could still feel it — that pulse of magic, like it had followed him out of the dream.

✦ ✦ ✦


It turned out Caylen Dawson made a decent guide. Not great. Not confident. But decent.

By mid-morning, Alessia had quietly handed him the glowing Grove map and stopped micromanaging his every step. She still asked him for coordinates every hour, though — hovering beside him like a tactical hawk.

“Here,” Caylen said, pointing to a slow-shifting ripple on the terrain grid. “We just passed the Lurien Ridge. That slope three minutes back? That’s where the Grove folds in on itself.”

Alessia’s eyes narrowed in admiration. “You’re… not guessing.” “Nope.”

“How?”

Caylen shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel where we’re not supposed to go. And then I go the other way.”

Alessia blinked. “That might be the most annoyingly intuitive thing I’ve ever heard.”


---

Their travel order solidified by midday:

Caylen and Alessia at the front — brains and instincts working in sync. Will and Alistair reluctantly claimed the middle.
(“It’s the most strategic spot,” Litia had explained. “You protect the rest of us.” Alistair bought it. Will didn’t care.)
Litia brought up the rear — quiet, alert, protective. She hadn’t smiled much today (not that she did often), but every time Caylen turned to check, she was right there. A constant.

They were starting to move like a unit.

Physically, the Grove tried to mess with them — the trees bent subtly in different directions, the wind shifted back and forth, the moss refused to grow on the north side like it was supposed to — but despite it all, Caylen could sense the path unfolding ahead.

The Grove still didn’t trust them.

But it was starting to acknowledge them.


---

By midafternoon, they reached a break in the canopy.

A wide, bowl-shaped clearing opened before them — lined with high ridges of glowing stone and small waterfalls that spilled down shimmering rock faces. The air shimmered faintly with magic, and far below, they could see dense glades, shifting trails, and the faint glint of blue light.

“The Grove’s layout,” Alessia whispered. “This is it. It’s giving us a view.”

Caylen shaded his eyes. “That glint over there… that could be the Corbexis.”

Alessia nodded, half-distracted as she opened her sketch scroll and began mapping frantically.

The rest of the team spread out, grateful for a moment of rest.

Will collapsed on a rock like he’d just survived a war. “If anyone needs me, I’ll be pretending my feet are still attached.”

Alistair looked at him. “You haven’t even sweat.”

“It’s called having charm and stamina. You wouldn’t understand.” Litia, leaning against a boulder, snorted quietly.

Caylen sat beside her.

“You doing okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “I’m used to long hauls. You?”

He stretched his legs out, wincing. “I’m surviving. Alessia hasn’t stabbed me for bad directions yet, so that’s a win.”

“She respects you,” Litia said. “Even if she hasn’t exactly realized it yet.” Caylen smiled, just a little.

They didn’t say anything for a while. It was good.

---

That night, the Grove was quieter.
The team had found a nook to camp in — shielded by large fern-trees and protected by natural arcane flows. Litia cast a silent ward. Will half-slept with his head against his travel pack. Alistair and Alessia argued softly over the next route.

Caylen fell asleep facing the stars again.

And the Grove pulled him back in.


---
✨ Dream Sequence II✨

 He was in the clearing again. But this time... closer.

The silver tree’s bark glowed faintly in the starlight. Its spiral roots curled around the stone pedestal like protective arms. The air shimmered, almost wet with magic.

He stepped forward, hands at his sides.

“Chosen. Bound by magic. Born of none.
Wielder of ruin... or salvation.”




Caylen swallowed. “Who are you?” The voice didn’t answer.

But the sword at the tree’s base did.

It was half-exposed now — the hilt clearer, the vines receding. It looked... older than anything he’d ever seen. And heavy with power.

He reached toward it again.

This time, his fingers touched metal. And it pulsed beneath his skin.

“Not yet. But soon.”

—-

“Okay, so... we can’t go straight,” Alessia said, frowning at the constantly shifting map. “The terrain between us and the Corbexis Grove just folded again. We'd be walking into a swamp that loops every two hours.”

“We go around, then,” Litia said simply. “Loop left. Make a semi-circle.”

Caylen nodded. “The ground’s more stable that way. I think we can curve past those ridges from yesterday and approach from behind.”

“Assuming it doesn’t move again,” Alistair said.

Will muttered, “Let’s just assume the Grove hates us and go from there.”

With their path set, they started moving again — tighter now, more focused. The playful banter had faded. The Grove was changing.

The temperature dipped around midday. The sky, still lit by high forest canopy, seemed just a little dimmer than it had the day before. Even the birds were quieter — their songs slower, spaced out. The path twisted more than it should have. Once or twice, Caylen swore they walked past the same tree. Alessia marked it with runes just in case.
Still, they pressed on.

By afternoon, they reached a wide, moss-covered slope with a view of the distant central clearing — the Convergence Point. A massive stone platform floated above the ground, glowing faintly.

As they watched, a flare shot into the sky — white light streaking high, then exploding in a glittering spiral before fading out.

“Someone made it back,” Alessia murmured.

Litia stared straight ahead, eyes unreadable. “They completed their mission.” Will clicked his tongue. “Looks like we’re behind.”

Alistair folded his arms. “Not for long. The path to the Corbexis is nearly ours.” Caylen tried not to look discouraged — but his stomach dropped a little.
He wasn’t used to competition that felt... real.



They walked in silence for another hour.

Caylen was up front again — Alessia was asking him for updates on the shifting terrain. Litia had dropped to the rear once more, keeping an eye on their trail.
Which left... Alistair walking beside her.

And Caylen had a clear line of sight for it. Every once in a while when he looked back.

“Have I mentioned you have excellent stride control?” Alistair said to Litia. “Most people overcompensate on uneven terrain.”

Litia raised an eyebrow. “Can’t say anyone’s ever complimented my walking before.”

“Well, I don’t pass out compliments for free.”

“So… you’re charging now?” “Only if you want a receipt.” Litia smirked faintly.
Caylen narrowed his eyes.

Alistair continued, undeterred. “You’ve got an interesting energy. I don’t meet many First Class Order of Aether mages who carry themselves like they’re running the place.”

“I’m not running it. I’m surviving it.” 

“Stylishly.”

Caylen almost tripped over a root.



He didn’t know why it was bothering him. Litia wasn’t doing anything wrong. And it’s not like she was ﬂirting back — not really. But she wasn’t swatting Alistair away either. And the fact that Alistair, with his polished smile and walking-on-clouds confidence, thought he could just—

“Caylen,” Alessia snapped. “Focus. You nearly walked us into a mana pit.” He blinked. “Right. Sorry.”

By nightfall, they were two ridges away from their destination.

The air smelled different. Less sweet. There was something... dense about it.

Caylen could feel a humming under his skin again. Like the grove was watching them.Tomorrow was the fourth day.

And something was waiting.

✦ ✦ ✦

The Grove had been changing since the moment they stepped into it.

Not in obvious ways - not the kind Alessia could chart or Will could mock. But in quiet ones.

The way the wind stalled mid-gust. The way birdsong cut off suddenly, like silenced. The way the roots seemed to shift just after you stepped over them as if testing your awareness.


Litia had felt it on Day One - in
the stillness. By Day Two, she knew the Grove was watching them. But by Day Three, she wasn't sure it was watching them at all.

It was watching Caylen.

She couldn't explain it, not even to herself. But it was there - in the way the paths opened when he led, the way the terrain resisted them less when he was
calm. Like the Grove recognized something in him it had been waiting for. 

And now it was day 4. There was a certain rhythm to the Grove now.
Not in the way nature usually moved - not like wind or water. This rhythm was heavier. Thicker. Like a breath being held. And Litia had felt it from the start.

She didn't say anything to the others though.

She never did, not unless it needed saying. That was something people never understood about her - quiet didn't mean empty. She just preferred to think things through before giving them life.

And for the last three days, her thoughts had stayed sharp and heavy.

Her eyes flicked toward Caylen, walking ahead with the map of the Grove in his hands. The boy who claimed to have no affinity for anything, no great magical gifts, if you will- just instinct, a strange luck, and a face that never quite stopped looking like it was mid-thought.

He'd surprised her.

That was probably why she's still friends with him. He might as well be one of the only people capable of the feat. And he had again during this trip. Not just with the Grove. But in the way he carried the weight of leading the team without realizing he was doing it. Always in the background, yet..always there.

A part of her fully expected him to buck under the weight of it all, but here he still was. Alistair, by contrast, was all brightness and shine. His attention had been... persistent.

It wasn't unwelcome, exactly. But it wasn't significant, either. Not the way he'd hoped anyway.

Her eyes flickered up. They were descending from a steep incline and about to enter the thicket that the Corbexis was supposed to be located at. About to end their mission.
Then why did she feel so much dread when she stepped in there?
---

They’d found it.

The Corbexis Root glowed faintly in the center of a moss-ringed grove — its white stalk jutting out from the base of a spiraling crystal formation, black-veined blue petals curling like fingers over a hidden heart.

It was beautiful.

And completely, unforgivably wrong.

The air was still, too still. Even the trees had gone quiet. No insects. No rustling leaves. The Grove was waiting.

Litia narrowed her eyes.

“We don’t have much time,” Alessia said, already moving forward, scanning for traps. “I’ll extract it. Everyone else, hold position.”

Will cracked his knuckles. “Great. I’ll hold position like a hero.”

Alistair unsheathed a wand from a silver-lined bracer. “Let’s make this clean.” Litia didn’t move from the edge.

Her fingers flexed against her side, brushing the inside of her coat where a hidden charm hummed faintly. She still had a terrible feeling in her stomach — and it definitely wasn’t from the climb.

The Grove wasn’t guarding the Corbexis. It was baiting them.

---

Alessia bent low, reciting a stabilization incantation. “Radiare Vinctum.” A faint glow encircled the plant.
The moment she made contact— The air shattered.

With a sound like splitting stone, the Grove erupted.

Figures burst from the terrain — wooden-limbed, moss-skinned, glowing with ancient rage. Nature spirits. At least a dozen. Maybe more. Formless at first, then solidifying as they attacked, snarling without mouths.

“Fall back!” Alessia shouted.

“Too late!” Will fired a blaze charm — “Ignis Spina!” — but it only staggered the first wave.

“Divide and surround!” Alistair’s voice cut through the noise. “Hold the line!” Caylen froze beside the Corbexis.
Litia stepped forward without a word, raising her hand — no spell spoken. Her palm glowed violet.

She snapped her fingers once — a whip of pure light lashed outward, knocking three spirits into the underbrush.

Will blinked. “Did she… not say anything?”

“She's not saying anything,” Alessia muttered. “She’s not saying anything.”

Litia surged forward again, dodging with liquid speed, redirecting incoming attacks with raw, pulsing magic. Precision. Control. No hesitation.


---

But there were too many.

The spirits kept coming — splitting the group apart. One broke between Will and Alistair, forcing them back. Alessia tried to circle wide but was forced to the trees.

And Litia knew it. This wasn’t winnable. Not here. She turned, breath sharp.
 
“Caylen!”

He looked up — wide-eyed, clutching the now-severed Corbexis Root, the petals dimming slightly in his hands.

“You need to go.” “What—?”

“Run. Now. Head to the Convergence Point.” 

“I can’t just—”

“You can. You have the root. You know the Grove. We’re buying time — you’re the one delivering it.”

“I—”

Litia stepped closer — she wasn’t yelling, but her voice cut through everything. “I trust you. You have the most important job here. Now run.”

For a second, Caylen’s expression flickered — something between fear and realization. Then he turned, gripping the root, and vanished into the trees.
Litia exhaled slowly. She wasn’t worried.

Not exactly.

But she could feel the Grove shifting again — bending toward something. Toward him.

The fight pressed in harder. She spun, dodged, cut through the spirits like wind. Still holding back. She couldn’t release her full power — not here. Not without risking the rest of them.

But even now, she wasn’t afraid.

Litia turned, eyes glowing faintly purple now, and raised her hand again — unspoken magic gathering like a storm.

“Let’s dance,” she whispered.

✦ ✦ ✦

He couldn’t breathe.

His lungs were dragging air like it weighed too much. His legs were burning, but he couldn’t stop running.

The Corbexis Root pulsed in his arms, its stalk growing dimmer with every step. He’d lost the path. The Grove kept shifting, faster now — or maybe it was just him. Maybe it was punishing him for trying to leave.

Branches clawed at his face, thorns caught his sleeves, and somewhere behind him the sounds of fighting still echoed — spells, shouts, the groan of wounded trees.

They were still fighting.

And he had to make it count.

He stumbled into a clearing — not large, not marked — just space. The trees bent away like they were exhaling. Light filtered down in gold lines.

He stopped, chest heaving.

That’s when the Grove shifted again. Not around him — within him.

A pulse. Familiar. Heavy.

He turned.

There, at the edge of the clearing, a tangle of roots spiraled downward, forming a cradle of stone and moss. At its center, something lay half-buried.

Caylen staggered toward it.

His eyes were swimming. He couldn’t tell what it was — a stick, maybe? A thick vine? But it was calling to him.
He reached out.

The moment his fingers brushed it, it woke up. The moss peeled back like it had never been there.

The bark cracked, flaking away in fine, glowing ash. And underneath—
Silver. Steel. Ancient. Alive.

The “stick” expanded in his hands — metal stretching, shifting. What he now held was too large for him — a greatsword, taller than he was, carved with glowing runes down its center.

It wasn’t light. It wasn’t friendly. It demanded.

The sword pulsed once — hungry — and he felt it tear through his mana like it was drinking.

Caylen cried out, knees buckling.

But the spirits found him just then — three of them, gliding out of the trees like living shadows.

He didn’t think. He swung.

The sword guided him.

The first spirit shattered like dry bark under the weight of the blade. The second fell as he twisted, the sword dragging him with strength he didn’t know he had. The third backed away, but too late — the sword reached for it, magic surging down the blade and exploding in silver light.

He kept swinging till they all disappeared.

Caylen stood with both hands on the hilt panting, before finally stumbling. The sword kept pulling. Pulling at his energy somehow.

His head pounded. His body screamed. Every nerve in him felt like it was fraying.

Too much, he thought dimly. It’s too much. He fell to one knee

The sword flickered — confused. 

Almost... disappointed. Like it expected more.

Like he wasn’t enough.

He didn’t know how long he had lain there. By the time the others found him, he couldn’t speak.

He was on his side, the Corbexis Root shattered beside him — cracked from the impact of the fight, leaking faint mana into the earth.

The greatsword lay next to him, steaming faintly. Caylen’s lips parted.
“I—I’m sorry,” he rasped. “The root... I couldn’t—”

“Caylen,” Litia’s voice broke through. Close. Steady. Her hand pressed to his cheek. “Look around.”
He did.

Barely.

And he saw—

The Grove was blooming.

The earth around them, once dark and pulsing with tension, now shimmered with life. The root was gone — but hundreds more were sprouting in its place. Small, glowing shoots pushing through moss and soil, lining the grove in a soft blue-white light.

The darkness had lifted. The Grove had changed. Because of him..?

Relief hit him like a crashing tide. Not just survival.

Not just success. They’d made it. He tried to laugh.

Instead, he blacked out.



Chapter Five — “Corbexis”

Caylen woke up to the feeling of weightlessness. Then nausea.
Then, the sinking realization that he wasn’t in the Grove anymore.

His eyes blinked open slowly. Pale stone walls. Floating rune lamps casting soft blue light. A faint, herbal scent in the air.

He was back at Arcane Academy. In the Sanctum Ward.

Of course. The magical infirmary. Reserved for serious injuries, spell shock, and students who did something stupid with summoning circles.

He blinked again.

His body ached in a dull, faraway way — like someone had poured too much mana into a too-small jar. But other than that… he felt okay.

Too okay.
Then the memories came crashing back. The Grove.
The Corbexis Root. The sword.
The fight.
The... blacking out. He winced.
“Hey! He’s awake, guys!” a voice called. Will, of course.
A second later, the entire team clustered around the bed like moths to a magical flame. Will was grinning wide. “We thought you were going to sleep through the weekend.” “Or the year,” Alistair added, though he looked faintly relieved.

Alessia hovered a few paces behind, arms crossed — looking like she’d been holding a hundred questions in a jar and the lid just popped off.

“What… happened?” Caylen asked, voice scratchy.

Will launched in first. “Well, after you did the whole ‘I’m gonna almost die heroically in a glowing grove’ thing—”

“Very cinematic,” Alistair added.

“—we finally got to you. You were out. Like not even mumbling.”

Alessia stepped forward then. “You’d lost a dangerous amount of mana. More than anyone should be able to without—” she paused, then said more quietly, “I tried to heal you. I… couldn’t.”

Her face went faintly red.

“I don’t really specialize in restoration magic,” she muttered. “But I tried. A lot.” Caylen managed a weak smile. “Thanks. For trying.”
“But that’s the thing,” Will cut in. “You were healed. Completely. The healers here said there were still signs of trauma but no open damage. It was like someone knew exactly how to stabilize you just enough to transport you and not let you die.”

Caylen frowned. “If you didn’t heal me... then who—?” “She did,” Will said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. Litia.
She’d been standing against the far wall, arms crossed, quiet as always. But now she stepped forward — her curls slightly messier than usual, dark circles under her hazel eyes, but otherwise... composed. Always composed.

She stopped at the edge of his bed, then tilted her head at him. “You did good,” she said simply.
Then she grabbed the front of his shirt with two fingers and yanked him slightly forward.

One hand on her hip. Eyes sharp.

“But I don’t remember giving you permission to almost die on me.” Caylen blinked.
“I—uh—”

“I mean it,” she added, tone flat. “Next time, try pulling something less dramatic. Like falling off a broomstick. Or conjuring a frog that explodes.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“If I were you, I’d be more afraid of me than death.” Caylen swallowed.
“Yes ma’am.”

Will made a choked noise that might’ve been a laugh but disguised it as a cough. “I’m just gonna—uh—go tell the Wardmaster he’s awake,” he said, backing away. Alessia cleared her throat. “Yes. I should also... check our updated results.” Alistair raised both brows and held up his hands. “I value my life. I'm leaving.”
One by one, the rest of the team vanished from the room like mist in sunlight, leaving just the two of them.

✦ ✦ ✦

The room was quiet now.

Caylen adjusted himself on the bed, exhaling slowly. His body still ached in strange places — like the pain didn’t remember where it was supposed to live.

Litia leaned against the side table, arms folded, watching him like he might try something reckless again. He didn’t know what to say, exactly. So he didn’t.

Until—

“Where is it?” he asked quietly. Litia raised a brow. “Your spleen?” He gave her a look.
“The sword,” he clarified.

She didn’t move for a second. Then, with a flick of her wrist, a shimmer of violet light rippled through the air beside her. A pocket of space peeled open like silk.

And there it was. Corbexis.
The blade looked calmer now — sleeping, almost — but still impossibly old, still etched with faint glowing runes.

“You kept it?” Caylen asked.

“Obviously. You almost died for it,” Litia replied, handing him the hilt. “Figured you’d want to be the one to deal with your new terrifying murder accessory.”

He stared at it in his hands for a long moment. The weight settled like it belonged there. “You found it in the Grove,” she said, tilting her head. “Where?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Caylen murmured. “I just... ended up there. It called to me. I didn’t even know what it was. Just grabbed it.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’ve been calling it 'it' for a while. You gonna give it a cool name? Like ‘Shadowfang’ or ‘Deathblade’ or—”

“It’s called Corbexis.” She blinked. “What?”
“That’s its name. The sword. It’s... Corbexis.”

Litia tilted her head further. “You mean like the plant? How very original of you.”

“I’m serious.” He looked up at her. “I don’t know how I know it. But I do. That’s what it’s called. I think... I think it told me.”

She studied him for a long moment. Then: “Okay.”
He blinked. “That’s it?”

“You almost died bonding with a weapon no one’s heard of, it pulsed with ancient energy, and now you know its name. Sure. Let’s roll with it.”

Caylen stared at the blade again, tracing the silver hilt with his fingers. “While I was out... I saw something. I think the sword showed me.”

Litia’s eyes flickered. “What did you see?”

“A man. Big. Like huge. Armor like old ceremonial plate. He placed the sword beneath the roots of a tree — the same tree I found it near, I think. Said it should wait for someone worthy.”

He paused, frowning. “There were stars carved into the stone. And a name.” Litia leaned in slightly.
“Celestrian Astralorre.”

Litia’s eyebrows raised. “Wait. As in... the Celestrian Astralorre? The founder of Arcane Academy?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I think... it was his. The sword was his. And he left it there. The root
— the Corbexis — only started growing because of the mana it gave off.”

Litia blinked, straightening. “That would explain a lot. Like why the Grove was so unstable. Why you could move through it when no one else could.”

“Yeah.” Caylen exhaled. “I think it was... looking for someone.” 

“And it chose you,” she said softly.

A silence settled between them again. Then:

“You’ve been out for three days,” she added, almost too casually. Caylen looked up. “That’s why you looked tired.”

She rolled her eyes. “Gee, thanks.” “I mean it. Have you rested at all?”
“I’ve had a snack. That’s basically the same thing.” “Litia—”
She held up a hand. “No. I don’t sleep well when people I care about are unconscious and bleeding.”

Caylen’s heart did a little skip he wasn’t proud of. But all he said was, “Right. Okay.”
She stared at him another moment. Then flicked his forehead lightly.

“I am proud of you, though,” she said. “You did the hard thing. And you didn’t die.” He smiled faintly. “Guess that makes me worthy?”
Litia smirked. “Or just lucky.”

Caylen quirked an eyebrow. “Same difference, no?” “I guess we'll find out.”
---

The sword was… smaller. Caylen blinked at it.
It was lying on a small pedestal beside his bed — right where Litia had conjured it last. But it wasn’t the same.

Not quite.

The greatsword had shrunk. Its shape had changed — sleeker now, more manageable. A bastard sword, maybe. Still elegant, still carved with runes, but now the hilt curved slightly, as if meant for his grip.

He reached out.

The moment his hand touched it, the weight settled perfectly. Right. Like it belonged there. Like it had waited to become this.

It’s adapting to me, Caylen realized.




That was when the door opened. “Ah. Mister Dawson.”
Professor Magnus Quicksilver stepped into the room — all dark emerald robes, silver-threaded cuffs, and eyes like a storm cloud with a law degree. His silver spectacles gleamed in the morning light.

“I trust you’re feeling better?” “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Then perhaps you can enlighten me,” Quicksilver said, adjusting his glasses and stepping forward. “Because the artifact you returned with is radiating enough concentrated mana to cause half the school’s perimeter wards to short out.”

Caylen winced. “That might be my bad.”

Quicksilver ignored him and turned to the sword. “May I?” Caylen hesitated. “...Sure?”
The professor reached out— And instantly jerked back.
The sword didn’t move.

But Quicksilver’s entire body recoiled like he’d touched an electric ward. His eyes widened a fraction — which, for Magnus Quicksilver, might as well have been a scream.

“Fascinating,” he murmured, shaking his fingers slightly. “It rejected me.” “It what?”

“Quite definitively. This blade... it’s not just ancient. It’s bound. To you.” He gave Caylen a long look. “That’s not something we’ve seen in a long time.”

“So you don’t want to take it for, like... science?”

Quicksilver sniffed. “Heavens, no. It likes you far more than it likes me.”


---

Word spread fast.

Not just about Team Fourteen finishing their mission — not just about the rare plant blooming across the Grove.

About Caylen.

The mage with the artifact sword. The boy who bonded with Corbexis.
The one who nearly died and still completed the mission. Even Rufus Yallek hadn’t looked him in the eye since.
Caylen didn’t like the attention. But it did give him a buffer — a space to exist in without explaining himself. He found, to his surprise, that he had... people now.

It wasn’t official.

But every lunch period, Team Fourteen ended up at the same table.

Will was always first — loud and chatty, with three desserts minimum. Alistair showed up out of habit (or maybe curiosity). Alessia brought books. Litia brought presence.

And somehow, Caylen didn’t feel like the background anymore. He felt... in it.

---

Most mornings, before class, he slipped out early to the open practice yard. It was tucked near the western wall, half-forgotten, and the perfect place to swing a sword at a straw man without judgment.

Caylen practiced until his arms shook. He worked on footwork, balance, grip.
The blade was responsive — not in words, but in feel. Like it wanted him to learn. Still, it was hard to measure improvement against a tree.
Which is when he heard a voice behind him.

“You’re putting too much weight on your back foot.” Caylen spun, startled.
Violet Evergreen stood near the gate, arms folded, a neutral expression on his face. He was wearing his uniform robes, but the sun caught the streak of white in his silver hair just enough to make him look like a ghost out of a storybook.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Violet said. “You looked... determined.”

“I—uh...” Caylen flushed. “I was just practicing. It’s dumb. I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

Violet stepped closer. “Why?” “What?”
“Why the sword?” Violet asked. “Mages haven’t used them in centuries. Not for combat. You’re not a knight. You’re a sorcerer.”

Caylen paused, eyes on the blade.

“I guess I’m tired of being the one who needs saving.”

He looked up. “I want to protect the people who matter to me. My friends.” He hesitated. “I never used to say that word in plural.”
Violet’s expression didn’t change. But something softened around the eyes. “Protect them from what?” he asked.

Caylen thought about the Grove. The sword. The way Litia had pulled him forward from the edge like it was nothing.

He tightened his grip on the blade. “From whatever decides to come next.” For a second, Violet was quiet.
Then he nodded once.

“Meet me here tomorrow morning,” he said. “Before sunrise.” Caylen blinked. “Wait, you’re—”
“My family follows the old way,” Violet said calmly. “Always has. Alistair too. I've had a blade in my had since I was old enough to walk. I can help you. If you're serious.”

“I am.”

“Good.” He turned toward the path. “Then stop swinging at straw men. And show up.”



Chapter Six – “Steel and Spellwork”

The practice yard was misted over when Caylen arrived — the kind of hazy dawn where light hadn't made up its mind yet.

Violet Evergreen was already there. Of course he was.
He stood perfectly still in the center of the yard, dressed in a black training tunic, silver hair pulled back neatly. For someone so clean-cut, he looked like he belonged in a battlefield painting.

“Right on time,” Violet said, turning toward him. “Let’s begin.”

Caylen stepped into the ring, Corbexis strapped across his back. The sword already felt lighter than it had the day before — not in weight, but in presence. Like it had stopped testing him and started waiting for something more.

Violet didn’t bother with warmups. He simply drew a slim blade from a sheath on his hip
— clean, curved, wickedly fast.

“We’re going to spar,” he said. “No runes. No spells. Just motion.” “Cool,” Caylen muttered. “I love being humiliated before breakfast.”
Violet didn’t smile. “You’re not here to win. You’re here to learn how to lose gracefully — and then adapt.”

And with that, he struck.

The first few minutes were pure chaos.

Violet moved like wind over water — smooth, fluid, unrelenting. Caylen blocked, ducked, got knocked backward, stumbled, tried again.

Corbexis wasn’t a quiet blade, but it flowed when he let it. Like it knew what it wanted to do — if he’d just stop getting in the way.

He fell once. Twice.

On the third knockdown, he hit the ground and just stayed there a second, breathing hard.

“This is hopeless,” he muttered.

“No,” Violet said, lowering his blade. “This is foundation.” Caylen rolled onto his back. “Tell that to my ribs.”
“You’re not bad with the sword,” Violet added. “You’re inexperienced. There’s a difference.”

“Yeah? And what makes you think I’ll be anything other than a mage with a shiny blade he doesn’t know how to use?”

Violet tilted his head. “Cast.” “What?”
“Try casting a spell. Any one you know. But through the sword.” Caylen frowned. “That’s not how it works.”
“Do it anyway.”

He stood, tightening his grip on Corbexis. Took a breath.
And whispered, “Ignis Fluctus.”

A small flame spell — one he’d gotten right a few times in class. He slashed downward with the blade as he said it.
And— Nothing.
The flame flickered to life at the sword’s edge, sputtered... and fizzled out in a sharp crackle of smoke.

Violet blinked. “You overloaded it.”

“I what?”

“The sword amplified your mana beyond what the spell was meant to hold. Try again. But control it. Channel the spell through the metal. Let Corbexis do the work — not your lungs.”

Caylen swallowed. Tried again.
This time, he breathed first. Found his balance. Lifted the sword in a cleaner arc and said, slower, steadier—

“Ignis Fluctus.”

The blade shimmered. And fire bloomed.
The flame didn’t shoot outward like normal — it followed the arc of the blade, slicing forward in a crescent, hot and bright. It hit the training dummy behind Violet with enough force to blow it off its base.

They both stood there. The dummy smoldered.
“...Whoa,” Caylen whispered.

“Better,” Violet said, stepping forward. “Do it again.” Caylen raised the blade.
But before he could speak, a glow pulsed down the center of Corbexis — a new rune, thin and elegant, forming itself like a fresh scar across the blade’s spine.

Caylen lowered it slowly, staring. “It added a new rune.”
Violet’s voice was unreadable. “Then it’s responding to you.”

Caylen felt the weight of that. Not just physically. Emotionally.
Internally.

The blade was evolving — because he was.

Violet nodded once. “We’ll keep working on that.”

And for the first time since the Grove, Caylen feet like he was finally starting to get the hang of the sword.

---

Caylen wasn’t even trying to draw attention.

He was packing up his satchel, avoiding eye contact, keeping Corbexis sheathed and hidden beneath the dark folds of his cloak. His training with Violet was still rough. Litia had advanced spellwork class— the only class they didn't have together. He was planning to get back to the field before sundown.

Then he heard the voice. Loud. Too loud to be casual.
“I mean, some of us finished the Grove clean. First team back. No injuries. No drama. But you don’t see us parading around with swords and fanfare.”


Caylen’s stomach sank. He turned.
Darien Flint was standing near the edge of the courtyard with a few students from his team. Tall, sharp-jawed, dressed like he knew he looked good in his uniform. His wand hung at his hip like a badge of honor.

Caylen said nothing.

Which, apparently, was invitation enough.

Darien pushed away from the wall, pacing toward him. “You know, it’s funny. You were ranked near the bottom of the summoning assessments. Practically no elemental affinity. No offensive spells above Tier Three.”

“Is there a point to this, or...?” Caylen asked quietly.

“I just don’t like fakes.” Darien’s smile was all teeth. “People who trip into power they don’t deserve and then pretend they didn’t ask for the attention.”

“I didn’t ask for anything.”

Darien nodded slowly. “Sure. So if you really think you earned that sword, prove it.” The courtyard went quiet.
Even birdsong seemed to pause.

“You’re challenging me to a duel,” Caylen said flatly.

“No.” Darien turned, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I’m challenging the Corbexis kid to a duel. Unless, of course, he’s not actually the wielder everyone thinks he is.”

Murmurs spread like fire through parchment.

“You don’t have to do this,” someone whispered behind Caylen. “He just wants the attention back.”

But he knew how it worked.
Duels were a public affair. Accepting one was optional — in theory.
In practice? Refusing meant cowardice. Shame. Weakness. It wasn’t just about him. It was about Team Fourteen.

And Litia.

He clenched his jaw. “Fine,” he said. “Two days.”
Darien raised a brow. “What, you need time to look up how to use your fancy blade?” Caylen didn’t answer. He just turned and walked away.

---

He didn’t make it far before he heard the voice behind him.

“You’re alone for three hours without me and of course you get yourself in trouble.” Caylen stopped.
Litia stood behind him, arms crossed, curls haloed in afternoon light, the kind of look on her face that said I will scold you and then save you in that order.

“I didn’t pick the fight,” he muttered. “You accepted it.”
“I technically didn’t—”

She held up a hand. “Don’t.” Caylen sighed.
“Let me guess,” Litia continued, walking up beside him. “Darien Flint. Big ego. Bigger mouth.”

“Something like that.”

They walked in silence for a few paces before she added, “You’re not going in unarmed and unspelled.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“You were planning to wing it.” “I—”
She turned to face him, one brow raised. He looked away. “Maybe.”
She rolled her eyes and grabbed his sleeve. “Come on.” “Where are we going?”

“You’re about to get the fastest crash course in spellcasting this side of the tower,” Litia said. “Because I’m not letting you go out there swinging a glowing butter knife.”


---

The classroom Litia dragged him into was empty — an old spellwork simulation chamber, lined with cracked tiles and floating glass targets. The air buzzed faintly with old wards. For one of the “best” magical academies, Arcane sure had a lot of old unused space.

She turned to him, arms crossed.

“I can’t help you with the sword,” she said bluntly. “Wasn’t asking.”
“I know,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “You’re still getting help anyway.”

She walked toward the far wall, held out her palm, and whispered something under her breath. A glyph flickered into existence, spiraling violet before shattering into light.

A glass target hovered to life at the center of the room.

“I’m going to teach you a spell,” she said. “One spell. Use it when you need it. Use it when everything else falls apart.”

Caylen blinked. “You have a signature spell?” “No. I have twelve. But this one’s clean.”
She took a stance, fingers raised in a sharp sigil shape, voice steady.

“Lux Sagitta.”




A bow-shaped flash of light burst into being between her hands, crackling with force. She flicked her fingers, and a glowing arrow of energy launched across the room — piercing straight through the glass target and splitting it clean in half.

Caylen stared.

“That looked more like a sniper round than a spell.”

“It’s focused light. Not fire. Not wind. Pure elemental control. Hits exactly where you point it.” She turned toward him. “You probably can’t do it. But I’m going to make you try.”

He blinked. “Gee, thanks for the confidence boost.”

“I’m giving you an ace. If you’re going to pull it out mid-duel, you better make it land.”


---

(Training montage-lite)

He struggles with the hand formation. Misses the incantation.
His first arrow explodes halfway to the target and singes his own sleeve. Litia says nothing. She just resets the glyph with a flick of her hand. “Again.”
Caylen grits his teeth. “Lux Sagitta.”
A glimmer. A flicker. It almost forms — then fizzles out. “You’re trying too hard,” she says.
“I am trying—”

“No. You’re trying to be perfect. Focus instead.” He centers his breath.
Visualizes the path.

This time, when he speaks — the words fit into the space around him. “Lux Sagitta.”

A streak of light forms — unstable, but real. It launches, wavers... and strikes the outer ring of the target with a satisfying crack.

Not a bullseye. But enough.

Litia raises a brow. “Well. You’re not completely hopeless after all.” Caylen exhales. “High praise.”
“Store it. Remember, you have to use it when it counts.” He nods.
He doesn’t say it — but it means more than she knows.

✦ ✦ ✦

The courtyard was packed.

Word had spread like wildfire through the school — someone from Team Fourteen was accepting a public duel. And not just anyone. Caylen Dawson.

Litia stood near the edge of the spell-ring, arms folded, face unreadable. But inside? Her jaw was tight.

This is stupid, she thought. This is reckless. This is—


He stepped into the ring. And she shut herself up.

---

Caylen looked… calm. Too calm.
Corbexis hung at his side, the hilt peeking from beneath his coat, like it wasn’t a blade that had split spirits in half just weeks ago.

Darien Flint stood opposite him, wand already in hand, smirk fixed like armor.

“Last chance to back out,” Darien called. “Before that fancy root accessory of yours gets bent in two.”

Caylen didn’t respond. He just bowed — sharp, formal, the exact amount of politeness required by dueling etiquette.

Darien rolled his eyes. “Suit yourself.”

A student stepped forward as officiator. “Standard rules: No lethal force, no illusions, and no summoning. Duel ends when one duelist yields or is unable to continue. Begin on the sigil.”

Both boys stepped forward.

The glowing duel sigil between them flared to life — then dimmed. The match had begun.
Darien struck first.

A barrage of flame glyphs launched from his wand — sharp, layered, fast. Caylen sidestepped, deflected, parried with Corbexis, moving smoother than Litia had expected.

He’s remembering the forms, not to mention the footwork, she noted. I wonder where he learnt that from..


But Darien wasn’t holding back.

Every attack was sharper than the last. A frost rune. Then a concussion burst. Then a fireball wrapped in lightning that hissed through the air like a viper.

Caylen took a hit to the shoulder, staggered, but kept his footing. The crowd roared.
Hold your ground, Litia thought. Don’t rush it.


Then she saw it. Darien’s arrogance.

He was overextending. Laughing. Taunting. Already preparing the final spell. And Caylen... let him.
He stumbled backward — looked weak — just long enough for Darien to drop his guard. And then—
Caylen stood still.

Raised Corbexis at Darien. And whispered:
“Lux Sagitta.”




The rune on the blade lit up like starlight — and the light-arrow didn’t form in his hands.

It formed down the length of the sword — a glowing crescent that pulsed with the same spell she’d taught him.

He channeled it through the blade.

No way, Litia thought, eyes wide. He combined them—




He slashed.

The light-arrow launched with the arc of the blade — faster, cleaner, sharper than any cast she’d ever made.

It exploded through Darien’s shield like paper. Knocked him flat.
Silence.

The officiator stared, blinking. “...Match over. Dawson wins.”

---

Caylen didn’t smile.

He lowered the sword slowly, breathing hard, and turned away without a word. The crowd murmured. Some applauded. Others just stared.
Litia?

She didn’t move.

She just watched him walk toward her, blade still faintly glowing, and thought—

He’s evolving.

And Litia wasn't sure how to feel about that just yet.

✦ ✦ ✦


They didn’t speak right away.

The courtyard was already behind them. Students still buzzed in the distance, the usual post-duel gossip taking flight like a hundred enchanted scrolls.

“That move you did… combining the sword and my spell. How did you do it? Or more importantly... how did you know to do it? I’ve never seen anything like that before. Ever,” Litia asked, her voice cool, but edged with something sharp.

“Oh. That’s something Violet and I have been working on,” Caylen replied, rubbing the back of his neck. “You know I’m not exactly the best at casting spells — but when I do it with Corbexis, it’s like it fills in the gaps. Amplifies it. It’s hard to explain, but... it works. And honestly? No one would believe it if they didn’t see it themselves.”

She stopped walking.

“Wait. You’ve been training with Violet — and never told me?” Her tone wasn’t loud. Wasn’t biting. But Caylen still flinched.

“I swear, it’s a recent thing,” he said quickly. “He saw me training — badly — and offered to help. I didn’t mean to keep it from you. I just… didn’t realize I hadn’t mentioned it.”

That’s what made it worse. He forgot to tell her.
Logically, she knew he hadn’t done anything wrong. He was free to train with whoever he wanted. Free to grow, free to change.

But the fact that he had — without her — and the fact that it bothered her so much…

Unbelievable.


She’d spent her whole life being the one who didn’t get attached. Didn’t need people. Didn’t need.

And now? Something this small was stirring up feelings she couldn’t name.

Caylen walked beside her in silence, Corbexis slung behind him, every so often glancing her way like she might combust.

She didn’t.

She just kept walking.

She didn’t know what she was supposed to say — or feel — or even think. Her mind drifted back to the match. He had won. He had actually won. Not barely. Not by a stroke of luck.

No, he’d moved like he knew what he was doing. Reacted with instinct. Landed hits with precision. And then—

He used my spell. Through the sword.




She didn’t even know that was possible. She should’ve been proud.
She was proud.

But that wasn’t all she was.


---

“Are you mad at me?”

His voice was quiet. Almost hesitant. Litia blinked and looked at him.
He was watching her now. Genuinely confused. A little scared.

“I’m—” he started, then stopped. “If it’s about not telling you... about the training with Violet, I didn’t mean to hide it. I just... I didn’t even realize I hadn’t told you.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

He’s taller than she remembered.
Or maybe she’s just not looking down at him anymore. She folded her arms. “You don’t need to apologize.” That made him pause.
He studied her face. “Then why do you look at me like I’ve turned into someone else?” She didn’t answer.
Not right away.

Instead, she asked, “Do you still want to be friends with me?” Caylen stopped walking.
“What?”

Litia didn’t flinch. “Do you still want to be friends with me?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Looked at her like she’d just slapped him with a snowball.

“What—what kind of question is that?”

She shrugged. “You’re changing. Evolving. And I—” she looked away. “I don’t know where I fit in anymore.”

His heart dropped.

“Litia, I—no. You can’t possibly think that.” She looked at him then. Really looked.
And for the first time, Caylen realized just how much she meant it. She wasn’t being dramatic. She wasn’t playing games.
She was unsure. Of him.
Of herself. Of them.

“I told you that you didn’t have to be remarkable,” she said softly. “That I was enough for both of us. And now... I don’t think you need me anymore.”

Caylen stared at her, speechless. And then, he laughed.
A real, honest, breathy laugh that seemed to startle even him. Litia’s brows furrowed. “Are you laughing at me?”
“What? No—no, never—” He wiped his eyes. “Sorry. It’s just... you thinking I don’t need you is the funniest, most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

He stepped closer.

“Litia... I wouldn’t be here without you. Not in the Grove. Not in school. Not in life.” She didn’t interrupt. (took it as a sign..?) He kept going.
“Before you, I didn’t have friends. I didn’t have confidence. I didn’t even have a reason to try. You literally saved me — and I don’t mean just from danger. I don’t think you realize

just how dark things were for me before you came into the picture. You gave me something to believe in.”

His voice softened.

“And now you’re asking if I still need you?” He smiled, soft and sure.
“And here I thought the problem one day would be you trying to figure out why I still needed you. Turns out, I just... do. That’s never going to change.”

He paused.

“Unfortunately for you, Litia Zilford... you may just be stuck with me for a very long time.”

Litia’s throat felt tight.

She looked away, pretending to focus on a tree.

“Well, since you thought that, I had to be unpredictable to keep you on your toes, now didn’t I?”

He chuckled. “You’re still stronger than me, by the way.”

“Obviously,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “I haven’t even grown into my full powers yet.”

Because this body’s still too undeveloped for what I’m used to, she thought. But didn’t say it.

Caylen lowered his voice. “Also, I didn’t know I had to say it out loud, but... you’re irreplaceable. To me. You’ll always be.”

She looked back at him, expression unreadable.

“I thought maybe some of my training would impress you,” Caylen muttered, barely detectable.

That did get a reaction. Her brows lifted. “You’re blushing.” “No, I’m not.”

“Are too.”

He sighed. “Fine. A little.”

She smirked. “Well... you’re not completely off the mark. Not many people manage to surprise me. And you did perform beyond my expectations.”

Caylen smiled.

And in that moment, something old between them settled — and something new quietly began.


Chapter Seven – “Winterlight”

---

By the time December rolled in, the castle had changed.

Not in the usual magical sense — though yes, there were whispering garlands of starlight along the corridors, and enchanted flurries that melted just before touching the stone — but in the atmosphere. Everything felt sharper. Brisker. Like the entire student body was holding its breath for something.
Or maybe that was just him.

Caylen Dawson wasn’t exactly famous now, but he’d crossed some invisible line since the duel with Darien Flint. People noticed him. Whispered more. Stared a little longer in hallways. Some nodding like they knew him. Others avoiding him like he might burst into magical flames if provoked.
It was… weird. And not entirely comfortable.

But life had gone on. Morning training with Violet was now a rhythm. Violet didn’t say much, but he showed up. Corrected form. Occasionally offered tips that sounded more like riddles than advice. (“A blade is only as dangerous as the choice it reflects.” Whatever that meant.)
Team Fourteen still ate together more often than not. Will still argued with Alistair. Alessia still read at the table and pretended not to listen to anyone. Litia still—
Litia.

She hadn’t changed. Not really. But something about the air between them had shifted since the duel. It wasn’t awkward, but it was… charged. Like they were still adjusting to the new versions of themselves. Caylen didn’t mind it. He just hadn’t figured out how to name it yet.


It was a regular lunch hour when Professor Magnus tapped his staff against the marble platform at the front of the dining hall. All conversation dimmed.
“Attention, all fifth and seventh years,” he said, voice echoing slightly. “As you are well aware, the Midwinter Solstice approaches. And with it, the traditional Midwinter Ball.”
Immediate buzz.

Several students gasped. Someone — probably Will — let out a faint, dramatic groan.

“The ball,” Magnus continued, “is not optional. It is an essential component of social bonding, inter-year networking, and... yes, the continuation of tradition. Fifth years, as this marks your formal integration into the magical ranks. Seventh years, because you are preparing to leave them.”
He tapped his staff again. Tiny invitations fluttered from nowhere and floated gently toward each table — delicate scrolls sealed in wax and shimmering faintly with silver thread.
“Attire is formal. Partners optional — but encouraged. Further details are enchanted into your scrolls. Dismissed.”
The moment he left, the room exploded with conversation.



Will groaned into his mashed potatoes. “What happened to a nice, quiet end-of-term tea party? I was promised tea. Not dances.”
“You were never promised anything,” Alistair said flatly. “Though I’m sure if you ask nicely, the enchanted violinist might play you a lullaby.”
Will scowled. “If I enchant my suit to scream, I’m aiming it in your direction.”

Alessia said nothing. She was reading something — maybe — but her eyes flicked up every now and then. Once, they lingered on Caylen.
He pretended not to notice.



Caylen’s fingers toyed with the invitation now resting on his plate. The script shimmered faintly beneath his thumb.
He knew what he wanted to do. Who he wanted to ask. Not that it meant anything. Not that it was a big deal.
It’s just a dance.
Just a night. She’ll say no if she doesn’t want to. No big deal.

He stood up and cleared his throat. “Back in a bit.”

“Gonna go practice your dance moves?” Will called after him. “I don’t mind that you can't dance, I'd still take you.”
“Shut up.”

Caylen headed for the side corridor. He’d seen Litia duck into the east hallway after class earlier — maybe she was still near the common space. He figured if he caught her now, it wouldn’t be too weird.
And then— “Caylen!” He stopped.
Alessia was jogging up behind him, out of breath, brushing her hair out of her face. “Hey. Um, sorry — do you have a minute? I… need help with something.”
Caylen blinked. “With what?”

“It’s just around the corner. It’ll only take a second. Please?” He hesitated. Litia could wait, right?
“…Sure.”

Alessia smiled. “Thanks. This way.”

Alessia stopped when they reached the archway just behind the eastern terrace. A patch of ivy-covered stone framed the entrance, and the soft glow of charmed lanterns flickered from overhead.
✦ ✦ ✦

Caylen frowned. “So… what did you need help with, exactly?” Alessia didn’t answer right away.
Instead, she turned to face him — eyes slightly brighter than usual, hands clasped behind her back. Her cheeks were faintly pink, though it could’ve been from the cold.
“I didn’t actually need help,” she admitted. Caylen blinked. “...Okay?”
“I just… I didn’t know how to ask you in front of everyone. It felt weird.” He tilted his head. “Ask me what?”
“You said if I needed something important, you’d help me,” she said softly. “So…” She stepped a little closer.

“I’d like to go to the ball. With you.”

---

Caylen’s brain stopped. Not froze. Not short-circuited. Just… stopped.

What. What?! Wait, what?
The silence stretched.

“I mean,” he said, words crawling out like they’d forgotten how to form, “as in, like—” “As your date, yeah.”
Caylen wasn’t sure what face he was making, but it wasn’t a good one. His mouth opened and closed once. Then again.
Alessia took his startled silence as something else entirely.

“I’ll take that as a yes, then.” She smiled — not smug, not giddy. Just… warm. And then, just like that, she walked off.
Leaving Caylen with an invitation in one hand, and a brain currently buffering.



“…So, let me get this straight,” Litia said, several minutes later, lounging on the common space armchair with her chin balanced in her hand, “she faked needing your help, lured you out to a private spot under ivy lights, confessed her intentions, and you stood there like a malfunctioning scarecrow?”
“I was caught off guard!” Caylen protested. “You don’t say.”
“She ambushed me! I didn’t even know people did that!”

Litia snorted. “Maybe if you paid attention, you’d have noticed the way she’s been looking at you lately.”
He blinked. “What? She hasn’t been—”

“She has,” Litia said flatly. “She’s not the only one either.”

Caylen blinked again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Litia arched a brow. “Please, Caylen. Since the duel, you’ve gone from background boy to mysterious sword-wielding prodigy with a better haircut. It was bound to draw attention.”
“It wasn’t on purpose,” he mumbled. “I accidentally singed half of it off in training. Violet had to fix it. It… sort of turned into this.”
She tilted her head, inspecting him.

Then, without warning, reached forward and ran her fingers lightly through the ends. “Well,” she said, almost absentmindedly, “it does suit you.”
Caylen froze. Not metaphorically. Actually froze.

His brain went silent. Like it knew it was about to embarrass itself and decided to hit the emergency shutoff switch.
Litia leaned back, unfazed.

He managed to squeak out, “Th-thanks.”

She gave him a long look — one of those unreadable, barely-there expressions that made his heart skip a full beat.
And maybe it was nothing. Or maybe it wasn’t.


Chapter Eight: “The Stars Know More Than They Say”

—

The sun had barely climbed past the towers of Arcane Academy, but the air was already thick with frost and low-humming wards. Caylen could feel the cold curling against the tips of his fingers as he reached for the engraved runeplate just above his locker.

The runes pulsed once. Then shimmered.

With a quiet click and a warm glow, the door opened — revealing a neat stack of scrolls, a half-eaten mana bar, a spare pair of gloves, and one very particular book:
The Zodiac Compendium — 7th Edition.

The book hadn’t changed since the day he stashed it here — heavy leather cover, symbols embossed in silver, its spine still strangely cold to the touch.

Too quiet, he thought. It’s been weeks. Why do I feel like it’s waiting for something?


The locker spaces at Arcane Academy weren’t normal by any stretch. They weren’t even technically “spaces.”

Each student’s assigned compartment acted like a pocket dimension — one that shimmered with their magical signature and only opened to them. Not with keys. Not with wands. But recognition — down to the core of who you were.

Which meant, in theory, if someone else tried to access it…

The locker would lock down. Or worse — retaliate.

Which was good. Because Caylen was starting to realize that this book — this edition that wasn’t even supposed to exist — might be important. Too important.

He tucked the book under one arm and made his way toward the East Tower study hall
— a place that almost no one used this early in the morning.

Litia was already there, perched on the windowsill with her legs folded up and a conjured orb of fire bobbing lazily in her palm.

“Back for round two with the ancient grimoire?” she asked, not looking up.

Caylen sat down beside her and dropped the book on the table with a heavy thud. “Yeah. I don’t know why… it just felt like time.”

She extinguished the flame and joined him, eyebrows raised. “That’s either dramatic intuition or the book’s messing with your head again.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he muttered, flipping open the front cover.

They had already combed through the chapters on spellweaving, cosmic alignment, and elemental convergence. And yet—

“Wait,” Litia said suddenly, her hand stilling the page. “That wasn’t there before.” Caylen leaned in.
There — in the margin of a page they’d definitely read before — was a faint marking. A strange arc of text written in curving, ancient script. It shimmered faintly in the light, as if dipped in starlight ink.

“The lost returns when three stand beneath the mirror of stars.”


Neither of them spoke for a moment. “…Is that code?” Caylen asked finally.
“More like prophecy,” Litia replied, her brows furrowed. “Or a riddle. This definitely wasn’t here last time.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve checked this page a dozen times. It just… appeared?” “Books don’t do that.”
“Well. This one does.”

She traced the edge of the script with a finger — but the text didn’t respond. It stayed faint, quiet. Waiting.

“…You don’t think this is connected to—” A knock at the frame cut him off.
They both looked up.

Alessia.

“Sorry,” she said gently, stepping into the room. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

—

Alessia stepped lightly into the study hall, her uniform cloak pulled tighter around her shoulders. “I was looking for you.”

Caylen sat up a little straighter. “Me?”

“Yes.” Her eyes flicked briefly toward Litia — polite, if slightly cautious. “It’s… about the ball. I wanted to ask you something.”

Litia didn’t move from her spot beside the open book. She calmly turned the page with a soft flick of her finger. “He’s all yours.”

That made Caylen wince. “You don’t have to say it like that.”

“I’m being generous,” she said mildly. “Go on. Coordinate whatever needs coordinating.” She waved him off.

Alessia hesitated. “Actually… do you mind if we spoke privately?” Caylen opened his mouth to answer, but Litia beat him to it.
“I don’t mind,” she said easily, not looking up. “Go if you want.”

Something in her tone wasn’t cold — just… distant. Like a door being politely held open but already half-closed.

Caylen didn’t like that.

He glanced between the two of them. Alessia was waiting, and Litia… well, she hadn’t moved. At all.

“I’ll just be a minute,” he said, getting up. “Promise.” Litia hummed.

---

He followed Alessia a few steps outside the study room until they reached the side alcove, lined with hanging vines enchanted to shimmer like frost.

“So… what’s up?” he asked, rubbing the back of his neck.

Alessia shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “I wanted to talk about the ball. I’ve been thinking about something.”

He blinked. “Okay?”

“I know I asked you before,” she said carefully. “But I… wasn’t really clear.” Caylen tilted his head. “You asked me to go with you. That seemed pretty clear.” “I meant… as friends. Back then.”
“…Oh.”

“But now, people keep assuming we’re going as a thing — and I just wanted to know where you stood. Before this turns into something weird.”

Caylen opened his mouth. Then promptly forgot how to form words.

“I’m not trying to pressure you,” she added quickly. “I just wanted honesty.”

And he was trying. Really. But he had no idea how to respond. There was a ball. There was magic in the stars. There was a book glowing on a table. And there was Litia.

“I… I don’t know,” he admitted. “I didn’t even think— I mean, not that I wasn’t thinking—” Alessia smiled gently. “It’s okay. Just think about it?”
He nodded, slightly dazed.

She turned to go — but paused at the door. “You look good, by the way.” “Huh?”
She nodded toward his hair. “The haircut. It suits you.” He blinked. “It wasn’t on purpose.”

“I figured.” And with that, she disappeared down the hall.


---

Back in the study room, Litia hadn’t moved. The book still sat open, the strange line of celestial prophecy glowing faintly against the page.

“Sorry,” Caylen mumbled, retaking his seat. “That was… nothing.” Litia finally looked up at him, eyes unreadable. “You sure?”
“Yeah. I mean, I think? Maybe. I don’t know.” Caylen groaned, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t do dances. Or—”
He gestured vaguely at himself. “This. Whatever this is. New hair, new clothes, people saying things to my face. It’s probably bad and they just don’t want to hurt my feelings.”

Litia raised an eyebrow.

“I’m serious,” he added. “I haven’t even looked at it yet. What if it’s awful and everyone’s just too nice to say anything?”

She stared at him. Then, without a word, leaned in — and ran her fingers through the ends of his hair.

His brain immediately blue-screened.

He was 98% sure his heart skipped four beats. His stomach tried to moonwalk out of his body.
>What is happening? What do I do? Am I breathing too loud? Do I smell like scroll ink? How many inches are we apart right now? Too many? Not enough?

“It does suit you,” she said casually. “You don’t look like a disaster.”

>Oh cool okay great I can die now.

He made a sound — one that no human should ever make. It was somewhere between a squeak and a faint scream.

She leaned back, completely unfazed. “I’m not people, Caylen. I’d tell you if it looked stupid.”

He was malfunctioning. There was steam in his ears.
His soul had filed for early retirement. “I—You—That—Again!” he choked out. Litia just smirked. “Yup. Still blushing.”
“Relax. If you combust, I’ll have to do actual healing magic, and I’m not in the mood.” He groaned and buried his face in his hands.
Litia just smirked, flipping the page of the 7th Edition. The stars still glowed faintly.
And somewhere in the ink, a second line began to surface — so faint it was nearly missed:

“The vessel awakens when the tether begins to break.”

---

It was stupid to be out this late.
It was really stupid to be doing it while the alignment was starting.

But Caylen couldn’t stop the tug in his chest, like gravity was pulling his ribcage toward the Astronomy Wing.

“The observatory dome should be just ahead,” Litia said, voice low but sharp, already casting a faint null-echo spell around their footsteps.

Caylen adjusted his grip on the Zodiac 7th Edition tucked beneath one arm. “And you’re sure this isn’t going to get us… expelled?”

“We’ve already broken three school codes and at least one minor magical ordinance,” Litia replied without flinching. “Might as well make it worth it.”

They turned the corner — and froze.

Violet Evergreen stood at the end of the hallway, arms crossed, the student council crest on his robes catching a glint of starlight from the nearest window.

He didn’t look surprised. He looked… bored.

“Evening,” he said.

Litia let out a quiet curse under her breath.

“Don’t suppose you’re just out on a moonlit stroll?” Violet asked. Caylen tried to think fast. “We were just—uh—”
“Exploring,” Litia said flatly. “And if you’re here to threaten us with a write-up, go ahead.”

“Oh, no threats.” Violet started walking toward them, slowly. “Just options. You can explain what you’re doing and risk telling me something you shouldn’t. Or…”
He raised an eyebrow.
“...I can report you for unauthorized entrance into Professor Aldreth’s private observatory and let her sort it out.”

Caylen winced. “She’d feed us to a rogue starwolf.” “She’d document it first,” Litia muttered.
Violet stopped a few paces from them. “Clock’s ticking. Sky’s shifting. Your call.”

Litia squared her shoulders — the light around her eyes sharpening like polished glass. She looked like she wanted to snap something back, to remind him exactly who she was, but—

Not now. Not tonight.

Instead, she exhaled hard and turned to Caylen.

“We don’t have time for this. And I’m not missing the window.” “So…?” he whispered.
She didn’t answer him. She looked at Violet.

