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Part  2



Chapter 3. The First Day of School

Where we were taught to sit before we were allowed to think

That autumn was in no hurry. The morning was warm, almost summer-like, as if time itself had decided to hold its breath. The sun licked the walls, the asphalt gave off the heated scent of dust and dying leaves. And in the air there lingered a faint, strange aftertaste—as if somewhere underground someone was sharpening knives and had forgotten to turn off the ventilation.

We, the newcomers, were gathered in the inner courtyard. Children in brand-new shirts with neatly pressed collars. Parents nearby — some smiling stiffly, some adjusting backpacks, some whispering, “Don’t be afraid. Everything will be fine.”

Silas said nothing. He looked at the school building. On the surface, it was ordinary: straight walls, standard windows, a simple door. But everything was too straight. Even the silence felt polished. As if the building were holding still. Or waiting for someone.

When the door creaked open and she stepped out, all conversation stopped. The air thickened, like before a storm.

Miss Corvina Blackthorn. Tall, thin, as if stretched out of shadow itself. A gray dress hung on her like a cover on a mannequin. Her face was stone — without a single crack. On the bridge of her nose sat heavy horn-rimmed glasses. Through their thick lenses, her eyes looked either enlarged or dried out. Her gaze was like a nail driven into wood: it went in easily, but came out with flesh.

“Welcome,” she said. Quietly, almost kindly—but in a way that everyone heard.

“Your parents are free to go.”

Some hesitated. One mother tried to hug her son—her hand was gently but firmly pushed aside. From that moment on, we no longer belonged to them.

There were many of us—too many for one class. The children were divided into four groups. Four teachers emerged from the building one after another, like gears from an old mechanism. But only Miss Blackthorn did not blink, did not smile, did not adjust her clothing. She stood as if she already knew which of us would not live to graduation.

We entered the building. The first thing that struck was the smell: varnish, dust, and a faint bitterness of something chemical. The walls were like in kindergarten—blue paint below, white above. The boundary between them was sharp, like an order. The corridors were long, like tunnels in a mine. The light was dim. Everything was painted in obedience.

Our classroom was empty. Desks stood in perfectly straight rows. The blackboard was dark, as if you could drown in it. Parents did not enter. No one said goodbye. The door behind us closed softly, almost tenderly.

And then the real thing began.

Miss Blackthorn no longer smiled. Had she ever?

She walked around the room as if searching for cracks. Then she stopped by the board and turned toward us.

“The rules are simple,” she said. “Those who sit—live. Those who move—learn what silence is.”

And for the first time in his life, Silas understood that silence could strike harder than a hand.

The first lesson was not exactly a lesson. It was called “The Foundation of Behavior.”

That was exactly what was written on the board in chalk—neat, square handwriting that made you want to keep your distance.

“Behavior is not what you feel. Behavior is what you show,” Miss Blackthorn said. “Remember this: feeling is your enemy. And an enemy must not be allowed inside—neither into yourself, nor into the system.”

She moved slowly past the desks. Her shoes made almost no sound. Only the soft rustle of her dress, like an owl over a field.

“First — sit. Then — listen. Then — think. Not the other way around. And never begin with questions.”

A sign hung on the wall:

Silence is respect. Discipline is freedom. Obedience is contribution.

I caught myself breathing shallowly. So as not to stand out. So that Silence would not hear me.

The second lesson was called “The Lesson of Loyalty,” though on the schedule it appeared as “History of the Veil.” An elderly teacher with trembling hands — Miss Elma Sart — entered the classroom carrying a book bound in leather. Real leather, it seemed. The book had no title, only a symbol: a circle crossed by lines — the emblem of the Directorate.

“The world was not always as it is now,” she said, addressing no one in particular. “Once, people spoke different languages, believed in chaos, argued, made noise…”

“Now everything is different. Now we are one.”

I noticed that her eyes barely blinked as she spoke. Emptiness was reflected in them.

“The Directorate gave us language. Order. Walls. Light. And most importantly — Clean Memory.”

She pronounced the last two words like a prayer.

A magical crystal lit up on the wall. A beam emerging from it revealed a face — ageless, genderless, wearing a mask of pale metal. It slowly tilted its head, as if looking straight into the soul. Beneath the image was the text:

They watch you because they believe in you.

The children stared without blinking. Some whispered the words in sync with the recorded voice.

After lunch came the “Lesson of Peace.” We were handed sheets of paper and pencils.

“Draw,” said a young teacher named, I think, Miss Rhea, “how you imagine the world.”

“But only the approved one. Remember — anything uncoordinated may be misunderstood.”

I drew a tree. Without leaves. And a bird sitting in its shadow. The bird nearly merged with the shadow—only its silhouette visible.

Miss Rhea looked at the drawing and nodded. But the pencil was still taken from me.

The last lesson was called “The Lesson of Real Rules.”

Miss Blackthorn returned to the classroom. The air thickened — as if with her steps the shadow under the ceiling grew heavier. She did not simply enter—she returned to a place where everything obeyed. Where even breathing waited for permission.

She did not look at everyone—she looked into each of us at once. As if black insects lived in her eyes, and each was choosing a target.

“Rules are not discussed. They live longer than you,” she began. “You may not look out the window for more than three seconds. Questions—only in writing. Only approved. Hands—on the desk. Eyes—on the board. And most important…”

She paused. Heavy, like a closing door.

“Do not believe the one who whispers. A whisper is the enemy of order.”

I sat like everyone else. Straight. Quiet. Trying to be air.

But next to me sat a boy. I did not know his name. Small, with hair like sun-bleached straw, and unnaturally blue eyes. He spoke quieter than thought itself. He whispered to a girl on the other side, but she turned away—as if frightened even by the echo.

He turned to me.

“B-but… why not?” he asked, barely audible. “What happens if… if you just look longer?”

He was not brave. He simply did not yet know how this world worked.

I leaned toward him to answer—not with words, but with a glance. Just to show him: quieter… be silent.

But it was already too late.

The shadow on the floor trembled. And before anyone could fully understand what was happening, the air thickened like hot wax. Miss Blackthorn did not move—but her finger, lifting almost imperceptibly, summoned a wave. Thin, nearly invisible, yet alive.

Magic—not fiery, not spectacular. Quiet. Like a drop of poison in clear water.

The boy and I were lifted as if we were two rag dolls. Chairs fell. My ears rang. The floor flipped over. I did not understand how I ended up in the corridor. The door behind us was already closed. Without a sound.

He stood beside me, trembling. His eyes shone, as if he were about to cry—but something inside would not allow it.

I touched his shoulder.

“Look at it from another side,” I said quietly. “Until the end of the lesson, we have a bit of freedom.”

He looked at me in surprise, as if he didn’t believe such a thing was possible.

And I… I wasn’t smiling. But inside me something flickered. Almost like a spark. Almost like hope.

Yes, we were thrown out like trash. But for the first time that day, I felt alive. Not fitted in. Not properly aligned.

Freedom, in this place, began with a mistake.

He was still shaking. I could see his fingers tremble, as if hundreds of tiny thoughts were drumming inside him: it’s my fault, they won’t let us back in, I’ll be punished, why did I speak.

But he stood there. He didn’t run. He didn’t cry. He just stared at the door, as if it might open its mouth again and swallow us.

“You okay?” I asked.

He nodded. Uncertainly. Then shrugged. Then suddenly exhaled:

“Yeah. I’ve had worse. Once the ceiling fell at home — well, almost. Just plaster.”

Then, as if remembering something, he held out his hand.

“Tibor. Just Tibor.”

I shook his hand. Too thin, with crooked fingers and the marks of earlier pain. I noticed right away — he limped. His left leg was shorter. His foot turned outward slightly, as if apologizing for every step.

“Silas,” I replied.

“I know,” he nodded. “Everyone remembered you right away. You’re not afraid. And you don’t smile. That’s scary.”

I smirked. For the first time that day.

“I’m just good at hiding.”

We walked down the corridor. We didn’t talk. We simply moved past closed doors, behind which other children were learning not to breathe too loudly.

And then, suddenly, as if from nowhere, he said:

“You know, my leg’s been shorter since birth. It’s like a curse—but a domestic one. A herbalist once told me it means I’ll always walk a little differently. Along other roads. And a witch said it means I’ll never disappear. Because I’m always just a bit out of the place where trouble happens.”

We sat in the corridor, on the cold floor, as if we had been thrown overboard from a ship. The doors were silent. The light flickered. A magical crystal above the ceiling dimmed and flared again—like the breathing of a huge machine.

Tibor was silent for a while. I could feel him trying to gather himself.

Then he suddenly exhaled:

“You’re not like everyone else. Calm. But… everything hears you. Even the walls. When you just sit there—it feels like the world is waiting for something. Me—I’ve been crooked since childhood. My leg’s not like everyone else. And my character… off-kilter too. I’m usually not needed by anyone. But with you—it’s like I’m drawn in. Like next to you, I don’t have to hide.”

He wasn’t looking at me. He was just speaking—to the air ahead.

I didn’t interrupt. I knew how to listen.

“I… I’d like to walk beside you,” he finally said. “Not behind you. Just beside. If you don’t mind.”

I turned my head toward him.

“I don’t mind,” I said.

A pause. Then I added:

“You’ll walk at your pace. I’ll walk at mine. But we’ll stay close. Sometimes that matters more than walking in step.”

He smiled slightly. Quietly, from the inside.

“Only if you don’t walk too fast. With a leg like this, it’s hard to catch up with fate.”

“We won’t chase it,” I said. “We’ll make it turn around.”

We sat like that for a while longer. There were no words. Only noise in the walls. Somewhere far away, energy hummed. Somewhere, someone was crying. Someone was laughing. Life was happening — but not with us.

We were outside it. And there was something right about that.

Then the light in the corridor went out. For a moment. And suddenly it felt as if, in the darkness, someone whispered:

“So it has begun.”

And indeed—it had begun.

We left the school building first.

More precisely—we simply forgot to ask anyone. Or didn’t want to.

No one called us. No one searched. And why would they?

The door closed behind us, like a page snapping shut—one you cannot reread.

Tibor limped slightly, adjusting to my pace. And I didn’t hurry.

We had nowhere to rush. The first thing they taught in that school was how to stand still. Not how to walk.

Outside, it was already midday. The air had changed. The sun was retreating, as if tired of watching all this. Everything around us seemed different. Shadows stretched, as if someone were pulling invisible strings. The houses were the same — but skewed. Or perhaps we were seeing differently.

And maybe that was the lesson.

“I think,” Tibor said, “that in the morning everything was brighter. Or maybe we were just different.”

I shrugged.

“We saw what the walls look like from the inside. That changes your vision.”

“And you… had you been in places like this before?”

I shook my head.

“No. But it’s as if I knew it would be like this.”

Everything here was… correctly wrong. Too precise to be alive.

We passed an old loudspeaker. News poured from it with an intonation as if it were arguing with itself. We passed a shop window where our reflection looked older. We passed a three - eyed cat sitting on a windowsill — it blinked all three eyes at us at once.

No one paid attention. Only us. Only those who had already fallen out of rhythm.

“Do you think we’ll last long in this school?” he asked.

“That depends on what you mean by ‘last.’”

“Survive.”

I looked at him. He walked, slinging his satchel over his shoulder awkwardly, but with a stubborn dignity. He walked as if he were ready to go on one leg, on one hope, or on no legs at all—if that was what it took.

“I think so,” I said. “If we don’t forget who we are. And if we stay close.”

He nodded. And didn’t ask again.

Above us, the sky was slowly filling with clouds, like a curtain before a performance. All the roles were already assigned. We were still extras—for now.

But who knows… who knows.

Sometimes, even a whisper can split stone.


 

Chapter 4. My Family

I came home in the evening.

Our two-room apartment was better than the barrack where I had been born. In the barrack everything was shared—the kitchen, the shouting behind the walls, the ceiling where mold crept like a living thing, and a single toilet for the entire corridor. But I barely remembered it. Only scattered smells. Only one torn fragment of a dream, where wind wandered through cracks in the walls.

Now we had two rooms.

In one — my parents’. There stood an old dresser with a mirror that always seemed eager to pull a layer of dust over itself. Sometimes my father placed his driver’s flask there, and a newspaper in which nothing ever happened.

In the other—my brother and me. We slept on a folding couch: he closer to the edge, I by the wall. Above us hung a charm-mirror—an enchanted object, something like a window into someone else’s life. Sometimes it whispered the news even at night, if someone forgot to turn the channel off.

My brother watched it in the evenings, lazily flipping through images—scientists talking about the achievements of the Directorate, singers in gray suits, appeals to observe the “spirit of unity.”

I more often looked out the window.

There were real stars there. Even if factory smog partly covered them.

In the kitchen stood the mag-voice—a talking box with a crystal from which the voice of the state poured out.

“We remind you that tomorrow a decrease in the flow of mana charges is expected. Please limit magical consumption after twenty-one hundred hours.”

My mother flicked the crystal like a switch.

“Enough chatter,” she said.

She was tired. As always. Her eyes seemed to have forgotten what weekends looked like. It was better not to speak to her right after she came home. And in general—talking to her required careful dosing. Small portions.

My father appeared later. He smelled of road, engine oil, and cigars he was not allowed to smoke. He tossed his bag into the corner and nodded to everyone.

“So, how was school?” he threw at me in passing, without waiting for an answer.

“Fine,” I said.

Because fine was always the correct answer.

At night, lying on the couch, I felt my brother breathing beside me. He slept lightly, as if the world didn’t touch him. I stared at the ceiling. Sometimes something strange reflected in the charm – mirro r— as if there were someone else inside it. Not a broadcaster. Not an advertisement. But a shadow that knew you better than anyone.

I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t. After a day like that, everything inside trembled—not from fear, no… from a sense that a chain of events had begun, one that would never stop.

But nearby—walls. Crooked wallpaper. A creaking floor. And my father’s voice from the other room:

“Tomorrow we’ll get up early—go fishing.”

He always said that when he wanted everything to be normal.

I exhaled. Sometimes even the shadow of the future can be endured, if you know you’ll be going after crucian carp in the morning.

We left early. It was still dark. The streets slept, as if they refused to admit that morning existed. Only the streetlights dozed with half-closed eyes, and here and there crystals trembled at intersections — remnants of night magic.

My father rolled out Hrimnar — his old, heavy bike that growled like a beast from the underworld. He had saved up for it half his life.

On the outside — just machinery. But inside lived an enchanted core: a knot of whispering energy that had to be persuaded when it grew temperamental. My father always said the bike had a character:

“If your back is straight, it’ll take you where you need to go. If you ride with doubts — Hrimnar will throw you.”

I sat in front, on the tank. Held the handlebars while he twisted the ether-fuel feed. The metal chilled my palms even in summer. It felt as if the motorcycle were breathing beneath me. Sometimes it seemed to hear my thoughts. And tolerate them. For now.