“If you want answers,” she said, “follow us. Or turn around and pretend you didn’t see anything.”

Violet tilted his head. “You’re seriously inviting me into… whatever this is?” “No,” Litia said. “I’m giving you a choice.”
A beat.

Then he smiled — just barely. “Fine. Lead the way.”


---

Getting to the observatory wasn’t easy.

Aldreth’s wards were old. Layered. And smarter than most students.

If not for Litia’s affinity with arcane signatures and Violet’s borderline ridiculous memory for magical rotation sequences, they would’ve been vaporized six staircases ago.

They dodged a patrol wisp, narrowly avoided triggering a temporal tripwire, and finally made it up the final staircase — the iron-and-crystal doors of the observatory looming ahead.

Caylen’s heart was pounding. Not from the climb. From the air. The sky felt heavy up here.
Like the stars were holding their breath. Waiting for something. Well, technically it was true anyway.
Litia muttered a final charm and the door opened with a soft click. The moment they stepped inside, the air changed.

The dome above wasn’t just a ceiling — it was the sky itself. But… different.
The constellations shimmered in strange configurations. Glyphs floated between them, half-formed. Symbols Caylen didn’t recognize hovered like mist, and the stars—

The stars weren’t where they should be. “This is…” he breathed, taking it all in.
“Not recorded in any known star charts,” Violet finished. “What is this place?”

Litia turned toward Caylen, eyes already scanning the glyphs. “The mirror of stars. This is it.”

Just then, a soft hum rose from the 7th Edition in Caylen’s arms. The pages flipped on their own — not frantically, but with purpose. And stopped.

New words glowed on the page.

“The tether breaks when the hidden hand is revealed.”




Caylen leaned closer.

“Wait. That wasn’t there before. What does it—” A sudden force slammed into him from behind.
He hit the floor hard, the book skidding across the polished stone.

Litia spun on instinct, a blade of crackling light already forming in her palm. Violet stood above them. Or… someone wearing Violet’s face.
“Sorry,” the figure said. “But the stars aren’t for everyone.”

—

For a moment, Caylen couldn’t move. His chest stung where the magic had slammed into him. The 7th Edition lay splayed on the floor, still glowing faintly.

Litia was already standing between him and Violet — or whoever the hell this was — her arm extended, magic rippling at her fingertips like a living current.

The figure smiled, and it wasn’t Violet’s smile. It was too wide. Too... off.

“Took you long enough to figure it out,” he said. “Though I suppose I should be flattered you believed I could be that helpful without asking questions.”

Caylen pushed himself upright, heart pounding. “Where’s the real Violet?” The fake tilted his head. “Somewhere he won’t be interrupting.”
Litia didn’t wait.

She sent a sharp bolt of arcane energy straight at his chest. The figure dodged — barely
— and returned fire with a pulse of black-and-silver magic that shattered the floor beneath them.

Caylen dove to the side, grabbing the 7th Edition as he rolled. Pages flared in warning — the dome above them flickering like a candle in the wind.

This wasn’t just a fight.
The mirror — the alignment — it was responding to them.

It needs balance. Three beneath the stars. But now, the third was false. Corrupted.


Caylen looked up just as the not-Violet lunged for Litia, casting a net of jagged spellthreads meant to bind and burn. She twisted midair, ducking beneath the strands and retaliating with a wave of raw force that slammed the attacker into a column of starstone.

“You’re good,” the thing hissed, cracking its neck — and for a second, its face shimmered.
Not just Violet’s — but something beneath. Something slick and shifting and wrong.

Litia’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not just glamoured. You’re a shapeshifter.”

The creature grinned — and its teeth were too many. “The Council called us myths. They were wrong.”

Caylen scrambled to his feet, sword in hand now, pulse thudding in his ears. “Why go through all this? What do you want from us?”

“We wanted to see.”

The thing’s voice flickered. “To test the blade. And the girl.” Litia stepped forward, her expression dangerous.
““Who sent you?” Litia asked darkly. “You’re working for someone.” The figure didn’t deny it.
It attacked again.


---

The next few minutes blurred into instinct — magic, blade, fury. Litia and Caylen fought like two halves of a whole:

She struck fast, unrelenting, a whirlwind of light and controlled rage.

He backed her up, sword parrying incoming attacks, using everything Violet had taught him — and everything he’d learned himself.


Still, the creature didn’t tire. It was fast, stronger than it should’ve been. And it was trying to get to the center of the dome — where the 7th Edition still pulsed faintly on the floor.

“They’re after the next clue,” Caylen realized aloud. “We can’t let it touch the book!” Litia didn’t answer. She’d already moved.
She flicked her wrist and the tiles beneath the creature shattered, sending it crashing down into a magical pit trap she’d conjured at the last second.

The thing screamed — not in pain, but in frustration.

“You think this is over?” it howled, climbing out as its form shifted, broke, and collapsed in on itself. “You’ve only seen the shadows of what’s to come.”

And with that, it began to burn — dissolving into mist and cinders and a strange, whispering echo that lingered long after the light was gone.

The floor fell silent.

So did the stars.

Caylen stared, breathing hard, as Litia walked over and knelt beside the scorched spot the creature had vanished from. In its place was a mark — scorched into the stone.
A sigil. Faint. Unfamiliar. But undeniably real.
Litia stood slowly, glancing toward Caylen — and the 7th Edition that had begun to glow again.

A new glyph hovered above it. No text this time. Just a shape.
A key.

And an arrow, pointing toward the far end of the observatory. Litia’s eyes widened. “There’s something else. Another clue.” Caylen looked toward the glowing path. “How long do we have?”
She checked the dome. The constellations were already beginning to shift again — the alignment ending.

“Maybe seven minutes. If that.”

And then she said the words he knew were coming. “I’ll find Violet. You get the clue.”
“No.” He stepped closer. “We can’t split—”

“We have to.” Her voice was steady. “You’re the only one who can figure out that book. And I’m the one who can handle whatever’s holding Violet.”

“But—” Caylen started.

She smiled, just barely. “You didn’t fail in the Grove. You won’t now.” He met her gaze. Steadied his grip on Corbexis.

And nodded.


—

The wall opened with a soft click — starlight washing across Caylen’s face as the secret chamber beneath the observatory revealed itself.

A staircase spiraled down, lit by hovering lights that flickered like miniature moons.

“Alright,” he whispered. “Just… follow the glowing death stairs. Sure. What could go wrong?”

He descended.

At the base of the chamber, everything felt still. Ancient. Like even the air hadn’t moved in centuries.

The floor was etched in silver constellations — not the ones they studied in class, but similar enough to stir a memory. In the center floated a single object:

A key.
It shimmered faintly, suspended in a sphere of pale light. He stepped forward.
And immediately, the room responded.

Glyphs surged to life across the walls — lines connecting stars, constellations rearranging themselves midair. A circular dial rose from the ground with three glowing sockets, each shaped like a tiny star.
“Oh no,” Caylen muttered. This was a puzzle.
A celestial lock.

He reached for the dial... and it pushed back — literally. A pulse of force knocked his hand away.

Okay, cool. So this thing didn’t want him touching it unless he had the right combo. Think, think—

“Litia would’ve solved this in ten seconds.”




He glanced around, heart pounding. The constellation projection on the ceiling was shifting — the alignment was beginning to end.

“Something about three stars… converging to form a gateway.”




He could still hear Professor Aldreth’s voice in his head:

“The Three-Eye Convergence only occurs once a decade — Elarion, Vexa, Orum. When the three align, they expose dormant magical constructs. Like keys. Or doors. Or entire planes.”



But which were those three? The symbols had no names. No labels. Just patterns.

Caylen ran a hand through his hair in frustration — and nearly knocked the 7th Edition from under his arm.

It thumped to the floor — the page flaring. He looked down.
Drawn in the margin of a random page — just beneath a scribbled list of incantation stems — was a tiny triangle. Three points.

He’d doodled it in Astronomy class. Absentmindedly. While Aldreth lectured about the Convergence.

“Wait…”

He stared at the triangle. Then looked up at the ceiling. There.

Those three points matched the stars overhead — not just in shape, but relative position.

It was dumb. It was random. It was also right.
Caylen dashed to the star dial and began rotating the sigils. First Elarion — the blazing one with a twist at the base. Then Vexa, the dual-crescent. Finally Orum, with its spiral trail.

The chamber pulsed.

The key descended slowly into his hand — warm, solid, humming faintly with celestial magic.

Caylen let out a shaky breath. “Hah. Take that, Aldreth.” Then the floor shook.
The chamber began to dim — slowly at first, then faster. The dial retracted. The wall he came through began closing.

“No no no—!” He ran.

---

POV SHIFT: Litia


---

Litia moved like smoke — fast, quiet, precise.

The fake-Violet’s trail was messy, but the real Violet’s magical signature was still intact. Muted. Dim. But not gone.

It led her down the narrow stone corridor just outside the main observatory structure. The Mirranth had taken no chances — Violet had been dumped into an auxiliary arcane stasis cell tucked behind the Astronomy greenhouse. Practically invisible.

She found the sigil-locked door and didn’t hesitate.

Three quick incantations. A focused burst of null magic. And— The door snapped open.
Violet slumped inside, unconscious but breathing. Magical chains fizzled out as the door’s spellwork failed.

Litia stepped in. “Violet.”

He didn’t stir. But his chest rose and fell — steady.

She pressed two fingers to his temple, casting a quick rejuvenation glyph. His eyes flicked open.

“...what happened?”

Litia pulled him to his feet. “No time. Can you walk?” Violet blinked. “I think so. Where’s—”
A rumble shook the ground beneath them. Litia turned sharply toward the observatory. “That would be the tower sealing,” she muttered.

---

POV SHIFT: Caylen


---

Caylen vaulted up the last few stairs just as the mirror dome began to seal shut overhead.
The exit shimmered ahead — narrowing fast. He sprinted.
Cleared the final hallway. Leapt—

—and rolled straight into— “Litia?!”
She grabbed him mid-stumble. “Took you long enough.” Behind her, Violet stood, still pale but upright.
“I—how did—?” Caylen sputtered.

“Later,” she said, already dragging them down the hall. “Doors are closing. Professor Aldreth is probably halfway up the tower already.”

“No pressure or anything,” Caylen wheezed, clutching the key.

They barely made it past the outer seal before the magical barrier snapped shut behind them — the entire tower locking down in a quiet shimmer.

Safe.

Breathing hard.

Holding a piece of the mystery they couldn’t yet name.

Chapter Nine — “Keys and Echoes”

---

The observatory behind them shimmered once more — sealing itself with a soft hum. The glyphs across its walls dimmed, fading back into the ancient stone.

Caylen doubled over, hands on his knees, lungs burning. “Okay. Okay. That happened.” “I’ll say,” Litia muttered.
Violet leaned against the courtyard wall, face pale beneath the moonlight. “You two always sneak into dangerous towers on school nights, or…?”

“We don’t plan these things,” Caylen wheezed. “They just… happen.”

“Mm.” Litia turned to him, eyes scanning quickly. “You alright? Any cuts? Sprains? Mana feedback?”

He waved her off — though his hand was still trembling. “I’m good. Promise.” “You’re flushed,” she noted, stepping closer.
“No, that’s — just the night air.” “Really?”
“Totally. Fine. Perfectly—” He looked away. “—healthy.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re so going to regret lying in the morning.” Caylen coughed. “Yeah. Probably.”
Satisfied — or maybe just letting him suffer — Litia turned to Violet.

He hadn’t moved much since they’d escaped. There was tension in his shoulders — the kind mages carried when they were depleted, not wounded.

“You’re mana-drained,” she said. “I’m fine.”
“You’re not.”

Without asking, she reached forward, placing her fingers lightly on either side of his temple. Her touch glowed faintly — cool blue magic threading from her hands into his core.

Violet blinked. “You know rejuvenation glyphs?” “I know a lot of things.”
He gave a short, dry laugh. “Noted.”

After a beat, his color returned — just enough to straighten. “Thanks.” “Don’t thank me just yet. You’re not off the hook.”
He tilted his head. “For what?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Litia said, deadpan. “Disappearing. Getting replaced by a creature that nearly murdered us. Take your pick.”

“Right.” Violet exhaled slowly. “Fair.”

Caylen dropped to sit on the stone bench beside them. “Okay. So what happened?”

Violet leaned against the wall again. “Don’t remember much. I was doing my patrol shift. Stepped outside to check something I thought looked off — a shimmer near the hedges. I felt a spell hit from behind. Fast. Sharp. Like it knew exactly where to strike. Everything after that is a blur.”

Litia’s eyes narrowed. “They sealed your mana?”

“Yeah. And cloaked it too. Otherwise I think I would've been found earlier.” He glanced at her. “But somehow you did.”

Litia shrugged “I’m good at what I do.”

Caylen looked between them. “Okay, but like… did we actually fight a shapeshifting spy from a secret organization? Because that’s what it feels like.”

“Feels about right,” Litia muttered.

Violet folded his arms, studying the two of them. “And you,” He gestured to Caylen. “What did I miss?”

Caylen lit up slightly. “So there was this room — all glowing and magical and very locked. And there was a puzzle.”

Violet blinked. “A puzzle.”

Caylen rubbed the back of his neck. “So, um… there was a dial thing. I think it was tied to that whole Three-Eye Convergence thing Aldreth taught. The one with the star alignment and constellations and — anyway, I kinda… solved it with a diagram.”

Litia tilted her head. “You solved a thousand-year-old arcane mechanism with a diagram?”

“Well, a shape really.”

She frowned. “Where did you even get—wait. Wait.” Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me.” Caylen hesitated.
“Caylen,” she said slowly. “What exactly did you do?”

He winced. “I… might’ve doodled in the margin of the 7th Edition.” Litia’s jaw dropped. “You drew in the 7th Edition?!”
“In pencil!”

“That's not the point!”

Violet blinked. “What’s the 7th Edition?”

“An ancient script that’s not even supposed to exist anymore,” Litia snapped, still glaring at Caylen. “It’s practically a magical relic.”

“It’s a very useful relic,” Caylen muttered. “And my doodle saved our lives.” “Not to mention you brought it to class!”
“Well, yeah. It’s probably really stuffy in my locker. I take it out to breathe sometimes.” “Are you telling me the 7th Edition is sentient?”

Caylen ignored her. “Point is, I remembered the pattern I’d drawn — it matched the stars in the lock projection. So I used it to align the constellation sequence. It worked.”

There was a long pause.

Litia folded her arms. “That’s... admittedly good thinking.” He grinned. “Thank you.”
“Don’t make it a habit.”

“What are you two talking about?” Violet asked, watching them both with sharp curiosity.

Litia gave a resigned sigh. “He solved the astral dial lock — the one tied to the Three-Eye Convergence — with a doodle.”

Violet blinked. “Seriously?”

“It worked,” Caylen said defensively.

“He remembered a diagram from class,” Litia clarified. “Sort of. More like a shape. He matched it to the constellation rotation and activated the lock.”

Violet stared at him a moment longer. “…I’m almost impressed.” “Hey,” Caylen said. “Don’t almost me.”
“Fine. You just solved an ancient celestial cipher with a triangle.” “It was a very specific triangle.”
“You get used to him,” Litia added, not quite smiling.

A beat passed. Then Violet’s gaze flicked to Litia. “You. You broke a stasis seal in less than thirty seconds.”

“I’d have done it faster if the enchantments weren’t double-layered.”

“Mm.” He stepped forward. “I’ll give you that. Most people wouldn’t have even found the cell.”

Litia’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I’m not most people.”

“No,” he said, lips twitching. “You’re not.”

They were circling each other now — not physically, but mentally. Testing. Measuring. Caylen felt the shift in the air. It wasn’t hostile. Just sharp.
“So,” he said, standing awkwardly. “Are you two… bonding? Or non-verbally sparring? Or both?”

Neither of them answered. They didn’t need to.

Instead, Violet straightened, glancing toward the clock tower in the distance. “I was supposed to switch patrol shifts twenty minutes ago.”

“Oh,” Caylen said. “Oops.”

Violet turned back toward the courtyard gate. “We’re not done here. Whatever that key opens, I want to know.”

He disappeared into the shadows.

Litia and Caylen stood in silence for a moment. Then Caylen sighed. “So. That was… a night.”
Litia nodded, eyes still on where Violet had vanished. “And it’s only just beginning.”

—

The moment Professor Aldreth stepped onto the dais in the dining hall, the air in the room went frigid.

Caylen shifted in his seat.

Beside him, Will whispered, “Oh great. Death’s favorite aunt is here.” Aldreth didn’t need a microphone. Her voice carried like magic itself.
“I’ll keep this brief,” she said, robes rustling as she folded her hands behind her back. “Someone — or rather, someones — broke into the primary observatory tower last night.”

Gasps. Murmurs. One girl in the front dropped her quill. Litia didn’t blink. She only watched.
“The magical signatures were masked,” Aldreth continued coolly, “but not well enough. Whoever was foolish enough to trespass left evidence behind.”

A pause. Sharp. Calculated.

“If you come forward, I may be lenient.”

Will leaned closer to Caylen. “She means, ‘I’ll only kill you once.’”

Caylen gave a tight, nervous chuckle — one that died in his throat when Alessia leaned over and casually wiped a spot of grease off the corner of his mouth with her thumb.

“There,” she said sweetly. “You’re not presentable until I say so.” And she made sure to look at Litia as she said it.
Litia, for her part, offered the coldest smile ever conjured without magic. The kind that could frost windows.

But her mind wasn’t truly on Alessia — or Caylen’s blushing attempts at small talk. Her thoughts were fixed on the key. And the Mirranth.
They were old. Older than memory. Creatures of illusion, deception, mimicry. The last texts claiming their existence had turned to dust long before her first life had ended.

But she remembered.

She remembered how to kill it. She remembered the sick twist of mana when it dissolved.

What she didn’t know — and what unsettled her more — was who had brought one back.

That kind of resurrection wasn’t simple. Or small. It required ancient rituals, forbidden circles, bloodline anchors.

“The shadows of what’s to come,” the Mirranth had hissed.

Whatever that meant, it hadn’t sounded metaphorical. She was starting to hate riddles.
A sudden murmur rippled across the rows near the front — whispers, shuffling, gasps. Litia didn’t look up, didn’t care.

Until the figure stopped right behind her.

A low voice — precise, amused — spoke just above her shoulder.

“I’m a little disappointed, Zilford. I made it ten whole steps behind you before you noticed. You’re slipping.”

Litia didn’t look at him.

Instead, she said calmly, “You’ve got your hands on your hips, standing exactly
one-point-two meters behind me. You forget I'm capable of sensing your mana since yesterday — it’s hard to forget.”

Silence. Absolute silence.
Someone dropped their spoon into their porridge.

Rumors, later, would claim that she’d spent the night with him. Others claimed they were secretly dating.
Someone else swore Violet had given her his class cloak. None of it was true.
Except the part where every single head turned to watch them.

Violet Evergreen stepped into view, arching a brow. “Or you’re bluffing.” Litia finally turned to face him. Her smile wasn’t cold this time — just sharp. “Try me.”

Another pause. Another ripple of tension.

Then Violet leaned down slightly and said, “When you two are done with breakfast, I’d like a word.”

He walked away.

No one breathed for several seconds.

Will blinked. “...Okay, so that’s a thing now?” Caylen sank even lower into his seat.
Litia sipped her juice, unbothered.

—

Violet didn’t take them to the usual Council meeting rooms or prefect lounges. Instead, he led them to the East Garden — a secluded, stone-ringed patch lined with dusklight ivy and a softly glowing mana fountain. It was quiet, private, and just out of range of any nosy enchantments.

He stopped near the fountain and turned to face them.

“I want to know what’s going on,” he said plainly. “The real version.” Litia crossed her arms. “We could ask you the same thing.”
Violet arched a brow. “I was unconscious for most of it.”

“Exactly,” Caylen muttered. “You were nearly replaced by a shapeshifter.”

Violet’s expression didn’t change. “And yet, you two had the presence of mind to break into Aldreth’s observatory, solve a celestial lock, and extract a sentient key — all while fighting off an extinct creature no one’s heard of in centuries.”

He paused. “You’re either stupidly lucky or hiding something.” “We’re not hiding anything,” Litia said.
“Litia,” Caylen said softly, “we kind of are.”

She shot him a look, then sighed. “Fine. Maybe a little.”

Violet waited.

Litia met his gaze evenly. “We didn’t want you dragged into it.” Violet blinked. “Dragged into what?”
“We’re still figuring that out,” Caylen said. “But it’s big. And dangerous. And we’re already in it.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Litia hesitated. Then: “You’re the Student Body Council President. Your job is to keep the school safe. This isn’t—”

“It is my business,” he interrupted. Litia blinked.
“I’ve seen the patterns,” he continued. “The mana surges. The class magic anomalies. The sudden shift in glyph frequency across certain wards. Not to mention that four students and two professors have taken unexplained leaves this term.”

He stepped forward. “You think I haven’t noticed something’s wrong?” Silence.
Caylen looked between them, feeling more and more like he was third-wheeling a duel.

Finally, Violet softened — just slightly. “I don’t need all the details. But if this is happening on school grounds — I’m in. Whether you want me or not.”

Litia watched him. “This isn’t a game.” “It never is.”
Their eyes locked again — not with anger, but with a kind of mutual recognition. Strength to strength. Edge to edge.

Caylen coughed.

They both turned to look at him.

“Right,” he said quickly. “Just… good to clarify.”

Violet’s mouth twitched. “We’ll talk more later. For now, stay low. Whatever you saw — whatever that key is — someone will come looking for it.”

He nodded once, then turned and disappeared back into the ivy shadows.


---

They didn’t speak until they were halfway back to the main dormitory hall. Then, Caylen — cautiously — broke the silence.
“So,” he began, “you and Violet…” “No,” Litia cut in.
“Right. I didn’t mean—”

“I saw that moment with Alessia this morning.”

Caylen nearly tripped on air. “What? That wasn’t a moment—she just wiped grease off my—”

“Not to mention she looked right at me while doing it,” Litia muttered. “She did?”
“Are you two a thing now?”

Caylen made a noise of protest. “I don't even—I didn’t even realize—what do you mean a thing?”

Litia didn’t reply. Just kept walking with that unreadable expression she’d mastered. Caylen groaned. “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”
“Nothing about this is easy.”

He sighed. “I liked it better when the only tension I had to worry about was magical death.”

Litia finally cracked a smile. “You’ll live.” “Will I?”
“Most days anyway.”


Chapter 10 – Whispers and Warnings

---

The mood on campus had shifted.

Not obviously. The halls were still full. The enchanted tapestries still hummed. The House pixies still floated about grumbling about students who forgot to use coasters.

But beneath it all, the atmosphere was off.

Something colder. Sharper. Like the school itself was holding its breath.

Whispers spread about Professor Aldreth’s announcement — and though she didn’t name names, she didn’t have to.

Everyone knew something had happened in the observatory tower. Now the professors were asking questions.
Random pull-asides after class. Hallway detainments. A couple fifth-years were even summoned to the Sanctum Office for “routine reports.”

Caylen tried not to look guilty. Which of course made him look even more guilty.


---

Litia sat across from Aldreth with the calm of someone who had absolutely nothing to prove.

The Astronomy professor circled her slowly, voice crisp and unreadable.

“I find it interesting, Miss Zilford, that your magical signature was briefly detected near the observatory. Late at night. Hours after curfew.”

Litia raised a brow. “My magical signature is strong. Perhaps it lingered.” “You weren’t there?”
“Of course not, Professor.”

“You didn’t sense anything... unusual? No energy shifts? No pull from the tower?”

Litia blinked slowly. “If I felt a pull every time a magical current moved oddly on campus, I’d be very dizzy, very often.”

Aldreth narrowed her eyes.

Litia smiled politely. “Are we done?”

Aldreth didn’t reply. But the silence said enough.


---

Caylen sat stiffly on the edge of the plush chair across from Headmistress Elaris’s massive, crystal-framed desk.

She was known for being strict. Fair. Unflinching. He was already sweating through his uniform.
“I didn’t break into anything,” he blurted. “I mean, I’ve broken into things before, technically, but not this week.”

Elaris blinked. “Mr. Dawson.” “Ma’am?”
“I’m not here to punish you.” “…You’re not?”
“I’m here to talk about your Summoning.” Caylen froze.
“I suspect you already know what that sword is.”

Caylen hesitated, then nodded. “It’s… the Ancient Malevolent Destroyer Sword—uh—Corbexis.”

Her mouth twitched. “Charming name.” “I’m working on it.”

She leaned forward slightly, her voice lowering. “That sword belonged to Celestrian Astralorre. The founder of Arcane Academy.”

“I know.”

“There are people in the Council who will want it returned. Who will insist it belongs in the Grand Vault or under the care of historical archives.”

Caylen swallowed. “But… I need it.”

“Which is why I’m doing everything I can to keep this quiet. Until Winter Break, your status — and your weapon — remain under our protection.”

Caylen’s throat felt dry. “Thanks, I guess.” She studied him for a moment longer.
“You didn’t find that sword, did you?” she asked. He shook his head slowly. “No, ma’am. It found me.” The Headmistress was still.
Then she smiled — the smallest curve of her lips — and said something Caylen didn’t quite catch.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” she said, already standing. “You’re dismissed. And Caylen?” He stood.
“Try not to set anything else on fire before Winter Break.”

—

Caylen pushed open the door to his dorm and froze.

There, nestled like she owned the place, was a tiny ball of sleek black fur curled in the center of his bed — bright green eyes blinking up at him like he was late.

“Kitten?” he asked.

Will glanced up from where he was lounging on the second bunk, flipping through a copy of ‘Magical Mishaps and How to Milk Them’.

“Don’t bother,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get her off your bed for twenty minutes. Hissed at me like I insulted her ancestors.”

Caylen crossed the room, sat beside the small feline, and gently scratched behind her ears. Kitten purred immediately.

“She’s Litia’s familiar,” he explained. “Comes here sometimes when… I dunno. She just does.”

Will nodded like that confirmed every suspicion he had. “Figures. She’s got the same ‘I could kill you but won’t’ energy.”

Caylen smiled a little. “Her dorm was probably searched earlier. I guess Kitten didn’t like all the noise.”

Will sat up, propping himself against the wall. “So. Speaking of Litia... is she going to the ball with anyone?”

Caylen blinked. “What?” “I said—”
“No, I heard you. I just—what?”

Will grinned. “Relax. It’s a normal question. She’s, you know… striking. Pretty sure half the guys in Fifth Year are terrified of her, the other half are in love.”

Caylen coughed. “You’re not planning on asking her, are you?” “I value my life, so no. I was just wondering.”
Caylen tried to focus on Kitten, who now rolled over and stretched dramatically — claws grazing his blanket.

“Anyway,” Will continued, “you’re lucky, you know. Two girls, clearly into you.” Caylen turned. “Wait, who?”
Will gave him a look. “Seriously?”

Caylen frowned. “Litia and Alessia? No. It’s not like that.” Will smirked. “It’s exactly like that.”
“It’s not,” Caylen said. “Me and Litia are just—”

“—Friends?” Will interrupted. “Sure. Friends who casually send magical familiars to nap in your bed and act like mini-guardians. Very normal friendship behavior.”

Caylen opened his mouth to protest (nothing about him and Litia’s friendship was exactly normal), but Will held up a finger.

“And don’t get me started on Alessia. The way she wiped grease off your face in the Great Hall? Bold. I almost clapped.”

Caylen groaned. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Which is why,” Will said, sliding off his bunk, “I’m going to help you.” Caylen looked alarmed. “You’re… going to help me?”
“Yes Caylen. That's what bros do. First rule: if you like a girl, you don’t tell her immediately. You make her wonder.”

“That sounds cruel.”

“It’s strategy. Guys don't just act nonchalant or aloof for nothing, yunno. Chicks actually dig it is why. Trust me, I have experience with this.”

Kitten meowed pointedly.

Will glared at her. “Oh hush. You’re not part of this conversation.” She hissed.
“Fine! She’s definitely part of this conversation,” Will muttered. Caylen leaned back against the wall. “This is a nightmare.”
“Oh, speaking of nightmares,” Will added, “there’s a rumor going around about Litia and Violet.”

Caylen stiffened. “What kind of rumor?”

“You know. The ‘they totally spent the night together’ kind.” Caylen stared at him, horrified. “What?!”
“Relax, man. It’s just dumb gossip. People misinterpreting things. Especially with the whole convo they had yesterday. To be honest, it would be pretty much impossible that it wouldn't spark a rumor.”

“She’s going to incinerate someone.”

“Which is why I am not the one spreading it,” Will said quickly. “And maybe you shouldn’t mention it either. For your own safety.”

Caylen groaned again and flopped onto his bed beside Kitten.

She padded up his chest and curled up right against his collarbone, purring. “She likes you,” Will noted.
“She likes my soul slowly leaving my body.” “Same thing.”


Chapter 11 – Advanced Applied Glyph Theory – Morning Class


---

The glyph chamber shimmered faintly with layered enchantments — soft pulses of pale light floating in the carved runes across the stone floor. Most students hadn’t arrived yet, and those who had walked cautiously, like they were stepping through someone else’s dream.

Litia stood near the back of the room, arms crossed, surveying the set-up with a clinical sort of curiosity. The enchantments were basic — shielding, stability, reactive pulse.
Nothing she couldn’t handle.

A ripple of magical energy curled near the far wall as Professor Elryn activated the pair assignment glyph. Names began to swirl overhead in golden script, arranging into pairs midair.

Litia didn’t even glance up.

“Partnerless?” a voice said smoothly from beside her. She turned. Of course.
Violet Evergreen. White hair loose over his shoulders — until, with casual precision, he pulled it back into a messy half-up bun. Like he’d done it a thousand times. Like he didn’t know half the school paused to stare when he did.

Litia arched a brow. “Offering to drag me down today, Evergreen?” Violet smirked. “Was about to ask you the same.”
Professor Elryn glanced over at them and gave a brisk nod. “Zilford. Evergreen. Pair three. Station seven.”

Of course.

They moved toward their assigned station, a wide rune circle glowing faintly around a floating glyph prism. It was already unstable — twisting gently between shapes, the energy around it fraying at the edges.

“The goal is to stabilize the prism’s core rotation,” Violet read aloud. “Requires dual input and synchronized pulse patterns. Classic spell-stitchwork.”

Litia was already tracing the control glyphs midair. “You’re talking too much.” “I’m strategizing.”
“You’re stalling.”

He grinned. “Still bossy, I see.” “Still annoying, I see.”
Despite the jabs, their magic flowed seamlessly. Where Litia reinforced the prism’s base, Violet mirrored her pulse pattern in the upper glyphs. When the energy flared erratically, they both adjusted at once — her with a narrowing glyph loop, him with a tightening pulse control. No words. Just instinct.

They moved in tandem like they’d practiced. Like they knew each other.

Midway through, their hands brushed while adjusting a stabilizing glyph. Litia didn’t flinch.
Violet raised a brow. “Careful, Zilford. You’re dangerously close to enjoying my company.”

“Unlikely,” she said flatly. “But your ego’s adorable.”

A sharp hum cut through the air — the prism snapped into place, glowing steady and solid.

First pair finished.

Professor Elryn looked up from her clipboard and gave the briefest nod of approval. “Efficient. Nicely done.”

Litia stepped back, wiping her hands on her robes.

Violet watched the glyph prism for a beat longer, then turned to her. “For the record... I’ve worked with council mages older than this school who weren’t as fast as you.”

She looked at him. “Trying to flatter me now?”

“No,” he said. “Just stating facts, partner.” And then he walked off.
Litia stood there a moment longer, expression unreadable.

—

The hallway was a blur of movement as students hustled to their next classes, the hum of conversations echoing around the walls of Arcane Academy. Litia and Caylen walked side by side, a natural rhythm to their pace. But despite the flow of chatter around them, Litia seemed distracted, her thoughts (if Caylen had to guess) somewhere between the mysterious key and the growing shadow that loomed over everything.

Caylen glanced over at her, catching her intense focus on something far ahead. He thought of asking about the Mirranth again — but hesitated. He could feel her keeping something from him. Something important. But when wasn’t she?

That was when a figure approached, cutting through the crowd with ease. Violet.
His presence seemed to shift the air itself, a calm center to the hustle of the hallway. He walked with his usual coolness, hands clasped neatly behind his back, looking more like he was strolling through a library than rushing to class. His gaze flickered over to Litia, and his lips twitched upward.

But he didn’t stop there. He kept walking, moving purposefully as though he were on a personal mission.

It wasn’t until he was almost past them that he paused, just for a second. He leaned forward slightly, his voice smooth but clear.

“Tomorrow’s exercise starts early. Don’t keep me waiting, partner.”

The word partner hung in the air, much more deliberate than the casual greeting it seemed to be. Litia blinked, unmoved, but Caylen—Caylen felt it like a punch to the gut.

Violet didn’t wait for an answer, just continued walking as if nothing had happened, and in a few steps, he and his companion, the Vice President of the Student Body Council, were swallowed by the crowd.

Litia’s expression hadn’t changed. It wasn’t that she didn’t care—it was just that she never showed anything, especially when it came to others that she wasn't quite close to. She turned back to Caylen, attempting to continue their conversation from before.

But Caylen was quiet, watching the back of Violet’s retreating form. He barely had a chance to catch his breath before his mind started wandering again. He glanced around, trying to distract himself from the gnawing feeling he couldn’t quite name.

It wasn’t like he was trying to ignore their entire interaction or anything. But maybe he was—just a little. Not out of anger, but more like... confusion. It was a weird kind of discomfort.

Discomfort in the way anyone would feel seeing their Student Body Council President/trainer sort of hit on their best friend.

“Litia,” Caylen blurted out, still a little off guard. “What do you think about... dress robes?”

Litia gave him a sidelong look, clearly thrown off. “Dress robes?”

“Yeah. You know, for the ball.” Caylen scratched the back of his neck, suddenly feeling awkward. “I need some help picking one. You’re good with fashion...”

Litia’s eyes narrowed, a slight glint of amusement flickering in them. She didn’t respond right away, and Caylen almost started second-guessing himself. But then, she finally gave him a sly smirk.

“You need help picking out a dress robe?” she repeated, the corner of her mouth twitching with something between teasing and disbelief.

“Yeah, what’s wrong with that?” Caylen’s defensiveness rose, but he was almost relieved to have moved the conversation away from anything involving Violet. “I mean, the ball isn't a normal function I could just go with a hoodie and jeans..as much as I'd like to. I’m no expert, okay?”

Litia’s smirk didn’t fade. “You? I’m sure you’ll be just fine. Though I can't say it wouldn't be interesting to see what you'd pick out for that.”

Caylen felt himself flush slightly, but he didn’t back down. “It’s not like I’m asking for your advice on how to dance or something,” he said with a playful tilt of his head.

At that, Litia actually laughed, a rare sound from her. “You would need help with that too.”

“Right,” Caylen grinned sheepishly. “Well, I'm just saying, I’ve got no idea what’s ‘in’ when it comes to robes for something like this.”

Litia rolled her eyes, though there was a glint of fondness in them. “I’ll help. But don't expect me to take you to a tailor. I’m not that nice.”

Caylen laughed at her dry response, feeling like a weight lifted. It didn’t take away the faint, annoying twinge from earlier, but at least it felt like they were back to their usual dynamic.


Chapter 12: “Defensive Glyphs Practical”

The warding arena hummed with anticipation, the air thick with the metallic tang of magic. Five shimmering banners floated above the groups of students, each marked with a single letter — A through E — and arranged in descending order of talent.

Class A, all polished uniforms and smug expressions, stood apart like they’d already won. Class E, at the far end, looked like they were hoping to survive without accidentally setting anything on fire.

Caylen spotted Will waving from A, grinning like an idiot. Somehow, Will was up there with the prodigies — same as Alistair. Meanwhile, Caylen stood with the B group. And Litia, who could’ve wiped the floor with Class A, was standing right beside him.

She didn’t have to be here. She could’ve been at the top. He knew she’d chosen to stay in B because of him. The thought was equal parts comforting and… well, mildly humiliating.

A tall figure in deep brown robes strode into the center of the arena, boots clicking sharply against the floor. Professor Kaelen Dorrin, the new Defensive Glyphs instructor, carried himself with the deliberate precision of a man who could draw a sigil faster than most people could blink.

His gloves were black leather, but smudged faintly with silvery ink. A faint, unreadable smile tugged at the corners of his mouth — the kind that didn’t quite reach his eyes..

“Today’s exercise,” he said, “is defense against multi-layer glyph traps. They’re designed to mislead, overwhelm, and neutralize you. Collapse your barrier and you’re out. You’ll be graded on both individual performance and teamwork.”

Professor Kaelen waved his hand, and glowing lines began tracing themselves into intricate patterns along the arena floor. “You will be paired randomly across classes. Battle conditions are never fair. Adapt accordingly.”

---

Litia found herself flanked by two Class C boys. They gave her a once-over, exchanged a smirk, and one of them muttered, “We’ll take point. You just… follow our lead.”

Sure, she thought dryly.

Their “lead” lasted exactly ten seconds before one stepped directly into a faint glimmering circle — a trip-glyph — and the other stumbled in after him. Both were

yanked off their feet by invisible force and pinned against a wall, suspended midair like decorative shields.

Without breaking stride, Litia rolled her sleeves back and dismantled the cascading glyph sequence in under a minute, her hands moving with precise, surgical gestures. The air shimmered, then went still. The entire section of traps collapsed harmlessly.


---

Caylen, meanwhile, got paired with two Class A students who radiated condescension like it was a magical aura.

“Don’t get in the way,” one said, glancing at the sword slung across his back. “That thing’s useless against glyph work.”

Caylen bit back a retort. “I’ll try not to ruin your fun.”

Their “fun” turned into disaster when they decided to sprint straight through the arena. Speed set off half the layered traps at once, overloading the sequence. Shimmering barriers slammed down, trapping them in glowing stasis circles.

Caylen tried weaving a counter-sequence, but the trap started layering toward him too
— fast.


---

From across the arena, Litia appeared, her expression flat and dangerous. She sliced through the web of glyphs with precise counter-runes, dismantling the volatile layers before they could crush in on him.

Her gaze flicked to Caylen’s teammates, and the temperature in the arena seemed to drop.

“Next time you decide to show off,” she said coolly, “make sure you’re not using my best friend as a prop.”

Caylen’s teammates — Class A, the so-called best — actually looked cowed.

Note to self, Caylen thought, Litia could probably make a basilisk apologize if she wanted to.

---

When the exercise ended, the professor gave feedback.

“Miss Zilford, near-perfect execution. Bonus points for rescuing another team.” “Mr. Dawson, points docked for lack of initiative.”

Caylen stared. Lack of initiative? He was about to get fried because the geniuses over there decided to play ‘what’s the worst that could happen?’

Still, as they left the arena, he couldn’t help but glance sideways at Litia. “Thanks,” he muttered.

She smirked faintly. “Anytime. Maybe try not to need saving next time.” “I'm trying.”
—

Common Space – Evening

Litia didn’t look up when footsteps crossed the quiet common space. Kitten’s tail twitched from her spot beside her on the couch, but didn’t move.

The footsteps slowed, then stopped. “…Oh.”
Litia glanced up to see Alessia standing there, eyes flicking from her face to the boy asleep in her lap. Caylen’s breathing was slow and even, head turned toward her, hair falling across his forehead.

Before Alessia could speak, Litia lifted a finger to her lips. “He’s sleeping.”

“I can see that,” Alessia murmured back. Her tone wasn’t sharp, but her gaze lingered pointedly on where Caylen’s head rested. “It’s where he’s sleeping that’s… particularly baffling.”

Litia marked her page and set her book aside. She studied Caylen for a moment, idly running her fingers through his hair. “You notice it’s not sticking up as much lately?”

Alessia blinked. “…His hair? What's that supposed to mean…”

“It means,” Litia said, her tone still calm, “he hasn’t been sleeping well. When he does, his hair’s always a mess. And after the day we’ve had — Defensive Glyphs, dueling drills, transmutation review,” Her eyes narrowed slightly, though her tone stayed casual. “I’m not surprised he could barely stay on his feet.”

Alessia’s brow furrowed. “How was I supposed to know that?” Litia met her gaze, calm but unreadable.
“I mean—” Alessia hesitated, her voice quieter now. “How am I supposed to get closer to him when you’re always… there? You’re stronger. You’ve known him longer. You just—” she gestured, frustrated “—figure him out like it’s nothing.”

For a beat, the only sound was Kitten hopping off the couch and padding toward Alessia, brushing against her leg before returning to curl at Litia’s side.

Litia’s expression softened almost imperceptibly. “You’re right. It’s not intentional — I don’t usually make a habit of… chaperoning. It’s not on purpose. We’ve been through a lot together, and…” she glanced down at Caylen, “…I guess I wouldn't like to see him get hurt.”

She looked back up. “If you’re serious about him, Alessia, I don’t have a problem with you.”

Alessia searched her face for a moment, then gave a faint, reluctant nod. She hesitated, as if she wanted to say more, but her eyes dropped to Caylen again.

“Guess I’ll… let him rest, then,” Alessia murmured, stepping back. Litia nodded once. “That would be best.”
She picked her book back up, but didn’t read right away — instead, her fingers resumed that same absent motion through Caylen’s hair.

Just as Alessia turned to leave, Caylen murmured something unintelligible in his sleep and shifted closer against Litia’s lap.
Alessia’s steps slowed, but she didn’t look back.

Litia’s gaze followed her until she was gone. Then she exhaled softly, almost to herself. “…Serious about him, huh.”

---

Breakfast Hall – Morning


The Dining Hall buzzed like a beehive after someone kicked it. Sunlight poured through the high arched windows, splashing across rows of long tables already crowded with plates, mugs, and the occasional floating pitcher of pumpkin juice. Enchanted banners drifted lazily overhead, flashing the day’s forecast in shimmering gold script: Chilly.
Mana breezes. Low chance of spectral interference.

Caylen sat at the far end of the fifth-year table, shoulders hunched over a cup of tea and the folded parchment of the day’s schedule. The steam fogged his glasses just enough to make the print blur — which was almost preferable to thinking about the rest of the day. Around him, the air smelled of cinnamon toast and overcooked porridge.

Across the narrow aisle, Will was pacing. Not dramatically — more like a wound-up clock spring about to snap. His boots scuffed the stone floor in a restless rhythm, every turn on his heel sharper than the last.

“I’m telling you, Cay,” Will muttered, voice pitched like this was an assassination plot instead of breakfast, “half the school is already paired up, and the other half is just biding their time to crush me.”

Caylen glanced up over the rim of his cup. “I’m sure you’ll find someone.” Will stopped mid-step, narrowing his eyes. “Oh, so now I’m desperate?” “I… didn’t say that.”
“You implied it. It’s fine. I get it.” Will dropped into the seat across from him, leaning forward like this was a war council. “You don’t understand the stakes here because you’re lucky. You got Alessia to say yes — which is a miracle considering you can barely look at her without—”

Caylen cut him off before that sentence could get any worse. “It’s not like that.” Will ignored the protest entirely. “I’ve decided. I’m asking Selene Veyra.” Caylen frowned. “Class A Selene?”
“Yes, Class A Selene.” Will puffed his chest. “Dazzling smile, undefeated in her dueling bracket, hair that could cut glass? That Selene. So, you know, wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” Caylen said automatically.

“Not with that tone,” Will grumbled. “I need the kind of luck that moves mountains.”

Before Caylen could point out that mountains generally stayed put, a knot of
second-years shuffled past their table, whispering fast enough that the words tangled together.

“…East Wing last night—” “—told us to stay inside—”
“—gone now, the room’s empty—”

Will’s head tilted. “Huh?” He straightened, flagging down a lanky boy he recognized from Class C. “Hey, Joren. What’s this about the East Wing?”

Joren leaned in, eyes flicking to the prefects patrolling the far wall. “Someone collapsed there during curfew. They’ve been moved, but now their whole dorm’s cleared out.
Prefects say it’s nothing, but they looked… freaked.” “Freaked how?” Caylen asked.
Joren shrugged. “Like they saw something they weren’t supposed to.”

Another group passed, murmuring similar half-heard rumors. Nothing concrete. Just the kind of vague unease that came from knowing something happened but being kept deliberately in the dark.

Will leaned back with a shrug. “Weird. Anyway—Selene. You think I should lead with a compliment or a daring challenge?”

Caylen didn’t answer. His eyes were still on the second-years, the words East Wing sitting like a cold stone in his stomach.

From across the hall, Litia entered with her usual unhurried stride, her gaze flicking briefly toward them before sweeping over the room. She didn’t join them, but Caylen caught the faint shift in her expression — the flicker of calculation, like she’d heard enough to start forming a plan.

Will cracked his knuckles. “Right. Either wish me luck or prepare to live with me moping all week.”

Caylen nodded absently, though his mind was still in the East Wing.

---

The classroom smelled faintly of chalk dust and warding incense, the kind used to keep ambient magic from interfering with practical work. The desks had been pushed back against the walls, leaving a wide open space in the center where Professor Kaelen stood, sleeves rolled to the elbow.

With deliberate care, he drew the final flourish of a shimmering glyph in the air. The intricate pattern glowed gold, its lines so dense they seemed to hum in the bones.

“Defensive glyphs,” Kaelen said, stepping back, “are not merely walls. They are puzzles. Layers of protection, deterrents, traps. If you approach without understanding, they will turn your magic against you.”

Beside Caylen, Litia’s eyes narrowed slightly. She recognized the design — a compound weave with at least five lockpoints. The sort of thing you’d see guarding vaults, not a classroom.

Kaelen turned to the class. “One at a time. Approach, attempt to unlock it. You may use any non-destructive method. If you succeed, I will be… impressed.”

The first student tried brute force — a blast of raw mana that fizzled and died against the glyph’s surface. Another tried a dissolution charm, only to have it absorbed without effect.

Then Marek, a boy who used to be in Group A—he had gotten demoted the previous year but still felt he was better than everyone else—with a smirk too big for his face, stepped forward. “Watch and learn,” he said, raising his wand.

Instead of a neutral unlocking spell, he flicked off a hex — a nasty little curse that would have numbed an arm for hours.

The glyph flared. For an instant, the light warped, swallowing the curse… then it snapped back with a ripple like a stone hitting still water. The hex flew back at Marek, catching him full in the chest.

He staggered, eyes wide, as numbness spread down his arms. The room erupted into whispers.

Kaelen didn’t shout. Didn’t rush to the boy. He simply stepped forward, expression unreadable, and traced another symbol in the air to freeze the spreading effect. “Class, hold your positions,” he said evenly, though his eyes flicked — not toward the door to the infirmary, but to the far corner where a small sending crystal rested on its stand.

He murmured into it. Not for the infirmary — Litia was certain of that.

The thought nagged at her as two senior prefects appeared moments later and escorted Marek out.

Kaelen turned back to the class as though nothing unusual had happened. “Now,” he said, “who’s next?”

◆◆◆

By the time class ended, Marek was still gone.

Caylen waited until they were halfway down the corridor before muttering, “That was… weird, right?”

Litia didn’t answer. Not directly. She just tilted her head the tiniest bit, like she was listening to something nobody else could hear.

Caylen sighed and decided to just ask. “So… do you think he’s okay? Marek, I mean.”

That was when he spotted Marek’s usual shadow — Darrin, the guy who trailed after him like a lost puppy — coming down the hall. Perfect.

“Hey, Darrin!” Caylen called, jogging a few steps forward. “How’s Marek? That rebound spell looked nasty—”

Darrin gave him a blank look. “Who?”

“…Marek. Your friend. Tall, cocky, group A, always says ‘watch and learn’ before doing something dumb?”

Darrin’s expression didn’t even twitch. “I think you’ve got the wrong person, man. I don’t know anyone by that name.”

Caylen stopped in his tracks, staring at him. “You… don’t—”

“Caylen,” Litia’s voice was suddenly closer, lower. She’d moved right up beside him. “Let it go.”

He turned to her, confused. “But—” “Later.”
The way she said it — like a locked door snapping shut — was enough to make him drop it. For now.

—

The library records were useless. Either Marek had never signed out a book in his life (possible) or someone had scrubbed every trace of him from the log (way more likely).

The class roster was next. Litia leaned over the parchment while Caylen scanned the names, finger trailing down the neat rows. No Marek. No Darrin-and-Marek, like they’d always been listed together. Just a space, like someone had cut his life out of the page and stitched the gap shut.

“This is impossible,” Caylen muttered. “I was literally paired with him in dueling last week—”

“Excuse me.” They both turned.
Violet Evergreen was standing just a few paces away, framed by the light from the arched window behind him. His posture was easy — hands clasped behind his back, shoulders straight — but his eyes were sharp.

“Is Marek doing any better?” His tone was polite, but there was something beneath it. Measuring.

Litia studied him for a moment. “And how exactly would you know about that?”

Violet’s mouth tilted, not quite a smile. “I’m the Student Body President. Serious injuries are reported to me. For morale, you understand.”

“You must get called upon a lot, then,” Litia said coolly. “It’s a wonder you have any free time at all.”

One pale brow lifted. “You’d be glad for it if it were you.” Her gaze didn’t waver. “I wouldn’t be glad if it were me.”

“Do you truly dislike seeing me that much?” “I wouldn’t get injured in the first place.”
Caylen shifted uncomfortably. “...Should I just come back later, or—”

Violet ignored him entirely, turning that assessing look back on Litia. “This isn’t the best place to talk. Come with me.”

He didn’t wait for them to agree, already turning toward the doors.

The hall outside the library was alive with noise — the rush of footsteps on stone, voices echoing under the high ribbed vaults. Violet led the way through it all without breaking stride, the crowd unconsciously parting around him. Litia followed a step behind, Caylen trailing them both, feeling like the last cart on a runaway train.

The further they went, the quieter it became. The main corridors narrowed into the upper wing — arched windows spilling in light, long banners of deep blue and silver rippling faintly in the winter draft. The air smelled faintly of polished wood and old paper.

“You’re taking us to the council chambers?” Caylen asked, more to fill the silence than anything else.

“Mm,” Violet said without looking back. “We can speak without… interference there.” “That’s ominous,” Caylen muttered.
“Good,” Litia said.

They stopped before a set of double doors carved with the Academy crest — a circle of intertwining runes surrounding a rearing gryphon. Violet pushed them open, and the hum of the school faded entirely.

The Student Council Chambers looked nothing like the rest of Arcane Academy. Sunlight streamed through tall, stained-glass windows, scattering jewel colors across the long polished table at the center. Shelves lined the far wall, stacked with scrolls, maps, and neat rows of bound records. A fireplace crackled at one end, its mantle crowded with silver-engraved hourglasses — each one ticking at a different pace.

Violet moved to the head of the table, gesturing for them to sit. “Now,” he said, resting his hands lightly on the back of his chair. “Tell me exactly what you’ve found.”

Litia leaned back, crossing one leg over the other. “Marek’s gone. Not injured. Not missing classes. Gone. As if he never existed. No name on the rosters, no record in the library. No one remembers him except us.”

Caylen nodded. “Even his—uh—sort of friend didn’t remember him. Thought I was making him up.”

Violet’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture sharpened. “That,” he said slowly, “isn’t normal.”

“No kidding,” Caylen said.

“Any trace of him?” Violet asked Litia directly.

She shook her head. “No signature. Whoever did it covered their tracks.”

Violet was silent for a moment, fingers drumming once against the wood. “There are ways to erase someone this thoroughly,” he said at last. “Though none of them should be possible inside Academy wards.”

“So either someone’s breaking the rules,” Caylen said, “or someone’s rewriting them.” That earned him the faintest flicker of a glance from Violet — almost approval.
He straightened, stepping around the table toward the shelves. “We can’t tell if this is the first time it's happening, because even if it wasn't, we wouldn't remember. And we don't know why we still remember Marek.

“More importantly, if it's happened once, it can happen again. We need to know why Marek was targeted… and whether you’re next.”

Litia’s eyes narrowed. “We?”

“You came to me,” Violet said mildly, pulling a map from the shelves. “You’ll have my help, whether or not you think you want it.”

Caylen blinked. “That was… surprisingly generous.”

“It’s strategy,” Violet said, glancing up briefly. “You’ll be glad for it if it keeps you alive.” Litia’s lips curved into the smallest, sharpest smile. “We’ll see.”

Violet unrolled the map across the table, pinning two corners with the flat of his palms. The parchment was etched with the full layout of Arcane Academy — every wing, every tower, even the underground passages students weren’t supposed to know existed.

Violet smoothed the folded map across the desk, his movements precise, almost ceremonial. “This,” he said, tapping the eastern section of the castle grounds, “is where Marek was last seen. At least… according to the accounts I managed to pry out of people before they forgot he existed.”

Litia leaned over slightly, scanning the neat ink lines. “And here I thought you only used your office for paperwork and intimidation.”

His brow arched. “I’m perfectly capable of multitasking.”

Caylen stood off to the side, arms crossed, trying to look like he was following the map but mostly following the increasingly pointed tone between them. Did they even hear themselves?

Several areas of the map were circled in dark ink.

“These,” Violet said, tapping each in turn, “are the points where the Academy’s memory wards converge. If Marek was erased, the tampering happened here, or here.”

“Both staff-only areas,” Caylen noted.

“Yes,” Violet said. “Which means you won’t be investigating them.” “That’s not—” Litia began.
“Non-negotiable,” Violet cut in. His tone was still mild, but the weight behind it was enough to make most people stop.

Litia arched a brow. “That almost sounds like you think you can tell me what to do.” “I can,” Violet said simply. “And I will, if it keeps you alive long enough to be useful.” “Useful,” Litia repeated, leaning back in her chair. “Touching.”
Caylen’s gaze bounced between them like he was watching a particularly intense chess match. “Are you two… really going to keep being like this?”

“Yes,” they said in unison, without looking at him.

Violet straightened, rolling the map back up with crisp precision. “I'm not saying you shouldn't do a little digging. You will, however, keep your questions discreet. Don’t push anyone who starts dodging your questions—

“We’ll manage,” Litia said, her voice light but edged.

He glanced at her, one corner of his mouth almost — almost — tilting upward. “I’m sure you will. But if you see any unusual glyph activity—”

“You’ll be the first to know,” she cut in.

Their eyes locked for a beat too long. Caylen was fairly certain you could cut the tension with one of the enchanted letter openers on Violet’s desk.

“Good. And be careful.” Violet said at last. His tone might have been for both of them, but the steady weight of his gaze made it obvious who he was really addressing.

Her lips twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “When am I not?” The corner of his mouth lifted half an inch. “That’s what worries me.”


Chapter 13:

The cavernous hall was flooded with morning light, stained-glass windows casting fractured colors across rows of students standing beneath their group banners. A through E — sharp reminders of who was best, and who wasn’t.

Caylen shifted on his feet under B, already feeling the weight of comparison. He could almost hear Will boasting about being in A if he craned his neck far enough. And Litia — well, she could’ve been A if she wanted. It wasn’t a secret. But she stood here with him instead, calm as ever.

The Headmistress’s voice rang out, smooth but carrying steel. “As we approach the mid-term ball, attendance is mandatory. All students are expected to attend with a partner.”

A ripple of whispers swept through the hall. Someone in Group C groaned audibly. Caylen didn’t move, though he felt Will’s glare burning a hole in his shoulder.

Great, Caylen thought. He’s going to make this my fault somehow.

When the assembly finally broke apart, Will slumped dramatically beside him. “We’re doomed,” he muttered, as though announcing the end of days.

Caylen raised a brow. “I already have a date.”

“Exactly!” Will threw his hands up. “You. Of all people. Managed. And me? I’m screwed.” Caylen bit back a sigh. It was too early for this.
◆◆◆

Professor Seris Halcroft wasted no time when the students filtered in, her robes trailing sharp lines as she swept to the front. “Wands out. Focus. If you’re still half-asleep, then wake up now — spellwork will not wait for your dreams.”

Caylen slid into his seat, setting his sword against the side of his desk without thinking.

The professor’s gaze landed on him, unimpressed. “Mr. Dawson,” she said, voice smooth as glass. “This is Spellwork, not swordplay. Unless, of course, you’ve discovered a way to transmute steel with brute force?”

Snickers rippled across the room. Caylen flushed, mumbling something about habit.

Meanwhile, Litia flicked her wand with precise, graceful motion. Sparks snapped into form, weaving into the exact transmutation requested. Perfect angles, perfect balance. Halcroft gave the faintest nod of approval — which in her class was the equivalent of thunderous applause.

“Observe Miss Zilford’s execution,” the professor said. “Control. Balance. Focus.” Caylen slouched lower, cheeks hot. Of course. Of course she’d nail it.
He glanced at Litia, who was studiously pretending not to notice his mortification. Kitten, sprawled on her desk as though pets were definitely allowed, blinked at him with judgmental eyes.

Yeah, yeah, Caylen thought sourly. Laugh it up.

—
Professor Halcroft tapped her wand against the board. “Today, we refine dual-casting — maintaining two threads of magic simultaneously without collapse. Half of you will attempt it and half will monitor stability.”

Groans rose instantly. Half the class couldn’t even manage one spell without their hands shaking.

“Pair off. Quickly.”

Caylen didn’t move. He already knew who he was stuck with.