We raced through the pre-dawn world. Through half - asleep streets, past factories with humming stacks, past fields where crystalline beacons stood — collecting mana from the air, the way bees gather nectar.

And then — the fog.

Not an ordinary one. It flowed above the ground like a living thing. Inside it, small discharges stirred, as if lightning had forgotten how to be loud. It was mesmerizing. You ride — and it feels as though you’re passing through the breath of some enormous creature that hasn’t yet decided to wake up.

Suddenly my father spoke:

“Remember this, Silas.”

He spoke rarely, but when he did—it meant you were supposed to listen.

“Avoid fights. Always. Until the very last moment. But if it doesn’t work out—then strike. No words. No mercy. First. Fast. The way you know how. The main thing—don’t stop.”

“Until the enemy goes down. As long as you’re breathing—fight like it’s the last time.”

I stayed silent. He knew I would remember.

We reached the river—not a large one, but hidden among thickets where trees whispered something of their own, separate from the world. The water was warm, like breath. Fog with tiny discharges wandered along the bank, and it felt as if the very air here sparkled with thought.

I often remembered this place. How the air rang, as if threads were hanging in it. How the reeds moved without wind. How the sun seeped through the leaves, as if shy. As if nature itself was not afraid to be itself here.

It was here that I first felt the world was alive. Not in the sense of trees, birds, or fish. But in the sense that it hears you. If you know how to be silent properly.

My father and I sat with our fishing rods. He cursed at the tackle. I stayed quiet. We always stayed quiet when we fished. When I tried to approach him with questions, he cut me off sharply and said:

“Be quiet—you’ll scare the fish. And remember: a fisherman with his mouth open catches nothing.”

I put my thoughts in order, like fish on a hook. One by one.

Sometimes it was exactly here that I seemed to draw strength — not from food, not from sleep, but from this river, from this silence, from the very ground itself.

When the catch was decent, my father waved his hand.

“That’s enough. Let’s go to your old man.”

He didn’t like lingering. He didn’t like anything for too long.


Chapter 5.The Old Man’s Story

Grandfather Alex lived in a one-room apartment that the Directorate had allocated to him as a war veteran. The furnishings were as modest as possible: a couch, a worn wardrobe, a table in the room and another in the tiny kitchen, a charm-mirror by the wall, and a mag-voice with the hosts’ rasping tones. Everything looked as if time itself had decided to stop here long ago.

Before that, Grandfather had lived outside the city — in a stone hut built from rock quarried nearby. The hut still stood to this day — weather-beaten, stubborn, much like its owner. He liked to go there sometimes. Behind the hut grew wild fruits and vegetables — seasonal, uneven, but real. It was at least some kind of variety in our gray, predictable food.

The cracks in the walls of his apartment were not from dampness or age — but from memory. Each crack was like a scar. And the house did not smell of mold, no — it smelled of something warm, familiar: dry herbs that Grandfather dried and smoked in his clay pipes, baked food, and old, half-forgotten magic. It hadn’t been used for a long time, but no one dared throw it away either. It lived somewhere in the corners, in the rustle of the curtain, in the cracked glass of the charm-mirror.

When I entered, he already knew I would come.

“Did you catch any?” he asked without turning.

“I did,” I replied.

He turned around. His face was clenched, the wrinkles like rings in a tree. But in his eyes there still burned a fierce, stubborn fire.

“Fish are smart. They won’t give themselves to a fool. Sit.”

He moved — unexpectedly deft for his age. On the pan, onions began to sizzle. The smell rose at once, so strong it made my stomach clench. He generously sprinkled the fish with a pinch of some dark seasoning — I knew it was magical; he gathered it himself somewhere in the marshes. The smell became… domestic. Real. The kind that makes your throat tingle and pulls childhood memories to the surface—the kind that never appear on the mag-voice.

We ate in silence. Grandfather always did it that way. First — food. Then — words.

He always did it like that: first — food. Then — words. The words did not come at once; they were drawn up from depth, with effort — like a fish from a hook.

Then he took out a vial. A cloudy, pot-bellied little bottle, smelling of silt, moss, and something bitter… like unspoken truth. I grimaced. It had always seemed strange to me — why did adults drink this filth? Even a decoction of boiled fruit tasted better. But Grandfather drank not for taste.

He poured a little. Hesitated. Took a sip.

The world in his eyes seemed to sway. Something shifted inside him. As if he had opened a door he usually kept locked.

And then he began to speak.

“Once, Silas, we lived differently. I won’t say it was better… but it was different.”

He spoke slowly, as if afraid the words would lose their weight if he hurried.

“I was born into a well - off family. We had a house with two entrances — one for our own, another for guests. Horses. A garden. Books. And my father… he was neither a mage nor a soldier. He healed animals. A true healer. Without wands or formulas. His hands healed even when spells fell silent.”

He paused. Took another sip — deeper, as if trying to drown something inside.

“People came to us from all around. Not for miracles — for trust. For bread. For a simple word. We did not rule, but we were respected. And then… then everything cracked.”

“At first there were talks. That we needed unity. Then — fear. Then — a new language. Convenient. Mandatory. And the old language? It went away. Erased. From signs. From letters. From songs. Left only in memory… stubborn memory.”

He ran his hand across the table, as if wiping dust not from wood — but from the past.

“Then the Directorate came.” He spat the word as if it burned his tongue. “They said the peoples were too different. That they needed to be ‘unified.’”

“And then the breaking began. Slowly, like rot. Friends became strangers. Brothers fell silent. Families cracked like dried earth.”

He fell quiet. In the kitchen, an enchanted timer ticked — perhaps a kettle. Or perhaps time itself was counting the seconds of his confession.

“And then… then they appeared. The Sand Wardens.”

He said it almost in a whisper.

“At first they guarded. Then they searched. And then… then they became judges.”

“You mustn’t say this out loud,” he added almost soundlessly. “Not even in a whisper.”

He poured himself another drink; his hands trembled slightly. And it was as if, along with the liquid from the vial, a shadow of fear seeped into the kitchen — ancient, indelible.

“Then… for the needs of the Directorate, they took everything from us. Everything. Even food.”

“We tried to survive. You look for what nature gives — berries, roots, birds. The moment something edible appears, the Sand Wardens arrive from nowhere. Silent. Without threats. They simply take it. For the needs.”

He spoke with effort, as if swallowing pieces of the past that stuck in his throat.

“Everything that grew in the fields went to them. Working in the fields meant at least having something. I was the youngest. The workers pitied me. They gave me a piece of bread, peels from root vegetables, sometimes even warm water with salt.”

He sighed.

“And then… everyone died. Father. Mother. Seven of my brothers. From hunger. One after another. I survived. Why — I don’t know. Mysticism? Or someone’s mercy?”

I stayed silent, barely breathing. He spoke without looking at me.

“Then they gathered us, the orphans. Took us to children’s homes. There was food there. Education. Warmth. But the most important thing was missing. Family is not walls and a bed. It’s a voice that calls you by name, even when you are silent.”

“The Directorate cared. Oh yes. It cared. They made us into those who don’t ask questions. Those who know when to rise, when to be silent, when to die.”

He stopped. The silence grew heavy. Stagnant.

“Then conscription was introduced. All men — under arms. And I… I went to war. A real one. Not a training exercise. Real. Deadly. Blue. Blue as icy blood. That’s what we called it — the Blue War.”

He clenched his fist.

“I was on the front lines. And believe me, grandson, there are no soldiers who went through it from the first day to the last. None exist. Blue explosions burned everything. Even the ground. Even thoughts.”