Litia angled her head toward him, calm as ever. “You’re on stability duty, partner.” “Lucky me,” he muttered.
She ignored him, wand raised with perfect poise. “Levitation and illumination,” Halcroft instructed. “Something basic. If you cannot manage these, I suggest reconsidering your enrollment.”

A faint ripple of nerves spread through the room.

Litia started at once, splitting focus cleanly — the feather on her desk rising steadily while her other hand flicked a glowing orb into being. The air thrummed with balance, neat and controlled.

Caylen squinted, trying to sense for instability like the professor wanted. But truthfully? He could barely keep up with how fast she worked.

“You’re fine,” he mumbled.

Without missing a beat, Litia said, “I know.”

Caylen’s head jerked up, his cheeks flushed. “That’s not what I—”

“Tell me something I don’t already know.” Her eyes narrowed at her spells, unwavering. “And that’s still not feedback, by the way. Tell me if the threads are pulling too tightly.”

“They look…” He hesitated. “…Very threadlike.” Her glare could’ve incinerated him.
Meanwhile, the desk beside them rattled with a loud crack as one poor student lost focus. His feather exploded into ash, while the illumination spell ricocheted, smacking into the wall.

Professor Halcroft didn’t even flinch. “Detention, Mr. Cresswell. If you can’t manage basic control, you’ll clean the candle gutters until you learn restraint.”

Groans. More muttering.

Litia’s focus didn’t waver, though the orb pulsed brighter for a moment. Caylen forced himself to focus, actually reaching out to brush the magic as she maintained it. It felt… taut. Like stretched bowstrings.

“Too tight,” he blurted.

Immediately, Litia adjusted, and the tension eased. The orb steadied, the feather drifted serenely. She exhaled through her nose, satisfied.

“Better,” she said. “See? You’re useful.”

“Gee, thanks,” Caylen muttered, though secretly, he felt a flicker of relief that he hadn’t messed her up.

Professor Halcroft’s voice cut across the class. “Excellent, Miss Zilford. Textbook balance.” She turned her sharp gaze to Caylen. “And credit to Mr. Dawson — stability partners are as crucial as the casters. When done properly.”

Heat rushed to his face. For once, it almost sounded like a compliment.

Kitten hopped onto his lap then, purring smugly, as if to say: That was her doing, not yours.

Caylen sighed. “Yeah, I know.”

—

The dining hall buzzed with chatter, silverware clinking against plates as students poured in from morning classes. Caylen had just sat down with a bowl of stew when Will dropped his tray across from him, face pale like he’d been told his family fortune had gone missing.

“It’s over,” Will announced. Caylen blinked. “Your lunch?”
“My life,” Will said, stabbing a fork into his bread roll. “They said it this morning, didn’t they? Partners are compulsory for the ball. Do you know what that means?”

Caylen took a cautious bite. “That you’ll have a partner?”

“That I don’t have one.” Will leaned across the table, lowering his voice like he was confessing state secrets. “Meanwhile, you—” he pointed his fork accusingly “—landed Alessia. Alessia! What did you even do, bribe her with Dawson family heirlooms?”

Caylen choked on his stew. “That’s… not how it happened. I don't even have heirlooms!”

Will ignored him, muttering like a man doomed. “And if I don’t show up with someone, I’m going to look pathetic. No one remembers who wins dueling tournaments, Caylen. They remember who shows up alone to the ball.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“Am I?” Will’s voice climbed an octave. “Do you know what happens to the guy without a partner? He ends up dancing with a professor out of pity. That’s social death.”

Kitten, curled on the bench beside Caylen, flicked her tail. Will noticed and scowled. “Even her cat is judging me.”
Caylen sighed. “You could just… ask someone, you know. Politely. Like a normal person.” Will perked up instantly. “Brilliant idea. You’ll be my good luck charm.”

“What?”

“You asked Alessia and she said yes. Clearly you’ve got some cosmic favor I don’t. So you’re coming with me this afternoon when I ask—” Will paused dramatically, “—Sophia Marcellis.”

Caylen froze. Sophia Marcellis was not only in Class A, but also had an entire orbit of admirers that rivaled Violet Evergreen’s.

“…You’re insane,” Caylen said flatly.

“Or I’m a visionary.” Will grinned, shoving the rest of his bread roll into his mouth.

◆◆◆

Will was still muttering about cosmic favoritism when Alessia slid gracefully into the seat beside Caylen. “Talking about me again?”

Caylen nearly dropped his spoon. “N-no—”

“Yes,” Will said immediately, eyes glinting with mischief.

Alessia smiled faintly and reached for the salt. “Pass that, would you?”

Caylen, relieved at the simple request, handed it over. But when her fingers brushed his, instead of just taking the shaker, Alessia let her hand linger—deliberately, unmistakably—against his. Her thumb traced an absentminded circle over the back of his hand, like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Caylen’s brain promptly shut down. Error 404: response not found.
“See what I mean?” Will said, throwing his arms up. “Lucky. Ridiculously lucky.”

Before Caylen could summon a coherent word, Litia dropped onto the bench opposite them, Kitten hopping neatly into her lap. She raised an eyebrow, eyes flicking once from Caylen’s red ears to Alessia’s hand.

“What,” she said dryly, “did I miss?”

“Caylen being blessed by the universe,” Will said, scowling into his stew. “Meanwhile, I’m destined to a life of pity-dances with professors.”

Alessia ignored him, still tracing idle patterns on Caylen’s skin. “Nothing you need to worry about,” she murmured, eyes never leaving Caylen’s face.

Caylen would have pulled away, should have pulled away, but his limbs had apparently betrayed him in favor of sitting there like a stunned deer.

Litia’s eyebrow climbed higher. “Right,” she said. “Clearly nothing at all.”

◆◆◆

The lecture hall smelled faintly of chalk dust and old parchment, the air heavy with the rustle of quills and the occasional scrape of a chair leg. High arched windows let in pale afternoon light, striping the stone floor in gold and shadow.

Professor Elira Veylen stood at the front, silver hair coiled into a severe bun, her robes immaculate. With a tap of her wand, glowing script unfurled across the blackboard behind her.

The Great War — 1,034 Years Ago

“The decisive end to the war,” she began, voice carrying easily over the rows of
fifth-years, “came at the hands of one figure: Zephyria Iridessa. Her mastery of spellcraft was… unprecedented. Her name became synonymous with heroism, her deeds immortalized in every record since.”

Caylen leaned on his elbow, already struggling to keep his eyes open. Beside him, Litia’s quill moved with sharp precision, her expression unreadable.

Professor Veylen gestured to the script, which shifted to show a stylized figure in crimson robes, haloed in light.

“Accounts tell us she rode into the final battle in scarlet, symbol of the dawn breaking after darkness. The order she founded took the scarlet sunburst as its crest in her honor.”

“Blue,” Litia murmured, almost too low to hear. Caylen blinked, turning his head. “What?”
She didn’t look at him. Her quill kept scratching, calm and steady.

Professor Veylen continued, oblivious. “Some claim her familiar was a dragon, though of course, this was likely symbolic. Dragons have never bent to magekind. Such a tale is little more than heroic exaggeration.”

“…Ridiculous,” Litia said softly, though her tone was unreadable this time. Caylen frowned. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Better not to ask.
Professor Veylen rapped the board again, shifting the script to a depiction of a dark, horned figure. “And opposite her: the warlord Vortexus. Ruthless, brilliant, and eventually—defeated. His armies shattered, his power sealed. An end brought about by Zephyria’s sacrifice.”

Sacrifice. The word hung heavy in the air.

Litia’s jaw tightened, just barely. She set her quill down and folded her hands atop her parchment, staring at the board with eyes that looked far away.

Caylen glanced at her again. The steady calm she usually wore felt… thinner, just for a moment, like a veil stretched over something sharper.

Professor Veylen cleared her throat. “Now, moving on—the tactics of the Iridessan Order in the final campaign…”

Quills scratched, chairs creaked, and the moment passed.

—

The great bronze doors of the History Hall groaned shut behind them, the echo rolling down the corridor. Students fanned out in waves, chatter bouncing against the arched ceilings as the weekly announcements gave way to the second round of classes.

Caylen fell into step beside Litia, as he always did. She walked with her book clutched loosely in one hand, gaze drifting ahead, expression calm in that practiced way of hers. Kitten padded at her heels, weaving nimbly between students’ boots as if she owned the hallway.

Arcane Academy’s main corridor stretched wide, the stone polished smooth from centuries of footsteps. Sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows, spilling bands of violet, gold, and emerald across the floor. Far above, banners in the colors of each class order—deep crimson for A, navy for B, and so on—hung in proud lines, their edges stirring faintly in the draft.

To their left, a stairwell spiraled upward toward the great library dome, its glass catching the morning light like a crown. To the right, a set of enchanted doors opened briefly to reveal one of the courtyards, where upperclassmen were already running shield drills, their wards flashing like pale blue walls before collapsing again.

Litia barely glanced at any of it.

“You’ve been… quiet,” Caylen said carefully, adjusting his sword strap as they passed under an archway carved with glyph runes. “Since History.”

She didn’t answer at first. The noise of the hall swallowed the pause, until she finally said, softly, “I’ve been remembering things.”

Caylen tilted his head. “Things?”

“From my other life,” she clarified. “Not all at once—pieces. A spell I shouldn’t know— though I suppose that's not exactly surprising— or a memory that doesn’t belong to me. And lately, dreams.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Dreams I don’t exactly care to explain.”

Caylen opened his mouth to ask, but the way her grip tightened on her book stopped him. Her eyes didn’t quite meet his. Whatever those dreams were, they weren’t just dreams. He swallowed the question, guilt gnawing that he hadn’t noticed sooner.

Caylen slowed a step, guilt still tugging at him. “You’ve been… going through all that, and I didn’t even notice.”

“It’s fine,” she cut in, a faint smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “We have bigger problems. And I’m not exactly an easy person to read.”

“That’s not an excuse,” Caylen said quickly. “You’re my friend, Litia. If something’s wrong, I want to help.”

She glanced at him then, surprised, like she hadn’t expected him to push back.

“I mean it,” he added, fumbling, words tangling. “I might not be—well, I don’t have the magical capacity you obviously do, but I can listen. Or—I don’t know, be there. However you need.”

Litia’s brows arched. Then, unexpectedly, she laughed.

It wasn’t sharp or mocking—just real, warm laughter, light in a way Caylen had never heard from her before. Students passing gave them odd looks, but Caylen didn’t care. His ears burned, but the sound of her laughing made his chest feel lighter.

“Only you,” she said, shaking her head. “Only you would offer to ‘stand there looking dumb’ like it’s some kind of noble vow.”

Caylen chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck.. “Hey, what can I say? It’s a service I provide.”

For a moment, it was just them, laughter echoing in the long hall.

Then the Academy bell tolled above them, deep and resonant. The flow of students shifted toward the northern wing, where Professor Dorrin’s classroom waited. Litia exhaled, the look of amusement still lingering in her eyes.

“Come on,” she said, falling into step. “Professor Dorrin doesn’t tolerate lateness.”

And just like that, the moment ended. But Caylen carried the sound of her laughter with him, like a charm tucked safe in his pocket.

◆◆◆

The classroom smelled faintly of chalk and iron. Glyph-etched wards pulsed faintly along the stone walls, a soft hum in the air like distant bees. Litia slid into her usual seat, Caylen dropping into the chair beside her, sword propped carefully against the desk despite the raised eyebrows it earned.

Professor Dorrin swept to the center of the practice floor, his black robes whispering against the tiles. His smile didn’t quite touch his eyes.

“Glyphwork,” he began, voice smooth as lacquer, “has become… dull. The Council has strangled it into predictable patterns, tidy diagrams, safe outcomes.” He tapped the board with his wand and the familiar lattice of a standard ward appeared in pale blue light. Neat. Contained. Boring.

“But once,” he continued, “glyphs were alive. Dangerous. They resisted their challengers. A true defense should fight back.”

Litia stiffened, her fingers curling over her quill.

He turned, chalk flashing quick and sharp. The lines he drew weren’t Council-approved arcs — they were jagged, intersecting at unnatural angles, a geometry that seemed to

strain against itself. As the glyph flared to life, a ripple of cold pricked the air, and Litia’s heart lurched.

She knew this shape.

Not from books. Not from anything taught here.

From memory. From battlefields she shouldn’t remember, yet did.

The old enemy’s wards. The ones they’d used against her a thousand years ago.

Her pulse hammered, but outwardly she didn’t move. If Dorrin noticed, he gave no sign.

“Today,” he said, “you will learn to breach this. Without destroying it. Step forward—” he scanned the class, then smiled thinly— “Dawson.”

Caylen muttered something under his breath and rose, sword clutched instinctively though it was useless here. The other students snickered.

He tested the ward cautiously, fingers brushing the air. Litia held her breath, but after a minute he stepped back, muttering that he couldn’t see a way through.

“Very well,” Dorrin said smoothly. “Next.”

One after another, students tried and failed, the glyph rebuffing them with sharp ripples of energy. Then Marcell — cocky, all smirk and swagger — strode up.

“Watch and learn.” He jabbed his wand and sent a crackling hex straight into the glyph. Litia’s eyes widened. “No—”
The glyph shuddered violently, lines searing bright, then buckled. The hex ricocheted back in a violent flare of energy—straight toward Caylen, who hadn’t moved far enough away.

Litia’s hand shot out. Instinct roared through her, faster than thought. She carved a quick counter-sigil into the air, threads snapping into place with a sharp crack. The backlash dispersed like a wave breaking against a cliff, rattling the windows but leaving Caylen unharmed.

Gasps filled the room. Marcell was hurled backward, winded but alive.

Professor Dorrin merely clasped his hands. “Educational,” he said mildly. “Note, class: recklessness breeds consequence.” He didn’t move to help Marcell. Instead, he murmured to an assistant to fetch another professor—not the infirmary. Yet again.

Litia’s jaw tightened. That wasn’t protocol. Not in the slightest.

She glanced at Caylen, who looked shaken but steady. His eyes met hers — questioning, unsettled. She shook her head faintly. Not here. Not now.

When the bell finally tolled, the students scattered in nervous chatter. Litia lingered, Kitten winding between her boots, her gaze fixed on the fading glyph lines.

She knew what she’d seen.

And she knew Dorrin had no business teaching it.

—

The bell rang, sharp and metallic, and chairs scraped back in hurried relief. Students poured out in a clamor of chatter—half-nervous laughter, half-fear—casting wary glances at the fading glyph on the board.

Litia packed her things in silence, movements precise. Kitten trotted at her heel as she crossed to the door, Caylen falling into step beside her. He kept glancing over his shoulder like the ward might leap off the wall and follow him.

“That glyph,” he said quietly, once they’d cleared the classroom buzz. His hand brushed the strap of his sword like he was grounding himself. “What was that? You looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

She kept her gaze forward, boots clicking against the polished stone of the northern hall. Stained glass spilled fractured light across her cheek.

“I’ve seen it before,” she said, tone flat. Caylen frowned. “In a book?”
“No.” Her answer was clipped. Then, softer, “Not in this life.”

He slowed a step, processing. “So it was… one of those memories?”

Litia’s fingers tightened on the strap of her satchel. She didn’t meet his eyes. “Yes. The enemy used glyphs like that in the war. They were banned for a reason.”

Caylen exhaled, long and low. “And now he’s teaching them. To us.”

“Yes.” Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Which is why you’ll keep your voice down.”

He studied her profile, the calm mask she wore even when the air around her practically hummed with tension.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The hallway seemed too bright, the air too still, as if even the stained-glass shadows were listening.

Finally, Litia said, almost to herself, “The last time I saw those glyphs, they were carved into the battlefield. They didn’t protect anyone. They consumed.”

Caylen’s grip tightened on his sword strap.

She shook her head once, as though dismissing the memory, and walked on, heels striking sharp against stone. “Come on. Let's head back to the commons (rooms).”

But Caylen noticed the way her shoulders stayed taut, and the way her eyes lingered a fraction too long on every glyph etched into the walls they passed.

And if she carried unease like a weight only she could feel— well, Caylen thought grimly, he’d carry it with her.


Chapter 14

The crowd was thinning from the midday rush when Caylen spotted him.

White hair, violet-shaded eyes, but not Violet. This one leaned against the archway with his arms crossed, curls falling in deliberate disarray. Violet carried himself like a sword—sharp, precise, always braced for impact. This one was more like a blade put on display, polished and smiling because he knew you were looking.

Alistair Evergreen.

The resemblance was undeniable, though the difference was just as striking. Taller than Caylen but shorter than his brother, Alistair had that same cutting presence, only his edge was wrapped in charm instead of steel.

“Zilford. Dawson.” His smirk curved like he’d been waiting for them all morning. “Convenient. Saves me from running back and forth.”

Litia crossed her arms, unimpressed. “Let me guess. Your brother sent you.”

“Sharp as always,” Alistair drawled, pushing off the wall. “I’d love to claim I came of my own volition, but alas—Violet’s bidding.” His eyes flicked toward Caylen, then lingered on Litia with a look too knowing. “He asks for your presence.”

Caylen adjusted his sword strap. “What for?”

“Not my department,” Alistair said with a lazy shrug. He fell into step between them as if it was his natural place, his cloak brushing the polished floor with each easy stride. “I deliver messages. That’s all.”

As they walked, whispers stirred in their wake. Heads turned, students nudging one another, already spinning tales from the sight of them: the Evergreen brother, the girl with the cat, the boy with the sword.

Alistair, of course, basked in it.

“So,” he said after a beat, eyes glinting sideways. “Word is you've gotten awfully comfortable keeping Dawson under watch. Some say you don't even let him stand on his own feet these days.”

Caylen frowned, caught mid-step. “What?”

Litia didn’t flinch, but her hand tightened on the strap of her satchel. Her expression was perfectly neutral — which, from Litia, was damning.

Alistair lifted both palms, grin wide, voice light as air. “Not accusing, merely repeating. Seems word travels fast in the common space.”

Caylen opened his mouth, then shut it again. He glanced between them, confusion growing heavier with every step.

“What are you talking about?” he pressed. “Nothing,” Litia said flatly.
Alistair chuckled low, clearly entertained by Caylen’s obliviousness. “Ah, you’ll catch up eventually.”

Caylen’s ears burned, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. He tightened his grip on his strap, scowling faintly. Whatever this was, he had the distinct impression he wasn’t in on the joke.

The three of them wove through the north wing, sunlight spilling through stained glass in shifting pools of color. Litia walked with her usual steady pace, Kitten gliding beside her like a shadow. Caylen kept pace on her other side, sword bumping lightly against his hip. Alistair sauntered just a step ahead, as if leading them was his birthright.

“So,” Alistair began, tone all velvet mischief, “tell me, Dawson—how’s the common space couch? Comfortable enough for two?”

Caylen blinked. “Uh… sure? I mean, I guess.”

Alistair’s grin sharpened. “Of course. Though rumor had it it was… especially accommodating for your nap.”

Caylen squinted. “My nap?”

Litia’s expression didn’t flicker, but narrowed her gaze ever so slightly, even while her eyes were fixed forward.

“Yes, your nap,” Alistair pressed, savoring every syllable. “I hear it involved some rather enviable… support.” His gaze flicked briefly—pointedly—at Litia.

Caylen stumbled over a step. “Wait. What—support? What are you talking about?”

“Nothing,” Litia said again, clipped.

“Ah, nothing,” Alistair echoed breezily, clearly delighted. “You really must learn to keep up, Dawson. It’s dreadfully boring when only half the party is in on the jest.”

Caylen’s ears heated. He glanced at Litia, but her face was unreadable, as always. Still, her silence made his stomach twist. “Is there something I don’t know?”

“Plenty,” Alistair said with mock solemnity. “But don’t worry. The right rumor finds you when it wishes.”

Caylen’s scowl deepened. He wasn’t sure what burned worse—Alistair’s smug grin, or the nagging suspicion that Litia did know what he was talking about.

By the time they crossed into the courtyard, Caylen was practically vibrating with frustration, while Alistair looked like he’d just had the most entertaining stroll of his life.

—

The Council Chambers were tucked into the west wing, behind doors that looked far too plain for a room so whispered about. Inside, though, it was nothing like the rest of Arcane Academy.

High arched windows spilled muted light over a long obsidian table carved with runes. Banners of the five class Orders hung like a tribunal, and the ceiling—vaulted, painted with constellations—gave the chamber the hush of a cathedral. It somehow felt different from the last time they were in here somehow...

Alistair leaned casually against the doorframe as if he owned the place, arms folded, curls catching the light. His smile was far too knowing. Caylen avoided his gaze, still faintly rattled by that muttered *“nap” jab earlier. He had no idea what that was supposed to mean, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

“Thank you, Alistair,” Violet said, voice clipped.

For once, his younger brother didn’t argue—just offered a lazy salute and slipped out, shutting the door with a theatrical flourish. The faint smirk lingered even after he was gone.

Violet turned, all calm precision. “Marek is gone.” Caylen blinked. “We… know that.”

“No,” Violet said, each word deliberate. “You don’t understand. The faculty denies he ever existed. His name is gone from the rosters, from the dorm registry, from the training schedules. I checked.”

Litia’s arms folded. “That’s impossible.”

“Apparently not.” Violet unfurled a parchment—one of the official ledgers. Row upon row of names, neatly inked. Marek’s was nowhere. “It is as if someone scrubbed him from the Academy itself.”

Caylen shifted uneasily. “So… what? He was erased?”

“That is one way to put it.” Violet’s eyes narrowed. “There is only one place such deletions could be hidden. The Hall of Sealed Records.”

Litia raised a brow. “You mean the Archives?”

Violet’s mouth twitched, the faintest ghost of dry humor. “Call it that, if you prefer something less ominous.”

He leaned forward, the parchment snapping as he rolled it shut again. “The point is this: whatever is happening, someone is using forbidden means to wipe students from existence. Marek is the second case in two months. It will not stop there.”

A silence stretched. Caylen’s chest felt tight. “So what do we do?” he asked.
Violet’s gaze flicked to him, then settled—inevitably—on Litia. “You keep your questions discreet. You do not press anyone who deflects. And if you see any unusual glyph activity—”

“We’ll let you know,” Litia cut in, tone flat like this was the umpteenth time she mentioned the same line.

It probably was.
He held her eyes for a beat too long. “Good. Be careful.” Litia’s lips curved—not quite a smile. “When am I not?” Something in the exchange made Caylen’s stomach flip.
…Wait.

This was the second time they’d had that exact back-and-forth. Was this a thing now? Like… an inside joke? A personal code? A—

He shoved the thought away before it could spiral. He was definitely just reading too much into it. That had to be it.

—

The hall was too still.

Shadows clung to the vaulted ceiling, where chandeliers of crystal burned with pale, floating light. The air smelled of ink and ash, parchment curling at the edges from the weight of magic layered into its fibers.

She stood at the head of the long table, the maps and scrolls before her marked with ink and blood alike. The council chamber was empty but for her, though whispers lingered in the stone as if voices had only just fallen silent.

Her gaze dropped to the circle etched across the parchment. Not ink—charcoal. The lines twisted and branched into patterns too sharp, too hungry. Even unfinished, the glyph radiated a pull that made her stomach turn.

The enemy’s hand.

Her own fingers hovered above the page, not touching. She knew this glyph. Not in theory, not as forbidden knowledge tucked away in the Council archives, but as something she had fought against. Its weight pressed against her like a memory of fire and screaming.

And yet, part of her knew she could trace the lines—she could draw it, power humming into her bones with every stroke. The thought sickened her.

“Dangerous,” she whispered. Her voice was not her own, and yet it was. Lower, steadier, carrying the weight of centuries. “Too dangerous to leave unchallenged.”

The flame-light wavered. For a moment, she thought she saw another figure at the edge of the hall—robes torn, face lost to shadow. Watching her. Waiting.

Her hand curled into a fist. “This will not be allowed.”

The words cracked like a vow in her throat. The parchment trembled. The glyph shimmered faintly as if it had heard her, as if it had marked her in return.

The whispering rose again, louder this time, crowding her head until she couldn’t breathe—

Litia woke with a sharp inhale.

Her ceiling came into focus: carved beams, dim morning light spilling past the curtains. Her chest heaved, damp with sweat. Kitten was curled at her side, tail flicking in irritation at her sudden movement.

Litia pressed the heel of her palm against her brow. The details of the dream clung too vividly—too real. Not imagination. Not invention.

A memory.


Chapter 15

Caylen had been watching her out of the corner of his eye for most of the morning. Litia was quiet—quieter than usual—and not in the way she sometimes got when she was studying runes in her head or running through spell matrices. No, this was different.
Her eyes lingered just a second too long on nothing at all, her expression unreadable even for her.

“...You’re tired,” Caylen said finally, not asking—just pointing it out.

Litia blinked, turning to look at him, her expression as cool as ever. “We’re all tired. With everything going on, it’s hard not to think.”

But Caylen shook his head. “No, not like that. You’re… distracted. You walked straight into that fourth-year just now. You never do that.”

A faint crease formed between her brows.

He lowered his voice. “The only other time I’ve seen you like this was when you admitted you were having those dreams.”

That earned him her full attention. For a second he braced for her to snap, or for that cool wall of hers to slam down. Then—finally—her lips curved, just slightly. “So you weren’t joking about paying attention.”

His ears went hot. “Well… yeah. Somebody has to.”

The corner of her mouth twitched like she was suppressing something—a laugh, maybe. But before Caylen could decide if he should feel proud or just embarrassed, a too-bright voice cut in.

“Caylen!”

Alessia slipped smoothly into step on his other side, smiling like she’d been waiting for the perfect moment. She reached out without hesitation, plucking at his sleeve. “Lint. Honestly, what would you do without me?”

Caylen froze. He could feel Litia watching, which only made his brain *crash harder. He dared a glance—only to find her tilting her head ever so slightly, no expression at all.
Somehow worse than any glare.

And then—because the gods clearly had it out for him—

“Um—Zilford?”

A fifth-year boy Caylen only vaguely recognized stood blocking their path, clutching his books like a lifeline. His face was flushed.

“I was wondering…” His voice cracked. “About the ball. If you’d want to—” His eyes darted nervously between Caylen, Alessia, and finally back to Litia. “Actually, never mind.”

But Litia raised a hand, calm and deliberate. “I appreciate the offer,” she said evenly. “But I already have a partner.”

The boy blinked, then muttered something inaudible before scurrying away. Caylen stared after him, brain short-circuiting. Already has a partner?
His mouth worked before his brain caught up. “...Since when?”

“You’ll see,” Litia replied simply, turning away, Kitten padding loyally at her heels like she hadn’t just detonated a spell in the middle of his entire system.

Caylen.exe: fatal error. Restart required.

—

The stairwell to the lower levels wound downward in tight, echoing spirals, the sconces along the wall flickering with mage-light that hummed faintly like trapped bees. Each step echoed in Caylen’s boots, and the air grew steadily cooler as they descended.

“Herbology in the catacombs,” Caylen muttered. “Whose idea was that?”

“They’re not catacombs,” Litia corrected smoothly, book tucked under one arm as Kitten padded ahead like she owned the place. “They’re growth chambers. A dozen kinds of plants only thrive without sunlight. The wards replicate natural leylines underground.”

“Sounds like catacombs to me,” Caylen grumbled. His hand brushed the hilt of his sword like it might fend off whatever fungus was waiting below.

For a few moments, the only sound was their footsteps. Then Caylen cleared his throat. Casually. Totally casually.

“So… you already have a partner for the ball.”

“Yes,” Litia said, without looking at him.

Caylen squinted. “That’s… nice. Must be someone… uh. Brave?” “Mm.”
The stairwell opened into a long corridor lined with stone arches, roots twisting down from the ceiling like skeletal fingers. Faint light glowed at the far end, where the Herbology chamber waited.

Caylen tried again. “So. You’ll… match your robes with him?” Litia’s brow flicked, just enough to register. “That’s accounted for.”
He almost tripped over a root. “Accounted for—what does that even mean?”

She glanced sideways at him, utterly composed. “It means you don’t need to worry about it.”

“I’m not worried,” Caylen said, a little too fast. “I’m just… asking.” “Mm.”
Kitten glanced back at him then, her green eyes gleaming in the dim light, and meowed like she was laughing at him. She might as well been.

Caylen glared at the cat. “Don’t look at me like that.”

By the time they reached the chamber doors, his brain had already run through fifteen possible suspects. None of them made him feel better.

◆◆◆

The Herbology chamber smelled faintly of damp stone and something sharp, like mint burned too long. Rows of long stone tables stretched under glowing orbs suspended from the ceiling, each table set with gloves, shears, and a waiting cluster of violet-green roots pulsing faintly with light.

Professor Laven, a tall mage with silver hair tied into a severe knot, surveyed the class from the front. “Nightrun root,” he announced. “A medicinal plant with extraordinary healing properties—when handled properly. Mishandled, and it will release a toxin strong enough to leave you bedridden for days. Pairs. Gloves on. Begin.”

The usual scramble for partners broke out. Caylen moved instinctively toward Litia, but before he could reach her, someone else had already stepped in.

Taren Vey. Of course it had to be him.

Every class had one of these. Tall, sharp-jawed, with the kind of easy charm that made half the girls in Class B suddenly pay attention when he walked in the room. (Maybe not as bad as Alistair, but still up there.)

And worse, he was actually competent.

Caylen didn’t dislike him, exactly, he didn’t know much about the guy in the first place, but right now, watching Taren claim the spot at Litia’s side left a bitter taste in his mouth.

He walked towards the last remaining empty station. Alessia was already there, tying her hair back with efficient precision. She gave Caylen a quick smile. “Guess we’re partners.”

“Right,” he said, managing not to sound disappointed. Probably.

Great. Perfect. Just the kind of situation Caylen’s nervous system loved.


Will ended up across the table from them, muttering something about “unfair distribution of talent” as he fumbled with his gloves.

Caylen eyed the cluster of roots before them, glowing faintly like veins under skin. “So… we just cut them?”

Alessia shook her head, already deftly brushing soil away with her gloved fingers. “Not just cut them. You have to pinch the node here—see the lighter bit?—before trimming, or the toxin releases.” She glanced at him with a small smile. “Watch carefully.”

She pinched, sliced, and laid a neat section of root on their tray without so much as a puff of vapor.

Caylen blinked. “Huh. You’re good at this.”

Her smile widened. “I’ve practiced. Healers work with roots like these all the time. It’s… what I want to do, after.”

He nodded, watching her repeat the movement, steady and sure. It wasn’t like she was top of every class like Litia—no one was—but Alessia worked hard, and it showed. She didn’t hesitate, didn’t overthink. Just precision and confidence.

Meanwhile, Will yelped, jerking his hand back as a faint puff of violet smoke curled up. “I pinched the node! I swear I pinched the node!”

Professor Laven’s voice cut sharp across the chamber. “Mr. Ainsley, to the sink. Now.”

As Will staggered off muttering about sabotage, Alessia’s laugh slipped out—soft, almost hidden. She glanced at Caylen. “He’ll survive. Probably.”

Caylen tried not to grin. Tried. “Remind me never to get paired with him.”

“You’d be fine,” Alessia said lightly, but when she reached across him for a saltwort, her fingers brushed his hand lingering just a second too long.

“Sorry,” She said lightly, not sounding sorry at all. AND didn’t pull away immediately, tracing an idle pattern on the back of his glove as if it were nothing.

Caylen’s brain promptly short-circuited. Focus on the roots. Focus on the roots.

And because the gods clearly hated him, he glanced up at that exact moment—straight across the table at Litia. Only to find her staring right back.

No glare. No blank mask. Just the faintest tilt of her head. And—worse—a glimmer of amusement ghosting at the corner of her mouth.

Caylen nearly keeled over. That tiny, fleeting smile might as well have been a knife. She knew. She had seen.

His ears burned. He ducked back toward Alessia before he could think too hard about it.

—

The Dining Hall had been transformed.

Instead of its usual long tables, the floor stretched out into rolling grass and soft sunlight, picnic blankets scattered like patches of color under a clear blue sky. A warm breeze rustled phantom leaves above them, though Caylen knew perfectly well that beyond the enchantment it was snowing.

Will threw himself dramatically onto their blanket, scowling at his plate. “I’m doomed.”

Caylen blinked. “You’re… what?”

“Doomed,” Will repeated, stabbing his fork into a roasted potato. “No date. None. Meanwhile, you—” He jabbed the fork at Caylen. “You just happen to stumble your way into Alessia’s good graces and get yourself a ball partner. Unbelievable.”

Caylen choked slightly on his drink. “I didn’t stumble—”

“Yes you did,” Will cut in. “You stumble through everything. And somehow it works out for you!”

Across from them, Litia was picking through her lunch with her usual calm precision. If she heard any of this, she gave no sign.

Before Caylen could retort, a ripple of chatter surged from a nearby blanket. Words drifted over—loud enough to catch.

“Did you hear? Evergreen rejected Selene.” “What? Selene? No one rejects Selene.”
“Apparently he told her he was ‘already spoken for’.”

The hum swelled into gasps and murmurs, Violet’s name flashing between students like sparks.

Will groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “Of course Violet Evergreen has a date. Why wouldn’t he? The world is cruel.”

Caylen, though, sat frozen. Violet. With a date. He’d always assumed the Council President was above all that—too busy, too perfect, too untouchable. The thought unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.

And then, of course, he thought about the lineup. Violet. Alistair. Taren Vey. All tall, all devastatingly talented and handsome. Guys like Caylen didn’t stand a chance.

So why… why Alessia?

He shook the thought away quickly, guilt pricking. Didn’t matter. Not the point. His gaze slid sideways. To Litia. Calm as ever, sipping her water.

“…Okay,” Caylen said, lowering his voice, “three guesses.” Litia tilted her head. “For?”
“Your ball partner. I get three tries. If I’m wrong, you don’t have to tell me who it is.” One brow arched. “And what do I get out of this?”
Caylen hesitated. He hadn’t thought that far. “Uh. Satisfaction of watching me lose?” “Tempting, but not good enough.”
She set down her cup, meeting his gaze evenly. “If you lose, you owe me one honest answer. No dodging. No excuses. Whatever I ask.”

His ears went hot instantly. “That’s—That’s not fair. You’ll ask something impossible.”

“Then win the bet.” Her tone was light, almost amused. “Three guesses. Do we have a deal?”

Caylen stared, already imagining all the ways this could go wrong. This was a trap. He knew it was a trap.
And yet— “...Deal.”

Her lips twitched, the faintest ghost of a smile.

Caylen groaned internally. He stabbed half-heartedly at the last of his bread roll, chewing over his options (literally) like it might help. Three guesses. Three. He needed to be smart about this, but every possible name felt like it came with a death trap attached.

Beside him, Litia calmly poured herself tea like nothing was happening. Kitten had hopped onto the bench and was purring smugly, like even the cat knew this was a doomed endeavor.

He cleared his throat. “So… about this ball partner of yours.” Litia didn’t even glance up. “Already regretting the deal?” “No,” he lied. “I’m just… calculating.”

Her lips twitched. That was never a good sign.

Caylen drummed his fingers against the table. If he was going to do this, better to start with the obvious threat. The one who’d been glued to her side all through Herbology.

“Taren Vey,” he blurted. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

That finally earned him her eyes, sharp and unreadable across the rim of her cup.

Caylen tried to keep his voice casual. “I mean, he practically swooped in during class. And—come on—he’s tall, he’s competent, he’s…” he made a vague, helpless gesture, “…Taren. Of course it’s Taren.”

Litia took a slow sip, then set her cup down with infuriating precision. “That’s your first guess?”

“Yes.”

“Final answer?”
“Yes,” he said firmly, though his stomach churned. For a beat, silence stretched. Then—
“No.”

Just that. No smirk, no elaborate denial, nothing to cling to. Just a simple, calm dismissal.

Caylen sagged back against the bench, groaning. “Great. Fantastic. One down, two to go. I’m doomed.”

“You set the rules,” Litia reminded him mildly, reaching for another roll. Kitten hopped into her lap, purring louder, as if mocking him.
Caylen scowled at the cat. “Traitor.”

—
The stadium pulsed with energy, lanterns strung high along the archways casting golden light over rows of cheering students. The air shimmered faintly from the wards enclosing the pitch, humming in rhythm with the crowd’s anticipation.

On the field, two teams in gleaming uniforms stood ready—each with a Keeper, a trio of Strikers, and the Hexers braced along the perimeter. The ball floated at midfield, runes glowing faintly across its surface, twitching like it was barely restrained.

Caylen had never understood the sport’s appeal—something about sprinting headfirst toward certain bodily harm while dodging weaponized hexes didn’t exactly scream “fun.” But apparently everyone else disagreed. Students crammed the stands, shouting house colors, betting snacks or coins, waving charmed banners.

Beside him, Litia sat with her usual calm, Kitten curled in her lap and apparently unbothered by the roar of the crowd. She watched the players with a focus Caylen couldn’t place—somewhere between mild interest and absolute detachment.

Caylen’s gaze, however, snagged immediately on Dylan Denmark.

Of course Dylan was the center of it all—broad grin flashing under the stadium lights as he vaulted onto the pitch. His braids glinted bronze as he jogged backward, hands lifted to pump up the crowd. And naturally, the crowd loved him for it.

Caylen groaned. “Oh, no. Not him.” Litia arched a brow. “Problem?”
He gestured helplessly toward the field. “Denmark. You—you used to call him cute. Third year. You remember that, right? The match where he scored twice and half the girls wouldn’t shut up about it?”

Her lips curved, just slightly. “Vaguely.”

“Vaguely?” Caylen sputtered. “You said it. Out loud. ‘Cute.’ I remember because you’ve never called anyone that before or since.”

“That’s your second guess?” she asked, maddeningly serene. Caylen’s stomach sank. “…Maybe.”
Her eyes gleamed. “Then final answer?”

He hesitated, watching Dylan tackle an opponent with easy grace, his grin never dimming. It made sense. It fit. It was reasonable.

“…Yes,” he muttered.

Litia leaned back, stroking Kitten behind the ears. “Wrong again.”

The crowd erupted as Dylan scored, cheers echoing through the wards. Caylen slumped, dragging a hand down his face. “I hate this game.” “Limtrial?” Litia asked, deadpan.
“Yes. No. Both.”

Kitten yawned in her lap like even the cat was laughing at him.


The crowd roared again as Dylan vaulted forward, the ball streaking ahead like a comet. One of the opposing Hexers flung a curse, violet sparks whipping toward it—only for Dylan’s warder to intercept, raising a glowing shield in the nick of time. The ball ricocheted off the ward, Dylan snatched it midair, and the stands practically shook from the noise.

Caylen leaned forward despite himself. He wasn’t sure whether he was annoyed or impressed. Probably both.

“Isn’t he good?” Alessia called from two rows down, cupping her hands around her mouth as Dylan slammed the ball into the goal-ring.

Will groaned beside her, holding his head like he’d just lost a fortune. “I put my last two coins on the other team.”

Caylen smirked despite his mood. “Tragic.”

The game surged back and forth, bodies colliding mid-air with the help of levitation charms, hexes lighting up the pitch like fireworks. The referees kept blowing enchanted whistles, but no one really seemed to care—half the fun was watching the chaos.

At one point, the ball shrieked loose, wobbling violently from too many hexes layered on it. Students in the front rows ducked as it slammed into the wards, rattling the stands.

Kitten hissed, tail puffed. Litia merely tightened her grip around her. “Unstable matrix,” she muttered under her breath. “Someone’s overcasting.”

Caylen glanced at her, caught off guard by the sharpness in her tone. “You’re not… about to run down there and fix it, are you?”

She tilted her head, expression unreadable. “Tempting.”

Before he could answer, Dylan intercepted the wild ball again, stabilizing it with a practiced flick before sprinting downfield to another roaring score. The crowd surged to its feet, chanting his name.

Caylen sighed, dragging a hand through his hair. “Okay, fine. He’s good. But still not your date.”

“Correct,” Litia said smoothly, eyes never leaving the pitch.

Caylen slumped back against the bench, glaring at Dylan’s dazzling smile as if it personally offended him. Two guesses down. One left.

---

The stands roared as another goal orb burst into blue light over the field. The scoreboard shifted with a hum, numbers gleaming against the dusk — Everhart 32, Thalen 28.

Caylen cupped his hands around his mouth. “That’s three!” he shouted, though he wasn’t sure if Litia could even hear him over the din.

She didn’t react. Of course she didn’t. Her attention stayed fixed on the field, sharp and unflinching, while Kitten—who somehow managed to sneak in under her cloak—watched too, tail twitching every time the wards flared.

The players swooped across the arena, riding the wind currents conjured beneath their boots, chasing the glowing sphere as it zipped like lightning between them. The hexers from both teams fired volleys of red and gold sparks at the orb, trying to destabilize it midair before the defenders could ward it again.

Caylen didn’t entirely understand the rules, but he did understand that Dylan Denmark—center striker, school golden boy, third-year prodigy—was absurdly good at this. The crowd loved him. He’d just ducked under a ward, kicked the orb with surgical precision, and sent it spinning toward the opposite goal ring in a burst of flame.

“Denmark!” the announcer’s charm boomed, voice magically amplified. “Another strike for Everhart!”

Litia clapped once. Just once. A small, restrained gesture, but it was enough to make Caylen’s stomach twist.

He didn’t know why it bothered him so much… He groaned. “You’re enjoying this way too much.” “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe I just like winning.” “Unbelievable.”
Below them, the final play began — the orb split into three illusions, all darting toward different goal rings. For a split second, even the announcer sounded uncertain which one was real. The crowd leaned forward, breathless—

And then Dylan dove through a flash of hexfire, snatching the real orb and slamming it through the golden ring. The field erupted in light, banners flaring, and the entire arena exploded in cheers.

Caylen winced as the enchanted confetti started raining from above. “That’s a lot of enthusiasm for a school game.”

Litia hummed in agreement, brushing a few shimmering scraps off her cloak. “It’s important to them. Victory keeps morale high. You never know when you’ll need that.”

He glanced at her sidelong. “You say that like you’re planning a battle.” Her gaze lingered on the field. “Sometimes, there isn’t much difference.”
For a moment, neither spoke. The cheers continued below them, echoing off the domed ceiling.

Then Litia turned, calm as ever. “One guess left, Dawson.”

He forced a grin, masking the swirl in his chest. “Oh, I’m saving that one.” “Of course you are,” she murmured.
They stood as the crowd began to filter out, the last of the wards dimming on the field. The light caught her hair as she turned toward the exit, gold glinting against black.
And Caylen, trailing just behind, realized something with a sinking feeling. He wasn’t just losing the bet.
He was completely, spectacularly doomed.

—

The common room was quiet that night, lit only by the flicker of blue fire in the hearth. Most students had already turned in, leaving behind the low hum of a few whispered conversations and the steady crackle of enchanted logs.

Caylen sat hunched over a half-finished essay, quill tapping uselessly against parchment. Across from him, Litia was curled in one of the armchairs, book in hand, legs tucked beneath her. Kitten purred in her lap, the picture of serenity.
It would’ve been peaceful — if Caylen’s brain weren’t running itself into the ground. Two guesses. Two wrong guesses.
Taren? No. Dylan? Also no.

That left one. His final chance. His last, desperate swing before he owed her… whatever price she decided was worth his suffering.

He looked up, studying her over the rim of his parchment. Calm. Composed. Probably reading the same page for the last ten minutes just to mess with him.

“You’re staring again,” she said, not even looking up. “I’m thinking,” he muttered. “There’s a difference.” “Is there?” She turned a page with maddening grace.
Caylen exhaled sharply. “Fine. Alistair. It’s Alistair, isn’t it?”

That got her attention. Her eyes flicked up, and he could’ve sworn there was a spark of amusement hiding behind them. “What makes you think that?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Caylen said, gesturing vaguely. “He’s tall, charming, practically royalty, everyone likes him for some reason—”

“Because he’s popular,” Litia said, deadpan.

“—and he’s Violet’s brother,” Caylen went on, ignoring her. “Which, knowing your luck, sounds exactly like something that would happen.”

She closed her book slowly. “You’re sure that’s your final answer?”

He hesitated. Every instinct told him this was a mistake. “...Yes?” Her lips curved. “Then I suppose you’ll find out at the ball.”
He groaned, slumping forward. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Maybe.” She stood, gathering her things. Kitten jumped gracefully from her lap to the floor. “Goodnight, Dawson.”

“Yeah,” he mumbled, watching her disappear up the stairs. “Goodnight, Zilford.”

The fire popped. Kitten paused halfway up the stairs, turned back, and gave him a look that could only be described as judgmental before following her witch.
Caylen leaned back in his chair, staring up at the flickering light on the ceiling. If it really was Alistair… he might actually have to die.
Not out of jealousy, of course. Just—emotional self-defense. He ran a hand down his face, groaning. “I’m so doomed.”


Chapter 16: The ball

Caylen hadn’t moved for at least an hour.

He lay on his back, staring up at the canopy above his bed, where the faint shimmer of the ward lines traced lazy constellations across the fabric. It was supposed to be relaxing—an enchantment meant to mimic a calm night sky.

It wasn’t working.

Because every time he blinked, his brain helpfully supplied the same thought: Litia’s going to the ball with someone else.

Not that it should matter, of course. She could go with whoever she wanted. She was Litia—smart, brilliant, terrifyingly good at just about everything. He’d be an idiot to think she didn’t have options.
But the not knowing? That gnawed at him.

How long had it been going on? Was it someone from their class? Or worse—someone she’d been spending time with outside of class. His mind kept jumping to ridiculous, impossible images: Litia laughing at some guy’s joke. Litia holding someone’s hand.
Litia—

“—Mate, if you sigh one more time, I’m hexing your pillow.”

Caylen blinked. Will was standing at the foot of his bed, already dressed in his dark blue formal robes, hair slicked back like he’d lost a duel with a bottle of gel.

“You’re still in bed?” Will said, incredulous. “The ball starts in two hours!” “I’m aware,” Caylen muttered.
Will narrowed his eyes. “You’re moping.” “I’m thinking.”
“Same thing, just less productive.” Will crossed his arms. “Let me guess—it’s about a certain someone who’s not your date?”

Caylen didn’t dignify that with a response, which was all the confirmation Will needed. He grinned. “You’re hopeless, you know that? You’ve got a date, man. Alessia’s actually going with you. And you’re over here sulking about someone else’s partner.”

Caylen groaned, dragging a hand over his face. “I’m not sulking.” “Right. You’re just... horizontal with feelings.”
That earned him a pillow to the face.

“Okay, fine!” Will laughed, tossing it back. “But seriously, pull yourself together. You’ve got about an hour to make yourself look less like someone who lost a fight with an enchantment book.”

That part wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

By the time Caylen managed to shower, drag a comb through his hair, and locate his formal robes, he looked—well, decent. Maybe even passable. The black fabric shimmered faintly with blue enchantment threads when the light caught it, and the silver clasp at his throat gleamed like starlight.

When Will finally gave him an approving nod, Caylen almost felt proud—until his friend smirked. “Not bad. You might actually stand a chance of not dying single.”

“Remind me why I’m friends with you again?”

“Because I make you laugh,” Will said easily, throwing an arm around his shoulder as they left the dorm. “And because no one else puts up with my genius.”

The hallways were alive with noise and enchantment as they made their way toward the Great Hall. Strings of frostlight floated in the air, weaving between the arches like glowing ribbons. The usual torches had been replaced with illusionary candles that flickered above their heads, giving the whole castle a soft, golden hue. Somewhere, faint music drifted through the corridors, tuning charms echoing against the stone.

Will was still talking. “So, who do you think’s taking home the crown tonight? My money’s on someone from Class A. Probably Alistair, unless Taren decides to smile too hard and wins by sheer teeth power.”

Caylen wasn’t listening. His pulse had quickened the closer they got to the Great Hall, the anticipation clawing at him.

He had no idea who Litia’s partner was.
And yet, part of him already dreaded finding out.

—

The Great Hall had been transformed. It didn’t even look like the same room.
A thousand floating lights hung suspended beneath the enchanted ceiling, each flickering like a miniature star. Frost-charmed garlands wound up the marble pillars, catching the light and scattering it into a thousand glimmering shards. The long dining tables had been replaced by polished floors that shimmered faintly with runes of stasis—so no one would slip when the inevitable magic-induced chaos began.

Music floated through the air, lilting and rich, guided by an invisible orchestra. And above it all, an illusion of slow-falling snow drifted down, dissolving before it could touch anyone’s hair or robes.

“Now this,” Will said, low whistle cutting through the hum of voices, “is what my tuition money’s actually paying for.”

Caylen scanned the room automatically. The crowd shimmered in a sea of blues, silvers, and golds—students laughing, talking, finding their partners as the first song swelled.
His eyes flicked instinctively to the far doors, where more guests kept streaming in. No sign of her.
He tried not to feel relieved and failed.

“Alright,” Will said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Game plan: we find your date, I find mine—well, attempt to—and we both pretend we’re not socially inept.”

Caylen smirked despite himself. “You’re assuming Alessia actually still wants to dance with me.”

“You’re fine,” Will said, already eyeing the refreshments table. “You’ve got that whole awkward-but-endearing thing going for you. Girls eat that up.”

“Thanks,” Caylen said dryly. “That’s very reassuring.”

Alessia found him before he had time to second-guess everything.

She looked… breathtaking, honestly. Her gown was a soft gradient of pale silver and blue, like starlight over water, and she’d woven tiny enchanted crystals into her hair so that they caught the light whenever she moved.

“Wow,” he said before he could stop himself.

She smiled—really smiled—and looped her arm through his. “You clean up well too, Dawson.”

Somewhere behind them, Will made a dramatic gagging noise. “I’m going to get some punch before I die of secondhand flirting.”

Caylen ignored him.

For a few moments, he even managed to relax. The music swelled, couples moving to the floor as the illusionary snow began to fall in sync with the beat. Alessia tugged him forward, and—miraculously—he didn’t trip. Not even once. They talked easily, laughed even easier.

But every time the door opened, his head turned. Every time.
And then, the room went quiet.

It wasn’t immediate—just a subtle shift, a ripple of silence spreading outward as people turned toward the grand staircase.
Two figures stood there. Violet Evergreen.
And beside him—Litia Zilford.

If the rest of the hall hadn’t already been enchanted, it would have frozen anyway.

Litia’s gown was nothing ostentatious, nothing overdone. Deep midnight blue, simple lines, but threaded through with faint runes that shimmered silver when the light touched them. Her hair was half-pinned, soft curls brushing her shoulders, and the faintest trace of silver dust lined her eyes.

Violet, of course, looked like he’d walked out of a portrait—black formal coat, white cravat, silver cufflinks gleaming under the chandeliers. He moved with that infuriating calm confidence of his, offering his arm as though the entire thing had been choreographed.

Caylen forgot how to breathe.

Will whistled low. “Well. Didn’t see that one coming.”

Caylen didn’t answer. Couldn’t. His brain was too busy buffering.
◆◆◆

Caylen couldn’t have been more shocked if someone had hit him with a freight train made of pure revelation.

Because there they were — Litia and Violet — descending the marble staircase like something out of a painting. Every pair of eyes in the hall followed them. The air shifted, the noise dimmed, and for the briefest moment, it was like the rest of the Academy didn’t exist.

Violet’s hand rested lightly at her back as they reached the last step, every gesture deliberate, poised, and impossibly confident.

Will gave a low whistle beside him. “Damn. And here I thought your luck with women was bad, but this? This is a public execution.”

Caylen didn’t answer. He couldn’t even form words. His brain had officially entered the “blue screen of death” phase.

Litia looked radiant — not just because of the gown, though that didn’t help. It was the ease in her eyes, the faint, cool curve of her lips. She looked utterly unbothered by the amount of necks craning to watch her pass by.

And Violet — well, Violet was Violet. Calm, sharp, untouchable. Caylen grudgingly realized how fitting they looked together…
Beside Caylen, Alessia’s smile faltered just slightly, her fingers tightening around his arm.

Caylen swallowed, hard. “...I—uh—wow.” Will smirked. “Articulate as ever, Dawson.”
He ignored him, still staring as Violet led Litia toward the crowd. People shifted instinctively, like the sea parting around two passing ships.

And then — because the universe apparently wasn’t done tormenting him — Violet caught sight of Caylen and inclined his head ever so slightly. His eyes flicked between him and Alessia, polite acknowledgment, the kind nobles used when greeting peers.

Then he changed course.

“Oh no,” Caylen muttered. “He’s coming over here.” “Yup,” Will said cheerfully. “We’re all gonna die.”
Violet and Litia approached with the same casual grace as if they hadn’t just broken the entire social order of Arcane Academy.

“Dawson,” Violet greeted, tone perfectly even. “Miss Arclen.”

Alessia managed a polite smile, though her grip on Caylen’s arm didn’t relax. “Evergreen,” Caylen croaked. “Litia.”
“Enjoying yourselves?” Violet asked lightly, as if he didn’t already know the answer.

Caylen was halfway through a nod when his brain decided to self-destruct. “Y-Yeah. Great. Perfect. Nice night. Great fake weather.”


Litia’s eyes flickered with the faintest spark of amusement — there and gone in an instant.

“Glad to hear it,” Violet said smoothly, mercifully ignoring the remark. “The Council wanted me to make an appearance, but I admit the transformation of the hall is… rather impressive.”

“It is,” Litia agreed softly, gaze flicking briefly toward the floating lights before turning back to Caylen. “You look good, Caylen.”

That. That short-circuited what was left of his nervous system.

“Uh—thanks. You—you too,” he said, and immediately wanted to hurl himself into a portal and never return.

Will, of course, snorted audibly.

Violet’s lips curved, just faintly. “We’ll leave you to your evening, then. Enjoy the ball.”

He extended an arm; Litia took it, effortlessly composed, and the two of them drifted back into the sea of students as if nothing monumental had just occurred.

Will leaned close once they were out of earshot. “I mean… if it makes you feel better, you took that almost gracefully.”

Caylen stared into the middle distance. “Almost?”

“Almost,” Will repeated. “But your face said every word your mouth didn’t.”

Alessia sighed quietly beside them, forcing a small smile. “Maybe we should dance, Caylen.”

He blinked, shaking off the static in his head. “Right. Yeah. Dance. Sure.”

And as she led him toward the floor, Caylen Dawson couldn’t help but think that no amount of rhythm in the world could save him from the utter chaos spinning in his chest.


—

The first half-hour passed in a blur of color and motion — silk and candlelight and spells glittering faintly across the enchanted ceiling. The floor was alive with laughter, swirling robes, and the occasional burst of confetti that vanished before it hit the ground.

Then Professor Magnus stepped onto the dais. His voice carried easily through the hall, deep and smooth, bolstered by a mild projection charm. “A warm welcome to the members of the Council of Magic joining us tonight, and to our esteemed faculty. And, of course, to our students — the heart of the Academy.”

Caylen applauded half-heartedly, trying not to look toward the tables where Litia and Violet sat together — emphasis on tried.

Magnus continued, “This year marks one of our strongest groups in decades. The fifth and seventh years in particular have shown remarkable promise in both theory, and practical defense, if we go by the summoning assessments.”

Beside him, Will clapped like his life depended on it. “We’re basically celebrities, Dawson,” he muttered.

Caylen didn’t respond. His eyes had found Litia again, rolling her eyes affectionately at something Violet said.

“...and finally,” Magnus said, “a few words from our Student Council President and one of the finest mages the Academy has seen in generations — Violet Evergreen.”

The applause swelled. Violet rose gracefully, his every movement measured, deliberate. Before stepping away, he turned to Litia, took her hand, and pressed a brief kiss to it.

It was casual. Elegant. Over in a heartbeat.
But to Caylen, it felt like someone had just cut the gravity in the room.

Litia’s expression softened, just barely — a faint smile, small but real. Violet’s answering smirk was subtle, practiced.

Will leaned closer. “...Are you breathing?”

Caylen’s voice came out hoarse. “Yeah.” He wasn’t.

Violet stepped onto the platform, composure radiating like a spell of its own. His voice was clear, confident, infuriatingly calm.

He spoke about legacy. About responsibility. About the strength of those who would follow in the seventh-years’ footsteps. Words that sounded polished, perfect — the kind that made teachers beam and students sit up straighter.

Caylen caught maybe every fifth one. His mind was somewhere else entirely, locked on the echo of Litia’s smile.

“...and to the fifth years,” Violet said, his tone warming just slightly, “you’ve shown promise beyond expectation. I charge you all to continue to uphold the Academy’s name
— surpass us, even.”

And then, because fate truly had no mercy, Violet’s gaze flicked toward their table — directly at Litia — and he winked.

Will’s fork clattered to his plate. “Did he just—?”

“Yeah,” Caylen muttered, forcing his jaw to unclench. “He did.”

When the applause came again, Caylen clapped on autopilot. His brain felt like static. His stomach like lead. He didn’t even notice when Violet returned to Litia’s side and leaned down to say something that made her lips curve faintly again.

Nope. Didn’t see it. Totally fine.

The music swelled — soft, orchestral, enchanted to fill every inch of the hall. Couples rose to dance. Alessia tugged gently at his sleeve.

“Come on,” she said with a small smile.

He hesitated, but the look in her eyes — hopeful, kind — made it impossible to refuse. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “Alright.”

They joined the floor. The waltz was simple, steady. Alessia moved gracefully; Caylen followed, grateful for something to do with his hands.