“Beams of death…” he laughed hoarsely. “When they struck, you didn’t die — you evaporated.”

“The sky filled with such a shroud that cold came. As if life itself wanted to hide underground.”

I whispered:

“But you survived, Grandfather…”

He looked at me deeply, as if testing whether I was ready to hear.

“I survived… only because I was educated. I knew how to work with magical radio waves. They put me aboard a flying machine. There were two of us: the pilot and me.”

“He flew. I operated the neutron cannon. And kept contact with base, catching voices through the ether of spells.”

“It was…” his voice dropped, “until our flying machine was shot down. We were cruising at altitude, calm, as if not in the sky — but in prayer. And then… impact. Flash. Magic faltered. We began to fall, like a stone into water.”

“I didn’t even understand at once — was it death? Or a chance?”

“Nik, our pilot… eternal memory to him. He tried to level the machine. His hands were like a sculptor’s — felt every vibration, every whisper of air.”

“He held the craft together while it cracked at the seams. And then he turned to me:

‘Jump. Now.’”

“I refused. I couldn’t. Without him — it wouldn’t have been escape, it would have been betrayal.”

“We’ll die together. And I order you to live.”

At that word, Grandfather faltered… and began to cry.

He turned away, but his shoulders shook. When he managed to continue, he spoke in another voice — distant, as if across years.

“I jumped. Descended on an emergency air balloon. It shook so hard my bones knocked against each other. The ground met me brutally — more wounds. More blood. I could no longer fly. That was it. The end of the sky. They transferred me to headquarters. Until victory, I stayed there — among papers, maps, and ether.”

He stood and, unhurriedly, walked to the old, battered wardrobe. Opened it.

From its depths came the smell of soap, mothballs, and time.

He took out a uniform. Worn. Old. But on the chest — medals. Insignia. Ribbons.

“Look,” he said. “Do you think I earned these?”

I said nothing. He answered himself.

“No. These are for headquarters. Not for the front lines. Not for blood.”

“Those who truly did the impossible often didn’t live to see the lists. The paperwork. The awards arrived… but the recipients were already gone. They were simply handed to ‘someone.’ To report. I was nearby. Alive. So I received them.”

He smirked. But there was so much bitterness in that smirk that the air in the kitchen thickened.

“That’s how it is. The war is over. But the truth is still fighting.”

“So now you see what kind of ‘hero’ your grandfather is,” he said bitterly. “Covered in orders — with the taste of ash.”

“After the war, of course… everything collapsed. Ruin. Hunger. Banditry. People ate dogs. Each other too. Those who survived later didn’t understand why.”

“I didn’t return to my native settlement. Too much had perished there. Even the air was different — as if it had absorbed groans. Even the birds sang differently. No, I couldn’t.”

“I returned to the city. Destroyed, cold — but alive. At least some hopes were still smoking above the rooftops there. And I, as a front - line veteran, was appointed a mid - level Directorate supervisor. Not the highest circle — but not the bottom rung either. Respect. Salary. Magical rations.”

“I married. Your grandmother, Maria, was from Valmir. From where the land is ash, and the past is forgotten because it hurts too much to remember.”

“There,” he nodded, as if Valmir were behind the wall, “it was even worse. People didn’t survive. Literally. She escaped by miracle. Came here, to Tarena, to our Cold Rock. Where it’s cold — but not deadly.”

“Your father was born. And your uncle. Life settled. Full. Even. Almost happy.”

He fell silent. Then — quietly, almost not for me, but for himself:

“But then I began to see. What they were doing. To people. To souls.”

“And I understood: I couldn’t. I couldn’t be part of their machinery. I saw manipulations, substitutions of truth. I saw how the inconvenient disappeared. How the strong were broken. How theft became the rule. How lies seeped into documents and textbooks, as if they had always been there.”

He stared at the table, as if trying to see himself through it.

“I realized: if I stayed, they would wash me clean. Erase me. Grind me into obedient sand, like those Wardens.”

A pause. Then — short and firm:

“I refused.”

“The worst thing…” he looked away, as if the truth itself hid in the wardrobe’s shadow. “The worst thing is not what they did. It’s what they did to people. To souls. To memory. To love. But… about that I stay silent. I don’t want you to suffer, Silas. I’ve already said too much.”

“I simply… left. Quietly. Without scandal. They — the top — had their heads in the fog, but their eyes were sharp. They came twice. Persuaded me. Said, you’re a symbol, we need you. But I stood my ground. Didn’t betray myself. And they understood. They didn’t erase me. Didn’t imprison me. A war showcase, a veteran, a demonstrative unit — convenient image. Even if cracked.”

He smirked again, joyless.

“They sent me to underground labor. To the mines. Deep, where magic barely reaches. They said, ‘Live out your days.’ I did. And then, when they built a new residential block, they gave me this apartment. Even thanked me. See what care.”

He fell silent. Then unexpectedly softly, almost apologetically:

“You must understand me, grandson. If I had stayed in the Directorate… your life, your father’s — would have been better. Full. Comfortable. Without worries.”

“But I…” he clenched his fist, and for a moment his hand trembled, as if holding something invisible, “I couldn’t step over myself.”

He raised his eyes to me. Deep, warm, and strangely clear.

“The mirror of the world always restores itself. And everyone receives what they deserve.”

“They will keep everything — titles, houses, power. But it will be their punishment. Because all of it will bring them disappointment, pain, and emptiness. They will live like spiders in a jar — devouring one another in endless inner struggle. Without end. Without meaning.”

He leaned back against the old chair. The cracked wood creaked softly, as if in agreement.

“They will give you everything,” he whispered. “Everything. But freedom… the kind that existed before… no. That will not return.”

He took my hand. Thin, childlike — in his, dry as parchment, but warm, alive. There was no strength in it, but there was essence. Foundation. Memory.

“You are not made of their clay, Silas,” he said. “Not of that dough. They mold from fear. From duty. From emptiness. And you… you are made of something else.”

He looked straight at me, without blinking, as if trying to burn memory into me. Each word — like a spell. Not a book spell — a blood one.

“Even if everything around is burned, even if the earth is black as soot — there are seeds that hide deeper. You don’t see them. But they are there. And if the time comes… if you don’t forget who you are—they will sprout. Through stone. Through fear. Through the Veil.”

He released my hand.

“And for now…” he leaned back, once again just an old man in a battered kitchen, “eat. The fish is getting cold.”

And in that moment it seemed to me that the whole house held its breath. As if the walls were listening. As if the old magic was still alive. And if I pressed my ear to them—I would hear history whispering in the cracks. A history in which I was not just a boy.

But the beginning of something new.


  

 

 Chapter 6. Evening at Home

I came back from my grandfather’s place quietly, the way he had taught me himself:

“Don’t fuss. A home is a field. First — feel the wind.”

The wind struck immediately.

“So you’ve been listening to that old alcoholic lunatic again?!” my mother, Veraldina, snapped without turning around.

Her voice was a whip — thin, sharp, diseased.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t even blink. There was no point. She wasn’t speaking to hear a reply — only to enforce obedience.

In this house, silence wasn’t peace. It was armor.

My father — whom I simply called Or — tried to intervene.

“What’s wrong with it? A grandson and a grandfather… talking. Is that so terrible?”

He spoke carefully, as if by touch. He always tried to smooth things over — as if standing between two fires, burning quietly in the middle, never asking to be noticed.

“You’re just like him,” she barked, spinning around. “You and your father — two alcoholics. One lies. The other hides. Both weak.”