He told himself not to look. Not to think. Naturally, his eyes betrayed him within seconds.
At the center of the hall, Violet and Litia moved as if the air itself bent around them. Every turn was effortless, every glance impossibly in sync. She looked… content. Calm, even. Maybe she’d always looked that way — maybe he was just noticing it differently now.

Will, meanwhile, had somehow hijacked the enchanted sound orb at the DJ’s table. The dignified waltz dissolved mid-note, replaced with an upbeat rhythm and a thunderous bass drop.

Half the students cheered. The rest — professors included — froze in scandalized horror.

“Was that—” Alessia blinked. “Is that—*normie music?” “Will,” Caylen groaned, dragging a hand down his face.
On the other end of the hall, Will lifted both arms triumphantly, mouthing, you’re welcome! before spinning into an energetic dance move that had absolutely no business existing in formal robes.

The crowd loved it. The atmosphere loosened instantly — laughter breaking out, students cheering, even Professor Magnus failing to fully suppress a grin.

Caylen huffed a quiet laugh despite himself. Alessia smiled faintly. “There. You’re smiling again.” “Yeah,” he said softly. “Guess I am.”
For a few beats, they moved in silence — the music bright and fast, laughter bubbling all around. Then Alessia said, quietly but not unkindly, “You’ve been staring at her all evening.”

Caylen stiffened. “I—what?”

“Litia,” Alessia clarified, still smiling, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You keep looking at her. I don’t blame you, really. Everyone else is too.”

He swallowed hard, guilt blooming in his chest. “I didn’t mean to—”

“I know,” she said, and her tone was gentle, steady. “It’s alright. I just… noticed, that’s all.”

Something flickered across her face — not anger, not bitterness. Just a quiet sort of acceptance. She looked toward the dance floor, where Violet and Litia moved together like they’d been born for it. “Hard not to watch them, isn’t it? Like the whole room bends around them.”

Caylen didn't follow her gaze, and for a second, he didn’t trust himself to answer. “Yeah,” he said finally, voice low. “Hard not to.”
But his eyes still found Litia, and the warmth in his chest tangled with something heavier. Something he didn’t want to name.

Because if it really was Violet she was seeing next, or anyone like him— He didn’t think he’d survive pretending to be supportive.

◆◆◆

The ballroom shimmered like a spell mid-cast. Golden chandeliers floated weightless above the marble floor, their flames refracted through suspended crystals that painted the walls in rippling light. Music swelled, laughter followed; the Great Hall of Arcane Academy had never looked more alive.

And yet—Litia felt it the moment she crossed the threshold.

Something was wrong.

She couldn’t say what. The wards hummed, yes, but just off-pitch—like an instrument a hair out of tune. The air itself seemed to thrum against her skin, a little too tightly wound.

Beside her, Violet moved with the kind of composure that drew every eye in the room. He looked maddeningly effortless in formal black, silver trim at his cuffs catching the light. Conversations faltered as they passed, whispers rising like wind through grass.

Litia ignored them. Mostly.

“Seems you’ve started a trend,” Violet murmured without looking at her, lips barely moving.

She arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Which one?”

“Causing minor heart failure on entry.” His mouth curved, all smooth arrogance. “I counted at least five people who forgot how to breathe.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I never am,” he said lightly. “It’s one of my many flaws.”

That earned him a quiet, reluctant laugh. “I can think of several others.”

He turned his head slightly toward her, and though his smile stayed, his eyes had that watchful sharpness she’d learned to recognize. “Something’s off,” he murmured. “You feel it too.”

Litia’s steps slowed just slightly. “Yes.” “What do you think it is?”
“I have no idea. The wards maybe?” Her gaze swept the vaulted ceiling. The runic lights there pulsed gently, steady—but not quite steady enough. Like a heartbeat skipping every few seconds.

“Could be nothing,” Violet said, though his tone made it sound like he didn’t believe it. “Or it could be exactly what it feels like.”

“An omen?” she asked.

He smiled faintly. “If it is, let’s hope it waits until after the first dance.” Her lips quirked despite herself. “Always the optimist.”
“I prefer realist. I just happen to like my reality well-dressed.”

They’d reached the edge of the crowd now. Students were turning to look again—some whispering, some openly staring. Caylen was somewhere near the middle of the floor, frozen in what could only be described as total system failure.

Violet, of course, noticed. “Your friend seems… surprised.” Litia’s mouth twitched. “You don’t say.”
But even as she allowed herself that small, amused glance, the back of her neck prickled again. That humming pressure hadn’t gone away. If anything, it was growing—subtle but insistent, like a storm building beneath the floor.

Something was wrong.
And whatever it was… it was getting closer.

The orchestra played a soft waltz, all lilting strings and charm-infused notes, the kind of music meant to make you forget that anything outside this glittering ballroom existed. The chandeliers glowed with warm gold light; illusion charms scattered faint motes like fireflies across the vaulted ceiling. Students laughed, spun, flirted, and lived for the moment.

But not everyone was at ease.

Halfway through a dance (after the orchestra had successfully snatched control of the music and booted Will out), Litia’s hand stilled in Violet’s. Her head tilted ever so slightly, her eyes sharpening. It wasn’t the music, nor the chatter. It was the air.

Cold.

Not the kind of cold that came from drafty stone halls, but something sharper—like the kind that crawled under your skin and didn’t belong in the world of the living.

Violet noticed her reaction immediately. “You feel it too.” It wasn’t a question.

Litia’s gaze flicked across the room. The professors—those who were sensitive enough—had stilled as well. Professor Dorrin’s smile faltered mid-conversation; Professor Magnus’s hand tightened around his glass. Even from across the room, she saw the faint ripple of wardlight shiver along the edges of the ballroom’s dome, like glass straining under pressure.

The music faltered for the briefest second.

Then resumed, as though nothing had happened.

Violet leaned closer, his tone low. “I think the wards might be destabilizing.” Litia’s brow creased. “How—?”
Before she could finish, the chandelier above the western balcony flickered once. Twice. Then the entire set of balcony doors slammed open, hard enough that half the ballroom jumped.

The temperature plummeted.

And standing in the open doorway, framed by the flickering light of the wardline outside—was a figure.

The orchestra faltered mid-note.

Wind howled through the suddenly open balcony doors, scattering ribbons, petals, and the faint shimmer of wardlight that burst like glass.

And then everyone saw him. Taren.
He was on his knees, one arm raised weakly as he tried to conjure light—
but the light barely flickered before the shadow tendrils yanked him back. The thing behind him moved like smoke given sentience, humanoid in shape but wrong in every other way—too fluid, too dark, as though light itself refused to touch it.

The class’s top duelist—one of the best in his year—was losing. Badly.

It seemed Taren had used the last of his strength to hurtle a pulse of energy toward the door, the blast cracking it open in a brilliant flash of white.

The entire ballroom had turned.

For one suspended moment, no one breathed. Then came the screaming.
Professors reacted first—wands and glyphs igniting in synchronized bursts. A volley of spells shot toward the balcony, brilliant streaks of fire, lightning, and force—
and shattered uselessly against the figure’s darkness.

The magic rebounded like glass hitting stone, colliding with the ceiling. Shards of illusion and raw energy tore through the room; a blast of light knocked over half the first-year section.

“Shields!” someone barked.

Violet was already there, sigils flaring around his outstretched hand. A dome of silver light spread over him and Litia as the next wave of backlash surged toward them.

But Litia was already moving.

She shoved Violet’s arm aside, her eyes locked on the balcony. Her pulse thundered as a cold whisper slid through her mind, something ancient and hungry—something that remembered her name.

Her hand lifted, palm glowing white-hot.

“Wait—!” Violet started, but the spell had already left her.

It wasn’t a word she knew, but it rolled off her tongue like she’d spoken it a thousand times before*. The light detonated in a soundless flare, cutting through the shadows with surgical precision.

When the brightness faded, the figure staggered, its tendrils unraveling from around Taren’s body. It turned—slowly—its faceless hood aimed directly at her.

Litia gasped. For an instant, it was as if the thing saw her—really saw her—down to the core of what she was and what she had been.

And then it spoke, the words curling through the air like frost. “The veil weakens. The sealed shall answer.”
No one else flinched. No one else reacted.

Because no one else heard it.

The figure melted backward into the darkness beyond the balcony, vanishing as the wards flickered weakly back to life.

All that remained was the open door, the howling wind, and the faintly smoking symbol burned into the stone—
a coiled spiral, centered by an unblinking eye.

◆◆◆

For a long, heavy second, no one moved. Only the sound of the wind howling through the shattered balcony doors filled the hall.

Then everything hit at once.

Students shouted, some crying, others frozen. Professors moved through the chaos, barking orders, repairing wards, dragging debris out of the way. Sparks still crackled in the air where spells had collided. The tang of ozone and burnt magic clung thickly to the room.

Litia swayed where she stood.

The echo of that voice still rang in her head—deep, layered, impossible. The veil weakens. The sealed shall answer
It clung to the walls of her mind like shadowfire.

Her knees almost buckled, but an arm shot around her waist, steadying her.

“Easy,” Violet murmured, his tone low but urgent. The silver of his barrier had faded, leaving faint afterimages on his sleeves. “Don’t move too quickly. You overextended your magic with that spell.”

She didn’t answer. Her breath came shallow, eyes fixed on the place where the mark still smoked on the stone. The thing was gone—vanished—and yet, somehow, she could still feel it. Watching.

“Litia!”

Caylen’s voice cut through the noise like a blade. He pushed past a toppled chair and a stray stream of wardlight, his sword half-drawn on instinct. His eyes swept her over, wide and panicked.

He froze when he saw Violet’s arm around her.

For a moment, the world narrowed between the three of them—the tension coiling like another spell about to break. Violet still holding her up by the waist, Litia too dazed to step away, and Caylen’s jaw tightening, torn between worry and something that burned deeper than that.

Then she shifted, gently detaching herself from Violet’s grasp. “I’m fine,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.

Violet didn’t argue, but she could feel his gaze linger on her longer than necessary.

Litia turned to Caylen, reaching up without thinking. There was a thin line of red along his cheek, a shallow cut glinting under the flickering light.

“You’re bleeding,” she murmured. Her thumb brushed near the wound as she tilted his chin toward her. The gesture was instinctive—soft in a way that startled even her. She managed to seal the bruise despite her depleted strength.

“I—uh—it’s nothing,” Caylen managed, ears already turning crimson. “Glass. From earlier.”

She huffed faintly, the smallest hint of a smile breaking through her focus. “Try not to stand near collapsing ceilings next time.”

“Yeah,” he said, still frozen under her touch. “I’ll… work on that.”

Before either could say more, Professor Magnus’s voice rang across the hall. “Everyone back! Give him space!”

They turned just as a group of instructors rushed toward the collapsed balcony, where Taren now lay surrounded by healers. His uniform was scorched, his breathing shallow but there.

Alive. Barely.

Litia exhaled, tension slipping from her shoulders. She wanted to go to him—to see the mark up close, to make sure the thing was truly gone—but her legs refused to move. The voice still echoed faintly at the edge of her hearing, like a whisper under water.

Violet stepped closer, his tone quieter now, meant only for her. “You felt it, didn't you? Her eyes flicked to him. “What?”
“That thing,” he said. “Its presence. You felt it before it appeared, didn’t you?” Litia hesitated. Then, softly: “Yes.” There was no point denying it.
Their gazes held for a beat, both of them knowing what that meant—and neither daring to say it aloud.

Chapter Sixteen: Echoes in the Glass Caylen woke to silence.
For a moment, he thought maybe—maybe—it had all been a dream. The music, the laughter, the light breaking like glass—

Then he sat up, and the dull ache behind his eyes told him otherwise.

His dorm room was dim. The curtains had been drawn half-shut, and winter sunlight bled pale gold across the floorboards. Will’s bed was empty; his roommate had probably gone to breakfast hours ago.

Caylen pressed the heel of his hand to his temple, exhaling. The last thing he remembered clearly was the sound of glass cracking, the pressure in his chest as he tried to reach Litia, and that figure—black and smoke and wrong.

He reached up, brushing fingers along his cheek. The cut was healed now, a faint ridge where magic had knit it shut. He remembered her hand there—steady, gentle, even as everything else had been chaos.

It didn’t make sense. None of it did.

The professors’ spells rebounding. The wards flickering. The way Corbexis had swallowed that stray bolt like it was hungry.
Blades didn’t eat magic. That wasn’t how it worked.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, squinting at the shaft of light hitting his sword where it leaned against the wall. Its surface gleamed faintly blue, like it was still remembering too.

By the time he reached the corridor, the Academy didn’t sound like the same school. No laughter. No echoing charms or bursts of light from overenthusiastic students. Just low murmurs and footsteps that didn’t linger.

He passed two first-years whispering by a window.

“They said it was a curse,” one murmured. “A dark summoning—”

“Don’t say that,” the other hissed. “Professor Dorrin said it was an accident.”

Caylen kept walking. He didn’t miss the way their gazes darted toward the main hall, where the ward sigils still flickered faintly like embers that refused to die out.

---

Later, in Spellwork class, half the seats were empty. Professor Magnus tried to sound calm, but his eyes kept flicking to the door every time it creaked open.

Violet appeared partway through the lesson, his robes immaculate as ever, though there were faint shadows under his eyes.

“I'll let you continue in a moment, Professor,” he told the professor quietly, then turned to the class. “Fifth-years. I’ll keep this brief.”

Every student straightened. Even Kitten, perched by Litia’s desk, went still.

“Last night,” Violet said, “a breach occurred. The wards have been reinforced, and the Headmistress assures me it’s under control. The student injured is stable and receiving care at a secure facility.”

Caylen’s hands tightened around his quill. Taren.

“The faculty will be conducting inquiries today,” Violet went on, his tone even, clipped. “Classes will continue under supervision. Students are not to enter the Great Hall until the investigation concludes. That includes anyone tempted to… assist.”

His gaze flicked toward Caylen and Litia—brief, but enough.

When the bells chimed and students began shuffling out, Violet spoke quietly to the professor again, then turned toward the door.

Litia was already packing her books, her face unreadable.

“You heard him,” Caylen muttered as they stepped into the corridor. “Stay out of the Hall.”

“Mm,” she said. Her voice was calm. Too calm.

He frowned. “That means we’re not doing it, right?”

She didn’t answer—just started walking toward the northern stairs. Caylen groaned under his breath. “I knew you were gonna say that.”

◆◆◆

The Great Hall looked wrong without noise.

Caylen paused just past the archway, boots scuffing the polished stone. The long tables were gone—replaced by concentric circles of glowing runes and half-erased containment sigils. The air hummed faintly, like it still remembered the chaos of the night before.

“This is a bad idea,” he muttered.

Beside him, Litia didn’t even glance back. Her braid caught the light of the floating lanterns as she crossed into the center of the hall. “You didn’t have to come.”

“Yeah, well.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I didn’t have to stop you either.” A door creaked behind them.
“Oh good,” Will’s voice whispered. “The entire bad-decision committee’s here.”

Alessia slipped in next, followed by Alistair, who shut the door quietly behind them. “If we get expelled for this,” he said, “I’m haunting you.”

“You’d have to die first,” Will said. “Well this is the first step.”
Caylen rolled his eyes but couldn’t quite hide a grin. The humor didn’t stick for long though; the mark near the balcony drew his attention like gravity. The stone there was fractured, and something moved inside the cracks—dark veins, pulsing faintly.

When Litia knelt near it, the light brightened. “Don’t,” Caylen said, catching her wrist.
She turned those steady eyes on him. “It’s reacting to magic. I just want to see how.” “That’s the sort of sentence people say before something eats them.”
Will squinted at the symbol. “That looks like an eye, right? I’m not crazy?” “Congratulations,” Alistair said. “You’ve identified basic anatomy.”

Before Caylen could reply, the floor trembled. A wave of heat swept across the room, strong enough to rattle the lanterns.

Then flame burst in the center circle, and a woman stepped out of it—tall, silver-blond, her crimson robes glowing from within.

Lyssandra Virelle, the Ember Sovereign of the Council of Seven.

“Well, well, what do we have here?” She said, voice bright with amusement. “Curiosity or stupidity? The line’s thinner than most think.”

Caylen’s jaw went slack. “Holy—”

Litia elbowed him before he could finish.

Another voice rumbled behind them. “Neither. Youth.”

They turned to find a broad-shouldered man half-veiled in dust, eyes the color of stone. Thalen Marric, the Warden of Stone, had apparently risen straight from the floor.

And then, the temperature dropped.

Shadows stretched across the walls, folding inward until they condensed into a single figure—tall, cloaked, and silent. A hood hid his face, but Caylen recognized him instantly from the newsfeeds and textbooks: Kael Thorne, the Shadowed Veil himself.

Great, Caylen thought. Just great. We’ve officially hit the ‘executed for trespassing’ level of trouble.

Lyssandra’s golden eyes swept the group. “You lot must be the reason we can’t have nice wards.”

Caylen cleared his throat ready to take the fall. “I-It was my idea, ma’am.”

She arched a perfect brow. “Oh, you’re a noble one. Dangerous habit. Nobility and stupidity often share a room.”
Will choked back a laugh. Caylen wanted the floor to swallow him. Kael, however, wasn’t looking at him at all. His hood tilted toward Litia.
“You are responsible,” he said softly. His voice was low, like smoke curling in the lungs. “The magic clings to you still.”

Litia froze. “I—don’t know what you mean.”

“You saw it,” Kael continued. “Or rather… it saw you.”

The words made the hairs on Caylen’s neck rise. He stepped half-forward before he could stop himself.

Lyssandra’s hand twitched toward Kael. “Easy, shadow-boy. You’re spooking the children.”

A ripple of harsh laughter flickered through the runes—then the hall’s main doors slammed open.

Violet strode in, immaculate as always, though his cloak was slightly askew. His expression hovered somewhere between exasperation and disbelief.

“I should’ve guessed,” he said dryly. “Leave you five alone for one morning and you break into a crime scene.”

“Ah, the prodigy himself,” Lyssandra said, smirking. “The Headmistress speaks highly of you as always.”

“Remind her she’s mistaken,” Violet replied smoothly. “And, pray, do tell that her wards might need a thicker lock.”

Thalen snorted—a deep, tectonic sound—but said nothing.

Violet faced the group. “You’re lucky they’re in a forgiving mood. And by ‘forgiving’ I mean ‘not turning you into dust.’ Yet.”

The warning landed. Will mouthed noted.

Kael moved then, almost imperceptibly, shadows bending around him as he looked at Litia one last time.

“If you value peace, child… avoid the darkness that calls to you. For it remembers you, even if you do not.”

The air went so cold, Caylen’s breath misted. Even Lyssandra’s smirk faded a little. “Always with the ominous poetry,” she muttered. “You’ll scare the poor girl.”
Kael’s reply was almost gentle. Almost. “Fear is what keeps the unready alive.”

Then—light, stone, and shadow collapsed inward. All three vanished. Silence rushed back in.
Will exhaled shakily. “I vote we never do that again.” Caylen dragged a hand down his face. “Agreed.”
Litia, though, stood still, eyes distant, as if she were listening to something only she could hear.

---

The Great Hall doors thudded shut behind them with a heavy, echoing finality. For a long moment, no one spoke.

Violet pinched the bridge of his nose. “You’re all impossible.” Will brightened. “That’s us! The impossible club.”
“Not a compliment,” Violet said dryly, though the sharp edge of anger had dulled to something closer to weary fondness. He exhaled, the sound threaded with exasperation. “Fine. Since none of you are capable of staying out of trouble, I’ll keep you in the loop.
It’s better than you sneaking around the castle next time.”

Will opened his mouth to protest. Violet’s look killed the sound instantly.

They trailed to the far end of the hallway, where the floating lanterns flickered in quiet rhythm. The air still smelled faintly of ozone and ash.

Litia was the first to break the silence. “How’s Taren?” Her voice came out softer than she meant.

Violet’s expression sobered. “Alive. The healers say his vitals are stable, but…” His jaw tightened. “He hasn’t woken. They say he's catatonic —his mana pathways were nearly shredded.”

Caylen swallowed hard. “But he’s responding, right?”

“Yes. Barely. Whatever that thing did to him, it wasn’t a normal curse.” Violet’s tone turned grimmer. “The professors think it was a targeted extraction spell—something designed to rip magic out of a living body.”

Will went pale. “That’s a thing?”

“Apparently.” Violet’s gaze flicked toward Litia. “And as far as we can tell, no one knows who—or what—the attacker was. The Council suspects a rogue faction, which is why the Shadow Mage was here. He’s tracing the residual energy.”

Silence thickened again.

Then, inevitably, Alessia blurted, “How did you do it?” Everyone turned toward her.
“Do what?” Litia asked, though she already knew.

“Dispel it,” Alessia said. “That spell yesterday, what was that?” Her voice wasn’t accusing, only quietly stunned.

Litia met her eyes, steady. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “It just… came out. Like I remembered something I shouldn’t.”

No one replied. Will looked like he wanted to joke but wisely didn’t.

Violet cleared his throat. “Whatever it was, it bought us time. That’s enough for now.” His gaze swept the group. “What we do know is that the wards didn’t fail—they let something through. That’s worse.”

“That’s impossible,” Alistair said, frowning. “The wards repel everything not keyed to the Academy.”

“Exactly,” Litia murmured. “They didn’t break. They opened.”

Caylen spoke before he could stop himself. “And the professors’ spells bounced off. That’s… kind of like a feedback loop, right? The wards defending something inside instead of protecting from the outside.”

Everyone stared at him.

He flushed. “What? I pay attention sometimes.”

Will clapped him on the shoulder. “Proud of you, mate. Almost sounded smart.” Caylen groaned. “I'm not that dumb.”

“Debatable,” Alessia said absently, though her smile was faint and distracted.

Violet’s voice cut through before they could spiral into banter again. “Whatever this is, it stays between us. No rumors. No speculation. The walls in this castle have ears—literally, in some cases. Understood?”

Five heads nodded.

The tension broke slightly, enough that the lantern light felt warm again. But Caylen noticed Alessia hadn’t moved; her hand clutched his arm, fingers trembling just a little.

“You okay?” he murmured.

She blinked up at him, face pale. “Just… thinking how close it was. The wards—five hundred years, and this is the first time they failed. It’s terrifying.”

Then she leaned closer, still gripping his arm. Caylen’s ears went hot, because of course she picked now.

Across from them, Litia was silent, eyes narrowed slightly—not at them, but at the faint hum still running through the floor beneath their feet. She could feel it: the echo of that same cold voice, thrumming like a pulse just beneath the wards.

Something was still watching.


Chapter 17? : The Departure

The day Arcane sent them home, the castle felt… different.

Not haunted exactly, but hollow. The kind of quiet that settled in after a thunderstorm — heavy, humming, alive with what wasn’t being said.

Caylen stood at the base of the Grand Stair, duffel slung over his shoulder, watching enchanted trunks zip overhead on invisible currents. A whole flock of them — snapping open and shut, arguing with each other in squeaky tones as they sorted luggage into glowing circles on the floor.

“Bound Couriers,” Will said beside him, yawning into his scarf. “Cheerful little nightmares.”

One of the trunks barked an indignant squawk and dove at his head. Caylen snorted as Will ducked behind him.

“Guess they like you.”

“Everyone does,” Will said darkly.

Around them, students milled about the Departure Hall, filling the space with a low hum of conversation and shuffling boots. The arched ceiling shimmered faintly — sunlight bending through the protective wards as they prepared to collapse. Every few minutes, a swirl of golden mist would bloom in the center of the hall, swallowing a group of students whole as they vanished through the Convergence Gates.

“Next departure, North America region!” a gargoyle bellowed from its perch by the archway. The thing’s stone wings creaked as it unrolled a scroll, its eyes glowing bright amber. “Step forward and sign the ledger. No one left behind!”

Will stretched. “That’s us.”

Caylen nodded, gaze wandering toward the far end of the hall — to where Litia stood with Violet. The two of them were talking quietly near one of the glowing circles, Kitten curled neatly around her boots. She looked calm as ever, which somehow made Caylen’s chest tighten more.

She caught his glance and offered a small nod — just enough to say see you soon. He managed one back before looking away too fast.

They stepped up to the ledger. The gargoyle dipped a quill in shimmering ink and offered it with surprising delicacy. “Full name, clear mind, and intent to return,” it intoned.

Caylen signed — his name glowing briefly before sinking into the page — and then the air in front of him rippled like a heat haze. A portal shaped like a mirror of starlight yawned open.

He glanced at Will. “Ready?” “As I’ll ever be.”
Together they stepped through — weightless for half a heartbeat — and then the world tilted.

The scent of ozone and sugar hit first. Then snow.

Caylen stumbled out of the gate into the chill of St. Catharines, boots crunching on the packed street outside the bakery. His breath fogged in the air. The portal sealed shut behind him with a soft click, leaving nothing but the faint shimmer of runes burned into the cobblestone.

He exhaled slowly, staring at the familiar door of home. The bell over it jingled faintly as if sensing him.

Arcane felt a thousand miles away.

But even here, in the quiet snowlight, the echo of the Great Hall lingered — the glint of the mark on the balcony, the voice that had made the world tremble.

Caylen swallowed hard, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Yeah,” he muttered to himself. “Break’s gonna be fun.”
—


The city never truly slept.

Even from twenty floors up, New York was a mosaic of lights and motion — taxis threading through snow-dusted streets, steam rising in soft ribbons from the vents. Litia watched from her window, fingers drumming absently against the cold glass.

She’d forgotten how loud it was here.

At Arcane, the nights hummed with wards and wind; here, it was sirens and laughter and the occasional shouted argument from somewhere down the block. Normal noise. Ordinary.

She wasn’t sure she liked it anymore.

Her reflection in the glass flickered faintly — a shimmer of gold that shouldn’t have been there — before settling again. Just her face, tired but calm. Still, she stepped back.

The Headmistress’s words echoed in her mind, from the night before departure:

“Arcane will rest and recalibrate its wards. We ask that you do the same. Magic without balance corrodes the mind; rest is a discipline as vital as spellwork.”


Everyone had applauded politely. She’d just sat there, thinking about the way the balcony mark still burned faintly even after it had been scrubbed it clean.

There had been a conversation afterward, in the quiet of the corridor.

Violet had met her by the staircase, expression unusually subdued. “Just in case,” he’d said, holding out a crystal the size of a small coin. It pulsed faintly with bluish light. “It’ll connect to me directly, no matter where you are. One use only.”

“I can handle whatever happens,” she’d replied, arching a brow.

“I don’t doubt that,” he’d said with the ghost of a smile. “Humor me.”

She’d taken it, slipping it into the pocket of her coat. She could still feel the faint warmth of it against her palm now.

“Miss Zilford?”

Litia blinked. Sir Joseph Trudor stood in the doorway, tall and precise in his usual
three-piece suit. His silver hair gleamed under the light. “Your father’s delayed,” he said, “but he sends his regards… and also a reminder to eat dinner before you start on… whatever it is you mages do instead of sleeping.”

She almost smiled. “Noted.”

“Very good,” he said, bowing slightly before retreating with the same quiet dignity as always.

The door clicked shut.

Litia exhaled, reaching into her pocket to pull out the crystal. It pulsed once — faintly — and then went still again.

She told herself it was nothing.

But as she turned toward her desk, she caught her own reflection again in the window
— just for a heartbeat, her eyes glowed faint gold, and behind her, the faint outline of a sigil flickered and vanished.

She didn’t sleep that night.

—

The scent hit him before he even made it through the door — sugar, cinnamon, and warm bread.

His mom’s bakery always smelled like that: like home.

“Mom?” he called, dragging his trunk behind him. He didn’t even make it two steps before a blur launched itself at his waist.

“Caylen!”

He staggered back, laughing, as his sister wrapped her arms around him with surprising force. “Lena— you’re heavier than you look!”

“I’m twelve,” she said indignantly, muffled against his coat. “You’ve been gone forever!” “Only a few months,” he said, ruffling her hair. “But yeah. Missed you too, kiddo.”
Their mom appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. The lines around her eyes deepened as she smiled; crow’s feet from years of smiling, he thought. When he bent to hug her, he remembered when she’d seemed taller than anyone.

“Two days early,” she said, voice warm but surprised. “I thought Arcane didn’t let you go until the twenty-third.”

“Change of plans,” he said quickly. “Wards malfunctioned or something. Nothing major.”

Her brow furrowed. “Are you sure—” “It’s fine,” he cut in gently. “Promise.”
She studied him for a long moment before nodding, brushing his hair from his forehead. “You got taller again,” she said. “And skinnier. You eat at that fancy magic school of yours?”

“Define eat,” he muttered, and she laughed.

Lena tugged on his sleeve. “You brought your sword you wrote about, didn't you? Show me later, okay?”

He grinned. “Deal.”

As they headed toward the kitchen, Caylen’s gaze caught briefly on the mirror by the door — his reflection framed between his mom and sister. Same brown hair, same wiry build as his mother; the sharp line of his jaw, though… that was someone else’s.
Someone he preferred not to think about.

◆◆◆

That bakery had gone quiet hours ago.

The only light in the apartment came from the sign outside, its soft glow bleeding through the curtains. Lena had long fallen asleep, and his mom’s steady hum drifted from her room down the hall.

He should’ve been asleep too. Instead, he lay on his bed, phone in hand. He’d typed a message three times already. Deleted it three times too.
Finally, he exhaled, thumbs moving before he could think about it anymore.

Caylen (22:58) : Made it home. Place smells like sugar and yeast again. You make it back in one piece?


He hit send, then immediately hated how eager that sounded. Tossed the phone onto his pillow. Checked it thirty seconds later.

Nothing.

Two minutes. Still nothing.

He told himself he didn’t care. That she was probably unpacking, or asleep. Or fallen asleep while unpacking.

Ten minutes later, the phone buzzed once.

Litia: (23:09) “You made it home in one piece?” Really? He smiled faintly. Typical her.
Caylen (23:09): Why thank you for your concern of my personal safety while traveling inter-dimentionally.

Caylen (23:11): You got home safe though, right? A minute passed.
Litia (23:12): Can't imagine a world where I didn’t. He huffed quietly into the dark.
Caylen (23: 13): Sureee. The fact that can actually feel the smugness through your text lol.

Three dots pulsed, disappeared, returned again.

Litia (23:15): And here I thought you'd gotten used to it.

Caylen stared at the screen for a long time, thumb hovering over the keyboard. Then he set the phone down, smiling faintly as he rolled onto his side.

“Yeah,” he murmured to himself, eyes already heavy. “Guess you are.”

—

The first real morning back home always felt a little wrong.

The air didn’t hum. The walls didn’t breathe. There were no distant bells or the faint shimmer of enchantments weaving through the corridors.

Just quiet.

Litia stood in the middle of her room, surrounded by half-open suitcases. The curtains were drawn back, spilling pale winter light across the chaos. She hadn’t even unpacked
— not really. Her robe hung off the back of a chair, and Kitten had made a nest out of her folded cloaks.

“Good morning, Miss Litia.”

Sir Joseph’s voice came from the doorway, deep, calm, and edged with amusement.

“I see Arcane hasn’t taught you to unpack properly,” he said, eyeing the scattered luggage.

Litia turned, lips twitching faintly. “Arcane’s curriculum doesn’t cover household discipline, I’m afraid.”

“A tragic oversight,” he murmured, stepping inside with a tray balanced effortlessly in one hand. Steam curled from the cup of tea atop it. “Your father called. He’ll be in court all day, but he sends his greetings, and another reminder not to spend the morning reading until you forget to eat.”

“I’ll consider it,” she said, though they both knew she wouldn’t.

Sir Joseph set the tray down and inclined his head. “Try to remember, Miss Litia, there are no professors here to save you from yourself.”

When he left, the quiet felt heavier. Litia stared out the window, watching a snowflake drift lazily past the glass. For a moment, she thought about the crystal tucked into her pocket — the faint warmth that never quite went away.

She told herself it was nothing. Again.

—

The city glowed under a curtain of snow, every streetlight haloed in pale gold.
Litia sat in the back seat of her father’s sedan, legs crossed, phone resting against her knee. A message thread glowed faintly on the screen. She wasn’t rereading it exactly—just… looking.

Her reflection blinked back at her in the window, half-shrouded by the passing lights. She smoothed a crease in her coat, telling herself she wasn’t nervous.
Dinner with her father was supposed to be ordinary. Civil. Predictable.

And yet—something hummed faintly at the edge of her awareness. Like pressure building under glass.

“Almost there, Miss Litia,” the driver called from the front.

She hummed a distracted acknowledgment, eyes still on the falling snow. The restaurant was only three blocks away when the air changed.

The next second, everything blurred. A flash. Headlights. Screeching tires.
The car jolted sideways, slamming into the curb hard enough to throw her against the seatbelt. Her shoulder throbbed; the driver groaned, unconscious, head slumped against the wheel.

“Sir—?” she started, but the word died.

A sound rippled outside. Not mechanical. Not human. Something moved under the fractured glow of the streetlamps.
Litia’s hand twitched toward her pendant out of instinct. Magic stirred, restless and alive. She pushed the door open, stepping out into the cold.

Snow drifted silently around her…and the shadow that waited just beyond the curb.

It wasn’t a person. Not fully. Its body was a column of smoke and form, edges writhing as if it hadn’t decided on a shape yet. The air around it seemed to bend, warping the streetlight into something dimmer, colder.

For a heartbeat, it only watched her. Then—
“Found you,” it rasped. The voice sounded layered, like several echoes forced into one throat.

Litia’s breath fogged out. “You picked the wrong night,” she muttered. The thing lunged.

Her sigils flared instantly, golden light flooding her palms. The first blast of magic caught the creature mid-swing, searing through its shoulder in a streak of white fire. It shrieked, a grating, broken sound—and recoiled, shadow trailing behind it like smoke in wind.

But it didn’t stay down.

It surged again, tendrils whipping toward her. She stepped aside, light dancing off her fingertips, tracing sharp runes through the air.

“Luxen fracta,” she hissed. The spell cracked outward, fracturing the pavement beneath the thing’s form.

It stumbled, half collapsing. Its shape flickered, thinning.

“You fight well,” it rasped, voice tearing. “But the Shadow Syndicate sees you now.” Her pulse kicked. “The what?”
“You and the boy marked by the Seventh. You carry what isn’t yours. You will be… relieved of it.”

Before she could answer, the creature shuddered violently—then broke apart, unraveling into ribbons of smoke that the wind carried away.

Silence crashed back in.

Litia stood motionless in the snow, breath fogging in front of her. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt.

You and the boy. Caylen.
She spun back toward the car, fumbling for her phone with shaking fingers. The screen blurred before her eyes as she found his name.

She hit call.

It rang once. Twice.
Then the line clicked.

And the world went dark.

—

The air outside the rink was sharp with winter, his breath fogging faintly as he tugged his hoodie tighter. It felt weird—being home and not hearing enchantments humming in the background. Just cars, laughter, and the distant rumble of traffic. Normal. Supposed to be, anyway.

He jammed his hands in his pockets, phone buzzing with a few new messages—one from his sister (“MOM SAYS DON’T BE LATE FOR DINNER”) and one from a number he hoped was Litia’s.
He didn’t check. Not yet. The night felt off.
He was halfway across the empty lot when a voice drawled from the shadows.
“Didn’t think the golden boy would show his face here again. Especially since he took off to his new fancy boarding school.”
Caylen froze. He knew that voice. He turned slowly. Evan Durlan.
Ex-classmate. Occasional hockey rival. Mostly just a pain.

Caylen sighed. “Evan, if this is about the time I accidentally froze your shoes—” “—you did it on purpose.”
“That’s debatable.”

Before Caylen could roll his eyes again, the streetlight above them flickered once. Twice. Then died.

The air went cold in a way that had nothing to do with winter. Evan frowned. “What the—?”
Caylen felt it before he saw it—the ripple of mana, thick and wrong. Then the shadow uncurled from behind the dumpsters, taller than any man should be, body rippling like smoke caught in a jar. Its eyes—or what passed for them—were embers in the dark.

“Stay behind me,” Caylen muttered automatically.

“Behind you?!” Evan hissed. “What even is that—” The thing lunged.
Caylen’s hand shot to the charm hanging under his hoodie—a smooth metal pendant etched with faint runes. It pulsed once beneath his fingers.

“Corbexis,” he breathed.

Light flared. The pendant unraveled in his grasp, expanding in a rush of silver and shadow until the sword’s full form snapped into existence. The parking lot filled with the hum of its edge, a low, hungry sound.

“Whoa,” Evan whispered, stumbling back. “You brought a sword to hockey practice?!” “Not the time, Evan!”
The creature swung a limb of dark vapor. Caylen ducked, parried, sparks scattering like stars. His feet slid on the ice-crusted asphalt as he forced the blade up in a tight arc.
The impact shook his arm to the shoulder.

Corbexis hissed—a strange, living sound—and the shadow shrank back, just slightly.

Caylen barely registered the vibration in his pocket until his phone skidded across the pavement. Litia’s name glowed faintly on the cracked screen.

Incoming call: Litia




Then a dark tendril slammed down. The screen shattered into black glass. “Great,” Caylen muttered through clenched teeth. “Perfect timing, as always.”
The shadow struck again. He met it with a desperate counter, Corbexis slicing through the smoky mass with a burst of blue-white light.

For a heartbeat, everything was still. Then the creature shrieked, a sound like metal and wind, and dissolved into drifting ash.

Caylen stood panting, blade still humming faintly. The lot was a mess of scorch marks and shattered glass. Evan just gawked.

“Y—you,” Evan stammered. “What the hell was that?”

Caylen looked down at the cracked remains of his phone, then at the faint scorch still crawling across the ground.
He had no idea what to say.

“Nothing good,” he said finally, voice low. “And it wasn’t supposed to find me.”


The last flakes of shadow dust drifted away, melting into the air as if they’d never been there. For a moment, Caylen just stood there, the sound of his own breathing louder than anything else.

Corbexis pulsed faintly in his hand, still warm from the fight. He exhaled slowly. “Yeah, yeah. I know,” he muttered to the blade. “We can argue about it later.”

He pressed his thumb against the rune near the hilt, and the sword folded in on itself—silver lines collapsing inward until it was no more than a smooth pendant again. The hum in the air faded with it, leaving only the faint ringing in his ears.

When he looked up, Evan was still staring.

“Okay,” Evan managed. “So. You have a…sword that lives in your necklace, monsters made of tar want to kill you, and, I don't know, is there anything else I'm missing?”

Caylen stooped to pick up the shattered phone, brushing glass off his hoodie. “The fact that my phone also got wrecked?.” He flipped it over. The screen was spiderwebbed beyond saving.

“Can’t exactly explain this to the cops either,” Evan said, half-laughing, half-shaking. Caylen’s jaw tightened. “Don’t. No one’s going to believe you, and it’ll just paint a target.” Evan blinked. “A what?”
“Forget it.” Caylen shoved the dead phone into his pocket. “You should head home. Don’t tell anyone you saw me here. Or that thing.”

“Caylen—”

“Just go, alright?”

The sharpness in his tone silenced any argument. Evan hesitated, then nodded and backed away, disappearing into the frost-heavy streetlights.

Caylen turned toward the rink again, shoulders heavy. The parking lot was empty now, save for the faint scorch mark and the smell of iron in the air.

He ran a hand down his face, murmuring, “Litia’s going to kill me.” Then softer, under his breath, “If these guys don't do it first, that is.”
◆◆◆

The night still smelled of smoke.

Litia stood in the slush beside the wrecked car, her breath rising in pale clouds. Steam hissed from the twisted hood, headlights flickering weakly against the snowbank they’d slammed into. Her driver was alive—shaken, muttering apologies—but she barely heard him.

Her pulse was still a drumbeat in her ears. The air buzzed faintly with the residue of magic, the metallic tang of ozone sharp on her tongue. The creature’s last words looped in her head:

“You and the boy marked by the Seventh. You carry what isn’t yours. You will be… relieved of it”



Litia swallowed hard, fingers tightening around the communication crystal in her coat pocket, its surface was warm against her palm.

Violet’s enchantments never really faded, but now it burned hotter, almost feverish. She pressed it to her lips, whispering the activation phrase.

“Violet?”

For a second, nothing. Then the crystal flared weakly, the image inside a blur of movement and harsh light.

“—itia?” Violet’s voice cut through static, rougher than she’d ever heard it. “Not a good time—”

“Where are you?”

“Home,” he grunted. A dull crash sounded somewhere off-screen, followed by the hum of a defensive barrier. “Apparently, so are our uninvited guests.”

Her breath caught. “Don't tell me you were targeted too?”

“Three of them,” Violet said sharply. “And before you ask, no, I don’t need you charging in here. Stay put.”

“Not happening.” Her voice was steady, even when her pulse wasn’t. “If they got to you too, then Caylen's definitely in trouble.”

The flickering image of Violet stilled. His expression changed—not fear, exactly, but something colder. Calculating.

“Then this isn’t random,” he said finally. “They’re moving faster than I thought.”

A shudder ran through the crystal as another impact shook wherever he was. He hissed, the glow flaring briefly across his jaw.

“Violet!”

“I’m fine,” he snapped, definitely too quickly to be true. “Listen to me, Litia. Get somewhere secure. This..Syndicate, they've made their move, and I don’t know how wide their net is.”

“And Caylen?”

He hesitated. Just a beat too long. “If they’re after him, he’s already a target. But I’ll—” The crystal flared white. His image fractured, his voice breaking apart into noise. “Violet!” she yelled, shaking the stone. Only the faint echo of her own breath answered.
Litia lowered the crystal slowly, staring at its darkened surface. The night felt colder now. He was gone.

She exhaled once, controlled. The street was silent again, the city oblivious. But under her boots, the magic still throbbed faintly, like a pulse waiting to be followed.

She tightened her grip on the crystal, jaw set. If the Syndicate was after Caylen…

They were going to have to go through her first.

Chapter 17? (Can't remember which chapter lol): “The Locket and the Promise” The house was too quiet when she got back.
Though she supposed that wasn't unusual of itself. It wasn’t the comforting sort of silence either, it was the heavy, hollow sort of silence of a place that had forgotten what laughter sounded like.

The sound of Litia's boots echoed down the marble corridor, though partially muffled by the rug. Every portrait she passed seemed to watch her, eyes catching faint glimmers of gold from the sconces. Her father’s study was at the end of the hall, past a door she had been told since childhood was off-limits.

Sir Joseph trailed behind her, cane tapping softly. “Your father’s court case kept him out later than usual,” he said, almost casually. “If you must break into his study, now seems a fortuitous time.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “You’re not going to try to stop me?”

The old man’s eyes softened. “You’ve made up your mind, Miss Litia. I’ve learned that nothing short of a divine intervention can sway you once that happens.”

She smiled faintly. “I’ll take that as approval.”

He inclined his head. “You may take it as you wish.”

The study door was locked, of course. But the lock wasn’t warded, her father had never been comfortable around magic, and perhaps he thought a key was protection enough. One whispered spell and a twist of her fingers later, the mechanism clicked open.

Inside, the air smelled faintly of ink and dust. Her father’s desk was immaculate, papers aligned like soldiers, pens stacked by length. But the drawers beneath held what she was looking for — it took only a few seconds to find the small wooden box tucked away behind a ledger.

The journal.

And beneath it, wrapped in faded blue silk, a locket.

Her breath caught as she unwrapped it. The silver was cool to the touch, etched with delicate vines that shimmered faintly under the light. A single crystal gleamed at its hinge, faintly pulsing, as if recognizing her.

“‘In case of danger’,” she whispered, recalling the words she’d read years ago in her mother’s handwriting, “‘the crystal will find its way home.’”

“Home,” she murmured. “Meaning you.”

Her thumb brushed the surface and the crystal flared, humming softly. “Litia.”
She froze.

Her father stood in the doorway, jacket half off, tie loosened. He looked exhausted — not angry, not yet. Just tired in that deep, bone-heavy way that said he’d already fought a hundred battles today and hadn’t expected another one waiting at home.

“What are you doing with that?” His voice was low, controlled. Dangerous. She swallowed, suddenly feeling ten again. “It’s Mom’s. I need it.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.”

Litia raised her head defiantly. “I’m going to use it.”

His jaw clenched. “Use it? Litia, that thing is not a toy. And your mother’s brother—” “Uncle Lucen,” she said sharply. “I read about him in her journal.”
He stepped forward, eyes narrowing. “That journal was private. I told you—”

“Yeah, I remember. You locked it away and pretended it didn’t exist.” Her hands tightened around the locket. “Just like everything else about her.”

Something flickered across his face — guilt, maybe. But he masked it quickly. “You’ve been through enough trauma today. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.” She met his gaze, unflinching. “Someone I care about is in danger, and Lucen’s the only mage who can get me there fast enough.”

“Absolutely not.” The words were iron. “You’re not contacting him. He’s reckless, unstable—”

“You mean like Mom?” The question came out before she could stop it. His silence was answer enough. “Do you even hear yourself?”

He looked at her, really looked, and for the first time in years, his voice cracked. “Do you know why I cut ties with your mother’s family?”

Litia’s throat tightened. “No, because you never talk about her. Or about anything.”

“Because I watched that world tear her apart!” he said suddenly, voice rising. “Because I lost her to the same kind of madness that man trafficked in! And I won’t lose you too.”

Her hands trembled. She hated how her voice shook when she spoke. “You already did. You just don’t realize it yet.”

The words hung between them, cold and heavy.

“You lost your wife,” she whispered. “But I lost my mother too. And I never even got to know her. You buried yourself in work, and I was just… there. Existing around you. But this—” she lifted the locket slightly, her voice steadier “—this isn’t about you. Or her. It’s about someone who needs me. And I never break my word.”

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Then he sighed, a sound that carried ten years of grief. “You’re so much like her,” he said quietly. “It terrifies me.”

Litia blinked hard, forcing the tears down. “I know you did your best, Dad. You always do.”

He looked away, defeated. “We’ll talk when you get back,” he said finally. “About her. About the things I should’ve told you long ago.”

She nodded once, throat burning. “Okay.” Then she pressed her thumb to the crystal.
Light burst outward, blinding for an instant. She heard him call her name, just once, before the study dissolved into radiance and she was gone.

◆◆◆

The world reassembled around her in fragments — light bending, air collapsing, gravity finding its place again.

Litia stumbled forward, catching herself on rough wood. Her knees hit the cold floorboards before she could steady her breath. The room around her wa8s dimly lit by candlelight and the blue flicker of a dying hearth.

“Well,” said a low, unfamiliar voice, “that’s one way to knock.” She lifted her head, vision still swimming.
A man stood a few feet away — tall, broad-shouldered, wrapped in a thick robe the color of storm clouds. His silver-streaked hair fell to his collar, and his eyes a pale hazel, not unlike diluted ink, glowed faintly under the dim light.

Lucen.

Her mother’s brother.

“Who in the Nine Circles are you?” he demanded, voice taut, fingers already tracing the shape of a spell in the air.

Litia straightened, both palms raised. “Wait! I’m—”

But the word never finished. Recognition struck his face like lightning. The spell died mid-form, light snuffing out around his hand.

For a long heartbeat, he just stared. “...Lyra?” The name hit her like a whisper from a dream. “No,” she said softly. “I’m her daughter. Litia.”
Lucen’s lips parted, eyes shining with something that looked too raw to be disbelief. “You look—” His voice cracked. “You look exactly like her.”

He crossed the space in two strides and pulled her into a sudden, fierce embrace. Litia froze, surprised by how tightly he held her, as if afraid she’d vanish if he blinked.

When he finally stepped back, he wiped at his eyes, muttering, “Damn it, girl. Don’t just appear out of nowhere like that. I nearly blasted you into next week.”

“Sorry,” she said flatly, sounding anything but. “Didn’t really have time to write first.”

He chuckled once, a low, warm sound, then motioned for her to follow. “Come on. You can explain yourself over tea. Or whatever passes for it here.”

The cabin was cluttered — not messy, exactly, but lived-in. Scrolls lay stacked against the wall beside strange mechanical trinkets humming softly with stored mana. A
half-disassembled golem arm rested on the kitchen counter beside a teapot.

Lucen moved with that weary grace of someone who’d long ago learned to live alone. “So. You used Lyra’s crystal. That means things are bad.”

“Worse than bad,” Litia admitted. “Some people after me. And my friends. They call themselves the Shadow Syndicate.”

Lucen’s expression darkened. “That name hasn’t been spoken aloud in decades.” He turned sharply, setting the teapot down hard. “Tell me everything.”

And that she did; from the Great Hall to the attack, Taren’s collapse, the figure in the shadows, and finally the creature that tried to kill her only hours ago. Lucen didn’t interrupt once, though his hands flexed around his mug as she spoke.

When she finished, he sighed. “If what you’re saying is true, then you need to move quickly. But transportation crystals aren’t simple—”

“Can’t you make one?” she asked.

“Not unless I want the Council knocking down my door for treason,” he said dryly. “Those things are banned for a reason.”

A voice called from another room before Litia could answer. “Dad! Who are you yelling at this time of night?”
Lucen muttered, “Speak of the devil,” just as a girl appeared in the doorway, maybe sixteen or seventeen, dressed in pajamas patterned with tiny lightning bolts.

Her hair was a riot of gold and teal, messy but somehow perfect, and she carried herself with the easy confidence of someone who always knew when the spotlight was on her.

She froze when she saw Litia. “Oh. Visitors.” Lucen sighed. “Neri, this is your cousin.”
Neri blinked. Then grinned. “The one who dropped out of the sky?” “That’s one way to put it,” Litia said dryly.

“Cool.” Neri crossed her arms, assessing her with clear interest. “Besides, you look wayyy too put-together for someone who just broke several magical travel laws.”

Lucen groaned. “Neri.”

“What? I’m just saying.” She turned to Litia again. “So, cousin-from-nowhere, what brings you to our quiet little hideout? Interdimensional crime spree? Running from heartbreak?”

Litia gave her a flat look. “Assassins, if you will.”

That shut Neri up for all of three seconds. Then: “...Okay, that’s new.” Lucen pinched the bridge of his nose. “Go fetch the travel maps, Neri.” “On it,” she said, practically skipping out of the room.
When she was gone, Litia turned to Lucen. “You mentioned there was another way.”

He nodded grimly. “There is. Riskier, but faster. And if what you’ve told me is true…” His eyes met hers. “You don’t have time to be careful.”

—

Lucen paced the cabin’s main room with the deliberate calm of a man who hadn’t been calm for the last twenty minutes. Every movement was precise…too precise. The lamplight caught the silver threads woven through his dark hair, flickering each time he turned toward the runes carved into the floor.

“You understand this isn’t a bridge,” he said at last, voice low. “It’s a wound. A door that was never meant to stay open.”

“I understand,” Litia replied. “But I don’t have a choice.”

Lucen exhaled through his nose. “There’s always a choice. But you’re your mother’s daughter—once your mind’s made up, the stars themselves couldn’t move it.”

She didn’t smile. “You two were close, weren't you?”

For a heartbeat, he faltered. His eyes softened, memories flickering behind them like ghosts. “More than anyone else.”

Lucen rubbed a thumb along the edge of a rune-etched compass on the table, its needle spinning lazily despite there being no wind.

“The Veil isn’t a road, Litia,” he said quietly. “It’s the space between places. When the first mages learned to harness leylines—the veins of magic that run through the world—they discovered shortcuts hidden in the currents. The Veil is one of those shortcuts. But it isn’t tame.”

Litia tilted her head slightly. “You’ve used it before.”

“Once.” His mouth twisted wryly. “And only because I was stupid and young enough to think I could cheat the laws of mana.” He turned the compass toward her, and she saw that faint wisps of light, like threads…were drifting from it, pulsing faintly in rhythm with her heartbeat. 

“The Veil touches everything. Every leyline, every living thing. It’s older than the Council, older than magic as we understand it.”

“So it’s alive?”

Lucen hesitated. “Some believe so. Others think it’s more like… an echo. A reflection of every thought and fear ever cast into magic. Step into it unprepared, and it’ll take what you are to fill its silence.”

Litia frowned. “Then how do we cross it?”

“You don’t,” he said bluntly. “Not safely. The only way is to walk the Vein, a narrow channel where mana flows clean enough to carry a living soul from one node to another. But the Vein resists outsiders. It pushes back. That’s why I’m sending Neri.”

Litia blinked. “To… babysit me?”

“To keep you anchored,” he corrected. “If you lose your focus, you’ll drift off the path, and the Veil will take you. You won’t die, not immediately. You’ll just… dissolve. Become one of the whispers you hear on the wind.”

A chill crawled up her spine. “The whispers.”

He nodded. “Lost travelers. Fragments of those who went too deep. They’ll sound familiar, sometimes even kind. But they’re not real anymore.”

“What about the mana it takes?” Neri asked, arms crossed.

Lucen glanced at her. “It’ll drain both of you. The Vein demands a toll. It draws power, mana really, from whoever opens it. You’ll need the locket as a key; it’s tuned to an ancient node. It’ll pull you toward the nearest open one on the other side.”

“And if it closes before we make it through?” Litia asked quietly.

Lucen looked at her for a long moment. “Then you don’t make it through.”

The words hung in the air, heavy as iron.

He softened, finally. “It’s dangerous, yes. But it’s fast. Faster than any port key, faster than teleportation. That’s why the Council banned it centuries ago, they couldn’t regulate what they couldn’t control. It connects too much, too far. Even the gods, if they exist, can’t see what happens inside.”

Neri let out a low whistle. “So basically, we’re hitchhiking through a haunted magical wormhole. Great.”

Lucen shot her a look but didn’t argue. He turned to Litia again, tone gentler now. “If you do this, you have to trust yourself completely. Your focus, your intent, your reason. It’ll be the only thing that knows the way out.”

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the quiet hiss of the runes warming to life. Then Neri’s voice cut through it, dry and impatient.

“So,” she said, arms folded, “are we crossing this haunted tunnel thing or staring at it till we die of suspense?”

“Neri—”

“What?” she said, shrugging. “You’re all thinking it.”

Litia’s lips twitched despite herself. “You still wanna come with after hearing all that?”

Neri raised a brow. “You think you can hold your focus and not get eaten by the Veil at the same time? Someone’s got to make sure you don’t walk off the path and vanish into oblivion.”

Litia’s hesitation flickered in her eyes. “You don’t have to risk your life for someone you barely know.”

Neri’s smirk faded into something quiet, fierce. “I don’t need a reason to risk my life for family.”

Lucen watched the exchange without interrupting. Then he turned back to the runes and touched the center glyph. The cabin’s air warped instantly, shimmering like water struck by lightning.

The floor came alive with light—lines of gold weaving into spirals, circles within circles. The smell of ozone filled the air, sharp and electric.

“The locket,” Lucen said. “Hold it over the seal. It’ll find the nearest open node on the other side.”

Litia obeyed, stepping forward. Her hand trembled slightly, the old silver pendant glinting like moonlight. The air thrummed, and a tear formed in the air—black and silver, like a mirror reflecting nothing.

Lucen’s face was pale in its glow. “Stay on the Vein. Don’t listen if it speaks to you. The Veil knows your fears—it will use them.”

“Great,” Neri muttered. “Just what I needed—haunted space soup with a side of psychological warfare.”

Lucen pressed a ring into each of their hands. “These will keep your bodies tethered to the physical plane. If you lose them, you won’t come back.”

The rift pulsed. The edges curled inward, impatient.

Litia met Lucen’s gaze. “Thank you.”

He looked at her for a long moment, and for the briefest second, she thought he might tell her not to go. Instead, he reached out and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You have your mother’s courage,” he said softly. “And her recklessness. Just… come back.”

The tear widened into a doorway of light and shadow. Wind howled through the cabin, pulling at their cloaks.

Litia stepped forward, gripping the locket in one hand. Neri followed close, muttering something that was probably a prayer—or a curse.

And then they jumped.


---

The world stretched thin.

Light bled sideways, colors twisting into ribbons that folded through each other. For one breathless instant, everything existed at once—the cabin, her father’s voice, the scent of tea and burnt mana, the image of Caylen standing beneath a gray winter sky—and then it all tore away.

They were falling through darkness shot with veins of silver, the air too thick to breathe and too thin to hold. Beneath them, the “ground” shimmered like cracked glass suspended in nothing.

“Stay centered!” Neri’s voice sliced through the silence that wasn’t silence at all. It was a hum, a heartbeat, a thousand murmurs pressed together. “Focus on where you’re going!”

Litia tried. She really did. But the Veil was alive around her, heavy as water, soft as smoke. It whispered as it moved—whispers that weren’t words until they were.

He’s already gone.

You can’t save him.

Why do you keep trying?

She spun, but there was no one there. Only fragments of sound, echoing like thoughts she’d never had but might’ve one day.

Her breath came ragged. The Veil pressed closer, as if curious. As if it knew her.

“Shut up,” she hissed.

A ripple tore through the path beneath her feet. The light flickered, once, twice—then fractured into shards of color. For a heartbeat she saw faces in the dark, half-formed and reaching. Eyes that opened in the void and fixed on her, wide and hungry.

“Litia!”

Neri’s voice sounded far away now, muffled by distance or fear. “Don’t listen! Focus! Focus on him!”

Litia closed her eyes. Tried to breathe.

Caylen.

Caylen, rolling his eyes when she teased him.

Caylen, muttering under his breath during class.

Caylen, pretending not to care while caring too much.

Caylen, smiling.

The noise receded. Her heartbeat steadied. The air brightened.

A pulse ran through the void, a single, brilliant thread of light cutting through the dark like dawn through fog.

The Vein.

Litia felt it anchor beneath her feet, golden and steady. She grasped the sensation with both hands, dragging herself and Neri back onto it. The Veil screamed, not in sound, but in the way everything vibrated, furious at being denied. The faces crumbled into dust. The whispers faded into nothing.

The light beneath them blazed, then carried them forward in a rush of blinding white.

And then—

They fell.

Cold air slammed into her lungs. Snow burst around them in a glittering wave. Litia hit the ground hard enough to see stars, rolling until her shoulder struck something solid and unyielding.

For a moment she just lay there, staring at a sky the color of steel, her breath fogging in sharp bursts.

Beside her, Neri groaned. “Ten out of ten landing,” she muttered weakly. “Would absolutely do again.”

Litia managed a shaky laugh, brushing frost from her sleeve. “We made it.”

“Define made it,” Neri said, pushing herself up on her elbows. The ruin around them was quiet, solemn. Arches of an ancient chapel half-buried in snow, their edges glowing faintly where the magic still lived in the stone.

Wind whispered through the broken ceiling. It carried a low hum, a vibration that thrummed through Litia’s bones.

Neri squinted. “Where even is here?”

Before Litia could answer, the locket at her throat pulsed once, faintly warm against her skin.

She swallowed, heart still racing. “Close,” she murmured. “He’s close.”

Beneath the snow, something hummed back, a deep, resonant sound that wasn’t just mana.

It was older.

Waking.



Chapter 18..? (Really need to keep track) 

Sleep didn’t come easy.

Caylen had rolled over so many times the bedsheet looked like it had gone ten rounds with a tornado. He’d closed his eyes, counted backward, even tried the stupid breathing trick Litia once teased him for not being able to do. Nothing worked.

The apartment was quiet—too quiet. No hum of wards, no faint shimmer in the air. Just the tick of the heater and the faraway sound of snow against the window.

He kept thinking about her. About her calling him during that fight. About how he hadn’t heard a single thing since.

Litia could handle herself. He knew that. But knowing something and feeling it were two entirely different things.

He groaned, flinging the blanket aside. “Fine,” he muttered, sitting up. “Not sleeping anyway.”

He pulled on a hoodie and stepped out into the cold night, broken phone still in his pocket and Corbexis, now miniature and dull, hanging from a chain around his neck. The sword had been oddly quiet since the attack. Almost… asleep, in a way.

The streets were mostly empty, snow soft under the flickering streetlights. His breath came out in white clouds.

Then—

A vibration.

Not from his phone.

Caylen stopped. Looked down. The pendant at his throat was glowing faintly, pulsing with a rhythm like a heartbeat.

“...Corbexis?” he whispered.

No response, but the pull was unmistakable. Like static in the air, tugging him toward the far end of the street.

“Great. You’re possessed by a GPS now.”

Still, he followed.

The air grew colder. The world quieter. Every sound seemed muffled, as though he were walking underwater.

Then..voices.

Faint at first, like echoes carried on the wind. One was unfamiliar, sharp-edged and dripping with attitude.

“Gods, this place smells like gasoline and mediocrity. How do you live here?”

Caylen blinked. “What the—”

And then another voice. Low. Calm. Familiar in a way that hit him square in the chest.

“Try not to insult the locals until we find him, Neri.”

He froze. For a heartbeat, he thought he’d imagined it.

But when he turned the corner, the pendant at his neck flared bright, alive. And there she was.

Litia stood at the edge of the lamplight, snow dusting her hair, her cloak half undone from travel. A faint glow clung to her like residual starlight.

“...You’re kidding me,” Caylen said softly.

Her eyes flicked up, meeting his. Relief flashed across her face, quick and fierce, before she crossed the distance in three strides.

“You’re got yourself injured again,” she muttered before he could even speak, fingers brushing his jaw as she tilted his face toward the street light. Her thumb grazed the faint scar the shadow’s attack had left, an angry red line.

“I’m fine,” he started, but his voice came out rough. “You—you’re—how did you even—?”

She exhaled, half a laugh, half disbelief. “Long story.”

A snort came from behind her. “Understatement of the century,” said the girl beside her—dark curls tucked under a knit cap, eyes bright and unimpressed. “Hi. Neri. You must be the friend, the reckless one. No offense.”

Caylen blinked. “Uh… thanks?”

Neri looked between them, arms crossed. “Right, well, if you two are done making extended eye contact in subzero weather, can we move this reunion somewhere indoors before I actually freeze to death?”

Litia didn’t even look away from him as she murmured, “She’s dramatic.”

“Hey!” Neri protested.

Caylen huffed out a weak laugh, still trying to wrap his head around the fact that she was here. “I still can't believe you came all this way.”

Litia rolled her eyes. “Well, I'm standing right in front of you, aren't I?”

He swallowed. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “You are.”

—

The house was warm again. Not magically, but in the way home sometimes could be when you weren’t alone in it.

Caylen dropped his keys on the counter, trying to ignore how surreal it felt to have both Litia and someone new standing in his living room.

Neri was already inspecting everything like she was rating it out of ten. “Cozy,” she said finally. “In that humble, struggling-art-student sort of way.”

“It’s… my mom’s,” Caylen said.

“Oh,” Neri said. “Then it’s cute.”

Litia pinched the bridge of her nose. “Ignore her. She’s not used to being around anyone for more than five minutes without commentary.”

“Hey,” Neri said, “I risked my life for you. I’m allowed one comment per near-death experience.”

Caylen blinked. “You… what?”

That was when Litia told him everything.

About the crash. The creature—(the Umbrith, that’s what Lucen called them; fragments of darkness given form). What it said before disintegrating: that the Shadow Syndicate had marked both her and Caylen, that they’d been on their radar since the 7th Edition incident. That they were “carrying something they didn’t understand.”

And how, when she realized what that meant, she had to get to him.

The Veil. The forbidden channel. The locket her mother had left behind. Her uncle. Neri. The risk.

By the time she finished, Caylen had gone completely still.

“You—” he started, but his throat was tight. “You went through that just to get here?”

Litia shrugged, though her eyes gave her away. “Maybe pick up your phone the next time I call? Just a little hint.”

Then, softer: “Besides, I made a promise, remember?”

Something twisted in his chest. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “You did.”

For a heartbeat, the world felt very small—just them, standing close enough that he could see the faint glow of the lamp in her hair.

Then Neri clapped her hands once. “Well, that was emotionally charged and informative and everything, but I think the normie might faint soon, and I still haven’t eaten.”

Caylen gave a weak laugh, grateful for the break in tension. “Right. Uh, thanks. For, you know, helping her. And me.”

Neri tilted her head, grinning. “Aww. You’re cute in that dorkish way.” She raised her brows at Litia. “Who knows, I might ask for compensation in the form of a date, assuming Litia doesn’t mind, of course.”

Caylen turned red so fast it was almost impressive. “What—uh—”

Litia didn’t miss a beat. “You should probably ask his girlfriend first, don’t you think?”

The room went still.

Neri blinked. “Well, this is news to me. I thought he was yours.”

Litia’s gaze never left Caylen’s. “Well,” she said, voice low but sure, “he is.”

Silence. The kind that hums like a spell right before it breaks.

Neri mouthed, ohhh, then very quietly excused herself to “find snacks or something.”

—

The house had gone still.

Downstairs, the ovens slept; the faint smell of sugar and baked bread hung in the air like a memory. Streetlights spilled through the blinds, striping the living room in soft gold.

Caylen dropped onto the couch, running a hand through his hair. His shoulders finally sagged. “You can take my room,” he said, nodding toward the short hallway. “It’s not much, but at least it has a door.”

Litia shook her head from where she stood, scanning the small space. “You need the sleep more than I do.”

“I’m not letting you crash on the floor.”

“You’re not.” She nudged a beanbag with her foot and sank into it, cross-legged. “See? Perfectly comfortable.”

He frowned. “That thing’s seen better days.”

“So have we,” she said lightly.

For a moment, they just looked at each other—the faint buzz of the refrigerator, the ticking clock, the world outside frozen in the kind of silence that only existed after midnight.

Caylen exhaled, leaning back. “You really shouldn’t have come.”

“You really shouldn’t have almost died.”

He glanced at her, caught between a sigh and a laugh. “Fair point.”

She smirked, resting her chin on her knees. “Besides, it was a good excuse to come visit.”

Something in his chest tightened. He looked away before she could see it. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I guess it is.”

For a while, the only sound was the hum of the heater. Litia’s eyes softened; exhaustion tugged at her, but she stayed upright, watching the window, the door, the shadows.

“Try to sleep,” she said softly.

He muttered something that might’ve been agreement, already half gone.

When his breathing evened, she let out a slow sigh and pulled the blanket from the back of the couch, draping it over him.

“Idiot,” she murmured, not unkindly. “You always forget to take care of yourself.”

Settling back onto the beanbag, she watched the steady rise and fall of his chest until the tension finally eased from her own.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered to the dark. “I’ll keep watch.”

Outside, snow fell soundlessly against the windowpane. The world, for the first time in days, seemed like it held its breath.

—

Morning Came Softly…

The smell of cinnamon and rising dough was what finally woke him.

Caylen blinked against the pale morning light, disoriented for a second. The couch creaked beneath him when he shifted, and a blanket, one he definitely didn’t remember grabbing — slid off his shoulders.

Litia was slumped on the beanbag, head tilted at an angle that looked painful, hair falling in loose waves around her face. The faint sunlight made her look softer, almost unreal.

He smiled before he could stop himself.

From the kitchen came the sound of clinking pans, and then—

“Mom says if you don’t wake up, she’s dumping flour on your face!”

Caylen groaned. “Rhea, no.”

Too late. His twelve-year-old sister bounded into the living room, a wooden spoon in one hand and pure mischief in her grin. She froze when she saw Litia.

“Oh.” Her eyes went wide. “You didn’t tell me you brought home a girl.”

Litia stirred, blinking herself awake. “A girl?” she echoed, voice still rough with sleep.

Rhea tilted her head, unbothered. “A very pretty one.”

Caylen buried his face in his hands. “Rhea, please—”

“Relax,” Litia said, stretching her arms with a quiet yawn. “She’s observant. I like her already.”

That earned her a delighted grin from Rhea and a very dramatic sigh from Caylen.

Before he could rescue himself from further embarrassment, his mom appeared from the kitchen, apron dusted with flour and a towel slung over her shoulder.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said to Caylen before her gaze flicked to Litia, then to Neri, who was leaning against the doorway, cup of tea in hand like she’d been awake for hours.

“I see we have guests,” his mom said warmly. “I would’ve baked more if someone had warned me.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Dawson,” Litia said quickly, rising to her feet. “We didn’t mean to intrude—”

“Nonsense.” Caylen’s mom waved her off, smiling in that gentle way that reached her eyes. “Any friend of Caylen’s is welcome here. Especially ones who actually eat breakfast.”

Neri raised her cup. “See, told you humans could be hospitable.”

Rhea gasped. “Wait, are you not human?”

Caylen groaned again. “Rhea—”

“What?” she said, grinning. “I’m just asking the important questions!”

Litia laughed, the tension of the night before easing slightly. “She’s definitely your sister,” she told Caylen.

He shot her a look. “Don’t encourage her.”

Too late. Rhea was already pulling Neri toward the table, bombarding her with questions about magic, glowing portals, and if she could make the family cat talk.

And for a brief, perfect moment, the house was full of warmth and noise and normalcy again.

Caylen caught Litia watching the scene quietly, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded. “For now,” she said softly. “Feel like I won't truly be in a while.”

◆◆◆

By the time breakfast was over, Rhea had successfully convinced Neri to help her knead dough (“You have good hands for this, dear”), and Rhea, Caylen’s sister, not his mom, had already declared Neri her “new favorite person.”

So when Caylen mentioned wanting to get some air and Litia offered to tag along, Neri gave him a pointed smirk over a mug of cocoa.

“Go,” she said. “I can tell when I’m not needed.”

Litia raised a brow. “You sure?”

“Absolutely.” Neri winked. “Besides, your boy here still owes me an explanation for last night. I’ll just get it from his family instead.”

Caylen muttered something about regretting his life choices, but Neri was already waving them toward the door.


---

The streets of St. Catharines were quiet under a thin mist of snow. The air was crisp, the kind that turned every breath into silver fog. Caylen led the way, hands tucked into his jacket pockets, Litia walking beside him with her scarf pulled high.

They found a café on the corner of Main and Ellis; Mara’s Brew, a small place that smelled of roasted beans and cinnamon. It was mostly empty, save for a couple of students with laptops and an elderly man reading a paper.

Caylen ordered for both of them before Litia could argue: two cappuccinos and a croissant to share.

When they sat by the window, the silence stretched, not uncomfortable, but heavy with everything that hadn’t been said.

“So,” he started, wrapping his hands around his cup, “mind explaining how you, uh, teleported halfway across the continent to find me?”

Litia exhaled slowly. “It’s… complicated. Plus I believe I've more or less explained it to you last night.”

“Humor me.”

So she did.

She told him about the crash, and again about the creature, what it said — about them being targets, about the Shadow Syndicate wanting the 7th Edition, about Violet getting attacked too.

By the time she finished, Caylen’s coffee had gone cold.

“So they’re after both of us,” he said finally. “Because of that stupid book.”

“Because of what’s in that stupid book,” Litia corrected, stirring her cup absently. “Something tells me the 7th Edition is more than just ink and paper written by a famous Mage.”

He nodded slowly, eyes drifting to the frost-laced window. “Guess we’re not getting much of a winter break, huh?”

She smiled faintly. “Wouldn’t be the first time fate decided to ruin our plans.”

He looked at her then, really looked at her — the faint shadows under her eyes, the exhaustion she tried to hide behind that calm poise. “You shouldn’t have come alone,” he said quietly.

“Didn’t,” she countered. “Neri helped. And besides—” She met his gaze. “I wasn’t going to sit around while they came for you.”

Caylen’s throat tightened. He looked down at his coffee again, because if he didn’t, he might say something stupid.

“You always do that,” he muttered.

“Do what?”

“Make reckless decisions sound noble.”

Litia smirked. “Well, someone has to balance out your chronic overthinking.”

Before he could reply, movement outside caught his eye, someone crossing the street, pausing when they saw him through the glass.

Caylen stiffened. “Oh, great.”

Litia turned. “What?”

“Old classmate,” he said under his breath. “And by classmate, I mean the guy who once tried to trip me into a locker during gym.”

The boy outside blinked in visible confusion and then in palpable disbelief as he took in the sight of Caylen sitting with Litia.

“You know him?” she asked, amusement tugging at her lips.

“Unfortunately.”

He lifted his cup to his lips, pretending not to notice the guy gawking at him through the window.

“Seems like he’s noticed you’ve upgraded,” Litia said, smirking.

Caylen choked on his coffee.

She grinned, all sly mischief and warmth. “What? I meant in company.”

“Right,” he said, still coughing. “Sure you did.”

The bell above the café door chimed faintly as another gust of wind slipped in, curling around their table before fading.

Caylen set his cup down. “We should try contacting Violet again. Just to make sure he’s okay.”

Litia nodded, pulling the small communication crystal from her pocket. It pulsed faintly when she focused her mana, 
but the light flickered once, sputtered, then dimmed entirely.

She frowned, shaking it gently as if that might help. “That’s weird. It worked fine yesterday.”

“Maybe he’s—”

“Blocked, or out of range,” she interrupted, eyes narrowing. “Taking it with me through the Veil’s probably caused a distortion with the connection.”

Caylen grimaced. “So… not good.”

Litia exhaled through her nose, but her voice stayed level. “He’s a big boy. He can handle himself.”

“Yeah,” Caylen muttered, though the word didn’t sound convinced. His gaze drifted toward the frost-rimmed window again. “I just hope the others are okay. Alessia, Will..”

“They probably are,” Litia said, cutting in gently. “If the attacks on Violet, you, and me were coordinated, then they targeted people they thought were threats. Everyone else is likely untouched.”

Caylen gave a humorless laugh. “Threats? I barely got through that fight in one piece. Not exactly terrifying material.”

Her eyes snapped to his, sharp enough to make him stop fidgeting with his sleeve. “They clearly seem to think otherwise,” she said quietly. “Even if you don’t.”

The words hung there, heavier than the quiet that followed.

After a long moment, Caylen reached into his satchel and placed the 7th Edition on the table between them. Its black-silver cover caught the light, the faint runes etched into its spine glimmering faintly before fading again.

“You think we should check if it’s changed, huh?” Litia murmured.

Caylen hesitated, then opened it to the first page. Nothing. Just the same intricate diagrams and looping text that had baffled him since the beginning. He flipped another page…still nothing.

He sighed. “Looks the same to me.”

But Litia’s brow furrowed. “Wait.”

She leaned closer, fingertips brushing the edge of the parchment. The ink shimmered, only for an instant, like oil catching the light—then faded again.

“Did you see that?”

Caylen blinked. “See what?”

“The script. It moved.”

He frowned, leaning in too. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Something’s different. It’s hiding itself.”

She glanced around, lowering her voice even further. “Whatever the Shadow Syndicate wants from this book… it’s waking up.”

And as she said it, one faint sigil at the bottom corner of the page flared; barely visible—then vanished, leaving behind the faint scent of ozone and something ancient in the air.

Litia stared at the faint trace of the vanished sigil, her mind racing.
The silence stretched until Caylen finally muttered, “What are you thinking?”

She reached for a pen from her bag. “Something reckless.”

He groaned softly. “That’s… not reassuring.”

Ignoring him, she flipped to the back of the 7th Edition—an empty parchment page—and, with a deliberate hand, wrote two words in neat, dark strokes:

Shadow Syndicate.

The ink sank into the page. For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the book breathed.

Caylen jerked back as the parchment pulsed faintly, the letters liquefying and swirling across the surface until they rearranged themselves into lines, curves—then numbers.

“Litia…”

“I see it.” Her voice was tight, eyes fixed on the glowing script now crawling across the paper like living ink.

A set of coordinates.

Latitude. Longitude. And below that, a phrase written in ancient runes that shimmered before fading into English:

‘Where the first veil was torn.’

Caylen blinked. “Is that—”

“A location,” she said quietly. “The book’s pointing us somewhere.”

The coordinates glowed one last time, then vanished, leaving the faint scent of ozone again. The café lights flickered as if in response.

“Okay,” Caylen said after a moment. “That’s officially creepy.”

Litia closed the 7th Edition carefully, her fingers lingering on the cover. “Creepy or not… it’s a lead.”

He tilted his head. “You realize that whatever this place is, it’s probably not somewhere we want to go, right?”

“Maybe not,” she admitted, slipping the book back into her satchel. “But it’s where we need to.”

Caylen sighed. “You and your dramatic one-liners.”

“Hey, you missed me,” she said with a small, tired smile.

He couldn’t deny it. Not really.



Chapter 19..?

The café was quiet in that early-morning way: warm lights, clinking mugs, the hum of a heater battling the cold outside. Frost streaked the windows. Litia sat across from him, hands wrapped around a mug she still hadn’t taken a sip from.

The 7th Edition sat between them on the table like a bomb.

Caylen exhaled. “Okay. So… you wrote ‘Shadow Syndicate’ in it and it just decides to give you a GPS coordinate like it’s Google Maps for evil?”

“It wasn’t Google Maps,” she said calmly. “It was a direct response from the book itself.”

“Which is somehow worse.”

She arched a brow. “You did say you wanted answers.”

“I meant like… clues. Hints. Maybe a footnote. Not a whole… mission marker.”

Litia ignored that. She tapped a fingertip against the page. The glowing coordinate pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat.

“Caylen,” she said, quietly now, “whatever this thing is—whoever the Syndicate is—they’re planning something big. We can’t just sit around waiting to be attacked again.”

He knew she was right. He also knew he hated that she was right.

“…So we go?” Caylen asked.

Litia blinked once, surprised at how easily he said it. “You’re agreeing already?”

“No,” he muttered. “I’m still in the denial phase. Bargaining comes after. Then acceptance. Followed by my early death.”

Her lips twitched. “Drama queen.”

“Realist,” he corrected. Then hesitated. “But yeah. We should go.”

Her eyes softened—just slightly, but he caught it.

The moment didn’t last.

Litia leaned back, thoughtful. “The place is remote. Probably abandoned. Perfect for hiding anything tied to the Veil.”

“And perfect for getting jumped by more shadow-thingies.”

“If they try,” she said, lifting her chin, “we’ll handle it.”

Caylen stared at her. “Do you ever get scared?”

“Of course,” she said, tone matter-of-fact.
Then she added, “Fear just isn’t enough to stop me.”

His chest tightened at that.

Before he could respond, Neri leaned over from the booth seat beside him, stealing a piece of his muffin.

“So,” she said brightly, “when are we leaving? Because if we’re going to go running into a creepy observatory in the middle of nowhere, I’d prefer to do it before sunset. Ghosts smell fear, you know.”

Caylen blinked. “Ghosts don’t smell anything.”

“They do if they’re hungry,” she said ominously, then sipped her iced tea like that was a normal sentence.

Litia didn’t even look up. “She’s coming with us.”

Caylen groaned softly into his hands. “Of course she is.”

Neri grinned. “Family discount: I only charge half for emotional trauma.”

He looked at Litia. “Are you sure about this?”

“I trust her,” she said simply. “And I trust you.”

That last part hit him harder than any spell.

He swallowed. “Then… okay. We go.”

Litia closed the 7th Edition. The light faded. The air felt heavier.

Between them, something unspoken settled like a shared breath.

This wasn’t just following a clue.

This was the start of something bigger, something dangerous and ancient, and it was already moving toward them.

Litia stood, scarf in hand. “Finish your drink. We leave in twenty.”

Caylen scrambled after her. “Twenty?! Can’t we plan first?”

“We just did.”

“That was planning?”

“Yes,” she said, pushing the café door open. “And it went surprisingly well.”

Neri followed with a cheerful wave to the barista.
Caylen tossed money on the table, grabbed his coat, and muttered:

“I’m going to die. I’m actually going to die following this girl.”

From outside, Litia called without looking back—

“You won’t.”

And Caylen, against all logic and survival instincts, believed her.

—

The forest swallowed sound.

Branches creaked like tired bones, ice cracked softly under their boots, and the wind whispered just enough to make Caylen regret every decision that had led him here.

Neri walked ahead with the confidence of someone who would absolutely befriend a cryptid if given the chance.
Litia walked beside Caylen, scarf drawn up against the cold, eyes fixed forward with that quiet intensity she got whenever something felt wrong.

And Caylen—
Caylen kept glancing at the 7th Edition tucked under his arm, half-expecting it to start glowing again like a cursed FitBit.

“There,” Litia murmured.

The treeline broke.

The observatory rose from the clearing like a skeleton of stone and rusted steel; its dome cracked open, half-collapsed, vines threading through ancient runes carved along the walls. Snow clung to everything like frost-bitten ash.

Caylen swallowed.
“It looks… welcoming.”

“Right?” Neri said cheerfully. “Very ‘nope’ energy. Love it.”

Litia didn’t smile. Her brows furrowed, eyes scanning the structure.

“The mana here is strange,” she murmured.

“What kind of strange?” Caylen asked.

“The quiet kind.”

“That is objectively the worst kind,” he said.

They stepped closer.

The air shifted just slightly, but enough to prickle the back of Caylen’s neck. Like the atmosphere itself was holding its breath. Litia slowed, hand instinctively brushing the locket at her throat.

Neri tilted her head. “Do you guys hear humming?”

Caylen strained his ears. “I don’t hear anything.”

“That’s the point,” Litia whispered.

And then—
The ground pulsed.

Not violently. Not enough to knock them over.
But like something deep beneath the earth had stirred… and noticed them.

The observatory doors..massive slabs of weathered stone creaked.
Then slammed shut.

Hard.

The echo thundered through the clearing, scattering birds from the treetops.

Caylen froze. “Did the building just—?”

“Yes,” Litia said.

“It closed its doors on us?”

“Yes.”

“Like it knows we’re here?”

“Yes.”

“Cool,” he croaked. “Great. Love that for us.”

Before anyone could move, a sharp click sounded behind them.

All three turned.

A figure walked out from between the trees—
A tall man in a trench coat, scarf wrapped high over his mouth, eyes hidden by the reflection of his glasses.
Too clean. Too deliberate.

Too out of place.

Neri muttered, “Tourist?”
But her posture tightened.

No tourist walked into ancient magical ruins in the middle of nowhere at this time of the day.

Caylen’s heartbeat stumbled. “Uh… hello?”

The man didn’t answer.

He lifted a hand—palm out, fingers relaxed—but the mana behind it snapped to life like a struck match.

Litia stepped in front of Caylen so fast he didn’t fully register it until her arm brushed his.
“Shield,” she warned softly.

Caylen didn’t know if she meant to shield himself, or her—or both—but he braced anyway.

The man finally spoke.

His voice was quiet. Smooth.
And all wrong.

“You shouldn’t be here.”  

Litia’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?”

A faint smile tugged his scarf.

“Someone doing you a favor.”

He flicked his fingers.

A spell sharp and silver like a thrown blade cut through the air.

Caylen staggered back, instinctively raising his arms. 

Litia slammed a barrier into place..

Neri cursed and dove sideways—


The spell struck Litia’s shield with a sound like a bell cracking.

Mana rippled outward. The air rippled with it.

And the observatory reacted.

The runes carved into the stone blazed to life, one by one—
Blue. Violet. White.
A chorus of old, trembling magic awakening all at once.

The doors that had slammed shut now glowed with a faint, cold light.

The man stared at them, unreadable behind his glasses.

“You’re too early,” he murmured. “Far too early.”

He raised his hand again—this time not with a spell, but almost sorrowfully—

“Turn back.”

Litia stepped forward, eyes blazing.

“No.”

The air cracked.

This time, it seemed the observatory itself answered—
With a deep, ancient groan that shook frost from the trees.

Something was waking inside.

Something old.
Something aware.
Something watching them.

And the stranger took a single step back, 
as if whatever stirred inside frightened even him.

He whispered one last thing:

“Then I’m sorry.”

And vanished.

Just—
vanished.
Like the forest swallowed him whole.

Snowflakes drifted where he’d been standing.

Caylen exhaled shakily. “Okay,” he said faintly. “So… the observatory’s alive, the doors are sealed, and a mysterious dude in horror-movie glasses just threatened us and disappeared.”

Neri snorted. “At least he was polite about it.”

Litia didn’t look away from the glowing doors.

“We’re not turning back.”

Her voice was quiet. Firm.

Caylen nodded—even though every survival instinct he had was screaming to run.
“Then… how do we get inside?”

Litia stepped closer, eyes narrowing at the runes now lit across the stone.

“The observatory doesn’t want us to enter,” she said.

Then her expression shifted.

“But it’s not trying to keep something out.”

Caylen swallowed. “Then what?”

She touched the door.

“It’s trying to keep something in.”

---

The wind clawed across the ridge, lifting snow in thin spirals around their feet.
Caylen stepped beside Litia, staring at the faintly glowing runes. They pulsed like a heartbeat.

Thrum.
Thrum.
Thrum.

“Okay,” Caylen murmured. “So… that’s not ominous at all.”

Neri snorted behind him. “Please. I’ve seen creepier bathrooms.”

But even she fell quiet when the runes shifted, rearranging really, sliding across the stone like something alive.

Caylen felt the hairs on his arms lift.

“Is that normal?” he asked.

“No,” Litia said. “Ancient structures don’t just change willingly. Something inside knows we’re here.”

Greaaat.

Fantastic.

Exactly what he needed.

“How do we get in though?” he asked.

Litia crouched, brushing her fingers over the lowest rune. It flickered, reacting to her touch, then snapped back like a startled creature.

She frowned. “It’s warded. Not against us specifically… but against anything that isn’t recognized.”

“And we’re not recognized?” Caylen asked.

“We’re not… yet.”

Her fingers closed around her mother’s locket.

The stone door vibrated.

Neri stepped back. “Uh. You’re poking the ancient “death” building. Should we—?”

Too late.

The runes blazed suddenly, white-gold.
Wind roared outward as if the observatory inhaled.
Litia stood firm, eyes sharp, shoulders squared.

“It’s reading us,” she said. “Testing if we’re intruders.”

Caylen’s stomach dropped. “And if it decides we are—”

“It’ll kill us,” Neri finished cheerfully.
“Painfully, probably. Lots of screaming.”

“Why thank you for the reassuring commentary,” Caylen muttered. “Very helpful.”

The runes surged.

A circle of light formed beneath their feet.
Caylen felt something brush the back of his mind…cold, ancient, and distinctly unimpressed.

Then—
Litia inhaled sharply.

“Hold on.”

The light vanished.

The door… unstuck.

Every rune dimmed at once, a great exhale of long-sleeping stone. The slabs shifted, ancient gears grinding, and the entrance opened into a wide, dark chamber.

A cold draft rolled out—thick with dust, mana, and something that felt like regret.

“It recognizes you,” Caylen whispered.

Litia nodded once, unreadable. “Not me.”
She touched the locket again.
“Her.”

A chill crawled down Caylen’s spine.

Neri peered inside, hands on hips. “Welp. Door’s open. Whatever’s in there is awake and annoyed. Might as well go traumatize ourselves.”

Caylen shot her a look. “Why are you excited about this?”

She grinned. “Because this is what stories are made of, babe.”

“Don’t call me babe.”

“Oh, I absolutely will.”

Litia stepped past them both, lantern crystal in hand.

“Stay close,” she said softly. “Watch your footing. And don’t touch anything unless I say.”

Caylen swallowed and followed.

The moment they crossed the threshold—
The door slammed shut behind them.

There was no switch.
No visible mechanism.
No opening.

Just the sound of the stone door locking them in.


---

The floor shifted.

Not physically exactly..

Perceptually.

Caylen blinked, and the world dissolved into darkness.

“Litia?” he called.

Nothing answered.

The cold bit deeper. A familiar rot scented the air.
Too familiar.

No.
Not here.
Not again.

The darkness peeled open, revealing marble floors cracked by impact.
Broken chandeliers.
Shattered crystal.
Blood smeared across polished walls.

The Winter Ball.

His stomach twisted.
He tried to back away, but his feet were rooted.

“No—no, this isn’t—”

A scream tore through the hall.

Litia’s voice.

He spun.
She was there—
Crashing to her knees, reaching for him.

“Caylen!”

He bolted toward her—

—and slammed into something invisible.

An invisible wall.
A cage.
A binding.

He shoved at it, claws of panic digging into his ribs.

“Let me through—LET ME—”

Her eyes lifted to his.
Not accusing.
Worse.

Disappointed.

“You weren’t there,” she whispered.

He felt something crack inside him.

“This isn’t real,” he said. “Litia, this isn’t you—”

But the hall shifted again.

Now it was his sister.
Her hand outstretched.
A shadow looming behind her.

Then Violet—blood running down his cheek.
Alessia calling for help.
Will struggling to breathe.

Everyone he cared about.

And Caylen couldn’t move.

Couldn’t act.

Couldn’t stop it.

His chest constricted, breaths coming sharp and shallow.

“I’m trying!” he choked. “I’m trying, I’m trying—please—please—”

The darkness answered.

“Trying isn’t enough.”

His knees buckled.

A familiar whisper cut through—

Soft. Sharp.
Real.

“Caylen.”

His heart lurched.

“Caylen,” Litia said again—her true voice this time.

Not an illusion.

Not the projection.

Close.
Just beyond the dark.

“Move.”

He shook his head. “I can’t—”

“You can.”

“I’m not strong enough—”

“Then borrow mine.”

The cage trembled.
Caylen looked up.

And something…something quiet and buried, rose in his chest.

Not anger.
Not fear.

Defiance.

The same spark he’d felt when he faced down the attacker at the ball.
The same one he felt every time someone threatened someone he cared about.

He braced his hands against the invisible wall.

“You don’t get to choose what I am,” he whispered.

Cracks splintered through the illusion.

“I do.”

Light surged through his veins.
He shoved—

—and the barrier SHATTERED.

The ballroom dissolved, disintegrating like ash.

Voices faded

Blood vanished.

Pain evaporated.

He stood alone in a circular chamber of the observatory, chest heaving, sweat on his brow.

Litia appeared beside him, breathless.
Real.

She touched his cheek.

“You did it,” she whispered.

He let out a shaking laugh.
“I wasn’t going to let some nightmare tell me who I am.”

“Good,” she said softly. “Because it has no right.”

The trial sigil beneath his feet glowed.

CAYLEN: PASSED.


—

The sigil on the floor dimmed, fading from gold to a low, pulse-like ember.
Caylen drew in a slow breath, still shaking at the edges. He turned to Litia.

“You… did you see anything?” he asked. “Something like—what I saw?”

Litia’s expression shuttered instantly, a tiny flicker in her eyes.
Not fear.

Recognition.

“No,” she said. “Not like yours.”
Her gaze drifted around the dim chamber. “When I stepped in… everything went dark. Completely. And—”

She hesitated.

“And?” Caylen pressed.

“I could feel both of you near me,” she said slowly, “your mana signatures—faint, but there. And then suddenly… nothing. Like the Veil itself tried to pull me apart from you.”

A chill crept down Caylen’s spine.

“So we got separated,” he murmured. “Neri’s probably stuck in her own Trial.”

“We should go look for her,” Litia said immediately. She turned toward the archway leading deeper into the observatory. “If the building is structured symmetrically, the chambers might loop—”

She stopped.

Her breath hitched.

“Litia?” Caylen stepped closer. “Hey—what’s wrong?”

She didn’t answer.

A sharp, metallic sound cut the air—
clang
clang
clang

Then Litia’s knees buckled.

Her hands flew to her temples as if someone had driven a spike through her skull.

“Litia!” Caylen grabbed her shoulders. “Talk to me—what’s happening?”

But his voice felt distant.
Echoing.
Underwater.

Litia’s breaths turned shallow, ragged.

“Caylen—” she choked out, “I—can’t—”

Her pupils blew wide.
The air around her wavered—warping.
The temperature dropped a full ten degrees.

“Stay with me,” Caylen begged. “Litia—look at me.”

She tried.

For half a second, her gaze met his—

And then her vision shattered.

Literally.

Light fractured around her like breaking glass, forming a whirl of shimmering, razor-thin shards.

Caylen’s grip slipped straight through her.
Through empty air.

“LITIA!”

Her body dissolved into light—
pulled backward, swallowed by the glowing sigils igniting beneath her feet.

The chamber went silent.

Caylen reached toward the space where she’d been, heart slamming against his ribs.

“Litia…”

The floor trembled once.

Then the sigils pulsed—

LITIA ZILFORD — TRIAL INITIATED




Chapter 20..?

Darkness.

Not emptiness.

A single presence.

Thick.

Heavy.

Cold as the deepest part of the Veil.

Litia floated—or fell—she couldn't tell which. There was no up, no down. Only whispering light drifting past like torn ribbons.

Her fingertips tingled.

Her chest tightened.

And beneath it all…

A heartbeat that wasn’t hers.

thum—
thum—
thum—

A voice followed, quiet as a dying spark:

“You will inherit what she could not finish.”

Litia’s lungs seized.

“No,” she rasped. “Not this—”

Light exploded.

And suddenly—

She was standing on a stone balcony overlooking a burning city.

The sky raged violet.
The ground cracked with veins of molten gold.

And at the center of it all stood a woman with dark hair whipping in the storm, her back turned—

Litia’s breath caught.

She knew that silhouette.

She had seen it in dreams.
In reflections that weren’t hers.
In the quiet corners of her mind.

Zephyria Iridessa.

And this wasn’t just a memory.

This was a moment carved into Litia’s blood.

Zephyria turned.

Her eyes—Litia’s eyes—locked onto her.

Pain lanced through Litia’s skull.

Her Trial had begun.


—

The world steadied just long enough for her to breathe—
and then tore open.
Heat slammed into her skin, dry and biting.
Wind howled like something wounded.
Ash drifted from a sky carved in violent purple.
Litia staggered backward until her spine hit stone.
A balcony.
A massive one—cracked, rimmed with runes older than any language she knew. The air trembled with raw magic, thick enough to taste.
And below—
Cities burning.
Great towers split open like broken lanterns. Giant silhouettes—metallic, monstrous—moved through the smoke. The sky pulsed with sigils the size of continents.
A war.
Not a memory from her studies.
Not Arcane’s illusions.
Something older.
Something hers.
Her breath trembled. “No… this isn’t real…”
A voice drifted to her, soft and steady:
“It wasn’t supposed to end this way.”
Litia froze.
At the far end of the balcony, a woman stood with her back turned—
tall, dark hair braided in silver rings, robes fluttering like torn constellations.
Litia’s heart stopped.
Zephyria Iridessa.
The Last Starborn.
The woman who died at twenty-three in a war the world tried to forget.
The ancestor whose blood pulsed quietly, stubbornly, unbearably inside her.
The woman turned.
And Litia felt like she was staring into a mirror reflected across a thousand years.
The same narrow jaw.
The same storm-colored eyes.
The same aura—quiet, sharp, unyielding.
But Zephyria’s gaze held something else.
Grief deep enough to drown in.
“You came too late,” Zephyria whispered.
Litia’s lips parted. “…What?”
The balcony trembled under their feet. Sigils cracked like glass. Screams echoed from far below—human, inhuman, impossible.
Zephyria stepped closer.
Every footstep pushed weight into the world, bending it, warping the air, like reality wasn’t sure it could contain her.
“You shouldn’t be here yet,” she said.
Litia backed up instinctively, even though something inside her was drawn to her, like metal to a magnet.
“I didn’t choose this,” Litia said, voice breaking. “The observatory…it dragged me in.”
A ghost of a smile touched Zephyria’s face.
“No. You called it.”
Litia’s pulse jumped.
“No, I—”
“You were born with the Echo,” Zephyria continued, eyes glowing with old light. “Our memories imprint on your line. Our power, too. Fractured, sleeping. Waiting.”
Her expression hardened.
“Tell me… has the world already begun to fall again?”
Litia flinched at the phrasing. “I—no, not fall, but—there’s an organization. The Shadow Syndicate. They’re after something. After us. After—”
Zephyria’s face darkened with a recognition Litia didn’t understand.
“The shadows survived,” she murmured. “Even after we broke them. Even after they devoured kingdoms.”
Litia’s stomach twisted. “Zephyria—what are they? What did they want from you? From us?”
Zephyria looked out at the burning horizon.
“Everything.”
Then she turned back to Litia, and her expression sharpened like a blade.
“This Trial is not memory,” she said. “It is inheritance.”
The ground shook.
Flames surged upward.
And suddenly the balcony began collapsing—stone shaking apart, pieces falling into a roaring void below.
Zephyria reached out, hand glowing like molten starlight.
“Litia,” she said—not as a name.
As a truth.
As a claim.
Litia’s lungs stuttered.
“You asked what I feared most?” Zephyria whispered. “It was not dying.”
The ruins crumbled around them.
The sky split open.
Something vast screamed across the horizon.
“It was knowing that someone like you would be born into the aftermath.”
Litia felt her knees weaken.
Zephyria stepped closer, and with a voice that shook the world, she said:
“Then listen well. The shadows do not want your power. They want your name.”
Light detonated.
Litia’s mind splintered—
—and her Trial dragged her under once more.

—-
Zephyria’s words echo. 
The darkness split.
Not with light—but with memory.
Litia gasped as the world lurched beneath her feet, the frost-covered floor of the observatory dissolving into marble, polished smooth by centuries. She stumbled forward, bracing a hand on a stone balustrade—
—and froze.
She knew this balcony.
Not from her own life.
From Zephyria’s.
Blue fire burned along the horizon, storms rolling like creatures across a shattered sky. A battle raged far below—flashes of golden shields, ruptures of mana tearing the ground apart. The air tasted of iron, ozone, and an ending.
Litia’s heartbeat wasn’t her own.
It thundered in her chest—older, calmer, infinitely steadier.
Zephyria’s.
A soft footstep behind her.
Litia turned.
A figure stood there, tall and composed despite the tremors shaking the citadel. Clad in layered robes of deep, dusk-grey fabric—ancient cut, ceremonial, unmistakably belonging to no faction Litia recognized. A half-mask of black porcelain obscured their face, carved with intricate sigils that shifted like ink in water.
Power radiated off them—controlled, quiet, devastating.
Litia’s breath caught.
But it wasn’t her emotion.
It was Zephyria’s—sharp, aching, held on a tight leash.
The masked figure stepped to the balustrade beside her. Not too close. Not touching. But near enough that the space between them hummed with something tense, unspoken.
Their voice, when it came, was low, smooth and steady, carrying a weight of old promises.
“This is the last clear night we’ll have before the breach.”
Litia—Zephyria—did not look at them.
She couldn’t. The ache in her chest was too loud.
Zephyria’s voice slipped past Litia’s lips.
Soft. Controlled.
Worn.
“You shouldn’t be here.”
A faint huff of breath—almost a laugh.
Almost.:
“You’ve told me that every time.”
A distant explosion shook the balcony. Dust rained from stone. Neither of them moved.
Zephyria’s fingers tightened around the balustrade. Litia felt the phantom sting—nails cutting into stone, power brimming just below the surface.
“The Council won’t forgive your sect for intervening again.”
A pause.
Then, quietly:
“Your Council can damn me and mine however it sees fit. You asked for my support. You have it.”
The words hit Litia like a fist.
Not because of the loyalty behind them—
but because of the emotion Zephyria choked down immediately afterward.
Longing.
Grief, pre-formed.
The terror of losing someone she had never been allowed to want.
The masked figure turned toward her—not touching, but close enough that Litia felt the warmth of their presence ripple against Zephyria’s skin.
They lifted a hand.
Stopped.
Hovering barely inches from her cheek.
A gesture that meant:
I want to.
I shouldn’t.
I won’t be the thing that breaks you.
Zephyria swallowed.
Litia felt it.
“You could still walk away.”
The masked figure actually laughed this time—a soft, disbelieving sound.
“I never have.”
The tenderness in their tone was so quiet it hurt. Never mind the words left unspoken in the air. 
Before Litia could process it—before she could even wonder who this person was to Zephyria—alarms blared in the distance. The sky split with a crack of shadowed lightning.
The masked figure turned toward the chaos, jaw set.
Masked Figure:
“It’s begun.”
They finally—finally—looked at her fully.
And for the first time, Litia felt something that wasn’t Zephyria’s emotion but her own:
Recognition.
Not of identity.
But of importance.
This masked person had mattered.
Not to history.
Not to the war.
But to Zephyria.
Deeply.
Their next words were almost a whisper, nearly stolen by the rising storm:
“Whatever happens after this… remember: you don’t face it alone.”
Zephyria’s breath hitched—
—and the world shattered.
The balcony dissolved.
The sky broke.
The ground vanished beneath Litia’s feet—
—and she fell, screaming, back into her own body.


The world snapped back in a violent rush.
Litia’s knees buckled.
Caylen caught her before she hit the stone.
“Litia—hey—LITIA—look at me—come on—”
Her eyes were unfocused, breaths sharp and shallow like she’d sprinted miles. She tore her hands from her head, palms trembling, pupils wide and glassy in the dim blue glow of the observatory’s runes.
“Litia, what happened? Talk to me.”
But she didn’t seem to hear him.
Her gaze darted wildly to the ceiling, to the cracked floor, to the curve of the ruined dome—
as if she was still seeing something else overlaid on top of it.
As if she was in two worlds at once.
Caylen tightened his hold.
“Hey—hey. Breathe. You’re here. You’re with me.”
Something flickered in her eyes at that—recognition breaking through the fog.
Her voice came out hoarse. 
“…Caylen?”
Relief nearly knocked him over.
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here. God, you scared me.”
She exhaled shakily, chest heaving once, twice—
and then folded forward, forehead pressing briefly into his shoulder.
Not a collapse.
Not weakness.
Just grounding.
Caylen froze, arms instinctively moving to hold her more securely.
But after a second, she pushed away just enough to see his face—her expression raw, too open, too shaken.
“It wasn’t an illusion.”
Caylen blinked.
“What?”
Her fingers curled into the fabric of her coat, knuckles white.
“It wasn’t my fear. It wasn’t a nightmare. It was…a memory. Her memory.”
Zephyria’s.
Caylen’s stomach dropped.
Before he could speak, a distant crack echoed through the observatory—a sound like stone shifting under pressure.
Both their heads whipped up just as a doorway of shimmering light opened near the far arch.
Neri stumbled out.
Her hair was tangled, her coat half burned along the sleeve, one cheek smeared with soot. She looked as if she’d sprinted through a battlefield of trip wires, curses, and bad decisions.
She pointed a shaky finger at the collapsing doorway behind her.
“Okay. First of all? Screw this building. Second—did either of you fight, like, a forty-foot guilt demon? Because I’m… I’m pretty sure that thing called me ‘disappointment’ in five languages.”
Caylen let out a strangled breath he wasn’t sure was a laugh or a wheeze.
But Litia didn’t answer.
She stood very still, eyes half-focused—not on Neri, not on Caylen, but somewhere far beyond them.
Her fingers still trembled faintly.
Neri noticed.
Her joking expression softened.
“Hey. You good?”
Litia didn’t answer right away.
Because she could still feel it—
Zephyria’s emotions clinging to her ribs like smoke:
The restrained longing.
The grief coiled before it had a chance to bloom.
The weight of responsibility crushing every breath.
The knowledge that the masked figure beside her had mattered in a way that broke rules and would break hearts.
Litia blinked hard, grounding herself.
“I saw something… important.”
Caylen stepped closer again, lowering his voice.
“Then tell us.”
She met his eyes—and for once, she looked young.
Not the reincarnation of the strongest mage who ever lived.
Not the girl who fought shadow creatures in parking lots.
Just Litia.
Shaken.
Human.
Trying to understand a life that wasn’t hers yet still lived inside her bones.
“It was Zephyria. And someone with her. Someone… important. I don’t know who. But the observatory wanted me to see it.”
She hesitated—
Then, barely above a whisper:
“And somehow, I can still feel what she felt.”
Caylen’s breath caught.
He didn’t touch her—not yet—but the urge to was immediate and fierce.
“I’m here,” he said softly. “We’ll figure it out. Whatever it is, we’ll handle it together.”
Litia’s eyes flickered, something easing in her posture.
Before anyone could say more, the observatory floor beneath them pulsed—
a low, ancient hum rising from the runes like a heartbeat awakening.
Neri’s eyebrows shot up.
“Oh great. Round two. Because this place wasn’t traumatizing enough.”
Litia stepped closer to Caylen, voice steady now—quiet, but returning to herself.
“No.
This isn’t part of the trial.”
The runes brightened.
A sigil lit beneath their feet.
Caylen swallowed.
“Then what is it?”
Litia lifted her gaze toward the center of the dome.
“It’s the observatory.
It’s reacting to me.”
—
The humming deepened.
The runes under their feet brightened until the air itself seemed to vibrate. Dust shivered loose from the rafters, drifting through shafts of pale light like falling embers.
Neri straightened slowly, eyes wide.
“…okay,” she murmured. “This is officially above my pay grade.”
Caylen stepped instinctively in front of Litia—only to realize she was already moving past him, toward the center of the dome. As though she was..
Drawn to it.
Called.
“Litia,” he said quietly. “Are you sure—”
She nodded once without hesitation.
“It’s not threatening us. It’s… waiting.”
The floor split open.
Not physically but with light. A circular ring of intricate sigils ignited, shifting and rotating like gears made of starlight. They spiraled upward, forming a hovering sphere of woven glyphs; an ancient, intricate language older than any modern script.
Caylen felt his breath catch.
It was beautiful.
And terrifying.
Litia’s eyes widened, something like recognition flickering in their depths.
“…these aren’t just runes. They’re encoded.”
Neri frowned. “Like… a magical puzzle?”
Litia shook her head.
“No. Like a message. Left for… for me. For her heir.”
She didn’t say Zephyria’s name.
She didn’t need to.
The sphere pulsed in response.
One sigil broke free from the spinning script, glowing sharply before pressing itself into Litia’s palm.
She winced but didn’t pull away.
Caylen moved closer. “Litia—”
“It’s fine. I think it wants to show me something.”
Her voice trembled at the edges.
Not with fear.
With awe.
The sigils rearranged again, faster, forming coherent phrases—if “coherent” applied to something that looked like constellations collapsing into letters.
Litia’s brows furrowed deeply as she tried to translate.
Neri hovered beside Caylen, whispering, “Is it just me or does this feel like we’re standing inside someone’s dying will?”
Caylen didn’t answer.
He was watching Litia.
Her expression tightened; confusion, frustration, fear, then determination all flickering through her like shifts in the wind.
Finally, she exhaled.
“It’s… fragmented. Broken. Like part of the message degraded over time.”
Caylen asked softly, “But you understood some of it?”
She nodded slowly.
“Three things.”
The sphere dimmed slightly, as if waiting for her to speak.
“First… it warns that the veil is thinning. Faster than expected.”
Caylen’s stomach twisted.
Shadow Syndicate.
The attack.
The creature that knew his name.
None of it felt random anymore.
“Second… something called the Astral Convergence is approaching.”
Neri raised both eyebrows. “That sounds like either a magical event or a very pretentious band name.”
Litia didn’t smile.
“It’s not good. That I know.”
The sphere brightened sharply—Litia flinched—and then dimmed to a soft pulse.
“And the third thing?”
She swallowed.
When she spoke, her voice was barely above a whisper.
“There’s… another place we have to go.”
Caylen waited.
Litia didn’t look at him.
She stared at the spinning sphere of glyphs as if afraid the answer might vanish if she blinked.
“It’s an instruction. A directive.
“But the location is hidden. Encrypted inside three sigils that won’t unlock until…”
She hesitated.
“Until something else happens.”
Neri crossed her arms. “Until what?”
Litia closed her hand around the glowing sigil, her palm faintly smoking.
Her voice dropped.
“Until the heir proves they’re ready.”
Silence crashed over the room.
Even the observatory seemed to hold its breath.
Caylen stepped closer again, his hand brushing her arm before he could second-guess the instinct.
“Litia,” he said gently.
“You’re shaking.”
Her breath stuttered—only once—but he caught it.
She didn’t meet his eyes.
“I can still feel her, Caylen. Zephyria. Her fear. Her resolve.”
She swallowed hard.
“And the masked one beside her… whoever they were—they mattered. More than she ever allowed herself to admit.”
Caylen’s chest tightened.
He reached for her hand this time—and she let him take it.
“You’re not her. And you don’t have to do this alone.”
Her fingers curled around his—small, cold, desperate in a way she would never admit aloud.
“I know,” she lied. 
The sphere of sigils flickered—once, twice—then collapsed inward like a star imploding, turning into a single glowing thread of light that shot straight into the floor’s central rune.
The observatory fell completely silent.
Neri let out a long, unsteady breath.
“Welp,” she whispered, “that was horrifying and mystical and emotionally scarring. So… Tuesday.”
Caylen didn’t laugh.
He was too busy looking at Litia.
Her expression was drawn, haunted—
But determined.
Resolute.
“We have a clue. Not enough to act on yet… but enough to know the Syndicate is ahead of us.”
She lifted her gaze toward the dome, where frost glittered like stardust.
“And enough to know Zephyria started something I’m meant to finish.”
Caylen’s voice was quiet.
“But not alone.”
Her answer was immediate.
“No. Not alone.”
The observatory lights dimmed.
The trials were over.
But something far older had just begun.
—
The walk back to Caylen’s house was mostly quiet.
Not the uneasy kind, just the kind that settled over people who had seen too much in too little time. Snow muffled their steps. Streetlights flickered weakly as if sensitive to the residue of magic still clinging to their clothes.
When they finally stepped inside, Caylen’s home felt warmer than it ever had.
Safe.
Normal.
Human.
His mom and sister were already asleep, which was probably a blessing; none of them looked presentable enough to explain anything.
Neri collapsed dramatically onto the couch.
“My legs no longer function. Please bury me here.”
Caylen snorted. “You’re being dramatic.”
She popped one eye open. “No, I’m being traumatized. There is a difference.”
Litia exhaled, rubbing her temples. “She’s not wrong.”
Caylen’s expression softened. “You okay?”
She nodded.
She didn’t elaborate, and he didn’t push.
After a few minutes of collecting themselves, Litia spoke first.
“I should head home.”
Caylen blinked. “…Now?”
“My dad’s probably panicking,” she said, checking her phone. “And I promised I’d return the ‘normal way’.”
Neri sat up, stretching. “Same. My dad is going to lecture me into early retirement.”
Caylen rubbed the back of his neck. “I can—uh—help you get home, Litia…or Neri, if you need—”
Neri grinned, standing.
“Please. Sweetheart, I’ve got my own tricks.”
Caylen opened his mouth to ask what tricks, then decided he didn’t actually want to know.
Before leaving, she paused between them.
“You two better keep me in the loop next time.
Because clearly, you attract chaos like moths to fire.”
“We don’t—” Cayley started. 
Neri raised a hand. “You do.”
Then she leaned in, whispering something into Caylen’s ear.
His face turned red. Instantly.
Litia raised an eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”
Caylen sputtered. “N-No! She just—she said—nothing! It was nothing!”
Neri winked at Litia.
“This one is fun to tease. You chose well.”
Litia blinked, cocking her head slightly. “I didn’t choose—”
But Neri was already fading into the hallway, shimmering with faint residual magic.
“Team-up soon, yeah?” she called.
Then she slipped out the door—and was gone.
Only once Neri was gone did Caylen realize Litia was watching him.
Amused.
“Are you done combusting?” she asked dryly.
He buried his face in his hands. “I hate her.”
“Careful. She is my family, no matter how annoying she might be.”
“Fine,” he grumbled. “I’m…like…60% fond of her.”
“That’s generous.”
He shot her a look.
She didn’t hide her smirk.
Then it faded, replaced by something much softer.
“…I should really get going.”
Caylen straightened. “I’ll take you to the airport.”
She raised an eyebrow, bemused. “Caylen, after everything we’ve been through, I think I can handle going to the airport. I’m a big girl.”
“I know,” he said. “Doesn’t mean I can’t walk you.”
She hesitated at his tenacious expression and he could see it.
That split-second of reflexive protest…
followed by quiet appreciation.
“…Fine,” she said. “If it’ll make you feel better.”
And if it made her feel better too, she never admitted it.

Litia booked her flight on her phone while Caylen grabbed his coat.
They walked together through the chilly night, their matching exhaustion doing most of the talking for them.
At the terminal entrance, Litia stopped.
“Caylen.”
He met her eyes.
“I meant what I said earlier,” she said quietly.
“About the promise. And about keeping you safe.”
He swallowed.
“Yeah,” he said softly. “Me too.”
Then—for the second time—she reached forward and touched his face lightly, checking for injuries even though he had none left.
Her thumb lingered near his cheekbone.
“Don’t get attacked while I’m gone,” she murmured.
“I’ll do my best.”
She stepped back, gave him a final small wave, and turned toward the security gate.
He watched her until she disappeared behind the line of travelers.
His chest felt…lighter.
And heavier.
All at once.

The house was silent when he returned.
Too silent.
Caylen tossed his jacket aside, kicked off his shoes, and sat on the couch—
When the crystal in his pocket pulsed.
He froze.
Pulled it out.
It flickered erratically—
then projected a faint, glitching shimmer of violet light.
A distorted voice came through:
“—tia? Cay—en? Can—hear—me?”
His heart lurched.
“Violet?” Caylen leaned forward. “Violet, where are you?”
The connection crackled violently.
“A—ack… not over. Synd—te… moving fa—er… don’t—trust—”
Caylen’s blood ran cold.
“Violet, hello? Try again—I can’t hear you—”
“Tell… Litia—she must—”
Static exploded.
The crystal dimmed.
Then went dead.
Caylen sat frozen, staring at it.
“…what the hell.”
Everything in him screamed that this wasn’t over.
Not even close.