The air in the kitchen thickened. Even the potatoes in the pan hissed more softly, as if afraid. I saw Orton’s hand tremble, but he said nothing. He only stepped toward her — slowly, almost gently.

“Vera… don’t. Not today.”

Strangely, it worked. She turned back to the stove.

Potatoes fried heavily in an old cast-iron pan — greasy, dense, a pan that looked as though it had survived not only two collapses, but its own death as well.

Veraldina stood at the stove in a faded robe, muttering soundlessly, moving only her lips — like cursing herself. Once, she had been beautiful. Truly. But her beauty was like soap: it ran out, leaving only fatigue behind. She hated her job, but loved money with a hungry faith, as if it could pull her out of this swamp.

Out of us.

Or sat by the mag-voice, flipping channels lazily, as if sifting through memories.

“Look,” he murmured, “how they live. Bathtubs on the second floor… And in our stairwell someone unscrewed the lightbulb again.”

He smirked at himself. Quietly. Without bitterness. As if life were a joke he could never quite finish telling.

When Veraldina lashed out, he didn’t argue. He only stepped closer and said softly:

“Vera… why do you do this?”

Sometimes — rarely — she froze. Just for a second. As if she remembered she had once been someone else.

My brother Elvan sprawled across the couch.

Notebooks, pencils, a ruler lay around him — perfectly aligned, like a parade display. Mostly for show. He didn’t like studying. He wanted importance. Status. To be an officer. Someone people stood up straight for. Someone worth being.

He played with me sometimes. Only when no one else was around. As if granting a favor. And I still felt grateful — because it was at least a bridge between us.

I sat on a stool. I simply existed. Without sound.

The potatoes sizzled. Or commented on something. Veraldina fell silent — her silence sharp, pricking. Elvan stared at the ceiling, as if his elite world was written there.

And I looked at them and thought:

This isn’t a home. It’s a set.

And I’m an actor who wasn’t invited to rehearsal.

And still… it was mine. My family. A strange, heavy dream I grew up inside — quietly. Where every movement felt like a minefield. Where the only rule was not to become like them.

And not to break.


  

Chapter 7. The School of Life

The morning began with voices. Not shouting — voices that pressed harder than any scream.

Veraldina was already in the kitchen. Her steps were precise, like blows against stone. She didn’t simply walk — she advanced.

“Why didn’t the alarm go off?” she said, though she knew the answer. She always knew. She only wanted you to feel guilty.

Or sat by the window and drank his tea. Black. Strong. Nearly bitter. He drank in silence, as if he could dissolve into it and stop taking up space.

“You’ll make it,” he said at last, his eyes still on the street. “If you don’t think about not making it.”

He often said things like that. Simple as air. But something inside me would click — as if oil had reached a rusted hinge.

Elvan was already dressed. A clean shirt. Hair combed back with strict care.

“I’m leaving,” he threw over his shoulder.

“Eat!” Veraldina snapped. “And wait for Silas. You’ll walk to school together.”

“I don’t want to.” He looked at me. “Silas — when you hear the youth anthem on the mago-glass, go out. You’ll be on time.”

Then he slammed the door as if it were an accomplishment. He was always going somewhere. Always ahead of time. He believed that if you left first, you were first.

I was still sitting on the bed, trying to gather myself — not my body, but me. My head felt heavy, as if arguments had been raging inside it all night.

I wanted to stay. I wanted to be transparent.

Still, I got up and went to the kitchen.

On the table was a sandwich: black bread, a slice of yellow cheese. Simple — like Or’s life.

“Eat,” he said quietly. “You’ll need it today.”

“Why?”

He looked at me for a long time. Then shrugged.

“Sometimes I just know.”

So I took the sandwich. Because when Or spoke, it was better to listen. He knew when to be silent. And when to speak.

He seemed to sense something was wrong with me. As if an invisible current passed between us — thin as a spider’s thread.

“My son,” he said. “Don’t wear your weakness. Be strong and calm when everyone else panics. Be quiet. Speak little, but precisely. And above all — don’t whine, don’t justify yourself. You are not emptiness. You are a point others are drawn toward. If something doesn’t work — train your mind like a body. Try again. And again.”

I nodded. Not outwardly. Inside. Somewhere deep, where the Shadow still whispered.

At that moment the mago - glass woke up. A stirring melody spilled into the room, and a child’s bright voice announced:

“And now, the anthem of the youth of the most beautiful and freest country…”

I stood by the window, chewing my bread and cheese, thinking: Freest? Yes, maybe. But freedom comes in different forms.

And one of them lives inside.

I left when the anthem was nearly over — on its final line. I didn’t like that voice. Too bright. Too stretched, like a string pulled tight. And when you pull a string too far — it snaps.

The door closed behind me with a dull sound.

At first I just stood on the porch. Cold air bit my cheeks. Somewhere in the yard someone had already chased the cats away. Someone spat from a balcony. From an open window came something cheerful and empty.

The sun shone dimly. Not summer-like. Not kind. I pulled my collar higher. It was September. The wind smelled of dampness and rust — like the school radiators.

I walked alone. Slowly. Not because I feared being late — but because I didn’t want to arrive early.

I knew what waited: we’d be lined up in the corridor again. Singing. Then a teacher would talk about how we “honor our ancestors” and are “obliged to live up to them.” No one ever explained how you were supposed to live up to anything when you were seven.

Or’s words kept echoing: You are not emptiness. You are a point others are drawn toward.

I didn’t fully understand them. But something inside me warmed — the way it does when your grandfather grips your hand. Rough. Old. Alive.

Then the Shadow whispered again: Watch. Don’t speak. Until there’s need — stay closed. Words are knives. They can cut. Or carve a path.

I walked, watching my steps. The asphalt was cracked. In puddles, wires and sky reflected. A pigeon limped nearby, stubbornly pecking between stones.

I thought: maybe it knows too — that all you need is to keep going. Not fast. Just not stopping.

Tibor came to mind.

The pigeon didn’t think about being broken. It didn’t complain. It simply existed.

Maybe I should talk to him. To Tibor. Today. Definitely.

The school corridor was wide, smelling of dusty copper, soap, and something else — as if the walls preserved old spells. Despite the oppressive atmosphere, children ran with such ease, as if beneath their feet lay grass, not stone.

Running was forbidden. But there were too many of them. And their free spirit refused to fit into school order.

To keep order, older students were posted as monitors. They wore mag-signs on their wrists — oval badges sewn into fabric, with a faintly glowing Eye. Those things could freeze a rule-breaker’s movements for a few seconds. Not painful. Just humiliating. Supposedly “disciplinary.”

Among them, I spotted Elvan. He walked around waving an arm and barking orders:

“Stop running!”

His voice sounded fierce, but I knew he was playing a part. His friends leaned against the wall, yawning, fiddling with their enchanted bands. When a teacher passed — they snapped straight, suddenly alert. Then back to indifference.

The school felt like an anthill. Not black — gray.

We wore uniforms. Almost military, only without medals or epaulets: gray suits with sharp creases, shortened sleeves, patched elbows. Caps and boots were personal choice, and everyone squeezed what little individuality they could out of that freedom — a copper strap here, a tiny charm-pendant there.

Formal uniforms looked similar, but you had to wear a white shirt underneath. Like for ceremonies. Our age group was marked with colored sleeve patches, sewn on by mothers. I often noticed: the poorer the family, the brighter the stitching.

A girl ran up, grinning, tapped my shoulder, and sang out:

“You’re it!”

I didn’t even understand the game before the siren sounded — long and hollow, like someone blowing into a massive glass shell. Everyone rushed to class. Not running — more like obeying a command stitched into them at birth.

I entered our classroom. Tibor was already there and waved to me. He always had that faintly amused but warm look, as if he knew something extra.

I took my seat behind him. We sat in pairs — always a boy with a girl. It was said children behaved better that way. No one ever explained why. Maybe “respect.” Maybe just an old instruction from some forgotten council.

I opened my satchel. Two books lay inside: Reading for Beginners and Foundations of Arithmetic and Runic Calculation. They smelled of paper-dust and something sweet — as if dried leaves were hidden in the pages.

From an inner pocket I took out my special thing — a pen made of yellow magical metal. Heavy, engraved with a fine pattern. Grandfather Alex had given it to me at the last Crossing. He said he brought it from the war. I didn’t know which one. Wars existed in every era. But his voice carried a quiet no one could interrupt.

The pen, he said, could “remember thoughts.” When you wrote from the heart, it trembled slightly in your hand.

I’d never seen one like it. No one believed it was real. That was fine.

The lesson began with silence. Not ringing silence — dense, like a damp blanket.

Miss Corvina stood at the board, straight as a clock hand. Long fingers. A posture that didn’t allow wasted movement. She spoke rarely, but her voice made you want to shrink and stop breathing.

On the board, magical symbols glowed — alive, pulsing like glyphs on an enchanted scroll. The words seemed to writhe, each with its own temper. She moved a hand over the line. The runes flared one by one, as if nodding back at her.

We repeated. Together. No stumbling.

“At-ka’ri… En-taa… Mor-vie…”

The class blended into an uneven chant. Tongues trembled. Hands shook. Only one boy — Halin, I think — froze. He stared out the window, where a tree scratched the glass like an old man’s nails on a roof.

“At-ka’ri,” Miss Corvina said again, drawing out the sound. “Everyone.”

Everyone — except him.

She didn’t say a word.

She raised her hand.

The air shuddered. A faint crack sounded, as if glass had fractured in another room. Halin jerked — pulled from his desk as though the air itself had seized him. He lifted above the floor, legs dangling like a rag doll on invisible strings.

Corvina stepped forward. Sharp. Graceful. Predatory. Like an owl that has spotted a mouse.

She grabbed him by the collar. Not gently. Not symbolically.

Pressed him against the wall — into the enchanted panel that even adults disliked standing near. It vibrated like a tightened string.

“Do you want to remain nobody, Halin?” she asked, quiet and precise.

“Fail to master even a drop of magic, a single runic chain — and you’ll stay poor. Sand underfoot. Even trash will look down on you.”

He didn’t cry. He just breathed unevenly, eyes searching for a way out. But classroom walls are smooth as vows. You don’t escape them.

Her gaze slid across the room and stopped on me. Something tightened in my chest.

I didn’t look away. I couldn’t.

“If someone didn’t understand something,” she said — and the politeness in it was so poisonous the air turned thick, “I can explain.”

Silence stretched. Even the runes seemed to pause. Someone sniffed. Someone hunched lower. A bead of sweat ran down my back. Not from heat. From something older than language.

The silence lasted too long. As if the school itself was holding its breath.

I watched her.

And suddenly I felt something — not fear. Something else. As if something inside me aligned.

Not out of stubbornness. Not out of bravado. Out of a simple certainty: this was wrong.

That an adult — no matter how clever, how magical — had no right to lift children into the air, terrify them, and call it discipline.

A world where that is normal is broken. Not entirely. But as if one bone healed crooked, and everyone pretends it’s fine.

I understood it clearly, on the tongue, as if I’d swallowed a hot nail.

And then I heard myself. Not a voice in my head. Not imagination. It was me — older. Future.

He didn’t give advice. Didn’t offer slogans.

He whispered: You looked fear in the face and didn’t step back. I’m proud of you.

That was all.

For a fraction of a second, Corvina’s eyebrow twitched. As if something had pricked her. Not enough to hurt — enough to register.

Her fingers tightened at Halin’s throat… then loosened. He slid down the wall like a sack of dust.

She turned back to the board and said, coldly:

“We continue. Next chain: Ka-le’nor. Together.”

The class moved again, like a pond after a stone. Pages rustled. People breathed. Everything normal. Everything “by the rules.”

But I knew. Something had shifted that day. Quietly. Like the first thin crack in a wall that isn’t supposed to crack.

I didn’t know yet that it was a beginning. But I knew one thing: I would never look at Miss Corvina the same way again.

And perhaps — neither would she.

During the break, the air felt different. As if someone had wiped it — not clean, just carelessly, one pass over glass. Still, breathing was easier. Or maybe it was me who had changed.

Tibor and I sat by the window on a narrow wooden bench. It was covered in scratches, like the skin of an old soldier. Clearly, many people had sat there with their thoughts.

He was silent, chewing a piece of dried root — something like school gum. It tingled on the tongue and supposedly “activated memory.” He always carried something strange. Sometimes I thought he didn’t chew it for memory at all, but to keep from saying too much.

“You saw… how she…” I began.

“Miss Corvina?” he asked without looking up.

“Yes. With Halin.”

He nodded. Said nothing.

“That’s wrong, isn’t it?” I exhaled. “It shouldn’t be like that.”

Tibor looked at me. Calmly. Without surprise.

“And how should it be?”

I stalled. The question was simple. Too simple. But the answer felt like something you had to dig out with a shovel.

“Well… not like that. Not with fear. She used magic on him.”

“Mm,” he said. “She can.”

A pause followed. Someone shouted outside. Boots ran along the corridor, stirring dusty air. In the corner, a magical poster trembled like a feverish patient.

“I just thought,” I said quietly, “that the world isn’t the way it’s supposed to be.”

Tibor smiled slightly — one corner of his mouth — not at me, but at his own thoughts.

“You’ll think that often,” he said. “The important thing is not getting used to it.”

He tossed the root into a bin, stood up, stretched, as if the conversation had never touched him.

But I didn’t want it to dissolve so easily, like steam over a pot.

“You know…” I said. “This morning I saw a pigeon. It was limping. One leg kept giving way. But it wasn’t angry. Didn’t complain. It just pecked between the stones. Walked however it could. And the main thing — it kept walking.”

Tibor slowed and turned.

“And?”

“And it didn’t scare me. It didn’t even make me feel sorry for it. I thought it might be stronger than the ones who fly. Because it walks despite everything.”

He looked at me with a new kind of attention. Then glanced away — and for the first time his eyes seemed a little… vulnerable. Alive. Human.

“Not everyone knows how to look like that,” he said quietly. “At pigeons. And at people.”

He put on his cap, which was always trying to slip off, and added with a faint smirk:

“Come on. Before Corvina decides we’re plotting something. Or worse — poetry.”

He walked ahead. Not fast. But lighter somehow.

I stood and followed. Inside me, the thought was no longer just burning. It was taking shape — like the first word of whoever I would become.

At home, it smelled of buckwheat and washed laundry. The air was warm, heavy with it, and slightly oppressive — as if the house itself wasn’t thrilled to receive someone back from the street.

Mother met me without turning from the stove.

“How was school?”

Her voice was calm. Almost lazy. But behind it lived a habit of control — catching intonation, isolating danger.

“Fine,” I said, placing my satchel by the stool.

“You need to study well,” she added, ladling food onto plates. “You’ll grow up, get into the Higher Academy, then the Directorate. You’ll sit in some department. And that’s it. Life will be normal. No worries.”

I stayed silent. Stirred my soup, but didn’t want to eat. Everything inside still hummed from the lesson.

I couldn’t hold it in.