Chapter..?(I really need to keep track of the chapters) 
Caylen woke to the soft hum of morning settling into the house.
Light filtered through the thin curtains, pale and unassuming, like the world hadn’t almost cracked open the night before. His ceiling stared back at him—unchanged, unremarkable—and for a few seconds, he let himself believe everything was normal.
Then his chest tightened.
Violet.
The last message replayed in his head uninvited. Fragmented. Rushed. Violet trying to sound calm and failing in a way only someone very good at pretending ever did.
What did Violet mean for him to tell Litia? 
He should probably focus on how he could help and not obsessing over the problem. 
Caylen huffed softly and pushed himself upright. “Too late for that,” he muttered.
His phone lay on the bedside table. No new notifications. No missed calls. No confirmation that Litia had made it home either.
He told himself—firmly—that she was fine. 
Litia will make it home safely.  
Still, the unease lingered, thin and persistent, following him through his morning routine. Brushing his teeth. Pulling on a hoodie. Standing in the kitchen while the kettle heated, staring at nothing.
That was when the newspaper rustled.
Caylen blinked and looked down.
It had been folded neatly on the counter, yesterday’s headline still visible. He frowned. He was sure he hadn’t touched it.
The paper shifted again—ink bleeding, letters rearranging themselves with a soft shimmer, like water disturbed by wind.
A new headline settled into place.
AERIS VALEN RESPONDS TO THE COUNCIL OF SEVEN’S POSITION ON RECENT ATTACKS
Caylen’s stomach dropped.
Slowly, he set his mug down and leaned closer.
Aeris Valen.
He knew that name.
Anyone remotely connected to the mage world did. The only council member appointed in this century. Young. Brilliant. Untouchable. The Air Mage. The Skybreaker.
His gaze skimmed the subheading.
—Statement issued from the Kingdom of Caelora following last night’s events
His breath caught.
Caelora.
Recognition hit him a second later, sharp and unmistakable. Violet’s city. Violet’s home. The place he’d spoken about so casually during their training sessions, as if it weren’t suspended above the clouds and woven into layers of magic most people lived out their entire lives without seeing.
Caylen read on.
“The Council of Seven acknowledges the disturbances reported are within Caelora’s jurisdiction, and therefore mine. Current investigations indicate a contained threat, limited in scope and impact.”
Contained.
Limited.
Caylen’s jaw tightened.
“There is no evidence, at this time, to suggest escalation beyond isolated targets. Civilian safety remains uncompromised.”
Aeris Valen’s words were precise, stripped of emotion, arranged like facts on a board. Caylen could almost hear the voice behind them, not that he ever had—cool, distant, analytical.
“Caelora’s wards remain intact. The skies are stable.”
That line made his skin prickle.
Stable skies.
Only someone who commanded them would speak like that.
Caylen swallowed and kept reading.
“As one dubbed ‘The Skybreaker’, I assure you: the winds report no omen of war.”
There it was.
The nickname wasn’t explained. It didn’t need to be. In the mage world, titles like that carried weight all on their own—earned, not given.
Caylen exhaled slowly.
If Aeris Valen was involved… then this was bigger than anyone was saying. Bigger than “isolated targets.” Bigger than Violet just happening to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.
He folded the paper back down, fingers tightening around the edges.
“Liar,” he murmured—not angrily, but with a quiet certainty that surprised him.
Because Caylen knew one thing for sure.
If the skies were truly stable, Violet would have answered by now.
And somewhere—high above the clouds of Caelora, or deep beneath layers of truth carefully curated for the public—perhaps the wind was holding its breath.
◆◆◆
Litia found her father in the kitchen.
Not pacing. Not waiting.
Just sitting at the small wooden table, hands wrapped around a mug that had long since gone cold.
He looked up when she entered, relief flashing across his face so quickly it almost hurt to see.
“You’re late,” he said.
Not Where were you?
Not Are you hurt?
Just that.
“I know,” Litia replied softly. She slipped her coat off, hung it by the door. Everything felt too loud — the click of the hanger, the hum of the fridge, the way the floor creaked under her weight.
Her father studied her for a moment longer than usual.
“You’re alright,” he said finally. It wasn’t a question.
She nodded. “Yeah.”
A lie, but not a dangerous one.
He exhaled, long and slow, as if he’d been holding his breath since the moment she left.
“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair across from him.
She did.
For a while, neither of them spoke.
Then, quietly, he said,
“You scared me.”
That was worse than anger would’ve been.
“I’m sorry,” Litia murmured.
“I know.” His fingers tightened slightly around the mug. “You always are.”
He hesitated. Then, as if bracing himself:
“Did something… happen?”
Litia swallowed. She thought of the observatory. Of Zephyria’s voice echoing through her bones. Of memories that weren’t hers pressing against her thoughts even now.
“Yes,” she said honestly. “But not in the way you think.”
Her father closed his eyes for a moment.
“I was afraid of this day,” he admitted. “Not because of magic. But because of what it drags along behind it.”
He opened his eyes again, gaze steady but tired.
“Your mother knew things she was never meant to carry alone.”
Litia’s breath caught.
“You’ve never talked about her like that before,” she said.
He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Because every time I did, it felt like I was betraying her. Or you. Or both.”
He leaned back in his chair.
“Lyra wasn’t reckless,” he continued. “She wasn’t part of… any groups, any movements. She didn’t go looking for trouble.”
Litia listened. Didn’t interrupt.
“Your uncle did.”
There it was.
The name he almost never spoke aloud.
“Lucen,” her father said, jaw tightening. “He was brilliant. Too brilliant. And he believed knowledge should never be feared.”
His eyes hardened.
“I disagreed. It's no wonder we never saw eye to eye.”
Litia could hear it now — not hatred, exactly. Something closer to old resentment layered over grief.
“When things began to unravel,” he went on, “he told her things. Things I didn’t understand at the time. Things I still don’t fully understand.”
His voice dropped.
“And once you know something like that… you can’t unknow it.”
Litia’s fingers curled into her lap.
“After she died,” her father said quietly, “these people asked questions no grieving husband should ever have to answer.”
Her heart clenched.
“They didn’t accuse me,” he added. “They never do. They just… listened. And watched… Waited.”
He met her eyes then.
“I wasn’t afraid of magic, Litia.”
She felt the weight of his next words before he even said them.
“I was afraid of inheritance.”
Silence stretched between them.
Finally, she whispered, “Did she choose me?”
Her father’s expression shattered — just a little.
“Yes,” he said. No hesitation. No doubt.
“She chose you. Without regret.”
His voice broke, just barely.
“And I loved her enough to let her.”
Litia stood slowly and crossed the room. She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her forehead to his shoulder.
For a moment, he was still.
Then he held her back — tight, grounding, human.
“You are not her burden,” he murmured. “And you are not his legacy.”
She nodded against him, even though part of her knew that wasn’t entirely true.
Not anymore.


Chapter (20 perhaps? I really need to count)
Winter break didn’t end so much as it thinned out.
The days after Litia left blurred together into something quiet and almost aggressively ordinary. Snow fell. Melted. Fell again. Caylen went on walks he didn’t need, trained when he couldn’t sleep, and pretended not to notice the way Corbexis hummed more often now—low and restless, like a thought it couldn’t finish.
The dreams came anyway.
They weren’t visions. Not exactly. Just fragments: high places, wind tearing at his ears, a pressure in his chest that felt like standing on the edge of something vast. Sometimes he woke with the taste of metal in his mouth. Sometimes with his hand clenched around the pendant like it might disappear if he let go.
Nothing happened, he told himself.
Or at least nothing he could explain to Litia without sounding ridiculous.
And then winter break was over.
School snapped back into existence with all the enthusiasm of a thing that had never known danger. Hallways buzzed. People laughed too loudly. Someone had already slipped on the front steps and turned it into a story worth retelling three times before lunch.
Caylen watched it all with a strange, distant irritation.
It wasn’t that he begrudged them their happiness. Not exactly. It was just… disorienting. How easily the world resumed. How quickly fear lost its teeth when it wasn’t standing right in front of you anymore.
Caelora was already fading into rumor.
He heard it in fragments as he passed clusters of students.
“It wasn’t even that bad—” “My cousin said the Council handled it in like, a day.” “Pretty sure it was a gas explosion, not magic.” “Shadow something? Sounds fake.”
He kept walking.
From a young age, Caylen had learned the difference between knowing something and feeling it. You could know the ground was solid and still brace yourself every time you stepped. You could know danger had passed and still feel it lingering, coiled and patient.
He’d never really had the luxury of forgetting.
His father left when he was young enough that memory blurred into absence. His mother did her best, but best didn’t always mean steady. Caylen learned early how to watch, how to listen, how to be older than the room required. Especially for his sister. Especially when things got quiet in the wrong way.
Stability wasn’t something he grew up expecting.
Then came the Choosing.
It happened to every mage between nine and twelve, or not at all. A quiet, irreversible moment when magic woke up and decided you were worth the trouble. Bloodline helped. Reputation helped. But nothing guaranteed it.
Caylen had been chosen.
And then, embarrassingly, he failed.
He failed the written tests. Failed the practicals. Failed schools he hadn’t even wanted to attend. Each rejection landed heavier than the last—not because of pride, but because untrained magic wasn’t just inconvenient. It was dangerous.
He remembered the scroll from Arcane arriving without warning.
No tests required.
His father’s name, pressed faintly into the seal like a ghost that refused to stay buried.
His mother had cried—relieved, exhausted, grateful.
Caylen had been furious.
That man had vanished when they needed him most, and now he decided Caylen’s future with a signature and silence? He never even showed up. Not once.
Resumption week had always been the worst after that. Too many strangers. Too many reminders that everyone else seemed to belong somewhere already.
Until Litia.
Caylen slowed near the lockers without realizing it.
She stood a few feet away, utterly absorbed in the minor chaos of her own making. Papers half-slid out of her locker. A book wedged where it clearly didn’t belong. Her expression pinched in concentration like the universe had personally offended her organizational system.
Prim and proper, except where she absolutely wasn’t.
He smiled before he could stop himself.
She had a way of anchoring him. Of making the noise quieter. Of turning survival into something that didn’t feel so solitary.
She saved him, he thought—not dramatically, not all at once, but steadily. In ways that counted.
Caylen adjusted his bag, belatedly noticing the absence of his tie, and started toward her.
This time, he wouldn’t just stand guard.
This time, he’d help end it.
The Shadow Syndicate had chosen the wrong people to overlook.
—
Caylen reached his locker and started unloading his bag, fingers moving on autopilot.
That was when the voices started again. 
“Did you hear about Caelora?”
He stilled.
“I heard it was a magical gas explosion or something. Council says it was contained.”
“No way. My cousin says there were bodies.”
“Well then they should’ve defended themselves better, shouldn’t they?” someone scoffed. “If you can’t handle a threat that small, that’s natural selection.”
The words landed wrong. Sharp. Casual. Cruel in the way only ignorance could be.
Caylen’s jaw tightened before he could stop it.
“Easy for you to say,” Litia’s voice cut in coolly, precise as a blade. “You weren’t there.”
The chatter faltered.
He looked up.
She stood a few lockers down, arms crossed loosely, her expression unreadable except for the faint tension around her eyes. Her uniform was immaculate as always—tie straight, sleeves perfect—but her locker still was a mess of stacked books and half-crumpled notes threatening to spill out.
Some things never changed.
“Relax,” one of the older boys muttered. “The Council handled it. Aeris Valen himself made a statement.”
That name again.
Caylen felt Litia stiffen.
“The Skybreaker doesn’t live there,” she said quietly. “He governs it.”
A pause.
“Same thing.”
“No,” she replied, sharper now. “It isn’t.”
The group drifted off soon after, laughter resuming like nothing had happened. Caylen closed his locker slowly and walked over to her.
“You okay?” he asked.
She didn’t look at him right away. When she did, her expression softened just enough to reassure him—and not a fraction more.
“I’m fine.”
He knew better than to argue.
They started down the hall together, the noise swelling around them. Students joked about late-night study sessions and upcoming duels, about professors who’d assigned too much reading and ones who hadn’t assigned enough. Someone complained about the cold. Someone else complained about boredom.
Caylen listened and felt something twist uncomfortably in his chest.
Part of him hated them for it.
Because, once more, they could afford to forget. Because none of them had woken up wondering if a friend had died in another country, or if the silence meant something worse than death.
He caught himself and shook his head slightly.
That wasn’t fair. They didn’t know.
But Litia did.
She always did.
She hadn’t taken Caelora lightly from the start. Caylen had noticed it even before winter break ended—the way her questions grew more pointed, the way she’d gone quiet whenever Violet’s name came up. She never said it out loud, but the math sat there between them, unsolved and uncomfortable.
If he had been attacked. If Litia had been attacked. If Violet had been attacked. If Caelora had burned—
Then which of those had been the distraction?
The thought made his stomach turn.
They stopped at the base of the stairs leading to the upper halls.
“You forgot your tie,” Litia said, glancing at him.
He blinked, then groaned. “You’re kidding.”
She smiled faintly. “Afraid not.”
“Fantastic. First day back and I already look like a delinquent.”
“An endearing one,” she said dryly.
He snorted despite himself.
As they started up the stairs, Caylen felt it.
That prickling sensation between his shoulder blades. The awareness of being watched.
He glanced back.
Students moved through the corridor in a blur of robes and voices. Nothing out of place. Nothing obvious.
Still, the feeling lingered.
Someone stood near one of the tall windows, half-shadowed by the winter light. Caylen couldn’t make out their face—only the impression of stillness amid motion, of attention sharpened and focused.
And then, just as suddenly, they were gone.
Caylen frowned and turned forward again.
“You good?” Litia asked.
“Yeah,” he said after a moment. “Just thought I saw—never mind.”
She studied him for a beat longer than necessary, then nodded.
As they reached the top of the stairs, Caylen couldn’t shake the thought that someone had just catalogued them. Not as students. Not as witnesses.
As variables.
And far above them, in a tower that touched the clouds, the Skybreaker’s words echoed through self-updating headlines and carefully curated statements.
Contained. Controlled. No cause for alarm.
Caylen had the sinking feeling that the people who needed to hear that reassurance most weren’t the ones being told.
—
The plaque beside the door read Principles of Arcana—polished brass, scuffed at the corners like it had survived a few generations of bored students and one minor explosion. It was the kind of class everyone had to take, no matter their track. Fundamental. Inescapable. The academic equivalent of gravity.
Caylen slid into his seat just as Will collapsed into the chair beside him with all the grace of a man accepting defeat.
“I used to be in Class A,” Will said mournfully, staring at the desk like it had personally betrayed him. “Honors track. Advanced projections. Professors who pretended not to hate me.”
Caylen huffed. “And now?”
“And now,” Will continued, resting his forehead against the wood, “I’m here. With the common folk. My fall-off needs to be studied. Ugh, my parents are so going to kill me.”
Caylen tilted his head. “Thought your parents were normies.”
“They are,” Will said, lifting his head just enough to sigh dramatically. “Which somehow makes it worse. They keep saying things like ‘competition builds character’ and ‘magic school is still school’. Disgusting mindset, honestly.”
He leaned back, eyes on the ceiling. “No girlfriend. Dropping averages. Disappointed parents. Did I mention no girlfriend?”
“You mentioned it,” Caylen said. “Twice.”
A guy two seats down snorted. “Could be worse. You could’ve been in Caelora when everything went to hell.”
The words landed wrong. Not loud. Not cruel. Just careless.
Will straightened immediately. “Hey. No.” His tone sharpened—not angry, just firm. “People died. I joke about a lot of things, but there’s a line, yunno?”
The room shifted, subtle but real. Someone muttered an apology. The tension loosened—not gone, but acknowledged.
Caylen felt something warm settle in his chest. Pride, maybe. Or relief. It wasn’t that Will was suddenly profound. It was that he got it. Even him. Even now.
That was when a pair of hands dropped over Caylen’s eyes.
“Guess who?”
He started, hands lifting on instinct. He gently pulled hers away and leaned back in his chair, tilting his head up to look at the person standing far too close behind him.
Alessia Valen smiled down at him, all effortless confidence and bright eyes. Too close. Definitely too close. His line of sight caught on the obvious problem with that arrangement, and his brain promptly short-circuited.
“If you wanted me to guess,” he said, recovering with admirable speed, “you probably shouldn’t announce yourself.”
She pouted and poked his cheek. “You’re no fun.”
Across from him, Will made an exaggerated gagging motion.
Caylen cleared his throat. “What are you doing up here? Your last name starts with a V. You’re supposed to be—” he gestured vaguely toward the back rows.
Alessia winked. “The professor won’t notice.”
Will mouthed I hate you, man and shook his head.
Caylen glanced past her, toward the back. Litia stood by her seat, fingers combing through her curls as she scanned her notes. When she looked up and caught his eye, she gave a faint smirk—one that didn’t quite reach her eyes. There was no usual amusement there. Just something watchful. Heavy.
He almost stood. People were still shifting seats. No one would’ve stopped him.
The door opened.
“Seats,” the professor said briskly, already moving toward the lectern. “Now.”
Just his luck.
Alessia slid into the chair behind him as if she’d always been there. Caylen faced forward as the room settled, parchment rustling, wards humming softly to life along the walls.
Principles of Arcana began like it always did—definitions, diagrams, the careful dissection of magic into something teachable. Outside, winter pressed against the windows. Inside, the air buzzed with a kind of restrained energy.
Caylen couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone was listening a little harder than usual.
And somewhere behind him, unseen, someone else was listening too.
◆◆◆

The stadium was a roar of heat and noise that felt entirely too loud for the hollow space in Caylen’s chest.

​He sat high in the bleachers, his hood pulled low, trying to disappear into the crowd of shouting students. Usually, he’d be here with Litia, if he was here at all. 

She would be analyzing the mana-efficiency of the players' movements, and very possibly making some snarky comment about how the strikers were "wasting energy on flair."

​But Litia wasn't here. She was in Advanced Spellwork—the one class they didn't share. It was a 7th-year level course she’d tested into, one she took alongside the upperclassmen. One she took with Violet. Or where Violet should have been.

​Caylen’s hand drifted to the hilt of Corbexis, hidden beneath his coat. The blade didn't hum with its usual inquisitive energy. He'd taken it out of the necklace earlier…to feel grounded. To have something to hold on to. 

Corbexis felt... cold. Heavy. More than usual anyway.

 Sort of like it was holding its breath.

​Just watch the game, Caylen told himself, his eyes fixed on the shimmering hexagonal field below. Forget about the Violet. Forget about Caelora. Just be a normal student for an hour.

​“You look like you’re attending a funeral, not a rivalry match,” a voice shouted over the din.

​Caylen blinked, looking to his left. Will was shoved into the seat next to him, a box of enchanted popcorn in his lap that changed colors every few seconds.

​“It’s a big game,” Caylen said, his voice sounding thin to his own ears.

​“Big? It’s the Vanecrest match!” Will gestured wildly toward the opposite side of the stadium, where a sea of silver and crimson banners fluttered. 

“The Vanecrest Academy of Martial Arcana. They haven’t beaten Arcane in three years, and their captain—Kaelen Vance—looks like he’s ready to commit a felony just to take the trophy back.”

​Caylen looked toward the Vanecrest bench. Vance was a tall, angular boy who moved with the predatory grace of someone who spent more time in a sparring circle than a classroom. He was currently sparking silver lightning between his knuckles, staring down the Arcane team.

​“Where’s Litia?” Will asked, tossing a piece of neon-blue popcorn into his mouth.

​“Advanced Spellwork,” Caylen replied. “She wanted to... see if Violet showed up.”

​The mention of Violet’s name made the air between them go stiff. Will’s grin faltered, just for a second, before he forced it back into place. “Right. Yeah. Well, if anyone can find that elusive bastard, it’s her. In the meantime, look! They’re taking the field!”

​The roar of the crowd hit a deafening crescendo as the Arcane Academy team moved into the center of the stadium. At the front, looking infuriatingly handsome and twice as confident as any one human should be, was Dylan Denmark.

​Dylan raised his hand, and a pillar of golden mana erupted from the center of the field, signaling the start of the match. He caught Caylen’s eye for a split second in the stands and flashed a quick, sharp grin—the grin of someone who knew they were the star of the show.

​“This better be good,” Will shouted, leaning forward. “I staked my entire allowance on this.”

​Limtrial began with a literal explosion.
​The objective was simple: carry the Mana-Core—a volatile, pulsing sphere of pure energy—into the opponent's "Void-Gate" at the end of the field. 

The catch was that the Core was too heavy to carry physically; it had to be levitated and propelled using magic, all while the other team used every offensive spell in their arsenal to intercept it.

​Caylen watched as Dylan darted across the field, his movements a blur. He was a Flicker-Type—using short-range teleports to dance around the Vanecrest defenders.

​“Ignis-Shield!” Dylan roared, a dome of fire erupting around him to deflect a barrage of ice-shards from Vance.

​The tactical precision was staggering. It was controlled warfare. The referees hovered on floating discs, their eyes glowing as they maintained the protective wards that kept the stray spells from hitting the crowd.

​For a moment, Caylen felt himself getting pulled in. The rhythm of the match—the clash of shields, the smell of ozone in the air, the rhythmic chanting of the students—started to drown out the whispering anxiety in the back of his mind.

​Arcane was up by two points. Dylan was dominating the field, his jersey scorched but his eyes bright with the thrill of the hunt. He caught the Core mid-air, spun around a Vanecrest striker, and launched it with a blast of energy that sent the Core whistling into the Void-Gate just as the halftime buzzer sounded.

​The stadium erupted. People were jumping, hugging, throwing scarves into the air.

​“HALFTIME!” Will screamed, shaking Caylen’s shoulder. “I’m going to go grab more popcorn and some of those cider-potions. You want anything?”

​“I’m good,” Caylen said, a small, genuine smile finally touching his face. “I’ll stay here.”

​As Will disappeared into the throng of people heading for the concourse, Caylen leaned back. Below, the teams were walking off the field. Dylan was laughing, wiping sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, surrounded by his teammates. He was headed toward the players' bench, gesturing toward the stands as if looking for his friends.

​The atmosphere was lax. The wards were still active, but they were humming at a lower frequency for the break. The professors in the VIP box were chatting, their guards down.
​Everything was safe. Everything was normal.

​And then, Caylen felt it.

​Not a change in the magic. Not a ripple in the wards.

​It was a feeling in his marrow. A sudden, piercing cold that had nothing to do with the winter air.

​He looked down at the field.

​Dylan had stopped.

​He was halfway to the bench, his teammates a few paces ahead of him. He wasn't moving. His water bottle dropped from his hand, the plastic cracking against the turf.

​“Dylan?” one of the teammates called out, turning back.

​Dylan didn't answer. He didn't move.
​Then, his feet left the ground.

———

​The transition was so sudden it felt like a physical blow.

​One moment, the stadium was a chaotic symphony of victory—Will’s shouting, the rhythmic thump-thump of the Vanecrest drums, the lingering scent of ozone from the final goal. The next, the world seemed to warp.

​For Caylen, the sound didn't die; it just became irrelevant. His entire universe narrowed down to the figure in the center of the grass.

​Dylan didn't scream. He didn't even gasp. He just... rose.

​It wasn't the graceful, controlled flight of a Levitation spell. It was jagged. His head snapped back at an angle that made Caylen’s own neck ache, his spine arching as if an invisible hook had been driven beneath his ribs. His feet dangled six inches off the turf, kicking uselessly at the air.

​“Dylan?” the teammate closest to him—a boy named Marcus—reached out a hand. “Hey, man, stop messing around, the game is—”

​Marcus’s hand hit an invisible barrier a foot away from Dylan. A ripple of distorted air, like heat rising off a summer road, shimmered briefly. 

Marcus was thrown backward, his body skipping across the grass like a stone on a pond.

​Then the silence finally hit the crowd. It started at the front rows and bled upward, a cold wave of realization that this wasn't part of the show.

​Caylen stood up. His chair screeched against the stone tier, a harsh, lonely sound in the sudden quiet. Under his coat, Corbexis didn't just hum—it screamed. The hilt vibrated against his ribs, a frantic, rhythmic pulsing that felt like a second heartbeat.

​Move, his mind hissed. Do something.

​But his legs were lead. His lungs felt filled with wet sand.

​Down on the field, the professors had finally vaulted the railings. Sportsmaster Valerius was shouting something, his hands glowing with a fierce, blinding white light as he slammed them against the invisible dome surrounding Dylan. 

The wards of the stadium—the ancient, "impenetrable" protections everyone had trusted their whole lives—flickered. They turned a sickly, bruised purple before shattering like glass.

​The sound of the wards breaking was like a thousand mirrors falling at once.
​Dylan’s eyes found Caylen’s.

​Even from this distance, Caylen could see the veins standing out in Dylan's forehead. The golden boy of Arcane, the one who was supposed to be untouchable, was being unmade. His fingers clawed at his own throat, trying to peel away hands that weren't there.

​It’s happening again, a voice whispered in the back of Caylen's head. It was cold, dark, and sounded horribly like his own.
​He saw the shadow then. Not a person, but a smudge in the air behind Dylan. A silhouette of nothingness that seemed to drink the light around it.

​Caylen finally found his voice. "DYLAN!"
​As if the shout was a signal, the force released.

​Dylan didn't fall; he was slammed. He hit the turf with a sickening, heavy thud that Caylen felt in the soles of his boots. The invisible smudge vanished. The air stilled.

​The stadium erupted into a different kind of noise. High-pitched, jagged screams. The thunder of thousands of feet rushing for the exits. Will was saying something, grabbing Caylen’s arm, trying to pull him toward the stairs, but Caylen couldn't move.

​He was staring at the spot where Dylan lay motionless.

​The guilt didn't come in a wave; it came in a flood, icy and suffocating. It was the same feeling he’d had during break. The same feeling he’d had when the ball had been intercepted.

​Taren.

​The name echoed in his skull like a tolling bell.

​Taren. The boy at the ball. He hadn’t even spared him a thought all break. 

​Caylen’s hand clamped over his mouth as a wave of nausea hit him. This wasn't a random attack. It wasn't a rivalry gone wrong. The way Dylan had been suspended, the way the magic had ignored the wards—it was a message.

​The Shadow Syndicate wasn't looking for the 7th Edition anymore. They weren't hiding in the stacks of the library or the corners of the Astronomy Tower.

​They were done asking. Now, they were demonstrating.

​And as the medics swarmed Dylan’s broken form, Caylen realized the most terrifying truth of all.

​He had stood right there. He had seen the distortion. He had felt Corbexis warning him.

​And just like with Taren, he had been too slow. Too weak. Too much of an errand boy to be a hero.

​Somewhere in the distance, a bell began to toll—the school’s emergency signal. But all Caylen could hear was the sound of Dylan’s water bottle hitting the grass.
​Clack. The sound of a world breaking.

​But Caylen didn't move. He couldn't. His eyes were fixed on the shimmering perimeter of the field—the Great Wards of Arcane. 

They were supposed to be ancient. They were supposed to be absolute. They were the same enchantments that kept Caelora floating, the same ones that kept the hidden kingdoms invisible to the Mundane world.

​They didn't break, Caylen realized, his heart hammering against his ribs. They didn't shatter from an outside force. Visibly anyway..

It was almost like they just... parted to let it in.

​"Caylen! We have to go! The evacuation protocols—" Will was tugging on his arm, his face pale, but Caylen shook him off.

​"He's not moving, Will," Caylen whispered. "Dylan isn't moving."

​Down on the field, the scene was a nightmare of silver and gold. The medics were trying to stabilize Dylan, but their diagnostic spells were fizzling out. 

Whatever had grabbed him wasn't just physical—it was like a magical vacuum.

​Caylen’s mind flashed to the newspaper. Aeris Valen. The Skybreaker. He remembered the rumors of what had happened in the clouds above Northern Europe. The "gas explosion." 

Violet—sophisticated, noble, always-cool Violet—hadn't come back from winter break because his home had been turned into a slaughterhouse. And the Council, with their pristine robes and their "Dawnkeepers" and "Stonewardens," were telling everyone it was fine.

​"It's not fine," Caylen snapped, his voice cracking.

​"What?" Will asked, looking terrified.

​"Caelora wasn't an accident!" Caylen turned on Will, his eyes wild. "The ball wasn't a fluke! Taren... Taren was just the beginning. They're here, Will. They’re already here."

​The realization hit him like a physical weight. The strange presence he'd been feeling since they got back…

The Shadow Syndicate wasn't an invading army. They were a virus.

​Suddenly, the cold in the air shifted.

​Caylen felt Corbexis vibrate with a sudden, sharp warning.

​A shadow—thin as a needle and dark as a void—streaked across the grass from Dylan’s body. It didn't go toward the exits. It didn't go toward the professors.
​It headed straight for the stands. 

Straight for Caylen.

​He didn't have Litia’s raw power. He didn't have Dylan’s speed. He was just the guy who ran errands and carried the books.

​I'm not enough, he thought, even as his hand white-knuckled the hilt of his sword beneath his coat. 

“I was right there for Taren. I was right here for Dylan. And I'm just going to watch it happen again,” he thought uselessly. 

Caylen dropped to his knees as the stadium lights flickered, his vision blurring with tears of pure, frustrated rage.

​"Get away from me," he choked out, though he wasn't sure if he was talking to the shadow, to Will, or to the ghost of Taren. "Just... stay away from me!”

The shadow didn't move like a person. It moved like ink dropped into water—dispersing, swirling, and then snapping back into a jagged, lethal point.
Caylen swung Corbexis, the blade whistling through the freezing air. It was a perfect strike, the kind Violet had drilled into him during those grueling morning sessions. It should have cleaved the entity in two.
Instead, the sword passed through a cloud of cold mist.
How does one fight a shadow? The thought was a frantic pulse in his brain.
The mist solidified instantly behind him. A blunt force, cold as an iceberg, slammed into Caylen’s shoulder. He felt the sickening pop of his joint and was sent sprawling across the stone stairs.
His vision swam. His arms were burning, the muscles screaming from the sheer effort of trying to hit something that wasn't there. Sweat stung his eyes, freezing almost as soon as it hit his skin.
He forced himself up, his breath coming in ragged, white plumes. He didn't have a choice. Behind him, the bottleneck at the exits was still jammed with terrified students. If he moved, the shadow would be on them.
He took a deep breath, his fingers white-knuckling the hilt of the sword. He settled back into his stance—weight centered, knees bent. He might die here, a footnote in the history of Arcane Academy, but he wasn't going out without a fight.
He charged again, a desperate, guttural shout tearing from his throat.
THWACK.
Another invisible blow caught him mid-chest. Caylen hit the ground hard, the air driven from his lungs. The world tilted. The ringing in his ears was deafening, drowning out the screams of the crowd.
But through the ringing, a voice emerged. It wasn't loud. It was a low, resonant hum that seemed to vibrate directly into his skull from the hand holding the sword.
Let go, boy.
Caylen blinked, blood from a cut on his forehead trickling into his eye. I'm hallucinating, he thought.
Let go. And let me help you.
"Caylen!"
The voice was real this time, but it wasn't the sword.
A bolt of violet lightning streaked across the stadium, bright enough to leave spots in Caylen's vision. It struck the shadow dead-center. The air exploded with the sound of a thunderclap, shattering a row of stone seats behind the entity.
But the shadow simply rippled. It didn't dissipate. It didn't die. It just waited for the smoke to clear.
Litia stepped out from the haze of the blast, her hands still sparking with residual energy. Her curls were a mess, and her eyes were glowing with a terrifying, ancient intensity.
She looked at the shadow, then at Caylen, who was currently wheezing on the ground.
"I leave you for one hour," she commented, her voice remarkably steady despite the chaos.
"Nice to see you too," Caylen managed to choke out.
"On your feet," she commanded, though her eyes never left the mist. "My spells are passing through it. It’s not anchored to this plane, Caylen. It’s a Leecher type, probably."
"Leecher?"
"It’s feeding," she said, her voice dropping an octave. "It fed on Dylan, and now it wants you. But it can’t feed on what it can't touch."
Let go, the sword hummed again. Open the gate.
Caylen looked at Corbexis. The runes along the flat of the blade were beginning to glow—not with Litia’s bright, celestial light, but with a deep, hungry crimson.
"Litia," Caylen said, his voice gaining a strange, hollow clarity. "I think the sword wants in."
Litia glanced at the blade, her eyebrows knitting together. She saw the light. She saw the way the shadow seemed to flinch—not from her lightning, but from the piece of steel in Caylen’s hand.
"Then let it," Litia said, stepping back and raising her hands to form a containment ward around them. "I'll hold the perimeter. You finish it."
Caylen closed his eyes. He stopped fighting the exhaustion. He stopped fighting the fear. He simply let his grip on his own will loosen, opening the door he’d been keeping shut since he first found the blade in the Grove.
The cold didn't hurt anymore. It felt like home.
—
Caylen didn't feel the floor fall away. Instead, he felt a sudden, terrifying level of support.
As he opened the "gate" in his mind, the noise of the stadium—the sirens, the frantic shouts of Professor Aldreth, Will’s distant calling—didn't fade; they simply became data points. He saw the trajectory of the falling snow. He saw the minute flicker of the shadow’s edges. He saw the exact structural weakness in the stone beneath his feet.
It was clarity, cold and crystalline.
Beside him, Litia’s eyes widened. She was a Maximal; she knew what a mana-flare looked like. But this wasn't a flare. It was a collapse. The ambient magic in the air was being sucked into the hilt of Caylen’s sword. Her initial flash of frustration—the "I should be the one handling this" look—vanished, replaced by a sharp, tactical narrowing of her gaze. She slammed her staff into the ground (where did that come from?), a dome of shimmering amethyst light locking them in with the entity.
"Don't let it out, Caylen!" she yelled.
The shadow lunged. It didn't strike with a limb; it tried to wash over him like a tide of ink.
Caylen didn't think. He didn't have to.
His body moved with a precision that was beautiful and wrong. He didn't just swing; he carved a path through the mist. Corbexis didn't just pass through the shadow this time. The blade caught.
A high-pitched, vibrating shriek, not a human sound, but the sound of reality being torn, echoed through the stadium.
The intoxicating rush hit Caylen like a drug. For the first time in his life, he didn't feel "low-rank." He felt like a titan. The strength in his arms was limitless; the speed in his veins was lightning. He drove the blade deeper, and the shadow didn't disperse; it was pulled.
The absorption was violent.
The shadow thrashhed, trying to resolidify, but the sword acted like a gravity well. The ink-like mist began to spiral around the blade, faster and faster, until it was a screaming vortex of darkness. Caylen’s knuckles turned white. The blade itself began to transform, the steel turning a deep, obsidian black that seemed to eat the very light of Litia’s shield.
More, the sword whispered into his marrow. Drink.
Caylen felt his mana reserves—the small, modest pool he’d worked so hard to build—bottoming out instantly. He was a dry well, but the sword was still pumping, pulling from the very essence of his life-force.
"Caylen, stop!" Litia’s voice cracked through the haze of intoxication. "It’s gone! Release it!"
He didn't want to. Why would he? He was powerful. He was the center of the world.
He looked toward the stands. Through the haze of the violet shield, he saw them. Will was frozen, his mouth open, looking at Caylen as if he were a stranger. Alessia was further up, her hand over her heart, her eyes reflecting the terrifying black glow of the blade. Nearby, two professors had their wands drawn, their expressions a mix of awe and deep, professional dread.
They weren't looking at a student. They were looking at a weapon.
The shadow gave one final, jagged jerk before it was sucked entirely into the metal.
The silence that followed was deafening.
The blade’s obsidian color flickered, then slowly bled back into silver. The intoxicating heat in Caylen’s chest vanished, replaced instantly by a cold so profound it felt like his blood had turned to slush.
The gate slammed shut.
Caylen’s knees buckled. The sword hit the stone first with a heavy clang, followed by Caylen. He couldn't even put his hands out to break his fall. His vision was tunneling into blackness, the physical cost of the "inebriation" hitting him all at once.
"Got you," Litia’s voice was right in his ear.
She had caught him before his head hit the stone. Her hands were glowing with a soft, steady healing light, but her face was grim. She looked up at the professors who were now rushing toward them, then at the spot where the shadow had been.
"He's dry," she said to the approaching faculty, her voice cold as iron. "He just saved your stadium, and he's mana-dry. Back off."
Caylen tried to speak, tried to tell her about the voice, about how it felt to be a titan. But all he could do was watch a single snowflake land on the now-silver blade of Corbexis before his world went dark.
—-
The first thing Caylen registered was the smell. It wasn’t the metallic ozone of the stadium or the cold scent of snow. It was lavender, sterilized linen, and the cloyingly sweet aroma of healing salves.
The Infirmary.
He tried to open his eyes, but his eyelids felt like they had been stitched shut with lead. When he finally forced them apart, the world was a blur of white stone and soft, enchanted candlelight.
"Caylen?"
A face hovered into view. It was pale, frantic, and topped with a mess of sandy hair. Will. He looked like he hadn't slept since the winter break started.
"W-Will..." Caylen’s voice didn't sound like his own. It was a pathetic, dry croak that sent a jolt of pain through his throat.
"Don't talk! Just—don't talk. You’ve been out for five days, man. Five days!" Will reached for a glass of water on the bedside table, his hands shaking so much the water sloshed over the rim. He held it to Caylen’s lips. "Drink. Slowly."
The water was cool, but as Caylen swallowed, the memories hit him like a physical landslide. Dylan. The shadow. The sword. The hunger.
"Dylan?" Caylen managed, grabbing Will’s wrist with a grip that was surprisingly weak. "Litia... did everyone...?"
Will paused, a strange, vacant look crossing his face. He rubbed his temples, squinting. "Dylan? Oh, right. The... the captain. Yeah. He’s in the private ward. Healers are 'looking after him.' That’s the official word, anyway."
"What do you mean 'official word'?" Caylen asked, his heart beginning to thud.
"It’s just... everyone’s being weird, Caylen," Will said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "People are talking about the match, but they keep tripping over his name. I saw a flyer for the team today and... I could have sworn his face was on it, but when I looked back, it was just a blur of ink. It’s like Marek all over again. Remember? Rufus’s guy who just... stopped being there?"
Caylen felt a cold shiver.
 "Litia, on the other hand, has been... well, she’s been Litia. She hasn't left the Chancellor's office for more than ten minutes at a time. I’ll go get a healer, just stay—"
But the world was already receding. The exhaustion wasn't just physical; it was a vacuum in his body where his mana used to be. As Will’s voice muffled into a distant hum, Caylen felt a familiar vibration beneath his palm.
He wasn't holding the sword, but he could feel it. Corbexis was calling.
Look, the sword whispered.
Caylen didn't fall into a sleep; he fell into a memory.
The air changed. It was no longer the sterile Infirmary. It was the scent of old parchment, wax, and a storm brewing over the mountains. He was standing—no, he was watching through someone else’s eyes.
A man stood at a tall, arched window. His hands were folded behind his back, draped in heavy, midnight-blue robes embroidered with constellations that actually shifted as he breathed.
Celestrian Astralorre. The Founder.
"It is a wound on the world," Celestrian said. His voice was like rolling thunder—deep and resonant.
"And wounds fester, Celestrian," a second voice replied. It came from the shadows of the room, a figure Caylen couldn't quite see. "The Syndicate does not seek to rule. They seek to unmake. They have found the Ley Line."
Celestrian sighed, a sound of profound weariness. "The nexus. If they anchor themselves there, the wards of this continent will buckle. I have built this Academy as a seal, but a seal is only as strong as the ground it sits upon."
"Where is the primary base?" the shadow-voice asked. "The Council demands a location."
Celestrian turned back to the window. He looked out over the landscape. Caylen’s heart hammered as he recognized the view. He’d sat in the common space of Arcane Academy a thousand times, looking out at the same rolling hills and the jagged peak of the Grey-Stone Spire in the distance.
"There," Celestrian said, pointing toward a dense, perpetually misty valley nestled between two ridges—a place the students called the Whispering Hollow. "They think themselves hidden by the fold in the Ley Line. They believe that because it is visible from my own windows, I would never think to look."
The Founder’s eyes—bright, piercing silver—suddenly seemed to look through time, straight into Caylen’s consciousness.
"Remember the view, boy," Celestrian whispered.
The memory shattered.
—-
Litia was currently enduring her third hour in a room that smelled of ozone and expensive incense.
Ryven Dax, the Lightning Mage, sat across from her. He was lean and restless, his violet robes crackling with faint, static sparks every time he moved. He was filling in for Lyssandra, who was back in the volcano-forges of Aurevane, but Ryven lacked her boisterous warmth. He was all sharp edges and arrogance.
"I will ask you again, Litia," Ryven said, his voice like the low roll of distant thunder. "How did a student with an 'Intermediate' rank and a 'Swordsmanship' affinity manage to consume a Class-S Umbral Entity when your own Maximal-tier lightning passed right through it?"
Litia didn't look at him. She was staring at a smudge on the wall, her mind miles away in the infirmary. Is he breathing? Is the mana-exhaustion fading? "I’ve already told you, Councilor," Litia said, her voice flat and bored. "It was the sword. Corbexis. It’s an artifact. You know how artifacts work—they have their own rules."
"Artifacts don't eat shadows of the Void, girl," Ryven snapped, a spark jumping from his fingertip to the mahogany table, charring the wood. "And they certainly don't choose errand boys as their masters. You’re hiding something. Or he is."
"Maybe you're just upset that a 'low-rank' did what the Council couldn't do at Caelora," Litia countered, finally meeting his gaze with a cold, mocking smirk.
Ryven’s eyes flashed silver. The air in the room grew heavy with the weight of a coming storm. But Litia didn't flinch. She didn't have time for his ego. She had spent the last night in the Forbidden Section of Advanced Magical Creatures, and she had found the answer he was too scared to look for…
Later that evening, after Ryven finally dismissed her with a veiled threat, Litia slipped into the infirmary. She didn't go to the bed. She stood in the shadows of the doorway, watching Caylen’s chest rise and fall.
She reached into her robe and pulled out a scrap of parchment she’d copied from the forbidden text.
"An Umbraphage," she whispered to the empty room. "The Soul-Eater."
The book had been clear: These weren't creatures of nature. They were parasitic constructs. They didn't just kill; they anchored themselves to a Ley Line and fed on the 'Existence-Signature' of their victims. That was why Dylan was being forgotten. The shadow was still eating the memory of him from the world's consciousness.
And Caylen had absorbed one.
She looked at the sword, Corbexis, leaning against the wall near Caylen’s bed. It looked innocent enough in the moonlight, but she knew better.
—
​Litia didn’t sit on the bed. She stood by the window, her silhouette framed by the pale moonlight, her fingers tracing the edge of her silver ring—a nervous habit she’d never admit to having.
​For five days, she had watched the steady, agonizingly slow rise and fall of Caylen’s chest. For five days, she had replayed the moment in the stadium: her lightning—the pride of a thousand years of refined arcana—sliding through that shadow like it was nothing, while Caylen, her “less gifted” companion ("errand boy," some would say behind her back) had reached into the void and pulled out a victory.
​She heard his breathing change before he even opened his eyes. It was sharper. Focused.
​"You're awake," she said. She didn't turn around. She couldn't. Not until she had her mask perfectly in place.
​"Litia..."
​His voice was a wreck, but the way he said her name carried a weight that made the silver ring slip from her fingers. It hit the stone floor with a sharp clink.
​She finally turned. Caylen was sitting up, his face gaunt, his eyes searching hers. There was a flicker in his pupils—a remnant of the silver light she’d seen in the stadium. 
​He opened his mouth to speak..to tell her about something no doubt important —she could see it on his face, burning to be revealed—but Litia held up a hand.
​Wait.
​She didn't say it. She just looked at him. Her eyes traveled to the door, then back to him, narrowed and sharp. They are listening, her expression said. The walls have ears.
​Caylen slumped back slightly, understanding. The silence between them stretched, thick with the things they couldn't say: I'm sorry I left you. I'm sorry I wasn't enough. I'm terrified of what you're becoming.
​"Will says Dylan is..." Caylen started, his voice a low rasp.
​"Will is forgetting," Litia interrupted, her voice clinical and cold, though her heart was hammering. "Everyone is. The Umbraphage is a persistent parasite, Caylen. It’s eating the memory of him. If we don't act soon, there won't even be a 'Dylan' left to save."
​She saw the flash of resolve in Caylen's eyes. He went to reach for Corbexis, but his hand shook so violently he couldn't even close his fist.
​"You aren't going anywhere," she whispered, stepping closer to the bed. "You’re mana-dry. Your soul is a bruised husk. If you try to fight now, you’ll just give the Syndicate another meal."
​"But I saw—"
​"I know what you saw," she cut him off, her voice dropping to a level that was almost a grouse.
​Suddenly, the air in the doorway shifted. A sharp, static snap echoed through the stone walls—the signature of Ryven Dax. The Council was coming. They didn't just know he was awake; they had tabs on his very vitals.
​Litia’s mind raced. Ryven was arrogant, but he wasn't stupid. If Caylen looked too "enlightened," if he spoke about the Syndicate or whatever he planned on telling her, the mole—whoever they were—would know exactly where to strike.
​She had to make Caylen look like a victim, not a hero.
​"Listen to me," she whispered, leaning over him until her curls brushed his forehead. "They’re coming. Play the fool, Caylen. You’re confused. You’re hurt. You don't remember the sword. You don't remember the shadow. Do you understand?"
​"Litia, I—"
​The heavy oak doors of the infirmary groaned open. Ryven Dax stepped in, his violet robes crackling, flanked by two stone-faced professors.
​Litia did something she had never done in her current life, or the one before it.
​She threw herself into a chair by the bed, grabbed Caylen’s trembling hand in both of theirs, and let out a choked, desperate-sounding sob. She buried her face in the hospital blanket, her shoulders shaking.
​"Please!" she cried out, her voice high and trembling—a perfect imitation of a terrified, over-matched girl. "He just woke up! He doesn't know where he is! You can't take him yet!"
​Caylen froze, his brain struggling to process the sight of the world’s most powerful mage acting like a distraught teenager. Then, he felt her fingers dig into his palm in a specific rhythm.
​Three taps. Their old signal from their third year. Follow my lead.
​Ryven Dax slowed his pace, his eyes narrowing in suspicion—and a hint of disgust. He liked power; he had no patience for "mortal" emotion.
​"Move aside, girl," Ryven commanded, the air around him smelling of burnt ozone. "The Council requires a statement. The boy has questions to answer."
​Litia didn't move. She looked up, her eyes watery and red (a simple thermal spell to irritate the tear ducts, really). "He can't even remember the match, Councilor! He thinks we're still in Winter Break! Please... let the healers finish."
​Ryven looked down at Caylen, his gaze like a physical weight, searching for any sign of the "Stormborn" he’d heard about.
​Ryven Dax didn't walk so much as he surged toward the bed. He was tall, and his indigo robes were pinned with silver brooches that hummed with a low-frequency vibration. But it was his skin that drew the eye. Dark, jagged tattoos—like frozen branches of lightning—crawled up the sides of his neck and wound down his forearms, disappearing under his sleeves. When he breathed, the ink pulsed with a faint, restless silver light.
​Litia’s fingers kept digging into Caylen’s palm. Keep it up, the pressure said.
​"Enough of this caterwauling," Ryven barked. He didn't even look at Litia. To him probably, a girl crying over a boy was a common, tedious thing—definitely beneath a Councilor’s notice.
​He stood over Caylen, his presence casting a long, jagged shadow over the bed. His eyes were like storm clouds, swirling with unspent kinetic energy. He studied Caylen for a long, suffocating minute, his gaze tracing the hollows of Caylen’s cheeks and the slight tremor in his hands.
​"Look at me, boy," Ryven commanded.
​Caylen did his best to make his eyes look unfocused. It wasn't hard. His mana reserves were still so empty that looking at Ryven’s glowing tattoos felt like staring directly into a furnace. He let his jaw hang slightly slack, his breath coming in shallow, ragged puffs.
​"I... I don't..." Caylen started, his voice a frail whisper. "The game... did we win?"
​Ryven’s lip curled in a sneer. He reached down and, with a sudden, violent motion, grabbed the collar of Caylen’s hospital robe and yanked him upward.
​Caylen let out a sharp, genuine intake of breath—a pained wince as his bruised chest protested the rough handling. His head lolled back, his arms dangled uselessly. To Ryven, he probably looked like a broken puppet.
​"This?" Ryven spat, looking back at the two professors who stood by the door. "This is the 'anomaly' you reported? The one who supposedly devoured a Syndicate shadow?"
​"He was the only one near the entity when it dissipated, Councilor," one of the professors stammered, his eyes darting to the floor. "And the sword—"
​Ryven let go, dropping Caylen back onto the pillows with a heavy thud. He wiped his hand on his robe as if he had just touched something foul.
​"The sword is an ancient artifact," Ryven said, his voice dripping with disdain. "It likely acted on its own, using this... this errand boy as a grounding wire. Look at him. He’s mana-dry from merely holding the hilt. There is no strength here. No spark."
​Litia hid her face in her hands. "Please! You’re hurting him! He’s just a student!"
​Ryven turned on his heel, his tattoos flashing a sharp, irritated violet. "Keep your 'student,' then. He’s of no use to the Council if he can’t even remember how he channeled. But don't think this is over. Once he’s 'lucid' enough to string a sentence together, I want him brought to the High Spire."
​He glanced back at Caylen one last time; a look of pure, dismissive boredom. "I’ll be back in the morning. Try not to let him die before then; it would be a paperwork nightmare."
​The heavy doors groaned as Ryven and the professors swept out. The static in the air lingered for a few seconds before the atmospheric pressure finally returned to normal.
​Litia sat up instantly.
The "distraught" expression was replaced by a look of sharp, clinical calculation. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and let out a long, weary breath.
​"He's an arrogant prick," she said, her voice returning to its usual cool, steady tone. "But he’s an arrogant prick who thinks you’re a nobody again. That’s exactly what we need."
​Caylen sat up, rubbing his throat where Ryven’s grip had left a stinging heat. "I thought you were actually going to cry for a second there."
​"Don't get used to it," Litia snapped, though she didn't let go of his hand immediately. She looked toward the door, her eyes narrowing. "He’ll be back in the morning, which means we have exactly eight hours to get to the Whispering Hollow, find whatever they’re hiding, and get back before the sun hits the Astronomy Tower."
​"Eight hours," Caylen repeated, looking at his shaking hands. "Litia, I can barely walk, let alone fight another one of those  shadows."
​"You won't have to walk," Litia said, reaching into her robe and pulling out a small, glass vial filled with a swirling, golden liquid. "And I'm not planning on letting you fight. This time you’re the compass, Caylen, and I’m the sword.”


Chapter 23 (?)
​Litia didn’t wait for Caylen to agree. She uncorked the vial, and a smell like burnt honey and ozone filled the small infirmary bay.
​"Drink," she commanded. "It's Lethé's Spark. It’ll pretty much force your ‘mana circuits’ to jump-start, if you will. It’ll give you the clarity you need to lead us to the Whispering Hollow(?), but fair warning, when it wears off in four hours, you’re going to feel like you’ve been trampled by a mountain giant."
​Caylen took the vial. The liquid was thick and shimmered with a restless, golden light. He downed it in one go.
​The effect was instantaneous. It wasn't a tingly warm sensation; it was a violent surge. His vision, previously blurry and dark at the edges, snapped into a terrifyingly sharp focus. (The fatigue didn't vanish exactly but more than he's used to ig. )
It was simply pushed behind a wall of artificial adrenaline. He stood up, his legs finally holding his weight, though his skin felt two sizes too small for his body.
​"I can see... everything," Caylen whispered, his hand going to the hilt of Corbexis. The sword didn't feel heavy anymore. It felt like an extension of his own arm once more.
​"Good. Don't waste the rush," Litia said. 
“You make it sound as if I'm high or something,” Caylen muttered, shifting his feet. 
Litia didn't head for the doors. Instead, she walked to the far wall of the infirmary, where a heavy tapestry of the school’s crest hung. She pulled a hidden lever cleverly disguised as a stone gargoyle's tongue.
​The wall groaned, a low, rhythmic sound that was drowned out by a localized silence spell Litia cast with a flick of her wrist. A narrow, spiral staircase revealed itself, smelling of damp earth and ancient magic.
​"The 'veins' of the school," she explained, gesturing for him to follow. "The faculty forgot about these passages nearly three centuries ago. They lead directly to the outer curtain walls near the eastern ridge."
​They moved in silence, Caylen leading the way. The memory from the Founder was a map burned into his mind. He didn't need to think; he simply knew which turns to take.


The Whispering Hollow
​Ten minutes later, they emerged from a low tunnel hidden behind a cluster of frozen brambles. The night air hit them, sharp and biting, but the valley below was worse.
​The Whispering Hollow was a geographical anomaly. While the rest of the school grounds were covered in crisp, white snow, the Hollow was choked with a thick, grey mist that moved with a life of its own. It didn't just obscure sight; it felt heavy. It pressed against Caylen’s chest, trying to dampen the golden fire of the potion in his veins.
​"It’s not just mist," Litia whispered, her hand sparking with a small, contained orb of light. "It’s a mana-suppressant field. No wonder nobody ever finds anything here. Their senses just... go numb."
​"This way," Caylen said, his voice echoing strangely to his own ears as well.
​He led her deep into the fog, toward the exact spot he’d seen in the vision. They found it in the center of a grove of blackened, leafless trees.
​A massive monolith of grey stone stood there, ancient and jagged. It was a Ward Stone; identical in shape to the ones that powered the school's defenses.  But as Litia brought her light closer, she let out a sharp, hissed breath.
​"The glyphs," she whispered. "Caylen, look."
​The runes carved into the stone were glowing with a faint, bruised golden light. But they weren't the standard protective sigils of Arcane Academy. They were perfectly mirrored—etched into the stone backwards.
​"An Anti-Ward," Caylen realized. "It’s not keeping things out. It’s a bridge. It’s what's letting them walk through the school's defenses like they aren't even there."
​He reached out, his fingers tracing a jagged line near the base of the stone. He felt a click—not a magical one, but a mechanical one.
​A hidden latch gave way. A section of the earth, disguised by dead leaves and frost, slid back to reveal a heavy iron hatch.
—
​"Going down into a dark hole in the middle of a Syndicate-infested valley," Litia remarked, though her eyes were flashing with anticipation. "Exactly how I wanted to spend my Sunday."
​They descended the narrow iron ladder into the dark. At the bottom, they found themselves in a corridor of smooth, black stone. It looked like a bunker—utilitarian, cold, and smelling faintly of... noble incense?
​Caylen froze as the sound of a blade unsheathing echoed from the darkness ahead.
​"Step into the light," a voice commanded.
​It was a voice Caylen knew. It was elegant, cold, and carried the unmistakable cadence of nobility. But it was also raspier than he remembered, laced with pain.
​Litia didn't hesitate. She threw her light orb forward, illuminating the figure standing at the end of the hall.
​Violet Evergreen.
​He looked like he had crawled out of a war zone. His usually pristine uniform was shredded and scorched. A heavy bandage was wrapped around his side, stained with dried blood. But his eyes—the sharp, piercing eyes of the Northern Sky—were as dangerous as ever. He held his rapier in a low, defensive guard.
​He blinked, his gaze shifting from Litia to Caylen, then to the glowing black blade of Corbexis.
​"You're late," Violet said, his voice cracking slightly as he lowered his weapon. "I’ve been trying to hold this entrance for three days. I thought the school had forgotten I existed."
​"Violet," Caylen breathed, stepping forward. "You’re hurt."
​"I’m alive," Violet countered, wincing as he straightened up. "Which is more than I can say for the things I’ve seen down here. They’re not just erasing people, Litia. They’re harvesting them."
​Litia stepped up beside Caylen, her eyes scanning Violet with a mix of relief and clinical concern. "We saw what they did to Marek. And now Dylan."
​Violet’s expression darkened at the mention of Marek. "Marek is still here. In the sub-level. But he... he isn't the boy you remember. None of them are.”
◆◆◆
Violet led them down the corridor of black stone, his rapier held loosely but ready. He moved with a slight limp, favoring his left side, but his focus didn't waver.
“Violet..what happened to you last year at Caelora? How did you get down here..?” Caylen questioned as they took a left turn. 
​"I was at my uncle’s estate on the edge of the Caelora district," Violet whispered, his voice echoing off the sterile walls. "The wards just... blinked. One moment I was discussing the trade routes with him, the next, the room was full of smoke that didn't smell like fire. It smelled like rot. 
“Some creatures came from out of nowhere.. We dispatched them quickly, but I let my guard down, trying to get in contact with you. I suppose it was like a beacon leading them directly to me. I don't remember what happened after but I woke up here in a cage."
​"How did you get out?" Caylen asked, watching the way the shadows seemed to shy away from the glow of the Corbexis, which remained unsheathed in his hands. 
​"They underestimated a son of the North," Violet said with a grim smirk. "One of the guards came to... 'process' me. I silenced him before he could finish the incantation. I’ve been moving through the vents and sub-levels ever since."
​They reached a heavy set of reinforced silver doors. Unlike the rest of the bunker, these were humming with a familiar frequency. 
​"Litia, look," Caylen said, pointing to the base of the door. "The seal."
​Litia leaned in, her eyes narrowing. Etched into the silver was a small, discreet mark: an owl perched on a lightning bolt. "The Arcane Academy Logistics Seal. This door wasn't built by the Syndicate, no doubt. The funding for this would've had to be approved by the school and paid for by the school’s endowment fund.
​"Which means whoever this mole is, they're not just a spy," Litia muttered, her hands glowing with a sharp, cutting mana. "They’re a financier. They’re building this place using the school's own resources."
​Litia bypassed the lock with a brutal surge of counter-magic, and the doors slid open.
​It wasn't a laboratory of beakers and chemicals. 
It was a Ritual Chamber of Extraction.
​The room was vast and circular. In the center sat a massive, rotating crystalline engine that pulsed with a sickening, bruised-purple light. Surrounding the engine were dozens of glass-like cylinders filled with a thick, viscous fluid.
​Most were empty. But in one, a boy was suspended.
​"Marek," Litia whispered.
​The student looked like he was made of smoke. His features were blurred, his skin translucent. He wasn't just unconscious; he was being unmade. Thin, needle-like silver threads ran from the base of his neck to the central engine, siphoning away his very essence.
​"This is how they do it," Violet said, his voice trembling with suppressed rage. "They feed the person into the engine. The engine processes their 'existence-signature' and turns it into those shadows—the Umbraphages. As the person is consumed, the world’s memory of them fades until there’s nothing left but a void."
​Caylen looked at the empty tanks. "If Dylan ends up in one of those..."
​"He won't," Litia said firmly. She moved toward a desk piled with scrolls and ledgers, her movements frantic. "We can't get them out yet. If we break the glass, the shock would probably kill them. We need the deactivation sequence."
​
While Litia searched for a way to stop the engine, Caylen’s eyes were drawn to a stack of shipping manifests on a side table. He picked one up, his hand shaking.
​It was a delivery order for Void-Grade Mana Crystals.
​At the bottom of the parchment, there was no signature—only a seal. It was a ring-press of a Crested Manticore.
​Litia looked over his shoulder and gasped. "That’s not a school seal. That’s the personal signet of a High Councilor."
​"Ryven?" Caylen asked.
​"No," Litia said, her face turning pale. "Ryven is the Lightning Bolt. The Manticore belongs to Councilor Aeris Valen. The Skybreaker. AKA, the one who's supposed to be protecting the wards."
​Suddenly, a loud, rhythmic thudding began to vibrate through the floor. A red light began to pulse in the corners of the ceiling.
​"That sounds means the perimeter wards just tripped," Violet hissed, snapping his rapier up. "The guards are back. And they probably aren't coming for an interrogation this time.”