“And what if… what if I don’t want the Directorate?”

She turned for the first time. There was no horror in her eyes — only mild irritation, as if I’d said I wanted to walk on the ceiling.

“Are you serious? Everyone normal wants that. Stability. Housing. Rations. You’ll have a uniform. A soft chair. Not like now — sit quietly while adults decide.”

I wanted to tell her. About Corvina. About Halin. About how Tibor and I got thrown out of class just for exchanging a few words.

But Mother laughed and waved it off, like a fly.

“Miss Corvina is doing a great job. She keeps you in line. Otherwise you’d run wild. A soft-bread generation. You should’ve been sent for reprocessing — like they used to do. She’s smart. People like that are a pleasure to work with.”

I stared at the table. There was a scratch shaped like an arc. I remembered when my brother made it — accidentally, with his keys. There had been a scandal back then.

Now the scratch simply lived there. No one noticed it. Just like the things I wanted to say.

Later, in the evening, I sat with Father in the room. He was repairing his old mechanical ruler. He refused to replace it with an electronic one. He had his rhythm, his way of understanding the world.

Unlike Mother, he knew how to listen.

“Heard you got thrown out of class,” he said softly, without looking up.

“Yes.”

“What for?”

“Talking to Tibor. I just asked how a rune was read.”

He nodded. No surprise.

“And what do you think — did you deserve it?”

I thought. This wasn’t about guilt or innocence. He was asking deeper.

“No. But it doesn’t matter. She would’ve found a reason anyway.”

Father fitted a small gear into its housing and said:

“You have two paths. Either accept it as it is and pass through quietly. Or figure it out. Not her — yourself. Why it caught you. Why it won’t let go. But know this: if you choose the second path, it will be hard. It’s the path of loners.”

I said nothing. He wasn’t waiting for an answer. He had given me room for one.

And then I understood: no, I don’t want to be saved. I don’t want decisions made for me.

I’ll manage on my own.

Not because I’m strong. But because if I give in now, I’ll stop being myself.

And I had only just begun to understand who that was.


Chapter 8. When the Teacher Is Silent

The morning began dull. Too dull.

The kind of morning when the air seems to get stuck between the curtains, and no one is in a hurry to untangle it. I got out of bed sluggishly, as if I hadn’t slept at all. Everything moved in a circle: teeth, clothes, satchel. The alarm clock had burned out long ago, so once again — the voices of my parents. Neither kind nor cruel. Just… familiar.

Near the classroom, the same picture repeated itself. Doors scraping. The dusty smell of chalk. Someone hiding gum under a textbook.

But by the wall — movement.

Tibor. And… Krado Shen.

He was from our class. Bigger. Not enough to be frightening, but enough that you always felt pressure around him — like water that’s too warm to relax in. A perpetually rumpled collar. A crooked, permanent grin, as if he’d figured everything out long ago and the rest of us were just scenery.

He had Tibor by the collar. Whispering something syrupy and venomous — sounding gentle, but with teeth inside the words.

“Tibor. Hello. We need to talk,” I said. Calmly. But loud enough for Shen to hear.

He turned. Slowly.

“What?”

“We need to talk. He’s my friend. And who are you?”

It started. Not a fight — a verbal clash. As if we were throwing sharp stones at each other, blindly.

I don’t remember what we said. I only remember how his voice flowed — like a rusty drip. Empty. Thick. Nauseating.

And then—

Miss Blackthorn passed by.

Krado released Tibor. Almost straightened himself. She stopped. Barely smiled with the corner of her mouth — as if bored and amused at the same time. Cast a look. Direct. Heavy. Straight through us.

But she didn’t intervene.

She chose silence.

And silence… can be worse than any shout.

During the break, he appeared again.

I was sitting on a bench, finishing something in my notebook with my grandfather’s pen — heavy, engraved, slightly old-fashioned. Krado came up from behind. Loomed over me. I felt him before he spoke.

“Interesting pen you’ve got.”

“It’s a family thing. It matters to me.”

“So what? Just a piece of metal. Give it to me — and we’ll be friends.”

He reached out his hand.

And that’s when something inside me snapped. Then flared.

I remembered my father’s words: If you know the blow is coming — strike first. No extra words. No mercy. Not for victory. For truth.

I didn’t think.

I just hit him.

My hands moved on their own. Fast. As if it wasn’t me acting, but some ancient mechanism inside me. Not a fight — a surge. A machine with the soul of a wild animal.

He didn’t expect it.

He staggered back. I caught him near the eye — he grabbed his face and cursed through his teeth.

I stood there, breathing as if I’d run up a long staircase. My chest burned. Inside, a strange heat pulsed — like I’d swallowed a coal that hadn’t cooled yet.

And then—

The door opened.

Miss Blackthorn entered.

She looked at us. At me. At him, twisted against the wall. She understood everything. Instantly.

But she said nothing.

She didn’t ask. Didn’t raise her voice. Didn’t make a single magical gesture.

She simply walked past, never taking her eyes off us.

And that… That was worse than any punishment. Worse than shouting. Worse than being dragged away by the ear. Worse than a fireball thrown in our direction.

She did nothing.

Which meant—

She had seen enough.


 

Chapter 9. After the Blow

We sat at our desks. Lessons continued as if nothing had happened. Chalk scraped against the board, someone yawned into a fist, someone whispered. The world seemed to decide that nothing worth noticing had occurred.

I looked at my scraped knuckles. The skin was torn, my fingers throbbed — but inside, something was settling. Like the sea after a storm. Not at once. First the waves fold into themselves, roll through the chest, whisper, argue. And then — silence. And even… a strange calm.

Miss Blackthorn was explaining something — mana flows, ancient channels. Her voice was even, honed like an old blade.  I raised my eyes and noticed: she was looking at me. Not just looking — studying. As if trying to understand what I was made of.

When the final bell rang, everything moved at once. As if on command. Notebooks rustled, satchels thudded, chairs scraped.

I was about to leave when—

“Redwin. Stay a moment.”

She didn’t raise her voice. She simply said it. Precisely. I stopped. Stood there, not breathing, waiting. Strangely, I felt almost… curious.

“I have only one question for you,” she said, meeting my gaze. “Was it worth it?”

I nodded.

“Yes. It was,” I said. Short. Not defiant. Just honest.

She nodded in return.

“You may go.”

Outside the door, Tibor was waiting. He immediately broke into a grin and started talking — how it looked from the side, how I fought, how awkwardly I swung my arms, how I still won.
He laughed as if it were a comic scene, not a real fight. His voice felt like a lantern after a storm. Warm. Alive. It kept me from sinking inward.

“What did she want?” he asked as we went down the stairs.

I told him everything. He frowned, scratched his temple.

“They say she has eyes and ears everywhere,” he said. “Either magic. Or informants. Maybe both.”

We turned the corner of the school — and slowed.

By the wall stood Krado. And beside him — his older brother.

The brother was three years older than us. Tall. Broad-shouldered. A cigarette between his teeth. He leaned against the wall on one leg, looking through us, as if he’d already decided what would happen next.

“Oh no…” Tibor whispered. “This is bad.”

He was right.

The older brother shoved Tibor so hard he fell flat on his back, hitting the tiles.
I lunged toward him, but didn’t make it — the brother already had me by the collar, dragging me close like a rag doll.

“Listen,” he hissed. “No one touches my brother.”

I didn’t think. I just kicked. Wherever I could. I think it was the knee.

He shrieked — short and hoarse. I tore my satchel off my shoulder and swung it, but at that moment Krado jumped from behind and grabbed me. Held tight. Clamped on like a tick.