​"They'll be upon us soon enough," Violet said, his voice dropping into a combat register. He didn't look like a wounded noble anymore. He looked like a predator.
​"Good," Litia muttered. Her hair was practically crackling, the curls defying gravity as her mana began to hemorrhage from her skin in waves of amethyst heat. "I’ve been waiting for something I can actually hit."
​The heavy silver doors hissed open, and the Syndicate guards flooded in. They were encased in matte-black armor that seemed to swallow the light, their hands glowing with the jagged purple energy of the Void.
​Caylen tried to step forward, his hand white-knuckling the hilt of Corbexis, but a sudden, sickening lurch in his gut made the world tilt. The golden fire of the Lethé’s Spark didn't exactly wear off; it practically vanished, leaving behind a cold, hollow ache that felt like his bones were turning to lead.
​"Caylen, stay back!" Litia commanded, not even looking at him. "If you trip over your own feet, you’re dead. Stay down!"
​He wanted to protest, but his knees hit the cold stone floor before he could find his breath. He was forced to watch, leaning heavily against the blade of his sword, as the room turned into a kaleidoscope of violence.
​He had seen Litia use magic before, but never like this. This wasn't the measured, classroom arcana of Arcane Academy. This was a force of nature. 
She was a force of nature. 
No, literally. 
She didn't just cast spells; she commanded the very air. A pillar of violet fire erupted from her palms, incinerating the first guard’s shield instantly. She moved like a blur, her movements jagged yet fluid, every gesture tearing holes in the laboratory’s atmospheric pressure.
​But it was Violet who his eyes were glued to.
​The Caelora noble moved as if he were part of the wind itself. He didn't use the raw, crushing power Litia did. Instead, he fought with magic and sword in tandem. His left hand handled his rapier, dispatching the guards so quickly, Caylen found it difficult to follow his movements, and every thrust was backed by a localized burst of kinetic wind that sent guards flying backward.
​The two of them were a symphony.
​There were no words, no shouted commands. When Litia lunged forward, Violet was already sliding into the space she had vacated, his blade parrying a strike meant for her back. When Violet froze a guard’s boots to the floor, Litia’s lightning was already mid-air, striking the target before the ice had even finished forming.
​They moved with a terrifying, instinctive synergy. It was the perfect marriage of raw power and elite technique.
​Watching them, a sharp, bitter pang of jealousy flared in Caylen’s chest—stronger than the pain in his body.
​He had spent years being "the errand boy," the one who carried the books and ran the messages. He had thought that finding Corbexis made him part of the inner circle. But as he watched Litia and Violet—two prodigies born into their power—he felt the massive, unbridgeable chasm of power between them.
​And to cap it all up, it wasn't just the magic. It was the way they looked together. They were two halves of a whole, white and violet light dancing through the dark bunker. Caylen felt like a ghost, a spectator in his own life, clutching a sword he didn't truly understand while the people he cared about fought a war he could barely witness.
​I'm just the grounding wire, he thought, the bitterness tasting like copper in his mouth. I'm the one who gets used yet I'm not even that useful.
​"The ledger!" Litia’s voice broke through his spiral. She kicked a guard into a row of glass vials and pointed toward the desk. "Caylen! Grab the manifests and the seal! We’re leaving!"
​Caylen forced himself to his feet. Every muscle screamed in protest, the side-effects of the potion hitting him in waves of nausea. He stumbled toward the desk, his fingers fumbling as he snatched the stack of papers and the heavy signet ring—the Manticore of Aeris Valen.
​Caylen’s mind stuttered as he looked at the name on the ledger. ​The Skybreaker. One of the most powerful mages of the century. One on their side. At least he was supposed to be. 
​"Go! Go!" Violet shouted, slamming a frost-covered palm into the ground to create a wall of jagged ice between them and the reinforcements pouring into the hallway.
​They scrambled toward the secret hatch, Violet half-shouldering Caylen as they ascended. Litia stayed at the rear, her hands glowing with a white-hot intensity. He couldn’t see what she was doing. 
​"Litia!" Caylen called out, his vision beginning to tunnel.
​"I'm dropping the ceiling!" she screamed.
​She slammed her hands against the support beams of the bunker entrance. The sound of stone grinding against stone was deafening. As they tumbled out into the grey mist of the Whispering Hollow, a muffled explosion echoed from beneath the earth. The hatch collapsed, sealed by tons of rubble.
​The silence of the misty valley returned, broken only by their ragged breathing.
​Caylen collapsed into the snow, the ledger clutched to his chest. The adrenaline was gone. The clarity was gone.
​"We have to get back," Violet wheezed, clutching his side. "The sun... it’s almost up. We’ve to return before our absence is noted."
​Litia stood over Caylen, her face smudged with soot and blood. She looked down at him, and for a second, the mask slipped. Her eyes were full of a raw, desperate fear—not of the Syndicate, but dare he say for him…?
But why would she..?
​"Caylen," she whispered, reaching out a hand.
​But Caylen couldn't take it. His fingers went limp, and the world finally went dark, the name Aeris Valen echoing in his mind like a death knell.

Chapter 24 (hopefully..)
The trek back from the Whispering Hollow was a blur of freezing mist and the rhythmic crunch of snow. Violet moved with a grim, silent efficiency, half-carrying Caylen’s limp form while Litia maintained a concealment ward that made them nothing more than a trick of the moonlight.
​As the jagged spires of the Academy loomed closer, the first pale grey of dawn began to bleed into the horizon.
​"We’re not making it to the infirmary," Violet hissed, his breath hitching as he adjusted his grip on Caylen. "The main halls will be swarming with early-riser patrols. If we’re caught like this, we’re done."
​Litia’s jaw tightened. She hated being behind schedule. "Suggestions? Or did you just feel like pointing out the obvious?"
​Violet managed a weak smirk. "Follow me. There’s a drainage conduit behind the East Gate. It leads directly to the Student Council chambers."
◆◆◆
​The Student Council chambers were a stark contrast to the rest of the school—plush carpets, dark mahogany, and the faint, lingering scent of expensive ink.
​Litia lowered Caylen onto a velvet sofa, her eyes immediately scanning his pale face. He was breathing, but he was deep in the mana-crash.
​"Look at us," Violet muttered, leaning against a desk. He looked like he’d been dragged through a thresher. "We look like we just lost a war."
​Litia raised an eyebrow, her fingers beginning to glow with a complex, spiraling white light. "You’re forgetting who you’re talking to, Evergreen."
​She swept her hand through the air. A wave of shimmering, clinical energy washed over the room. The soot on their skin vanished; the blood evaporated; even the smell of the horrid bunker was replaced by a sterile, fresh-linen scent.
​Violet looked down at his hands, his eyes widening. "Teach me that. Now."
​"It’s harder than it looks," Litia said, her voice dropping back into its usual bored cadence. "And I don't give private lessons to people who can't even stand up straight."
​Violet chuckled, though it turned into a wince. He pulled at his shredded uniform. "The spell cleans the blood, but it doesn't sew the silk. I can't walk into the light of day looking like a pauper."
​Without waiting for an answer, he tossed his ruined shirt over his shoulder, reaching for a spare uniform in a locker behind the desk.
​Litia didn't move. She just leaned back against the sofa, watching him with an amused, half-lidded expression. "You don't mind that I'm here?"
​"There's no time to stand on ceremony," Violet replied, his back to her as he reached for a fresh white shirt. His muscles were corded, mapped with fading scars and the fresh bandage from his escape. "And I assumed this wasn't enough to get you flustered. Not that I was trying to."
​"You're right in that sense," Litia hummed, turning her back to give him a modicum of space, though her smirk remained audible. "But you probably shouldn't do this with any girl that isn't your girlfriend. They might get the wrong message. Or the right one, depending on your aim."
​Violet paused, a fresh shirt halfway over his head. "I don't even have a girlfriend. Nor would I bring just any girl to the student council chambers of all places, to... well."
​Litia’s gaze shifted to the unconscious Caylen, then back to the room. "Rumors do say you and the Vice President, Mia, are quite the item."
​Even with her back turned, she could practically feel the eye-roll.
​"Rumors," he said, his voice sharpening with a slight edge. "I didn't know you listened to them."
​"I don't," Litia countered. "But I hear them regardless."
​"Well, rumors also say that you and I are together," Violet shot back, his tone turning playful again as he buttoned his cuffs.
​"Gee, I wonder why they'd get that impression," Litia said sarcastically. "It's not like we went to the ball together or anything."
​"Right? Entirely professional," Violet agreed, the amusement clear in his voice.
​Litia turned back to him, a small, genuine smile forming on her lips—only to find that he was standing right behind her. He had moved with that predator’s silence yet again. He smelled of vanilla and sandalwood now, a sharp departure from the rot of the bunker.
​"A shame I'm not in the mood for fan service," Litia joked, though she didn't move away.
​Violet leaned in, the dimple on his cheeks more visible now, his voice dropping to a low, melodic hum. "I did all that for nothing, then? A tragic waste."
​"Even more so because half the girls in school would have killed to witness this," Litia added.
​Violet smiled, leaning even closer until he was just inches from her ear. "Then I’m lucky, aren't I? Because you aren't just 'any girl in school.' And I wouldn't be remotely comfortable even attempting this with anyone else."
​The moment hung there—thick with the scent of sandalwood and the soft glow of the dawn—before Litia reached up and poked him squarely in the chest, breaking the spell.
​"As charming as this is, we have a Councilor to deceive and a friend to keep out of prison. Tell me your plan, Violet. How do we get back into the infirmary without Ryven turning us into eels?”
◆◆◆
The morning sun was already gold against the white stone of the Academy’s main wing. The hallways were filling with students in crisp uniforms, the air humming with the sound of morning chimes.
​Violet looked perfect. Not a hair was out of place, his Student Council pin gleaming on his lapel. Between him and Litia, they were practically carrying Caylen, whose feet were dragging just enough to look like he was struggling to stay upright.
​"Head up, Caylen," Violet hissed through a polite, practiced smile he gave to a passing group of third-years. "You’re not a criminal. You’re a sleepwalker. Act like your brain is made of wool."
​"It... it kind of is," Caylen managed to mutter. The Lethé’s Spark hangover was hitting him like a physical blow to the skull.
​They rounded the corner to the Infirmary. Ryven Dax was already there, standing outside the double doors like a gargoyle. His violet robes seemed to vibrate with irritation, and the tattoos on his neck were a deep, angry indigo. Behind him stood two of his Stone-Guard, looking deeply uncomfortable.
​"Councilor Dax!" Violet’s voice rang out, clear and effortlessly cheerful. "You’re up early. Checking on the student body’s health, I assume? Truly, your dedication is an inspiration to the Senate. Father always said so."
​Ryven turned, his eyes narrowing. The static in the air spiked, but when he saw it was Violet Evergreen, the lightning in his gaze flickered and cooled. He couldn't just blast a Senator's son.
​"Evergreen," Ryven said, his voice like grinding stones. "And where, exactly, have you been? I found this boy’s bed empty an hour ago."
​Violet didn't flinch. He adjusted his grip on Caylen’s arm, looking down at him with a sigh of exaggerated aristocratic pity.
​"I found him wandering near the South Spire, Councilor. Poor fellow was completely mana-drunk—sleepwalking and reciting gibberish. Litia here found him first and was trying to coax him back without causing a scene. I intervened to ensure they weren't harassed by the morning patrols."
​Litia nodded, her face a mask of weary, dutiful concern. "He nearly walked off the mezzanine, Councilor. It took both of us to keep him grounded."
​Ryven stepped forward, his boots clicking on the marble. He looked at Caylen, then at Violet. He wasn't stupid, Caylen knew. He knew something was off, but Violet was playing the "Student Council Representative" card perfectly.
​"He was supposed to be under Council observation," Ryven snapped.
​"And he would have been, had your guards actually stayed at their posts instead of taking their break at the same time," Violet countered smoothly.
It was a lie—the guards had been there—but Violet said it with such casual authority that Ryven glanced back at his Stone-Guards with a look of sudden, murderous suspicion.
​"I'll deal with them later," Ryven muttered. He turned his attention back to Caylen. "Boy. Look at me."
​Caylen’s eyes fluttered open. The world was spinning. He saw Ryven’s tattoos, then Litia’s focused gaze, and finally Violet’s calm, smug profile.
​"Did... did the stars move?" Caylen slurred, leaning into the ‘sleepwalker’ role with zero effort. "The Spire was... it was backwards."
​Violet squeezed Caylen’s shoulder; a silent well done.
​"As you can see, Councilor, he’s barely lucid," Violet said. "I’ll stay with him during the questioning to ensure the Student Council’s protocols are followed. We wouldn't want any 'procedural errors' getting back to the Senate, would we? My father is particularly sensitive about student rights this term."
​It was a blatant threat, wrapped in a silk ribbon. Ryven’s jaw tightened so hard Caylen heard his teeth grind.
​"Fine," Ryven spat. "Inside. Both of you. The girl stays out."
​"Actually," Violet said, tilting his head. "Litia was a witness to his... episode. She should stay. For the record."
​Ryven looked like he was about to explode, but he simply turned and swept into the infirmary, his robes snapping like a whip. "Five minutes! And if he doesn't start making sense, I’m taking him to the High Spire, Senate or no Senate!"
​◆◆◆
​They lowered Caylen back onto the infirmary bed. The smell of sandalwood from Violet’s fresh clothes was the only thing keeping Caylen from spiraling into the dark again, funny enough.
​"Now," Ryven said, leaning over Caylen, his eyes glowing silver. "Tell me about the Shadow. Tell me how a low-rank nobody with an ancient sword did what all the high ranked mages couldn't."
​Caylen looked at the ledger hidden beneath his pillow (Violet had slipped it there the second they sat him down). He thought of Aeris Valen. He thought of the backwards runes.
​He looked at Violet, who gave him a tiny, imperceptible nod.
​"I don't remember much, Councilor," Caylen began, his voice steadier than he expected.
Ryven’s hand tightened on the bedpost, the silver wood groaning under the pressure. "The question, boy. You are a low-rank. That entity was an A-Class. Your friend's own lightning failed to anchor. How."
​Caylen swallowed hard, looking at the sword leaning against the bedside table. He didn't have to fake the tremor in his voice.
​"I didn't... I didn't do anything, Councilor," Caylen whispered, his eyes wide and vacant. "I just didn't want to die. I grabbed the hilt, and it was like... like grabbing a live wire. My arm wasn't mine anymore. The sword just pulled me. I was just... hanging on."
​Violet stepped in perfectly, crossing his arms and leaning back with an air of clinical boredom. "It’s a resonance phenomenon, Councilor. We see it in the 4th-century texts. Ancient artifacts of the Founder often have a 'dormant will.' When faced with a Void-entity—its natural opposite—the blade likely activated its own defensive sub-routines. Caylen wasn't the wielder; he was the battery."
​Ryven’s eyes flickered to Corbexis. His lip curled. He looked like he wanted to believe that. It fit his worldview probably: the sword was powerful, and the boy was a tool.
​"A battery that is now depleted," Ryven noted, his voice dropping to a dangerous low. He reached out a hand toward the sword. "If the blade is that volatile, it is a Council-grade hazard. I’ll be taking it to the High Spire for containment."
​Litia’s posture shifted; a subtle, predatory tension—but Violet was faster. He stepped between Ryven and the sword, his smile thin and sharp as a razor.
​"Under the Founding Charter, Section 8, all 'Personal Artifacts of the First Wielder' discovered by a student remain in the student's custody for study unless a Senate Warrant is issued," Violet said smoothly. "My father actually drafted the update to that law last year. To seize it now, without a hearing, would be a... very public breach of protocol."
​Ryven’s tattoos flared a brilliant, angry violet. For a second, the air in the room became so heavy Caylen thought the windows might shatter.
​"You're very bold, Evergreen," Ryven whispered. "Even for a Senator's brat."
​"I'm just a stickler for the rules, Councilor," Violet replied, his eyes never leaving Ryven’s. "And since Caylen is clearly in no state to be 'contained,' I suggest we let the healers do their work. I’ll be filing a full report with the Student Council—and the Senate—by midday."
​Ryven stared at them for another long, suffocating minute. Finally, he straightened his robes, the static in the air dissipating with a sharp crack.
​"Keep your 'battery' and his rusty toy for now," Ryven spat, turning toward the door. "But don't think you're hidden, boy. Next time, oh and there will be a next time I'm sure, I won't be asking questions. I'll be clearing the room."
​The heavy doors slammed shut behind him.
​—
​The silence that followed was heavy. Litia exhaled a breath she seemed to have been holding, her shoulders finally dropping.
​"You," she said, looking at Violet, "are a very good liar."
​"It's a gift," Violet said, though he paled as he sank into a chair. "But he’s right about one thing. We’re not hidden. He’s going to have eyes on this room 24/7 now."
​Caylen sat up, his head throbbing. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the crumpled ledger and the signet ring.
​"We don't need to be hidden," Caylen said, his voice finally regaining its edge. "We just need to be fast. Violet, look at this."
​He slid the ledger over. Violet’s eyes scanned the pages, and when he saw the Manticore Seal, his entire expression went cold. The playful, arrogant noble vanished, replaced by a look of sheer, focused dread.
​"Aeris Valen," Violet whispered. "He's the Skybreaker. If he's the one funding this..."
​"He’s the one who was supposed to be in charge of the ward security," Litia added, her eyes narrowing. "Which explains how the Umbraphage got through. It wasn't a breach, if not here then in Caelora at least. He's the representative, in fact. He probably just let it in."
​"But why?" Caylen asked, looking at the ring. "Why would a Hero of the Council work with the Syndicate?"
​"That," Violet said, standing up and checking the hallway through the crack in the door, "is what we’re going to find out.”


Chapter 26 (?)
The mahogany table in the center of the room was covered in a sprawling map of the Academy grounds and the surrounding ley lines. Violet had cleared away his tea service to make room for the crumpled ledger Caylen had brought back from the bunker.
​"We have two problems," Violet said, tapping a finger on the Manticore Seal. "First, we know Aeris Valen is involved, but he wasn’t here for the breach at the stadium. That means he has an accomplice inside these walls—someone with access to the primary ward-keys."
​"And second," Litia added, her eyes fixed on the map, "we’re looking at this backwards. We’re focusing on the stadium because it was the loudest attack. But the first breach was the Winter Ball. That was the trial run."
​Caylen leaned heavily against the table, his head swimming as the Lethé’s Spark continued to drain from his system. "Taren. He was the first one the shadow targeted. If he saw how it got in, or who let it in..."
​"He’s our only witness," Violet agreed. "But Taren isn't in the infirmary. After the attack, his family had him moved to The Aetherium Sanatorium. It’s a high-security recovery ward for noble mages on the outskirts of the capital. Ryven has a lock on his visitor log."
​Violet turned to Litia. "You and Caylen have to go. You’re in the same combat-theory track as Taren; if anyone can talk their way past the Sanatorium’s head healer, it’s you. Plus, Taren probably trusts you enough to tell the truth. Mostly because he's terrified of you."
​"And what about you?" Litia asked, her brow furrowing. "You're just going to sit here and play returned beloved President while we're out dodging patrols?"
​Violet’s smile was cold. "Hardly. I’m going to use the Student Council’s 'Campus Safety Initiative' to set up a Whisper Network. I’m placing anonymous drop-boxes in every house common room. I’ll tell the faculty it's for 'reporting suspicious student behavior' to keep them happy, but I’ll be looking for specific sightings of the mist. Someone saw something the night of the ball. Or the stadium attack. Someone always sees something."
​He reached into his desk and pulled out a small, silver locket on a thin chain. He handed it to Caylen.
​"A Senate-grade Cloaking Charm," Violet explained. "It’ll mask your mana signatures for three hours. It won’t make you invisible, but to the Academy’s detection wards, you’ll look like a stray cat or a gust of wind. It’s the only way you’re getting past the East Gate."
​Caylen took the locket, the metal cool against his palm. He looked at Litia, then back at Violet. "You're taking a huge risk, Violet. If Ryven catches you running a private intel ring..."
​"Then my father will have a very busy week in the Senate," Violet said dismissively, though the tension in his jaw told a different story. He looked at Caylen, his expression softening just a fraction. "Can you make the trip? The Sanatorium is a two-hour trek through the mountain passes."
​Caylen straightened his back, forcing his shaking legs to lock. "I'll make it. I'm not staying in that bed while the Syndicate is erasing my friends."
​Litia stepped up beside him, naturally sliding an arm under his to support his weight. It was a pragmatic move, but Caylen felt that familiar spark of heat in his chest—a mix of gratitude and the lingering sting of his own perceived weakness.
​"He’ll make it," Litia said firmly. "Because if he doesn't, I’m dragging him the rest of the way by his collar."
​Violet laughed, a short, sharp sound. "I don't doubt it. Go. Before the sun is high enough for Ryven to start his rounds. I’ll keep the Stormborn busy if he decides to show his face early.”

​The mountain pass was a serrated edge of black rock and treacherous ice. Under the effects of Violet’s cloaking charm, the world felt muffled, as if they were moving through a thick layer of wool. 
For example, every time Caylen exhaled, his breath didn't form a cloud; it simply vanished into the magical static.
Which would've been really cool to think about…
​But the charm couldn't mask the physical reality of his body. Every step felt like he was dragging a mountain behind him. His heart hammered against his ribs—a frantic, uneven rhythm—and the cold seemed to seep into his very marrow.
​"Stop," Litia commanded, her voice a sharp whisper that cut through the wind.
​She didn't wait for him to agree. She caught him by the shoulder just as his knees started to buckle. She steered him toward a shallow overhang of rock, shielded from the biting wind.
​"I'm... I'm fine," Caylen wheezed, his face pale and slick with a cold sweat despite the freezing temperature.
​"You're a terrible liar, Caylen. You leave the lying to Violet," Litia said, though her hands were surprisingly gentle as she adjusted the cloak around his shoulders. She leaned back against the stone, her eyes scanning the ridgeline for any sign of Council scouts. "You’re burning through your remaining reserves just to stay upright. If we get to the Sanatorium and you faint in the hallway, the cloaking charm won't save us."
​Caylen looked down at his hands. "I saw, Litia. You and Violet. In the bunker."
​Litia went still. The wind howled above them, but the space under the overhang felt suddenly, uncomfortably private. "You mean when we were fighting? We were doing our jobs."
​"No, it was more than that," Caylen said, the bitterness he’d felt earlier surfacing despite his exhaustion. "You moved like you were... part of the same mind. I’ve lived at this school for what feels like my whole life, and I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m just the guy holding the sword, waiting for it to tell me what to do. You two are the actual mages."
​Litia turned to him then, her violet eyes flashing with an intensity that made the cold feel distant. "You think that’s what that was? Coordination?" She let out a short, humorless breath. "Violet is a Caelora noble. He’s been trained in 'synergy combat' since he could walk. And I... I don't have the luxury of being a 'grounding wire.' If I don't command the air, it crushes me. We don't move together because we’re the same, Caylen. We move together because we’re both terrified of what happens if we stop."
​She reached out, her fingers brushing the hilt of Corbexis. "The sword chose you. Not Violet. Not me. Stop looking at the gap between our levels and start looking at why you’re the one standing in it."
​Before he could answer, she stood up, offering him her hand. "We’re ten minutes out. The Sanatorium is just over the next rise. Keep your head down, conserve as much mana as you can, and let me handle everything else."
◆◆◆
​They topped the ridge, and the Sanatorium came into view. It wasn't a building so much as a fortress of glass and silver, built directly into the side of a cliff. It glowed with a soft, constant blue light—the "Healing Wards" that helped keep the patients stable.
​It was beautiful, but it was a cage.
​"There's the East Balcony," Litia whispered, pointing to a narrow terrace where the high-priority recovery rooms were located. "Taren should be in Room 402, according to the school records Violet dug up. The Healers do their rounds every hour on the hour. We have exactly twelve minutes to get in, get the answers, and get out before the shift change."
​Caylen gripped the locket Violet had given him. The silver felt warm now. "Then let's go find out what Taren saw."
––
Caylen and Litia slipped through a service entrance, the cloaking charm blurring their forms as they moved past a pair of drowsy Stone-Guards. The interior smelled of sterile herbs and heavy, sleeping-draught potions.
​They reached Room 402. The door was sealed with a minor lock-ward. Litia neutralized it with a practiced flick of her fingers, and they stepped inside.
​The room was dim, illuminated only by the rhythmic pulsing of the life-monitor crystals. Taren lay in the bed, looking like a shadow of himself. His skin was sallow, and his breathing was shallow, assisted by a constant flow of purified mana.
​"Taren," Litia whispered, leaning over him. She pressed a glowing finger to his temple, what she called a "Wakefulness" spark.
​Taren’s eyes flew open. They were bloodshot and frantic, darting around the room until they landed on Litia. He tried to sit up, a strangled gasp escaping his throat.
​"Easy," Caylen said, stepping into his line of sight. "It’s us. We’re here to help."
​"The... the cold," Taren rasped, his voice sounding like dry leaves. "It wouldn't stop. It just... kept coming out of the shadows."
​"Taren, listen to me," Litia said, her voice firm and grounding. "We need your help and there's no time. The night of the ball. On the balcony, before the shadow hit you. Who else was there? Did you see anyone?"
​Taren’s hand gripped the bedsheets, his knuckles white. He looked toward the window, as if expecting the shadow to return.
​"I wasn't... I wasn't alone," he whispered. "I thought she was there to help. I called out to her, but she just... she just stood there. Watching the wards fail."
​"Who?" Caylen asked, his heart hammering.
​Taren looked directly at Caylen, his eyes filling with a sudden, sharp clarity of terror.
​"Alessia. She was standing right there on the railing. She didn't even look at the monster. She was just... looking at the sky. Like she was waiting for a signal."
—
The trek back from the Sanatorium was a blur of frozen lungs and stinging snow. Caylen was barely holding on, his vision swimming with every step. Suddenly, the locket around his neck—the cloaking charm from Violet—pulsed with a sharp, rhythmic heat.
​"A signal," Litia whispered, checking her own crystal, a new replacement for the malfunctioning one during winter break. "Violet. He’s found something. He didn't use the whisper boxes—too slow. He noticed a localized ward-drift in the Old Clock Tower. Someone is using a high-level concealment spell there, but they’re doing it with a Valen-style anchor."
​"He could tell who it was from the mana signature?" Caylen asked, leaning against a tree to catch his breath.
​"Every noble family has a, well. Kind of a mana-fingerprint, Caylen. If you will. To Violet, a Valen anchor is as loud as a scream. He’s heading there now from the Council chambers. We have to meet him."
​They reached the tower ten minutes later. The iron gears above were frozen, coated in a century of ice. They found Violet waiting in the shadows of the spiral staircase, his face grim.
​"She’s up there," Violet whispered, his hand on the hilt of his rapier. "I saw her slip in. She wasn't careful. It’s like she’s... frantic."
​"Alessia?" Caylen asked.
​"I couldn't believe it when you sent that message, Litia. But when I was poking around with that in mind…I fear she's been acting as his proxy," Violet said, his voice low. "I checked the logistics logs. The 'Void-Salt' we found in the bunker? It was requisitioned under her name, but authorized with Aeris’s seal. They’re working together, but something is wrong. The Skybreaker is a genius. This slip up is unlike him.. It's almost as though he's….Desperate."
​They climbed the final flight of stairs. Through the gap in the heavy oak doors, the air was thick with the smell of ozone and old parchment.

​Alessia Valen wasn't standing tall like a traitor. She was on her knees, her hands stained black with Void-Salt as she tried to scrub a jagged ritual circle off the floor. She was crying—not the theatrical tears Litia had used in the infirmary, but silent, shuddering sobs of someone who had reached their breaking point.
​In the center of the room, a flickering, low-quality projection of Aeris Valen shimmered. He didn't look like a Hero of the Council. He looked haunted, his face gaunt, his eyes darting to unseen shadows behind him.
​"I did what you asked, Aeris!" Alessia hissed, her voice cracking. "I brought the wards down at the ball! I thought... I thought if I did it, they’d let you go. I thought if I took the risk, you’d be safe!"
​"You fool, Alessia," Aeris’s projection rasped, his voice full of a terrible, hollow grief. "They never intended to let me go. They just used your mistake to tighten the noose. Now they have records of your mana on the breach. If I don't help sgs⁵them with the Caelora sector, they’ll turn those logs over to the Council. They’ll execute you for treason."
​"Then let them!" Alessia screamed, throwing a handful of salt at the projection. "I only did it for you! Because you were always the prodigy, the one everyone looked up to... I just wanted to be strong enough to save you for once!"
​"We’re past saving, Lessa," Aeris whispered, his image flickering as the mana-link began to fail. "The Syndicate doesn't want heroes. They want pawns. . And now, they have two."
​The projection blinked out, leaving Alessia alone in the dark, surrounded by the evidence of her  attempts to protect her brother.
♥︎◆◆
​Litia pushed the door open. The sound was like a gunshot in the silent tower.
​Alessia spun around, her eyes wide and bloodshot. She didn't reach for her wand. She just slumped back against a massive iron gear, her hands held out as if to show them the black stains of the Void.
​"Go ahead," Alessia whispered, a broken laugh escaping her. "Call Ryven. Tell him the 'Skybreaker’s' sister is the one who let the monsters in. At least then it’ll be over."
​Caylen stepped forward, his heart heavy. He had expected to find a monster in the form of the girl he thought he knew. Instead, he found a girl who had set her own world on fire just to keep her brother warm.
​Violet stood beside him, his rapier still sheathed. He looked at the ritual circle, then at Alessia. "The Manticore seal... it wasn't just his authority. You were using his signet to hide your own trail, weren't you?"
​"I thought I was being clever," Alessia said, looking at the ceiling. "I thought I could be the one to solve it. But all I did was give them more leverage over him. Now he’s destroying Caelora—his own city—because he’s afraid of what they’ll do to me."
​"Then we have to stop him," Caylen said, his voice surprisingly firm. "Not because he’s a traitor, but because he’s being forced. If we take down the Syndicate’s hold on the Academy, they lose their leverage."
​Alessia looked at him, hope flickering in her eyes for the first time. "You don't understand. The Syndicate... they aren't just people. They're the ones who made the shadows. They're already inside the school.”

​"Already in the school?" Violet repeated, his voice dropping an octave. He paced a tight circle around the ritual salt on the floor. "That’s a broad accusation, Alessia. There are over fifty professors at Arcane, and half of them are eccentric enough to be mistaken for cultists on a regular Tuesday."
​Alessia leaned back against the cold iron of the clock gears, wiping a streak of black salt across her forehead. She gave a hollow shrug. "It’s exactly what it sounds like. My brother... I overheard his conversations with the Syndicate. He talked about colleagues and professors. People who knew the ward-codes better than he did."
​Litia stepped forward, the amethyst glow in her eyes intensifying until the shadows in the corner of the room seemed to cower. She didn't touch Alessia, but she leaned in close enough that the air between them seemed to hum with static.
​"Expatiate," Litia commanded. Her voice wasn't loud, but it had the weight of a falling guillotine. "Names. Departments. Now."
​Alessia flinched, her bravado flickering. "I don't have a roster for you! Aeris was careful. But I heard him arguing with one of them—someone obsessed. They weren't even interested in the Syndicate's 'New World' nonsense. They just wanted to see the Etheric Decay in person. They were more focused on the science of erasing a soul than the politics of it."
​Violet stopped pacing and seemed to blanch physically. "Etheric Decay. That’s a niche field. There are only a handful of professors who would even touch that curriculum."
​"Then we have a starting point, vague as it is," Litia said, turning to Violet. "We go. Now. Before they realize the Clock Tower ward has been tripped. There's no way void salt of this quantity won't be detected, if it hasn't already been."
​Litia turned her gaze to Caylen. Her expression softened for a fraction of a second before hardening into a mask of pure pragmatism.
​"You stay here," she said. "Guard her."
​Caylen blinked, the exhaustion of the trek still weighing on his limbs. "Litia, I can—"
​"You’re in no position to go on this search Caylen," she interrupted, her tone leaving no room for argument. "And we can’t trust her to be on her own. She’s a flight risk, or worse, she’s a decoy meant to lead us into a trap while she slips away to warn her brother. You stay. If she moves, you stop her." 
​Alessia let out a sharp, bitter laugh from the floor. She looked Caylen up and down, her eyes landing on his trembling hands. "You’re leaving me with him? The boy who can't even hold his head up? You might as well just leave the door open, Litia. It would be less insulting."
​The insult hit Caylen harder than the cold. He felt the phantom weight of his earlier jealousy—the memory of how perfectly Litia and Violet had fought together—and it sparked a sudden, sharp heat in his gut.
​He didn't say a word. He reached down and gripped the hilt of Corbexis.
​The blade left the scabbard with a sound like a low, rolling thunderclap. Despite his fatigue, the sword felt light—unnervingly so. The metal of the sword didn't glow, but it seemed to drink the last rays of sunlight coming through the clock face, making the air around the edge shimmer.
​Caylen leveled the point of the sword at Alessia’s throat. His arm didn't shake.
​"I’m not as weak as I look, Alessia," Caylen said, his voice flat and dangerous. "And this sword has a very long memory for traitors. Don't make it add you to the list."
​Alessia’s mockery stopped dead in her throat. She stared at the blade, her pupils dilating. 
​Litia watched the exchange, a ghost of a smirk playing on her lips. "Good. Don't take your eyes off her."
—
​Violet adjusted his cuffs, looking at the door. "We’ll check the faculty archives first. If one of the Decay professors has been requisitioning extra mana-storage crystals, we’ll have our mole."
​He looked back at Caylen. "Hold the fort, grounding wire. We’ll be back before the sunrise patrol, hopefully it doesn't take nearly that long."
​With a swirl of robes and a flicker of violet light, Litia and Violet vanished down the spiral staircase, their footsteps echoing until silence reclaimed the tower.
​Now, it was just Caylen and Alessia. The rhythmic thump-thump of the clock’s massive pendulum was the only sound.
​Alessia shifted slightly, her back still against the gears. She looked at Caylen, then at the sword still pointed at her chest. "You really think you're doing the right thing, don't you?" she whispered. "Playing the hero for a school that would forget your name in a heartbeat if you went missing tomorrow.”
​"I’m not doing this for the school," Caylen said, his voice echoing slightly in the hollow chamber. "I know exactly what this place is. I’ve spent years being the person they don't see. I know they wouldn't come looking for me."
​Alessia narrowed her eyes, the black salt on her skin making her look like a ghost of the girl she used to be. "Then why? Why risk execution for a system that treats you like furniture?"
​"Because people are being erased. People I care about are in danger," he countered, the image of Dylan collapsing and Marek flashing in his mind. "And because your brother isn't the only one being forced into a corner. The difference is, you chose to push others into that corner to save him. I’m just trying to pull them out."
​Alessia looked away, her jaw tightening. "You talk as if it were a choice. When the Syndicate comes for someone like Aeris, they don't offer a deal. They offer a countdown. They had... they have proof of something he did years ago. Something that would have stripped the Valen name of every honor it’s ever earned."
​"What could be worth all this?" Caylen asked, the tip of the sword dipping just a fraction as his curiosity—and his exhaustion—tugged at him. "What did he do that's worse than letting a Class-S Leecher creature into a stadium full of students?"
​"It wasn't about what he did," Alessia whispered, her voice cracking. "It was about what he is. Aeris isn't just a prodigy, Caylen. He’s the result of... experiments. Not in the lab setting that you think.. Our father wasn't just a senator; he was obsessed with bloodlines. Aeris was the 'success,' but the methods were illegal. Unspeakable. If the Council found out, Aeris wouldn't just be stripped of his rank. He’d be 'decommissioned.' Like a faulty piece of equipment."
​Caylen felt a chill that had nothing to do with the mountain air. "So he's protecting himself."
​"He's protecting us!" Alessia snapped, her eyes snapping back to his. "Because if he falls, I fall. The whole family line is scrubbed. I overheard the Syndicate agent telling him that they could 'stabilize' his condition if he helped them. I thought... I thought if I brought the wards down at the Ball, they’d see I was useful too. That they’d leave him alone."
​She let out a bitter, jagged breath. "Instead, they just filmed me doing it. Now they own us both. One for his power, one for his silence."
​Caylen watched her, seeing the raw, bleeding truth of her situation. She wasn't the mastermind she seemed to be; she was a victim of a legacy she hadn't asked for. But as he looked at her, he realized something.
​"You said they’re already in the school," Caylen prompted, his grip tightening on the sword. "The professor obsessed with the Decay science. If you overheard them, you must have heard a name. Or at least where they meet."
​Alessia looked at him, a flicker of something—fear, or maybe realization—crossing her face. "I didn't hear a name. But I heard a sound. Every time the 'Science-Mole' spoke, there was this rhythmic... clicking. Like a metronome. Or a clock."
​Caylen’s heart skipped. He looked up at the massive, rhythmic pendulum of the Old Clock Tower. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.
​"The Clock Tower isn't just a meeting spot, is it?" Caylen whispered.
​"It’s the anchor," Alessia said, her voice trembling. "The person Aeris was talking to... they didn't just want to experiment and see Etheric Decay. They were causing it. They're using the tower's mechanical resonance to broadcast the 'erasure' signal across the campus. That’s why the shadows are getting stronger."
​A sudden, violent vibration shook the floor beneath them. The gears of the clock, which had been frozen for years, suddenly began to turn with a screech of protesting metal.
​"Caylen," Alessia gasped, scrambling backward. "I-I think.. It’s activating.”

The Archives were located in the sub-basement of the Great Library, a place where the air felt five degrees colder and smelled of ancient parchment and ozone. Unlike the rest of the school, which was built for students, this area was designed for the Faculty—specifically, for the secrets they didn't want the student body to find.
​"Watch your step," Violet whispered, his hand hovering over his Student Council pin. "The floor is a Weight-Ward. If you exert more than twenty pounds of pressure on a single tile without a Faculty resonance, the whole hallway turns into a vacuum. We’ll be suffocated before we can even reach the first shelf."
​Litia didn't look impressed, but she adjusted her mana-flow, making her footsteps light enough to barely disturb the dust. "Then don't stop to admire the decor, Evergreen. We have a window of forty minutes before the automated ward-sweep."
​They reached the Restricted Section—a heavy iron door engraved with the names of the Academy’s Founding Mages. In the center was a glass plate that pulsed with a faint, rhythmic red light.
​"A Blood-Lock," Violet muttered, his brow furrowing. "It doesn't just need a key; it needs the DNA of a sitting Professor or a Senior Council member. Even my father’s Senate credentials won't open this. Not like I have access to those anyway. "
​Litia stepped forward, her fingers sparking with amethyst heat. "Then we don't use a key. We use a mirror."
​"Litia, if you try to blast that door, you’ll trigger a lockdown that’ll alert not just Ryven in the Spire but the professors as, well" Violet warned.
​"I’m not blasting it," she snapped. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small glass vial containing a single, shimmering hair. "I swiped this off Professor Halloway’s cloak during the morning assembly three days ago. Just in case."
​She placed the hair on the glass plate and channeled a precise, needle-thin stream of mana through it. The glass plate flickered, the red light turning a hesitant green as it "read" the stolen signature. The heavy iron door groaned, the gears within shifting with a sound like grinding bone, and swung open.
​Violet stared at her, half-horrified, half-impressed. "Remind me never to leave my clothes anywhere near you."
​"Focus, Violet," she said, stepping into the darkness of the Restricted Archives.
—
​The room was filled with thousands of floating scrolls, organized by department. Violet moved with practiced efficiency, his eyes scanning the metadata charms on the scroll-cases.
​"Aetheric Decay... Aetheric Decay..." he whispered, his fingers dancing through the air. "Here. The curriculum records."
​He pulled a blackened scroll from the air. As it unrolled, his face went pale.
​"It's been purged," he said, showing the parchment to Litia. The text was there, but the names of the students who had taken the course—and the professor who taught it—were blacked out by a "Void-Ink" that resisted even Litia’s illumination spells.
​"They’re erasing the history of the class," Litia said, her jaw tightening. "Not just the people. They’re scrubbing the record of the science itself."
​"Wait," Violet said, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the very bottom of the scroll. "The ink didn't catch the requisition stamps. Look at the serial numbers for the mana-crystals."
​He pulled a small ledger from his vest and began cross-referencing. "These crystals... they weren't sent to a classroom. They were sent to the Old Clock Tower for 'Mechanical Maintenance' three months ago. Requisitioned by the Head of the Alchemy Department."
​Litia’s eyes widened. "The Alchemist? But he’s nearly eighty. He can barely remember his own name, let alone run an erasure ritual."
​"He doesn't have to remember," Violet said, his voice trembling as he realized the truth. "He just has to approve of it,  sign the papers. The person actually doing the work would be his Teaching Assistant."
​He turned the page, and the name at the bottom of the last requisition slip made the air in the room freeze.
​"Professor Vane."
—
​As the name left his lips, the ground beneath them shuddered. It wasn't an earthquake; it was a rhythmic, mechanical vibration that hummed through the soles of their boots.
​Thump-thump. Thump-thump.
​"The Clock Tower," Litia gasped, her hands igniting instinctively. "I can sense it. I-it’s…like it's drawing power from the Archive’s ley-line junction. Someone just turned the machine on."
​Violet looked at the door they had just come through. It wasn't open anymore. It was sealed shut, and the red light of the Blood-Lock was now a steady, ominous purple.
​"We’re not the only ones who were looking for the trail, it seems," a voice echoed from the shadows of the shifting shelves.
​A figure stepped out from behind a row of scrolls. It wasn't Professor Vane. It was a man in a simple grey janitor's uniform, holding a mop that hummed with a Class-S mana signature.
​"The girl was right," the man said, his eyes devoid of any color—nothing but white voids. "We’re already in the school. And you two just walked into the recycling bin. You can call me the Custodian.”


Chapter 27 (?)
As soon as the iron door hissed shut, the air turned stagnant. The Custodian stood ten paces away, his grey janitor’s uniform a jarring contrast to the Class-S mana radiating from his hollow, white eyes.
​"The record must remain clean," he repeated, his voice a gravelly monotone. He didn't reach for what initially seemed like a wand. He simply swung his heavy, brine-soaked mop in a wide arc.
​The water didn't hit the floor. It transformed mid-air into jagged shards of grey glass—solidified Void.
​"Violet, down!" Litia shouted. She didn't wait for him to move; she threw a pulse of kinetic energy that shoved him behind a stone plinth just as the glass shards shredded the mahogany desk where he’d been standing.
​Violet scrambled up, his silver-blue robes dusted with splinters. "He’s a Sleeper, Litia! His mana isn't his own—he’s being piloted by a remote link!"
​"I don't care if he's being piloted by the Founder himself," Litia hissed, her amethyst flames igniting. "He’s not touching this scroll."
​She lunged forward, a streak of violet light. Her palm met the Custodian’s chest, but instead of the sound of an impact, there was a sickening slurp. The Custodian’s body rippled like liquid, absorbing the fire.
​"You are... dirt," the Custodian whispered, grabbing Litia’s wrist. His touch felt like ice-water poured directly into her veins. "And dirt must be swept."
—
​THUMP-THUMP. 
The sound was no longer mechanical. It was a physical blow to Caylen’s chest. The Aetheric Decay anchor—the jagged black crystal at the center of the gears—was spinning so fast it had become a blur of obsidian light.
​"Caylen, your ears!" Alessia screamed, her hands clamped over her own.
​A trickle of blood ran down Caylen’s neck. The frequency of the tower was liquefying the air. He leaned on Corbexis, his knuckles white. The sword was vibrating in sync with the machine, the rust on the blade vibrating so violently it was turning into a fine, red mist.
​"The repulsion ward!" Caylen yelled over the screech of iron. "I can't get close enough to strike!"
​Alessia looked at the crystal, then at the black salt stains on her hands. Her expression shifted—a flicker of the girl who would do anything to save her brother, perhaps. 
"I can't break it, but I can ground it. If I take the feedback into my own mana circuits, the ward will drop for three seconds."
​"Alessia, no! That’ll burn your mana-channels out!"
​"Just do it, Caylen!" she sobbed, her eyes glowing with desperation. "I’m already a traitor! Let me at least be a useful one!"
​She threw herself toward the secondary conduit, her bare hands grabbing the sparking silver wires. A surge of blue electricity arched through her body, her scream lost in the roar of the clock.
​The blue shield around the crystal flickered. It was down.
—
​Violet watched in horror as the grey void began to crawl up Litia’s arm. She was the strongest mage he knew, but the Custodian wasn't fighting fair—he was erasing her.
​"Litia, let go!" Violet roared.
​He didn't use a standard spell. He reached for the Senate-Seal on his lapel—a one-time emergency relic. He crushed the silver pin in his hand, and a wave of "Order Magic" flooded the room. It was the purest form of law, designed to stabilize chaotic mana.
​The Custodian’s liquid form solidified for a split second.
​"Now!" Violet yelled, his voice cracking.
​Litia didn't hesitate. She used her free hand to conjure a blade of pure compressed air, slicing through the Custodian’s grip. She tumbled back, gasping for air, her arm marble-grey and numb.
​"The scroll," she wheezed, pointing to the table.
​The Void-Ink on the requisition slip was reacting to the Custodian’s presence. It was spreading, eating the parchment from the inside out.
​"He's not trying to kill us," Violet realized, his eyes wide. "He’s a distraction. The ink is the real assassin. It’s deleting the evidence while we fight!"
​The Custodian turned, his white eyes fixed on the scroll. He raised the mop again, the void-energy gathering into a crushing sphere.
​"The record," he rasped, "must be... clean."
—
​Caylen didn't think. He didn't have enough mana left to think. He simply jumped.
​He vaulted over a spinning brass gear, his feet leaving the floor as the world turned into a kaleidoscope of blue sparks and grinding iron. As he fell toward the black crystal, Corbexis finally changed.
​The last of the rust shattered. Beneath it lay a blade of star-glass—black, translucent, and cold as the space between galaxies.
Caylen roared.
​The blade pierced the heart of the crystal.
​The explosion wasn't silent. A human scream tore through the tower—a distorted, multi-layered voice that sounded like a dozen people screaming at once. Caylen felt a cold wind rush past him, carrying the scent of hospital sheets and old books.
​The crystal shattered into a thousand shards.
​In the Archives, five floors below, the Custodian suddenly froze. The void-sphere in his hands vanished. He let out the same multi-layered scream, his body collapsing into a pile of mundane grey dust and a tattered janitor’s uniform.
◆◆◆
​The tower went silent. The only sound was the heavy, labored breathing of Caylen and Alessia.
​Caylen pushed himself up from the floor. His hands were shaking, and his sword—now a sleek, terrifying shard of black glass—felt heavier than ever. He looked at the spot where the crystal had been.
​There, lying in the center of the gear-works, was a small, silver student ID card. It was cracked in half, but the face was still visible.
​It wasn't Marek. It wasn't Dylan.
​It was a girl Caylen didn't recognize—a student from the 1998 class who had been "missing" for nearly thirty years.
​"They aren't erasing people," Alessia whispered, her voice a ghost of itself as she lay slumped against the wires. "They're... they're using them. The anchors aren't just crystals, Caylen. They're souls—they're using these people's very essence."
◆◆◆
​Down in the Archives, Litia and Violet stood over the remains of the scroll. Most of it was gone, but the Void-Ink had stopped just short of the last line.
​One name remained visible under the "Supervising Faculty" section:
​Professor Vane.
​But beneath that, scrawled in a frantic, hurried hand that Litia recognized instantly, was a final note:
​The Basement is a lie. Look to the Garden.

It’s been forty-eight hours since the Clock Tower screamed, and Caylen’s never felt more alive.
Which was the problem.
​By all means, he should be dead. Or at the very least,  he should be bedridden in the infirmary with a mana-fever that would melt the sheets. 
Instead, he woke up the morning after the "incident" feeling like he’d just had eight hours of perfect sleep and a shot of liquid lightning. His pulse felt steady, his vision was sharper than it’s ever been, and the constant, dull ache of my low mana-reserves was... gone.
To put it simply, Caylen felt the best he's ever been at the moment. 
And looking at his friends, he felt like a monster for it.

They were gathered in Violet’s private office in the Student Council chambers. The air was thick with the scent of bitter tea and the heavy, buzzing wards Violet had placed on the doors to keep Ryven’s "inquisitors" out.

​"You're staring again, Caylen," Litia whispered.
​She didn't look at Caylen. She was leaning against the bookshelf, her left arm wrapped in silver-threaded silk that pulsed with a faint, rhythmic light. She looked... thin.
Not physically, but as if the opacity of her existence was being turned down. When the light hit her just right, he could almost see the outlines of the books through her shoulder..
​"I'm not," he lied, shifting the weight of the sword case at his side.
​Caylen didn't tell her —or any of them really, that Corbexis had started talking back. It wasn't words, exactly; it was a cold, vast hum at the back of his skull. It felt like standing on the edge of a cliff at night. It felt like hunger.
​"We need to review," Violet said, his voice sandpaper-dry. He looked terrible. The polished, untouchable silver prince persona was gone, replaced by a boy with dark circles under his eyes and ink-stained fingers. 
Violet spent the last two days playing a political shell game—forging reports, bribing guards, and convincing the administration that the Clock Tower was just a mechanical failure. "If we're going to move on the Syndicate, we have to know exactly what we’re up against."
​Alessia sat in the corner, her knees pulled to her chest. Caylen knew she hadn't heard from Aeris, and that the silence was eating her alive.
 "You already know," she muttered. "The Syndicate isn't a cult. It's a harvest. They used a girl from the 1998 class to power the Tower. They used Marek and Dylan to test the extraction process. They’re using my brother to keep the Council busy while they finish the Garden, wherever that is."
​"Professor Vane is the key," Violet said, tapping a map of the campus. "He’s the one who authorized the mana-crystal requisitions. He’s the one who was obsessed with Etheric Decay. And now he’s 'on sabbatical.' My hypothesis is that he went to the one place on campus where the ley lines are thick enough to hide a laboratory."
​"The Arboretum," Litia added. She suddenly winced, her hand flying to her head. For a second, her eyes didn't look violet—they looked like ancient, stormy grey. She muttered something under her breath—a name that sounded like Kaelith—before shaking her head and snapping back to the present. "It’s the only place left."
​"But it’s guarded by the Senior Faculty," Violet countered. "We can't just walk in. We need a reason. We need—"
​The heavy oak doors of the office didn't just open—they were blasted open.
​The wards Violet had spent hours weaving snapped like dry glass. 
Will stood in the doorway, his chest heaving, his cloak singed at the edges. He didn't look like the class clown. He looked like a man who had just run through a war zone.
​"If you're planning a suicide mission to the  ," Will panted, stepping into the room and slamming the door behind him with a kick, "you’re doing it wrong. And you’re doing it without the only person who actually knows how to get into the Sub-Soil vaults."
​Violet was on his feet, his rapier half-drawn. "Will? How did you—"
​"How did I find you? Violet, you guys have been acting suspicious for WEEKS, not to mention, you, yes all of you, have been smelling like ozone and forbidden alchemy for three days. I’m an Earth-Attuned, remember? Plus, I swear I can feel the ground shaking every time Litia has one of those 'episodes,'" Will snapped. He walked straight to the table, ignoring the weapons pointed at him.
He looked at Caylen, his eyes narrowing. "And you. You’re glowing, kid. You look like a Class-A mana-battery waiting to explode. You think you're hiding it? To your own roommate? You're as obvious as a lighthouse in a fog."
​Will looked at the map, then at the four of them. "I’m in. Don't bother arguing. My grandfather was the Head Groundskeeper here for twenty years before he 'retired.' He did more than just prune the trees too; he built the irrigation systems. And those irrigation systems don't just carry water."
​He slammed a hand onto the map, right over the Garden.
​"They can carry, theoretically, Liquid Mana," Will said, his voice dropping. 
"Vane isn't just planting students. He’s using the Arboretum's root system to connect the Soul-Anchors. It’s a network. You destroy one, the others scream. You want to save Dylan? You don't go to the lab. You go to the Central Oak. It’s sort of the server for the whole school…”
“How're we going to locate this central oak though,” Caylen questioned. 

​Will looked at them like they were idiots. "The reason you haven't been able to find the laboratory is because it isn't under the Garden. It is the Garden. The trees are the processors. The students are the power. If you want to stop the erasure, you have to kill the forest."

​The room went silent. The next step was suddenly, terrifyingly obvious.

​"We don't need to break in," Caylen said, the sword at his side humming in agreement. "We need to burn it down.”

—

​Will was talking. His voice was loud, energetic, and grounded in the dirt and logic of the Earth, but to Litia, he sounded like he was speaking from the bottom of a deep well.

​She leaned against the mahogany bookshelf, her fingers digging into the wood. She needed the friction. She needed the reminder that she was solid.

But as Litia looked down at her left hand, the silver-threaded silk bandages seemed to be wrapping around nothing. Her skin was the color of sea-mist, translucent enough that she could see the grain of the wood through my palm.

​Not yet, Litia pleaded silently. Not here.

​The office began to tilt. Violet was pointing at a map, his mouth moving, but the colors of the room were bleeding out, replaced by a blinding, ancient gold. 

The sounds of the Student Council chambers—the ticking clock, the rustle of parchment—were replaced by the roar of a wind that hadn't blown for a thousand years.

​Then, the world snapped.

​Litia wasn't in the office anymore. She was standing in the Sun-Drenched Garden of Aethelgard, the capital of the old world. The air smelled of jasmine and high-altitude ozone.

​Standing before her was the Masked Figure.

​The silver mask caught the light, carved into the likeness of a weeping owl. Litia was suddenly struck with the realization that they were taller than she remembered, (Zephyria’s feelings perhaps) draped in robes of shifting starlight. In the past life—when she was Zephyria—this person had been her shadow.

 My confidant, Litia thought. The only one who knew that even the Great Mage feared the dark.

​"The trees are not the enemy, Zephyria," the Figure whispered. Their voice was a harmony of a thousand echoes. Different from the first time she'd heard it during her Trial. 

​In the memory, she — Zephyria — reached out to touch the bark of the World-Tree, the ancestor of the very Oak Will was currently describing in the office. The bark felt warm, like a beating heart.

​"They think they can harvest the soul-drift," the Figure continued, gesturing to the shimmering ley lines beneath our feet.

 "They think if they plant the seeds of the erased, they can grow a god. But they forget the Severance. You cannot burn a forest that is rooted in the void, unless you strike the Tether first."

​"The Tether?" Litia’s past-self asked, her voice sounding older, layered with power.

​The Masked Figure stepped closer, their hand resting over Litia’s heart. "The sword, Zephyria. The one you forged from the fallen star. It doesn't just ground mana. It cuts the connection between the soul and the soil. To save the Garden, you must—"

​The Figure’s voice distorted. Their mask began to crack, leaking a familiar, oily black smoke.

​"Litia!"

​The gold vanished. The jasmine scent was replaced by the sharp tang of one of Violet’s expensive tea.

​The floor came up to meet me before she could realize she was falling.

Litia hit the rug hard, her knees buckling as if the bones had turned to water. The sudden return of her physical weight was agonizing, like a thousand needles pricking my skin as she "re-anchored" to reality.

​"Litia!"

​Caylen was there in an instant, his hands catching her shoulders. His touch felt different now—hot, buzzing with that strange, renewed energy he’d been carrying since the Clock Tower. Behind him, Violet had rounded the desk, his face pale with a terror he usually kept hidden behind his Senate mask of calm. 

Even Will had stopped mid-sentence, his hand hovering over the map.

​"I'm... I'm fine," Litia gasped, the words tasting like copper in her mouth. She  tried to push herself up, but her equilibrium was a shattered mirror. The room kept spinning, the faces of her friends blurring into the silver mask of the memory.

​"You're not fine," Violet said, his voice sharp with panic. "You’re as pale as a ghost, Litia. Your mana-pulse is all over the place."

​"Just... sleep," Litia managed, gripping Caylen’s forearm for stability. "I haven't slept in two days. The wards... the investigation... it's just exhaustion."