Then his brother punched me in the face.

I didn’t understand right away what happened. The sky tilted. Sparks — like a magical pulse. Everything swam. A roar in my ears. The air thickened. Like water.

And inside… inside it suddenly became very cold.

When I came to, I didn’t believe my eyes or ears. Everything blurred, my pulse hammered in my temples, my lip burned.

But right in front of me, Miss Corvina Blackthorn stood as if nothing unusual were happening, holding Krado’s older brother suspended in the air by a beam of magic.

He writhed, wheezed, jerked like a caught lizard. She, perfectly calm — almost lazily — pointed with her free hand at Krado and began to speak. Her voice was even, emotionless, as if she were explaining something at the board.

“Remember this, little bastard,” she said. “When two fight, a third does not interfere. Let the fight be uneven — but it must be honest. And you…”

She narrowed her eyes slightly.

“I see through you. You and your cheap tricks.”

She tilted her head.

“From this moment, you have complete freedom of choice. Study if you want. Ruin yourself if you want. But if you touch anyone again — even with a finger—”

She snapped her gaze to the brother still whining in the air.

“And you, weakling — quit smoking and find yourself a worthy opponent. Or go to the circus. They’re always in need of a trained dog.”

She released him.

“Now get lost. Both of you.”

They ran. Didn’t look back. Their faces twisted, as if they’d just been dressed down by the Storm itself.

I stayed sitting on the tiles. My chin was bloody. My lip burned. Tibor ran up, helped me to my feet.

Corvina held something out to me — a smooth, gleaming rectangle. A magical patch.

“Take it. It will stop the bleeding.”

“But how did you—”

“Guessed?” she interrupted, lifting an eyebrow slightly.

“You’re not my first. I’ve been watching you for a long time. Krado and his pack don’t know how to keep their mouths shut. They talk too much. And not to the right people.”

“I know,” I nodded, exhaling. “A fish with a closed mouth doesn’t get caught.”

She smirked. A real smile. Warm. Without malice.

“Good. Learn that. Consider this a life lesson. Now go. We’ll talk later.”

Tibor suggested we go to his place — wash up, bandage things, recover. There was a reason: a day off was coming. In the Ironveil, they happened once a week, and no one knew if they’d live to see the next.

I didn’t hurry home. I already knew Veraldina wouldn’t pat me on the head.

But inside, there was a strange feeling. As if I had just crossed some invisible threshold.

And on the other side — I was slightly different.


Chapter 10. On Pain You Cannot See

We were sitting at his place. We washed up. Drank strong, overly sweet tea — brewed thick enough for three, though no third person came.

His mother, Nelly, moved quietly around the kitchen. One leg creaked. The other seemed to whisper. I stayed silent. Tibor sat with his cup clenched in both hands, staring at the floor as if someone lived beneath the tiles.

“Your lip is swollen,” he said suddenly. “Like an apple under the skin.”

I snorted. Showed him the loose tooth, wobbling like a door without hinges.

“Does it hurt?”

“Not much anymore. Just… hums inside.”

He nodded. Then said softly:

“The strangest thing is when the pain stays, but you can’t show where it is.”

I looked at him. Not at his face — at his voice.

“What do you mean?”

“Well… my mother, for example. She has an automed unit. Everything was compensated — housing, transport. Even special nutrition. And still, inside, it’s like… an emptiness woke up and doesn’t want to go back to sleep.”

I said nothing. I would’ve answered, but I didn’t know how.

He continued:

“Sometimes I think… what if pain could be taken out? Put in a jar, screwed shut, placed on a shelf. So it wouldn’t interfere. But maybe then you’d stop feeling altogether. And if pain goes away — what’s left? Just silence. And silence can drive you mad too.”

As he spoke, I felt something inside me give way — not bone, not skin, but something deeper. As if I’d been carrying pain myself all this time, pretending it wasn’t mine.

“Do you think feelings are strength?” I asked.

“I do,” he said. “Back in Elistre, everything is numbers. Logic. Clean lines. But then my mother became the way she is — and I understood: reason without feeling is like a map without terrain. You see everything, but you can’t find the road.”

I looked at him. He sat calmly. But inside, I knew, he was like me — torn, but not broken.

“Stupid day,” I said at last. “And still… thanks.”

He shrugged.

“For me, it’s the opposite. Not stupid. I saw you — real. And that doesn’t happen often.”


 

Chapter 11. Between a Shout and Laughter

After leaving Tibor’s place, I walked slowly. As if I were afraid that everything good we’d just shared would dissolve too quickly.

The air was no longer warm. It had turned sticky, evening-heavy, dense. At home, it smelled of fried cabbage and exhaustion.

Veraldina came back angry, as usual. She dropped her bag, kicked off her shoes with a sound meant to punish someone. Then she collapsed onto the bed and went silent.

I tried not to make noise, slipped into my room as if I didn’t exist at all.

Later I heard her reheating porridge — yesterday’s. The mago-cooler clicked, the pan began to hiss. Then Elvan came in, and she immediately called out to us:

“Come eat.”

We sat down. And only then, as if she’d just noticed my face, she turned to my brother:

“Look at him. Already got into a fight. Why do you even go to school — to study or to brawl?”

Elvan set his spoon aside and looked at me, questioning. I told it briefly. About the pen. About Krado. But not about Miss Blackthorn. I don’t know why. Something inside told me to keep that part to myself. For now.

Mother exploded on cue.

“You should’ve just given him that damn pen and stopped embarrassing the family! They’ll start calling us in again — just like with your brother!”

I was already retreating inward when Elvan suddenly stepped in. Calm, but firm.

“Mom, it’s not about the pen. If he gave in now, he’d give in forever.”

She pressed her lips together, as if slapped, turned away, and left the kitchen.

Elvan smirked and winked at me.

“Eat up, hero. You’ll need your strength.”

But eating was hard. My lip was swollen, and I had to guide the spoon in from the side.
It looked so ridiculous that we couldn’t hold it in.

First a quiet snort. Then louder. Real laughter. Raspy, uncontrolled.

And of course — by the law of the genre — Veraldina rushed back in.

“So now you think it’s funny?!”

And stormed out again.

We froze. Then looked at each other — and laughed again. Quietly. Whispered, like a conspiracy. But warm. Almost like childhood.

That was when I understood: sometimes even a short laugh at the table is real magic.
Especially when you’re not laughing alone.


 

Chapter 12. About Those Who Know a Little More

The morning wasn’t exactly kind, but at least it was unhurried. A day off, after all. Warm. Quiet. And if Veraldina was already grumbling, that meant everything was normal.

“Going to her again?” she asked without lifting her eyes from the pot.

“Yeah.”

“Well go, then. Just don’t eat that… herbal stuff of hers. Last time it clogged your nose.”

I didn’t argue. She was always like this. For her, grumbling was a ritual. Like washing your face — the day doesn’t start without it.

At the stop, the “people’s dragon” was already dozing — an old, bloated hover-bus, covered in soot and dents, as if it had been hammered into shape right after birth. That’s what people called it. Unofficially, but with respect. It roared, sneezed, smoked — but it moved. It carried its own. Those who knew why they were on the road.

I took a seat by the window. I like riding backward. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s easier to look at the world you’ve already passed.

Inside, it smelled of rubber, bay leaf, and some strange sweet smoke, as if the dragon secretly smoked something magical under the cabin. Outside, houses, streets, familiar signs drifted by. And also — autocharms. They rolled past proudly, like peacocks on wheels.

There weren’t many of them. Very few. Not only because they cost
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