​Litia forced herself to stand, leaning heavily on Caylen. Her legs felt like lead, a cruel irony after feeling like air only seconds before. She could see the skepticism in Violet’s eyes—he knew a mana-crash when he saw one—but he also knew she wouldn't talk. Not yet.

​"I’ll take her back," Caylen said firmly. He didn't look at Violet; he just shifted his arm, tucking hers’ securely against his side so Litia didn't have to carry her own weight. 

"She needs to be out of this room and away from the maps for a while."

​Violet hesitated, then nodded slowly. "Go. Will and I will finalize the route through the irrigation tunnels. We’ll meet you in the common room at dawn."

​As Caylen led her toward the door, Litia felt the eyes of Alessia on her. She was the only one who didn't look surprised. She looked at Litia’s bandaged arm, then at the floor where I’d fallen, and Litia realized with a jolt of fear that she knew.

​She knew what it looked like when the world started to forget you.

​The Walk Back

​The hallways of the Academy were dim and empty, the stone walls echoing with the rhythmic tap of Caylen’s boots. He was silent for a long time, but Litia could feel the heat radiating off him. 

He was like a furnace, his "refreshed" state making her "erasure" feel even colder.

​"You can tell me, you know," Caylen said quietly as we reached the portrait hole to the Gryphon House.

​"Tell you what?"

​"Whatever you saw," he said, stopping and turning to face her. His eyes were clear, too clear. "When you fell... you weren't just fainting. You were looking at something. Something that wasn't in that office."

​Litia looked away, focusing on the way the candlelight flickered through my sleeve. "It’s just memories, Caylen. The more I fade, the more the past tries to fill the gaps. It’s nothing."

​"It’s not nothing," Caylen said, his hand tightening slightly on her arm. "The sword... Corbexis... it's been humming since we left the tower. It likes you, Litia. But it's hungry. And I think it knows exactly what’s happening to you."


​He let go of Litia, his expression a mix of protectiveness and a new, unsettling confidence. "Get some sleep. But tomorrow, we burn that forest. And we find a way to bring you back to normal.”

—-

The vaulted corridors of the Academy were dead silent as Caylen walked back toward the Student Council chambers. He still couldn’t get over how terrifyingly good he felt. His steps were perfectly light, his breathing deep and even, entirely detached from the bone-deep exhaustion that had weighed on his limbs after the trek from the Sanatorium.

​But it was a hollow vitality. Every time he stopped moving, he could feel a cold, low-frequency vibration at the base of his skull—the dark, predatory awareness of Corbexis whispering without words. The swordcase slung across his back felt like a piece of the night sky, heavy with a hunger that wasn't his own.

​A shadow elongated against the stone wall ahead of him, casting a long, elegant silhouette under the flickering mana-sconces.

​Caylen stopped, his hand instinctively dropping toward the strap of his swordcase.

​"You walk with a remarkably heavy tread for someone who is supposedly recovered, Mr. Caelen," a quiet, authoritative voice murmured.

​From the recess of an arched balcony stepped the Headmistress. She wasn't wearing her formal academic regalia; instead, she was wrapped in a simple, deep emerald velvet cloak. Her face looked lined with a weariness that mirrored Violet’s, but her posture remained entirely unyielding.

​Caylen quickly bowed his head. "Headmistress. I... I apologize. I was just returning from the Gryphon House."

​"Quite," she said, her sharp eyes scanning him, lingering for a fraction of a second on the black glass hilt peaking out from his case. 

"If I recall correctly, you and I had an appointment scheduled for the first Tuesday after winter break. Something about an unconventional summoning assessment that Councilor Ryven was entirely too eager to intercept."

​Caylen swallowed hard, the phantom heat in his chest flaring. "The situation became... complicated, ma'am. With the incident at the ball, and Dylan—"

​"I am well aware of what is happening within my walls, Caylen," she interrupted softly, stepping closer. Her tone wasn't angry; it possessed a tactical, calculating edge, like a general speaking to a soldier in the dead of night. 

"The High Senate and the Council of Seven are currently tearing up the upper spires, playing a political shell game over 'system malfunctions' and 'freak mana-surges.' They think my hands are tied by their bureaucracy. And they are right. If I openly challenge Ryven Dax right now, the Council will seize direct control of the Academy within the hour."

​She leaned in, her voice dropping to a sharp whisper. "But I am not blind. When my Student Council President—a boy groomed for the High Senate—starts spending every waking hour locked in his private chambers with a low-rank Summoner, a disgraced senator's daughter, and a Maximal Mage who can barely hold her own weight, I do not need a scrying glass to deduce the truth."

​Caylen felt his breath catch. He wanted to lie, to protect Violet's plan, but the sheer gravity of her gaze pinned him to the spot.

​"You are fighting a shadow, Caylen," the Headmistress said. "And the shadow is winning."

​Before he could answer, she reached beneath her emerald cloak and pulled out a heavy, dark silver bracelet. It wasn't modern spellwork; the metal was tarnished, etched with jagged, deep-set runes that seemed to shift and crawl under the ambient candlelight, looking eerily similar to the ancient magic Litia often described from her past.

​She placed it directly into Caylen's hand. The moment his fingers closed around the cold metal, a shocking wave of absolute stillness rippled up his arm. At the back of his mind, the dark, hungry hum of Corbexis went completely, utterly dead quiet.

​Caylen stared down at the artifact, his heart hammering. "What is this?"

​"An anchor from a time before the school forgot how to protect its own," the Headmistress whispered, her eyes softening with a heavy, tragic solemnity.

"I cannot march into the Arboretum with you tomorrow at dawn, Caylen. My presence would draw the executioners to your doorstep. But I can give you a shield. Take it. You will know exactly what to do with it when the time comes."

​She turned, her cloak swirling silently around her ankles, and vanished back into the gloom of the faculty corridors before Caylen could even mutter a thank you.

​He stood alone in the hallway, looking down at the runed silver. An anchor. He thought back to the office—the way Litia’s hand had looked translucent against the bookshelf, the way she had collapsed onto the floor as if her very existence was bleeding into the rug. She couldn't wait until dawn. If she had another episode like that during the break-in, she would probably fade entirely.

​Caylen spun on his heel, abandoning his route back to Violet and Will. He sprinted back toward the Gryphon House.

​The rules of the Academy were strict: the boys' and girls' residential quarters were entirely separate towers, sealed by ancient gender-locked wards at the stairwells that would alert the house-masters if crossed. 

But as Caylen burst through the portrait hole and into the dimly lit Gryphon common room, he realized he didn't need to break the tower wards.

​Litia hadn't even made it up to her room.
​She was slumped on one of the heavy, high-backed velvet sofas near the dying embers of the hearth. Her boots were still on, her head resting awkwardly against the cushioned armrest. In the flickering red firelight, her skin looked terrifyingly fragile, almost like spun glass. The silver-threaded silk bandages wrapped around her left arm looked like they were binding empty air.

​Caylen approached her silently, his boots making no sound on the rug. He knelt beside the sofa, his chest tightening with a fierce, protective desperation.

​"Litia," he whispered.

​She didn't stir. Her breathing was dangerously shallow.

​Carefully, trying not to wake her, Caylen reached out and slid the dark silver bracelet over her right hand, letting it rest firmly against her wrist.

​The reaction was visceral.

​The moment the runes touched her skin, they flared with a sudden, brilliant flash of pure, stabilizing gold. Litia let out a sharp, gasping breath, her eyes snapping open as she sat bolt upright. 

The translucent, misty quality of her skin instantly solidified, the rich, living color rushing back into her cheeks as the grey decay on her left arm was violently driven back beneath the silver bandages.

​She stared down at her wrist, her chest heaving as if she had just been dragged to the surface of a deep ocean. 

The overwhelming, chaotic storm of Zephyria’s memories in her eyes suddenly cleared, leaving only Litia.

​She looked up, her violet eyes wide with shock as she fixed them on Caylen, who was still kneeling by the couch.

​"Caylen..." she breathed, her hand hovering over the glowing silver runes. 

"Where did you get this? The frequency... it’s an absolute lock. The fading... it stopped."

​Caylen slowly stood up, looking down at her with a quiet, hardened confidence that he had never possessed before tonight. For the first time since this nightmare began, he didn't feel like a helpless spectator.

​"The Headmistress," Caylen said quietly, checking the swordcase on his back one last time. "She knows, Litia. She knows everything, and she just gave us our shield. Get some rest. Tomorrow morning, we end this.”

— 
​The dawn didn't bring light; it brought a bruising, sickly grey haze that clung to the stone of the Academy. Caylen, Litia, Will, and Alessia stood at the entrance to the irrigation tunnels, the air around them humming with the unnatural, rhythmic pulse of the Arboretum.

​"We have one shot at this," Will said, his voice unusually grim. He knelt, pressing his palms into the dirt floor of the tunnel. 

"The roots are the conduits. If we cut them, we break the circuit. But be warned—the moment we strike, the entire school’s defense system will ping us as hostile."

​"Good," Caylen said, his hand resting on the hilt of Corbexis. The sword was silent for now, the Headmistress's bracelet on Litia’s wrist acting as a perfect dampener, but he could feel the cold anticipation radiating from the blade. "I'm tired of hiding."

​They moved into the Arboretum. It was a nightmare of biology and artifice—trees with bark that looked like veins, flowers that bled liquid mana, and at the center, the Central Oak.

​It didn't take long for the trap to spring.
​The moment Caylen stepped onto the clearing, the ground didn't just shake—it roared. Roots erupted like jagged bone, lashing out with predatory speed.

​"They were waiting for us," Alessia shouted, shielding her face as a spray of acidic sap exploded nearby.

​Litia raised her hands, a torrent of amethyst fire pouring from her palms to blast the incoming vines, but she gasped, her legs giving way. Even with the anchor, the sheer density of the "harvested" mana in the air was forcing her to fight against her own existence.

​"Caylen, now!" she screamed.

​Caylen vaulted over a thrashing root, his boots skidding on the petrified mulch. He lunged for the Central Oak, Corbexis drawn. The sword felt alive, surging with a hunger that drowned out his own fear.

​He swung.

​The obsidian blade bit deep into the heart of the Oak. A high-pitched, harmonic shriek tore through the Garden—not of wood, but of a thousand souls being violently shaken.

​The tree shuddered, and then, the bark split open.

​A figure stepped out from the fissure. It was Dylan.

​He wore the stark white robes of the Syndicate. His eyes were void-white, devoid of the boy Caylen had studied with, but his smile was terrifyingly calm. He raised a hand, and the very air in the Garden hardened into a wall of solidified mana.

​"You're not here to save us, Caylen," Dylan said, his voice hollow. "You're here to provide the final fuel."

​Behind Dylan, the shadows of the forest began to take shape—dozens of students, all wearing the same expressionless mask, stepping out from the trees.

​"They aren't just guarding the Oak," Will whispered, his face going white as he realized the truth of the irrigation network. 

"They’re the nodes. You kill the tree, you kill them."

​Caylen froze. He had the sword in the wood, the "tether" right in front of him, but the cost of the strike was suddenly far higher than he ever imagined.
Caylen’s heart hammered against his ribs—not with his own fear, but with the cold, vibrating protest of the blade. 

Corbexis wanted to stay. It wanted to drink. But Caylen’s gaze flicked to Dylan, whose eyes were vacant, and then to the other students—his classmates—stuck in the bark like insects in amber.

​"We don't do this," Caylen gritted out. "We don't kill them to save them."
​He grabbed the hilt of the star-glass blade and heaved.

​The sound of the sword leaving the wood was like a bone snapping. Black, oily ichor sprayed out, coating Caylen’s face and the forest floor. The Central Oak let out a low, mournful groan that vibrated through the soles of his boots.

​"A pity," Dylan remarked, his voice devoid of any human inflection. He stood motionless as the black sap began to bubble around his feet. 

"You had the power to finish it. Now, you’ve only managed to insult the Garden."

​Suddenly, the Arboretum screamed.
​It wasn't a sound from the trees; it was the sound of the entire Academy’s perimeter wards shattering.
​"The alarm!" Will yelled, his eyes widening. 

(***They didn't just know they were coming, they timed the security sweep to coincide with them pulling the blade. They’re recording this, Caylen! LOLOL.  They're broadcasting the mana-signature of your sword to the entire Council!***)

​The trees began to shift. The massive roots that had been pinning the students in place retracted, leaving them slumped and unconscious on the forest floor. But they weren't just falling—they were being pushed by the Syndicate’s puppet-masters.

​"Look," Alessia whispered, her voice trembling.

​The forest edge cleared, and there, standing with a platoon of Elite Inquisitors, was Professor Vane. He looked pristine, his robes unruffled, his expression one of calculated, practiced sorrow. Behind him, the Headmistress walked into the clearing. Her face was a mask of cold, professional disappointment.

​"Mr. Caylen," the Headmistress said, her voice amplified by a resonance spell so it carried across the entire Garden. "Lower your weapon. You are in violation of Academy law, Article 12: The unauthorized destruction of historical property and the illicit harvesting of student mana."

​"We didn't harvest anything!" Caylen shouted, his voice cracking. He gestured to the unconscious students. 

"They did this! They turned them into batteries!"

​Vane stepped forward, pointing a finger at Litia, who was still clutching her arm and gasping for breath. 

"Look at the girl, Headmistress. See the decay on her arm? That is the mark of a Zephyrian anchor. She didn't come to save the school—she came to bleed it dry to feed her own reincarnation."

​The trap snapped shut with agonizing precision. The Inquisitors leveled their staves at Caylen and his friends.

​"I gave you an anchor, Caylen," the Headmistress said, her tone heavy with a scripted, fake regret. "I hoped you would use it to stabilize her soul. I did not expect you to use it to coordinate a heist."

​Caylen looked down at the bracelet on Litia’s wrist. It wasn't an anchor. It was a tracker.

​"Run," Caylen breathed to the group, his fingers tightening on the hilt of his sword.

​"There is nowhere to run," Dylan said, taking a step toward them, his void-white eyes locked onto Litia. "The Garden is closed.”

—

​The Garden erupted.
​Will didn't hesitate. He slammed both hands into the petrified mulch of the Arboretum floor, his jaw set in a line of pure, desperate defiance. "Down!"

​The ground buckled. Liquefied, really. A massive, tectonic shift tore through the clearing, sending the Inquisitors tumbling into a sudden, deep fissure. Vane’s expression of calculated sorrow vanished, replaced by a snarl of pure rage as he was knocked off balance.

​"Move!" Caylen yelled, grabbing Litia’s hand.

​They sprinted through the gaps in the shifting earth. The Arboretum, sensing the instability, began to turn on everyone—vines whipping through the air like lashes, the Central Oak bleeding dark mana that clouded their vision. 

They broke through the perimeter and into the service tunnels, running until their lungs burned and the sounds of pursuit faded into the echoes of the Academy’s bowels.

​For two days, they were ghosts. They moved through the ventilation ducts and the old maintenance shafts, surviving on whatever rations Will had stashed.
​But they were being hunted by the entire school. Posters appeared in the corridors, casting them not as victims, but as "The Architects of the Arboretum Massacre."

​The end came in the South Spire. They were cornered in a dead-end bridge connecting the dormitory towers. The Inquisitors were closing in from both sides, led by a calm, terrifyingly precise Dylan.

​"It’s over," Will panted, his hands trembling. He looked at Caylen, then at the others. "They’re going to kill us if we don't stop this."

​"We can't stop it," Violet hissed, his face covered in grime. "If we die here, the lie becomes the truth forever."

​"They don't want us all dead," Alessia whispered, her eyes fixed on Dylan. "They need the 'culprits.' If we hand them over... if we negotiate..."

​"They won't negotiate," Caylen said, but he saw the look on the others' faces. They were exhausted. They were broken.

​The Inquisitors didn't attack; they waited. They knew they had them.

​"If we turn ourselves in," Violet said, his voice quiet, "we make a public scene. We force a trial. We force them to show the evidence. If we stay out here, we’re just terrorists in the dark. In a courtroom... we’re students."

​It was a gamble, and a desperate one.

​"Fine," Caylen said, sheathing Corbexis. The sword let out a final, low hum of protest before going silent. "We turn ourselves in. But only us. Let Will and Alessia go. They were just bystanders. We were the ones who 'planned' it."

​It took hours of negotiation, but in the shadow of the Spire, with the Inquisitors’ staves aimed at their hearts, the deal was struck.

​Will and Alessia were shoved aside, threatened with expulsion and exile, but allowed to walk free.

​Then, the cuffs were brought out. They were heavy, cold, and etched with the same runes as the "tracker" bracelet. As they were snapped onto Caylen, Litia, and Violet’s wrists, the world seemed to grow dim.

​"You're making a mistake," Caylen said, looking Dylan in the eye as the Inquisitors dragged them toward the transports.

​Dylan didn't answer. He simply watched them go, his expression as blank as a piece of paper.

​As the heavy iron gates of the Academy's containment zone—the Sylvan Enclave—slammed shut behind them, the darkness swallowed everything.
​Caylen felt the damp, freezing air of the prison cell. 

He was alone. But as he pressed his ear to the cold stone wall, he heard it—a faint, rhythmic tap-tap-tap coming from the other side.

​T-h-r-e-e.

​Caylen tapped back. T-h-r-e-e.
​He didn't know who it was, but in the oppressive silence of the Enclave, the sound was the only thing keeping him sane.

—-

The walls of the Sylvan Enclave weren't made of stone; they were etched with containment runes that hummed at a frequency specifically designed to neutralize mana. To anyone else, it would feel like suffocation. To Litia, it felt like being put into a sensory deprivation tank.

​Without the bracelet, she should have faded. But the Enclave’s ambient magic was dense, stagnant, and cold—so therefore, it acted like a preservative. It kept her solid, but it also trapped the Zephyria-part of her inside with nowhere to escape.

Every time Litia closed her eyes, the cold stone of the Sylvan Enclave dissolved into the warm, scented air of a sanctuary that had been burned to ash centuries ago.

​She was back. Or rather, Zephyria was back, and Litia was simply the passenger.
​This time, the vision was not a conversation. It was a moment of agonizing stillness.

​Zephyria was standing on a balcony overlooking the capital, the late-afternoon sun painting the sky in shades of bruised violet. The Mystery Figure stood next to her. They didn't touch, but the air between them was so thick with tension it felt like a static charge.

​The Figure’s hands—long, elegant, gloved in dark leather—rested on the stone railing just inches from Zephyria’s own.

​Litia felt Zephyria’s heart rate spike distantly. She felt the way Zephyria’s gaze lingered the Figure’s, studying them intensely, and the way she consciously held herself back from closing that final inch of distance. It was the stance of two people who knew that one wrong move would burn the world down around them.

​The Figure turned. Even with the shawl-mask obscuring their face, Litia could feel the weight of the look they were giving Zephyria. 

It wasn't the look of a delegate to a Great Mage. It was profound, aching and weighted.

​Without a word, the Figure reached out. They adjusted the collar of Zephyria’s cloak, their gloved fingers brushing against the pulse point in her throat.

​Zephyria tensed, but didn’t pull away, a tiny, desperate sigh escaping her. It was the only time Litia had ever seen Zephyria look doubtful—very obviously struggling? 

​“They will call it a heresy,” the Figure whispered. The voice was neither clearly masculine nor feminine; it was a low, melodic tremor that seemed to vibrate directly into Litia’s bones. “To love the weapon, and yet work to break it.”

​Zephyria didn't pull away. “Then let them call it heresy. I have played the Great Mage for them for a decade. Just once, let me be… something else for once.”

​The Figure paused. They leaned closer, their mask not quite touching against Zephyria’s temple, but close enough to. Litia felt the cold, hard surface of the mask, and simultaneously, she also felt the sudden, crushing realization in Zephyria’s mind: The Figure knew. The weapon, they'd said. 

They knew the seal would take Zephyria’s life. They knew, and they were choosing to stay until the very end to ensure it happened.

​Litia gasped, her eyes snapping open in the cold reality of the cell.

​She sat up, her breath hitching. She reached up to her own throat, where she could still feel the phantom ghost of the Figure’s leather glove. She wasn't just observing a memory anymore. At least she didn’t think so. Lately it'd become difficult to separate the visions from reality. Especially with the frequency in which Litua was experiencing them…these visions, or rather memories. 

Litia touched her cheek. She was feeling the residual phantom sensation of a touch that had happened a thousand years ago…?

​She looked down at her hands. The geometric runes on her veins were glowing with a soft, pulsating rhythm—the same rhythm as a heartbeat.

​They didn't just betray me, Litia thought, her voice sounding strange and distorted to her own ears. It sounded more authoritative, more ancient. They knew and still decided to watch me die so they could fulfill their God’s design.

​She felt a torn, but her expression remained hard, cold, and utterly terrifying in the darkness of the cell. She was starting to understand the power of the mage she used to be. And she was starting to understand that Zephyria’s greatest weakness hadn't been her enemies—it had been her shadow.

​☆☆☆★

​The wall was damp, smelling of lichen and centuries of misery. Caylen pressed his ear against it, holding his breath.

​Tap-tap-tap. 

He exhaled. Three. He tapped back against the stone with his knuckles. Three.

​A moment later, a muffled, hollow sound came back—two taps. Two.

The walls of the Sylvan Enclave weren't just stone; they were reinforced with lead and dampening salts that ate mana for breakfast. 

In a place like this, the world was supposed to be silent.

​Yet, Caylen heard it. Tap. Tap-tap.
​He sat on the narrow, stone-carved cot, his back against the wall, eyes closed. He’d stopped counting the meals the guards slid through the slot in the door. 

Time had dissolved into a grey sludge. His only anchors were the irregular, rhythmic tapping from the wall to his left, and the strange, persistent thrumming at the back of his skull.

​Indignation.

​That was the only word for it. It was a cold, sharp, metallic feeling, pulsing behind his eyes. Even though the guards had dragged Corbexis away the moment the cell door slammed shut, the sword wasn't gone. It was just... distant. Like a tethered dog, snarling at the leash.
​Caylen let out a dry, hacking chuckle, his voice sounding raspy in the small space. 

"You’re furious, aren't you?" he whispered to the empty air.

​The hum spiked in response, a sharp jab of static that felt like a rebuke. You’re a summoner, the sword seemed to project, and you let them take your hand.

​Caylen stood up and began his routine. Pushups until his arms burned, then shadows-sparring in the corner, his knuckles grazing the cold stone. He had to stay sharp. 

He knew the Syndicate wouldn't keep people in the Enclave for rehabilitation. They kept them for extraction, or they kept them to rot.

​He stopped, his breathing heavy, and leaned his forehead against the wall. He reached out with his mind, trying to touch the feeling he had for Litia—the desperate, terrifying need to keep her solid and whole.

​When he did, the sword’s indignation suddenly shifted. It didn't disappear, but it layered with something else: envy.
​Caylen froze. He pressed his hand to his chest, right over his heart.

​He’d always thought he was just protecting her because it was his duty. Because she was the "Reincarnated Mage," the key to everything. But in the silence of the cell, without the mission or the maps or the politics of the Student Council, there was nowhere left to hide.
 
​He didn't just want to save her because she was Zephyria. He wanted to save her because, without her, the world felt like a hollowed-out shell. He realized, with a sudden, sinking weight in his gut, that if he had to choose between letting the Syndicate win and watching Litia fade into nothingness, he would burn everything down himself.

​"I'm not doing this for the world, am I?" he whispered.

​The sword’s hum went still, replaced by a strange, resonant agreement.

​It was the first time Caylen had ever acknowledged his own selfishness. He wasn't the selfless hero Violet was. He was just a boy who had found something—someone—that mattered more than the life he’d been given.

​Tap. Tap-tap-tap.

​The wall spoke again. It was a different rhythm this time. More deliberate.
​Caylen pressed his palm to the stone. He didn't just tap back a code. He pressed his mana—what little he had left—into the wall, trying to reach through the dampening wards.

​He was done waiting. He was done being a prisoner.

​I am coming for you, he thought, projecting the intent into the stone. All of you.

​As he pulled his hand away, the hum of the sword vanished entirely, replaced by a sudden, terrifying silence. The wards in the hallway flickered. The heavy iron door of his cell shuddered, and for the first time in days, the lock clicked.
​Someone was opening the door.. 

—

The cell walls of the Sylvan Enclave had ceased to be cold stone. They were fabric, shifting and thinning until they dissolved into the heavy, velvet darkness of a private sanctum deep within the archives.

​Litia wasn't watching anymore. She was there. She felt the ache in her shoulders—Zephyria’s shoulders—and the frantic, drum-like beat of a heart that knew its time was expiring.

​The room was lit by a single, flickering mana-lamp. The Mystery Figure stood by the arched window, looking out at the soon-to-be Academy grounds, which were already crawling with Syndicate scouts.

​Litia felt the weight of Zephyria’s feet as she walked across the room. Her own thoughts felt like a hazy, distant dream—an echo of a life that didn't belong to her, and did. Why are you doing this? she wanted to scream at the woman she was inhabiting. Don't you know they’re waiting for you to break?

​But Zephyria didn't care. Zephyria only saw the Figure.

​They didn't speak. There was no need. The atmosphere was brittle, charged with the finality of a sunset. Zephyria stopped behind the Figure, her hands rising to the leather ties of the owl-mask.

​Zephyria/Litia felt the sudden, sharp intake of breath. She felt the leather give way.

​As the mask slid off, the Figure turned. They were a woman. Her face was struck with a quiet, devastating beauty, her eyes dark and lined with a weariness that mirrored Zephyria’s own. She looked at Zephyria not with the deference of a delegate, but with the terrifying clarity of a lover seeing the end of everything.

​The Figure reached out, their hands framing Zephyria’s face. Their skin was cool against Zephyria’s fevered, mana-flushed cheeks.

​Litia felt the rush of emotion—it was intrusive, overwhelming, and so painfully intimate that she almost recoiled. 

It was a tangle of grief, forbidden devotion, and a desperate, reckless abandonment. It was the feeling of two people choosing to be human for one last hour before they had to return to being monsters.

​They kissed.

​It wasn't a gentle thing. It was a collision. It was frantic, hungry, and full of unspoken apologies for the secrets they had kept and the sacrifices they were about to make.

​Litia felt Zephyria’s hands tangling in the woman's hair, pulling her closer, as if she could fuse their souls together and escape the inevitable. She felt the salt of tears—Zephyria’s tears—wetting the woman’s skin.

​I am going to die, Zephyria’s internal monologue whispered, so clearly that Litia felt it in the core of her own soul. And you are going to watch me do it, and you are going to call it victory.
​The woman didn't pull away. Instead, she deepened the kiss, her body pressing against Zephyria’s with a weight that felt like an anchor. In that moment, Litia felt the finality of the pact. 

She understood, with a jolt of visceral horror, that this intimacy was the ultimate act of sabotage. It was the last, desperate rebellion against a world that wanted them to be nothing more than symbols.

​Litia woke up on the floor of her cell, gasping for air.

​The silence of the Sylvan Enclave was deafening. She once again reached up to her own face, her fingers trembling (as she touched her lips?). She could still taste the phantom flavor of the past—metallic, like blood and ozone.

​She wasn't just Litia anymore. The barrier was gone. She sat in the darkness, the runes on her arms pulsing with a light that wasn't hers, and for the first time, she began to cry—not for herself, but for the woman who had watched her die.

—-

The lock clicked, and the heavy iron door groaned inward. Caylen stood, muscles coiled, expecting an executioner. Instead, it was Professor Vane. He looked entirely out of place in the dank cell, his silk robes spotless, his expression one of polite, chilling disdain.

​"You're a persistent creature, Mr. Caylen," Vane said, stepping inside. He didn't lock the door behind him; he clearly didn't fear a shackled boy. 

"Even without your sword, you project the aura of a wounded dog. It’s pathetic."
​Caylen stared at him, his heart hammering against his ribs, but he kept his expression flat. 

"Where is she?"

​"The girl? She is being... calibrated," Vane replied, gesturing vaguely toward the deeper, darker levels of the Enclave. 

"She is the catalyst, Caylen. She is becoming the vessel that will hold the legacy of the old world. You should be honored to have been the one to bring her to the altar."

​Vane reached into his robe to produce a small, crystalline data-pad—a tool used to monitor the Sylvan Enclave’s mana-wards. As he tapped a command, a jagged piece of metal fell from his sleeve—a ceremonial silver pin, likely used for stabilizing Vane’s own mana-flow.

​It clattered onto the stone floor near Caylen’s boot. Vane didn't notice.
​Caylen didn't move. He didn't lunge. He simply shifted his stance, nudging the pin into the shadows under the cot with his heel.

​"The Academy was never your playground," Vane sneered, leaning in close, his voice dropping to a whisper. 

"By tomorrow, the ritual will begin. The girl will fade, the villain* will rise, and you will be executed for 'attempted magical terrorism.' Do try to enjoy your final night."

​Vane turned and walked out, his footsteps echoing down the hall.
​Caylen waited until the footsteps faded, then dropped to his knees. He snatched up the silver pin. It was cool, sharp, and hummed with a faint, corrupted resonance.

​He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, not to the world, but to the absence of his sword. He pushed his mana into the silver pin, focusing on the dark, hungry memory of Corbexis.
​The pin screamed. It elongated, its edges fraying into a thin, razor-sharp needle of black energy. It wasn't the sword, but it was a sliver of its spirit.

​Finally, a voice seemed to whisper in the back of his mind—not in words, but in a rush of cold, dark static. Let’s break this cage. 

He didn’t need to be told twice. 

​Caylen stabbed the energy-needle into the door’s locking mechanism. Sparks showered the cell. The iron plate groaned, the internal wards screaming as the corruption ate through them, and with one final, violent thud, the door swung wide.

​He stepped into the hallway.

​He didn't head for the surface. He headed for the cell labeled Block 3. He reached the heavy iron door and drove the needle into the frame.

​The door hissed open. Violet stood in the center of the room, disheveled but eyes sharp, watching Caylen with a mixture of shock and grim relief. (He finally understood the meaning of the tapping ?)

​"I assumed it would take you at least another day," Violet said, straightening his tunic. "I trust you have a plan?"

​"I have a pin and a grudge," Caylen replied, his eyes dark. "And I know where they’re keeping Litia.”

☆☆☆★

The walls were no longer stone. They were skin—warm, pulsing, and thin.

​Litia stood in the center of her cell, but she couldn't see the bars. She saw a battlefield from a thousand years ago. 

She saw the sky stained with the ash of the predecessors, and she saw the woman—the Masked Figure—standing before her, her eyes wet with the same grief that currently tightened Litia’s own throat.

​“Don’t do it,” the woman whispered, her voice a ghost in Litia’s ear. “If you seal the Void, you lose the only thing that makes us… us.”

​Litia—or Zephyria—looked down at her own hands. They were glowing with a white-hot, blinding radiance that defied the dark reality of the prison cell.

​“If I don’t,” she replied, and the voice was her own, but layered with the resonance of a cathedral, “there will be no ‘us’ left to mourn.”

​In the present, the prison guards arrived for their daily sweep. They moved with the same, stiff gait as the soldiers in her memories. As they unbolted the door to her cell, Litia didn't see the Syndicate’s hired thugs. She saw the ancient Inquisitors who had come to tear her and the woman apart.

​"Step back, prisoner," one of the guards commanded, his voice muffled by his visor.

​Litia tilted her head. Her eyes, once a familiar soft color, were now fractured, glowing with the white light of the Void. She didn't feel afraid. She felt a cold, ancient hunger.

​"You’re late," she said. Her voice didn't just echo; it distorted the very air in the corridor.

​The guard faltered, raising his staff, but the weapon groaned, its internal mana-core shuddering. It couldn't hold the charge against the sheer pressure Litia was exerting.

​"I remember you," Litia murmured, taking a step forward.

​The cell door disintegrated. The iron melted into slag, dripping to the floor with a hiss.

​Litia walked out into the hallway. She didn't look like a prisoner. She looked like a catastrophe in human form. The runes on her arms were burning bright enough to sear the guards' eyes. Every step she took left a footprint of scorched glass on the stone floor.

​The guards rushed her, their weapons unleashing torrents of containment magic, but the energy didn't touch her. It simply bent around her, flowing into the air like ribbons of smoke.
​The woman loved me, the thought surfaced, clear as crystal through the haze of Zephyria’s memories. And she let them kill me.

​A wave of pure, unadulterated rage—a thousand years of suppressed betrayal—erupted from Litia. No spell was casted. Just an utter release of raw suppressed emotions.

​The entire corridor of the Sylvan Enclave buckled. The ceiling cracked, stone pillars pulverized into dust, and a shockwave of amethyst fire blasted outward, throwing the guards against the walls like ragdolls.

​Litia stood in the center of the devastation, her chest heaving. She wasn't thinking about the Syndicate. She wasn't thinking about her friends. She was looking at the empty air, her hand outstretched, reaching for the ghost of the woman who had promised her everything and given her a grave.

​"I'm awake now," Zephyria whispered to the ruins of the prison.

​And then, the world began to burn.

—-

The Sylvan Enclave was dying. The walls, once cold and impenetrable, were now bleeding cracks of white mana-light. The alarms were a dissonant, screeching wail that vibrated in Caylen’s teeth.

​"Keep moving!" Caylen roared over the sound of collapsing masonry.

​Violet was a blur of motion, his hands tracing complex geometric patterns in the air to deflect the guard’s staves. 

They fought their way through the labyrinthine corridors, dodging patrols that were more machine than man—Syndicate puppets whose eyes glowed with the same void-light as Dylan’s.

​They rounded a corner, Violet skidding to a halt. "Caylen, look."

​Ahead, a heavy, enchanted bulkhead had been ripped from its hinges. Inside, the Enclave’s storage vault stood exposed. It was a graveyard of confiscated artifacts. And there, sitting on a rack of black velvet, was Corbexis.

​Caylen didn't think; he lunged. His hand closed around the familiar obsidian hilt. The sword pulsed, an immediate, scorching rush of dark energy flooding his veins. Corbexis had come to feel like a piece of him, and now that piece that had been forcibly severed has finally reunited.

​Violet snatched up a twin-bladed short sword, testing its weight with a grim nod. "Adequately lethal," he muttered.

​"We have to get to the lower levels," Caylen said, his voice dropping. "If the Enclave collapses, the lower levels will be crushed with it."

​They surged forward, moving with a newfound, deadly efficiency. When they finally burst into the central ritual chamber, the sight brought them both to a dead stop.

​The room was a sphere of pure, crushing gravity. In the center, suspended in a cage of solidified light, was Litia.

​But it wasn't the Litia they knew.

 She was floating, her hair whipping around her as if caught in a gale. Her skin was etched with glowing, ancient runes, and the mana radiating from her was so dense it actually distorted the light, making her appear as a silhouette of a goddess rather than a student.

She was chanting in another tongue, and the floor beneath her was already bowing under the weight of her presence.

​"Litia!" Caylen screamed, starting toward her.

​A bolt of amethyst lightning slammed into the floor inches from his feet, the force of it throwing him backward. He scrambled up, his sword drawn, but the ground was literally boiling.

​Violet caught his arm, pulling him behind a pillar. "Caylen, look at her eyes! She isn't here anymore. If you get closer, she’ll probably vaporize you without even knowing who you are!"

​Caylen wanted to snap at Violet but saw the grief-stricken look on the other boy's face. 

Caylen stared at her, his stomach twisting. He saw the flicker of his friend—the girl who shared his thoughts and fears —buried under miles of ancient, burning memory.

​"She's dying, Violet," Caylen whispered, his voice raw. "If she continues this, she’ll be nothing, collapsed under the strain of her own power..."

​"Then we have to stop the ritual that's making her go berserk from the outside," Violet said, his face tightening with a realization. 

"If the Syndicate is using the Enclave’s core as a conduit. If we can reach the core, we can force the mana to shunt away from her."

​Caylen looked at the collapsing ceiling, then back at the girl who was tearing reality apart.

​"Do it," Caylen decided. "You go for the core. I’ll keep her occupied. If she sees me, maybe... maybe I can act as an anchor, even if she doesn't know it."

​"You're asking to be a target," Violet warned.

​"I'm asking you to save the world, Violet," Caylen growled, his eyes locked on the storm of light. "Go!”

—-

Litia…she was the axis upon which the room’s reality spun. She fired bolts of raw, unrefined ether in every direction, her face twisted not in malice, but in a horrific, silent agony. 

Every time she shattered a Syndicate guard’s shield, her own body jerked, as if feeling the recoil herself.

​Caylen moved through the carnage, Corbexis acting as his only lifeline. He didn't attack her; he moved to intercept the Inquisitors. He carved through their lines, his obsidian blade singing as it drank the magical overflow of their staves.

​"Stay back!" Caylen shouted at the remaining guards. "If you maim her, you kill us all!"

​He lunged toward the center, but the sheer kinetic pressure of Litia’s presence felt like walking into a hurricane. He was just feet away when Litia turned. Her eyes—those empty, ancient, terrifying voids—locked onto him.

​She didn't hesitate. She threw a concentrated sphere of kinetic mana, a strike so dense it warped the air behind it. Caylen threw up Corbexis, praying. 

The sword groaned, the obsidian surface glowing white as it desperately cannibalized the magic, but the force was too much. 

The shockwave slammed into Caylen, throwing him through the air until he slammed against a structural pillar.
​He slid to the floor, gasping. Corbexis was vibrating, its surface webbed with hairline fractures. It couldn't hold any more.

​Litia hovered above the ground, the runes on her skin flaring. She reached out, her fingers curling, and the very air began to solidify around Caylen, pinning him to the pillar. 

She was collapsing the space.

​Caylen wheezed, his vision blurring. He looked up, and he saw the Zephyria-shell flickering. He saw Litia’s own hand twitching, trying to fight against the ancient gravity.

​"Litia..." he rasped, ignoring the pressure crushing his ribs. "I know you're in there. I know you're tired."

​She didn't stop. She raised her other hand, a torrent of white fire beginning to gather.

​"I'm not fighting you," Caylen said, dropping his guard. He dropped Corbexis. "I’m not the Syndicate. I’m not the Council. I’m just... I'm your friend, Litia."

Litia’s hand remained raised, the white fire coalescing into a sphere of lethal, blinding heat. The air in the chamber shrieked as reality bent around her.

​Caylen ignored the blood trickling into his eyes. He didn't look at the fire. He looked at the girl—the one who, three years ago, had sat with him in the corner of the common room, nursing stolen tea and complaining about the curriculum.

​"Do you remember the common room?" Caylen shouted over the roar of the Enclave’s structural collapse.
​Litia’s eyes flickered, the void-light dimming for a fraction of a second.

​"You promised me," Caylen continued, his voice trembling. "You told me you’d be strong enough for both of us. You told me all I had to do was follow you. And I did! I followed you into every fight, every scrap, every impossible situation, and you… you never once looked back. You never looked at me and saw a weak mage. You didn't see a burden. You saw me."

​He took another agonizing step forward, his chest bared to the searing heat.

​"You saved me every single day, Litia. When I was nothing, you were my backbone. You’re not this! You’re not a tragedy meant to be burned up for a ritual! You’re the girl who promised to protect me. And now… now I’m the one who needs to keep that promise for you."

​His voice broke, a raw, jagged sound.
​"I’m in love with you, Litia. I have been since that first day. And if you’re going to burn this world down, then you’re going to have to burn me first—because I am not letting you face this alone."

​Run to me, confess your love. 

​The sphere of white fire wavered. It grew unstable, pulsing like a failing heart. Litia’s face contorted, a battle waging between the ancient, frozen resolve of Zephyria and the terrified, beating heart of the girl who remembered the smell of rain and the warmth of the common room.

​"Caylen…" she breathed, the name coming out as a sob.

​The fire shattered. It didn't explode—it simply dissolved into harmless light particles that drifted to the floor like snow.

​Litia’s legs gave out.

​Caylen caught her before she could hit the stone, his arms wrapping around her with a force that felt like a lifeline. She was freezing cold, her skin shivering as the Zephyria-persona finally, mercifully, went dormant.

​"I've got you," he whispered into the wreckage, burying his face in her hair. "I'm not letting go."

​Above them, the ceiling gave a final, groaning lurch. The Enclave’s core, struck by whatever final maneuver Violet had initiated, began to howl. 

The stability of the room was gone.
​Litia leaned into him, her hand feebly clutching the back of his tunic, her grip tight, desperate, and unmistakably human. She was still there. She was alive.

​"We need to move," she murmured, her voice barely audible, but it was her voice. No echoes. No shadows.

​"We go together," Caylen said, hauling her up, his body serving as her crutch.

☆☆★

The escape from the Sylvan Enclave had been a blur of Violet’s calculated navigation and Caylen’s brute force. They had reached the outskirts of the mountain range, a desolate, windswept border where Violet had directed them to a hidden supply depot maintained by his family’s trade network.

​It was a small, stone-walled bunker, dimly lit by a single mana-lantern. Violet, ever the pragmatist, was already in the other room, whispering urgent instructions into an orb of communication.

​Litia sat on a crate, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. She was still shivering, the cold of the Enclave seemingly settled deep into her bones. Caylen sat opposite her, his hands clasped, Corbexis resting against his knee.

​The silence was suffocating. Every time they looked at each other, the weight of the confession—and the wreckage of the ritual—hung between them respectively.

​"You were… you were gone, Litia," Caylen said, his voice quiet. He hadn't meant to start there, but the memory of her eyes, those hollow voids, still made his skin crawl. 

"I thought I lost you. I was ready to—" He stopped, his throat tightening. 

"I said things I didn't think I’d ever say out loud."

​Litia looked up. Her eyes were weary, the shadows under them dark and pronounced. She reached out, tracing a jagged crack in the stone floor. 

"I remember the burning," she whispered. "I remember the memories of her, the way she felt about her... the Mystery Figure. And I remember your voice. It sounded so far away, like it was coming from under miles of water."

​Caylen’s heart skipped. She heard. "You remember the end? When I... when I told you?"

​Litia frowned, confused. She looked at him, her brow furrowing. "The end? You mean when you told me to stop? When you told me I was stronger than the memories?"

​Caylen felt the blood drain from his face. "No. I mean... before that. When I told you why I wouldn't leave."

​Litia shook her head, a soft, self-deprecating smile playing on her lips. "Caylen, I was barely tethered to this reality. I think I just hallucinated half of what happened in that chamber. I remember you trying to reach me, and I remember feeling like you were the only solid thing in a world that was falling apart. That’s enough, isn't it?"

​Caylen felt the confession die in his throat. It was a physical ache, a sharp, stinging rejection that he knew wasn't a rejection at all—just a tragic misunderstanding. 

She didn't remember. 

To her, his life-altering, heart-baring truth was just a hallucination in a dying mind.

​"Yeah," he managed to say, his voice thick. "That’s enough."

​The awkwardness was a living thing now, thick and heavy. He looked down at his boots, the silence once again becoming the loudest thing in the room.

​Violet stepped back into the room, his expression inscrutable. "The transport arrives at dawn. A merchant ship—discreet, fast, and equipped with a mana-shielding hull. We’ll be back at the Academy within two days." 

He glanced between them, catching the tense, jagged energy. "I assume you two have had your fill of 'deep, soul-searching conversation'?"

​"Something like that," Caylen muttered.

​"Good," Violet said, his voice cool. "Because once we hit the Academy, there is no more room for hesitation. We go in, we dismantle the Syndicate’s hold on the faculty, and we end this. Are we clear?"

​Litia stood up, her movements still unsteady but determined. "Clear."

​Caylen followed suit, his hand finding the hilt of his sword. He looked at Litia, but she was already looking toward the door, her gaze fixed on the horizon. 

He wanted to tell her again—to scream it, to make her understand—but the words felt too small, too fragile for the reality of the war they were about to walk into.

​Maybe after, he thought. Maybe when the world isn't on fire.

—
The Gilded Osprey was a fast merchant vessel, but it was no match for the Syndicate’s interceptors. Three sleek, shadow-black ships flanked them, their hulls shimmering with cloaking fields that warped the moonlight.

​"They aren't trying to board us," Violet shouted over the roar of the wind. "They’re trying to sink us!"

​Caylen rushed to the deck, Corbexis humming in his hand. The sky was filled with arcane projectiles—shards of solidified mana that whistled like falling stars. Beside him, Litia stood, her hands trembling. She wasn't glowing with that terrifying, god-like intensity anymore, but the air around her seemed to warp, like a heat haze.

​"I can't stop them all," Caylen yelled, ducking as a splintering blast of force tore the railing apart.

​"You don't have to," Litia replied. Her voice was steady, quiet, and unnervingly calm.

​She stepped to the edge of the deck. She didn't draw a weapon. She simply closed her eyes and extended her palms. Litia didn't try to block the interceptors; she reached for the mana within them instead.

​Litia felt the connection—the complex, artificial sigils that held the Syndicate ships together. 

With a flick of her wrists, she untied them.

​The lead interceptor’s cloaking field flickered and died. The ship groaned as its stabilizers reversed, its own engine energy turning inward. It simply dissolved into a cloud of scrap metal and static.

​"Get the others!" Violet commanded from the helm, his face pale with shock.
​Litia slumped against the mast, her face ghost-white, sweat beading on her forehead. She had drained herself, but she had cleared the way. By the time they limped into the port two hours later, the Osprey was smoking, and the sun was already bleeding over the horizon.

☆★

​They didn't need to be told that the Syndicate had initiated their final phase. The sky above the Arcane Academy was a swirling, bruised purple, torn open by gargantuan rift-spells.

​The main gates were gone. The courtyard was a battlefield of splintered wood and scorched stone, where students and faculty were locked in a desperate stand against the Syndicate’s summoned constructs.

​"We’re late," Violet said, his voice hard.

​"Doesn't matter," Caylen countered, already leaping from the ship’s deck to the dock. "We’re here."

​Litia followed, her legs shaky but her spirit focused. She looked at the Academy—her home—and the way the Syndicate’s mark was branded onto the central tower. Her anger wasn't a berserk rage this time; it was cold, precise, and dangerous.u

​"They want the legacy," Litia said, pulling her cloak tight. "Let’s show them what happens when you try to claim a ghost."

​As they crested the hill toward the front courtyard, they saw the Headmistress surrounded by a perimeter of elite Syndicate mages. The battle was in full swing. Magic tore through the air, smells of ozone and burning filling the morning air.

​Caylen drew Corbexis, the blade drinking in the chaotic mana of the ongoing battle, growing darker and more lethal with every second. He stood beside Litia, his shoulder brushing hers—a quiet, unspoken promise of solidarity.

​"Litia," he said, not looking away from the front line. "Whatever happens next... I'm staying right here."

​She turned to him, a faint, sad smile gracing her lips. She reached out, her fingers brushing his hand for just a second—a brief, grounding contact. "I know. Just... try not to get yourself killed before I can find a way to thank you properly."

​She turned back to the battlefield, the runes on her arms flaring to life, not as a storm, but as a steady, focused stream of power.

​"For the Academy," she whispered.

​"For us," Caylen added, and together, they charged into the fray.

—
​The courtyard was a vortex of splintered marble and screams. Litia moved through it like a ghost, her mana no longer a chaotic storm but a sharp, surgical blade.

​She found the Syndicate leader—a man whose face was a shifting map of scars and dark, necromantic ink—standing in the center of the Great Archive’s ruins. 

He didn't fight with staves or swords. He fought with the weight of the past. He commanded the lingering shadows of the dead, forcing Litia to parry blows from warriors who had died centuries ago.

​"You’re just a vessel, girl," he sneered, his voice rasping like dead leaves. "You’re chasing a ghost, and you’ll die following it."

​"I’m not chasing her," Litia countered, her voice cold. Litia wove a net of stabilizing mana, catching his shadow-whips and unmaking them. "I am her. And I’m the one who ends this."

​She didn't give him time to recover. She stepped inside his guard, her hand radiating with the white, piercing light of the Void. It wasn't the blind, destructive power she'd used at the Enclave; it was the focused, ancient magic of the one who had first sealed the darkness.

Her palm struck his chest.

​He didn't scream. He only smiled—a sickening, blood-filled grin.

​"You think… you’ve won?" he wheezed, his body beginning to dissolve into black, viscous sludge. "The death… was the seal. You just… broke it."

​A cold dread washed over Litia, sharper than any blade. His eyes went glassy, his last breath rattling in his throat. "The beast… it is hungry, Zephyria. And it has been waiting… for you."

​The ground beneath them (no safe way to say it) screamed.

​The ruins of the Archive collapsed inward, not from fire or force, but from a void—a literal, physical absence of reality. From the center of the crater, something began to rise.

​It wasn't a man. It wasn't a construct. It was a mass of shifting, impossible geometry and malice, a sentient horror that looked like a tear in the fabric of the universe. Litia felt it before she saw it—an aura of such profound, ancient hatred that it made her heart stutter in her chest.

​This was the thing. The nightmare Zephyria had spent her entire life-force keeping behind the veil.

​The Beast took shape, its form flickering between solid and shadow. It lacked eyes, yet Litia could feel the exact moment its gaze latched onto her. 

It projected a thought—a singular, mocking laugh that echoed in the marrow of my bones.

​“Little bird,” it whispered in a voice made of grinding tectonic plates. “You are far from home.”

Litia reached for her mana, but the Beast inhaled, and the very air around me turned into a vacuum. It was feeding on the ambient magic of the Academy, growing larger, denser, and more terrifying with every second.

Out of habit, Litia turned to look for Caylen. He was across the courtyard, pinned down by a dozen constructs, his sword glowing with a desperate, dark light. He was fighting for his life, unaware that the real war had just begun behind her.

Litia gripped my staff, my knuckles white. The memories of Zephyria began to flood back, like a crushing tide. Zephyria didn't just seal this thing because she was strong. She sealed it because she was the only one who could.

​"Come then," Litia whispered to the monster, the power of a thousand years rising to meet it. "Let's give this 1000 year old beef a fitting conclusion.”

—

The Beast ignored the guards. It ignored the collapsing towers. It had eyes only for the girl who dared to stand where Zephyria once stood. It surged forward, a tidal wave of shadow and grinding sound, forcing Litia into the air. She leaped into the air, her mana thrusters screaming as she navigated the chaotic sky, darting between the Beast’s shifting, impossible limbs.

​She was losing. The creature was a bottomless pit, drinking every spell she threw, growing stronger with her own exhaustion.

​Below, Caylen saw the moment of failure—Litia’s shield flickered, and the Beast lunged, a massive, jagged claw of shadow descending to pluck her from the sky.

​He didn't think. He didn't even look at the constructs blocking his path. He threw Corbexis.

​He launched the obsidian sword with every ounce of strength he possessed, putting his entire soul into the throw. As it whistled through the air, he shouted, "Litia! Catch!"

​She heard him. She didn't look back; she spun in mid-air, a maneuver that defied gravity, and her hand closed around the unfamiliar, cool hilt of the blade.

​The moment she touched Corbexis, the resonance hit them both. The sword was a hungry, vibrant thing. Litia channeled her own ancient, fractured magic into the blade, and Corbexis reacted, its dark energy blooming into a blinding, violet-white aura.

​She was falling, the Beast towering above her, when she swung.
​She didn't slash the monster; she slashed the space around it. 

She used the sword’s mana-sucking ability to create a vacuum, literally peeling the layers of reality off the Beast until its core was exposed. It shrieked—a sound that shattered windows for miles—as the sword drank the stolen, corrupted mana of the Syndicate ritual.

​Litia landed hard, sliding across the scorched courtyard, the sword embedded in the ground, pulsing with a frantic, rhythmic light. The Beast had become a hollow shell, its malice draining into the blade like ink into water.

​Caylen was there before the dust settled. He scrambled to the sword—his sword— his hands trembling as he grabbed the hilt. The mana stored inside was immense; raw, wild, and heavy with the stolen lives of the Academy’s students and the ancient legacy of the war.

​"Together?" he gasped, looking at Litia.
​
Litia reached out, placing her hand over his on the hilt. "Together."

They opened the dam. Caylen roared, lifting Corbexis to the sky, and they released the pressure. The mana rushed out, a beautiful, searing storm of light that swept across the Academy. 

It healed the scorched ground, mended the broken wards, and flowed back into the students and faculty who had been left drained and broken.

​The Beast ceased to exist, unmade by the very world it had tried to consume.

★

The Beast was gone. The mana storm had settled, leaving the courtyard in a ringing, deathly silence. Caylen and Litia stood in the center of the ruins, gasping for breath, the exhaustion finally pulling them toward the earth.

​"We did it," Caylen rasped, his voice trembling with relief. He looked toward the entrance of the courtyard. "We—"

​A single, sharp crack echoed through the courtyard—a rogue kinetic bolt fired from the shadows of the collapsing west wing. A stray survivor, a desperate Syndicate fanatic, had one last charge in his staff.

​Violet, who had been rushing toward them to offer a hand, took the bolt directly in the chest.

​There was no grand speech. 

There was no time for a final, poetic goodbye. Violet simply folded, his body hitting the stone with a sickening thud.

​Caylen’s scream was raw, tearing through his throat as he lunged forward, but Alistair, (Violet’s younger brother), was already there, dropping to his knees and cradling his brother’s head.

​"No, no, no," Alistair sobbed, his hands stained dark with blood. "Violet, get up! We won! It’s over!"

​Caylen reached them, collapsing into the dirt. He tried to heal, he tried to channel what was left of his magic, but the life had already fled Violet’s eyes. It was a senseless, hollow end. A stray shot in a courtyard that should have been safe.

​Caylen broke. He wept, not with dignity, but with a visceral, shaking agony, his forehead pressed against the cold stone.

​Litia stood just a few feet away. She didn't move. She didn't cry. Her face was a terrifying, porcelain mask—blank, static, and utterly devoid of light. She didn't look like a girl in mourning; she looked like a monument.

​Then, the air shifted.

​Seven figures in shimmering, white-and-gold robes descended from the sky. The Council of Seven. They moved with the slow, arrogant grace of those who arrive only when the hard work is done. They surveyed the ruin, the blood, and the bodies with detached, clinical interest.

​"The threat has been neutralized," one of the Council members stated, their voice echoing with amplified magic. "The Syndicate leadership is scattered. The Academy is under our jurisdiction until further notice."

​Alistair looked up at them, his eyes wild with rage. "You were here? You watched us bleed? You could have stopped this!"

​The Council member didn't even blink. "We acted when the cosmic threat was identified. The collateral damage is regrettable, but necessary for the greater stability of the realm."

​Litia finally turned her head. She looked at the Council—at their pristine robes and their distant, cold eyes. She didn't speak. She didn't lash out. She just looked at them with an emptiness that felt more dangerous than any berserk rage.

​"Litia?" Caylen whispered, looking up through his tears, hoping for her to react, to be herself.

​She didn't answer him. She just turned away from the Council, away from the body of her friend, and began to walk toward the gates of the Academy, leaving a trail of ash in her wake.

Epilogue?

​The Academy garden was quiet, save for the distant, rhythmic hammering of the reconstruction crews. Caylen found her sitting on the stone bench where they used to study. She wasn't reading. She was just staring at the space where Violet used to stand, probably.

​"Litia," Caylen said softly, stepping into the shade of the oak tree.

​She didn't startle. She looked up at him, her expression so composed it made his chest ache. There was no grief in her eyes—only a terrifying, sharpened clarity.

​"You know, I loved him, Caylen," she said, her voice devoid of a tremor. "I don’t think I knew how much. I think I just assumed he was a permanent part of the landscape. I took for granted that he would always be there, just... being brilliant and insufferable."

​She shifted her gaze to Caylen, her eyes tracking him with the precision of a predator.

​"They took him," she continued, "and they thought they could just carve out a piece of my world and keep going as if nothing happened. They were wrong."

​She stood up, the movement fluid yet dangerous. 

She stepped into Caylen’s space, her gaze locked onto his with an intensity that made his breath hitch.

​"I have spent my whole life being told to be a vessel, to be a catalyst, to be a sacrifice," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. 

"But I am done giving parts of myself away to people who don't deserve them. From this day forward, I will never let anyone or anything steal another piece of my world. Never again."

​Her hands came up, framing Caylen’s face. Her palms were cool, firm, and grounding. She held him there for a long moment, her thumbs tracing the line of his jaw before she smoothed his hair back, tucking a stray lock behind his ear with a lingering, possessive gentleness.

The gesture told him everything. 

​She turned away then, leaving him standing in the silence of the garden, the weight of her touch still burning against his skin.

—

Litia sat in the small, overgrown part of the garden behind the dorms—the place where she and Violet used to argue over theory for hours. She held a single white lily in her hand, the petals bruised.

​She didn't cry. She sat for hours, watching the shadows lengthen across the grass. In her own way, she was processing the death of the only person who had held the three of them together. 

She wasn't Zephyria anymore, and she wasn't quite Litia, the Litia she used to be anyway. 

She was something else, something forged in the furnace of loss.

​She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, jagged piece of metal—a memento from the Gilded Osprey. She placed it at the base of a young oak tree.

​"You were the smart one," she whispered to the wind. "You were supposed to be the one who survived."

​There were no tears shed. Just a cold, hard resolve. The Council thought they had stability. The Syndicate thought they had a cause.

​Litia looked at her hands, where the faint, permanent glow of the runes still rested.

​They forgot, she thought, her eyes sharpening, that I am the one who knows how to break the world.


