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Ten Years ago

“Shiara, dinnertime.”

The voice of her mother emanating from the far side of their fairly spacious cottage disrupted her focus. Letting out a sigh, she released the tension she had been applying to the small mechanical figure she had been attempting to fix over the past few days.

The creation, constructed from wood and fabric over a metal framework, resembled a boy to some extent, albeit with gears for eyes. It had been in disarray when her father had brought it home, and now, glancing at it with a touch of pride, it was nearly completely restored.

However, despite all her efforts, she hadn’t managed to wind it up, leaving her clueless about its actual function. One gear in its chest compartment was misaligned, and no matter how hard she tried or how much tension she exerted, it wouldn’t move.

“Still playing with that goofy doll? You heard mother, right?”

She let out another sigh as she lay back on the floor, gazing up at her sister, Calisto. Just two years her senior, at fourteen, Calisto acted as if that age gap held significant weight.

“Yeah, I heard her. I’m surprised she even bothered. Considering how absorbed she’s been with Angeleah, I figured we had slipped her mind completely.”

Calisto shook her head, but the lopsided smile she wore indicated to Shiara that her sister shared the same sentiment. Despite their age difference, the two sisters could easily pass for identical twins, they resembled each other so closely.

This was in stark contrast to their youngest sister, Angeleah, who was only four years old. Both Calisto and Shiara had long black hair and dark brown eyes against their pale skin. Meanwhile, the little girl had slightly darker skin and blue eyes framed by a cascade of red hair.

“Yeah, I can't argue with that. I'm still curious about where she found that kid. I mean, have you ever seen anyone with red hair before? It’s unsettling.”

Shiara shut her eyes at Calisto’s remarks. Although she had never encountered anyone like that before, she also hadn’t interacted with many others at all, aside from her family.

Yet, she couldn’t shake off the strange glances her father cast at their mother, or the quiet disputes their parents often had regarding the little girl, nor the extent of the woman’s affection for her.

“Well, she’s spent a lot of time the last year or so over at aunt Mel’rinda’s place. You know what people say about witches like her, after all.”

As she blinked her eyes open and glanced back at Calisto, she realized that her sister's smile had disappeared, replaced by a frown. It was to be expected, considering how much the girl admired their strange aunt.

“Yeah, I’m aware of what they say, and you know better than to succumb to gossip. Now hurry up, or mother will be upset with us both.”

With a hint of bitterness in her tone, Calisto spun around and dashed out of Shiara’s room. Moments later, Shiara could hear her sister talking about something with another family member, but they were too far for her to discern who or what the topic was.

Nor did she particularly care. Whatever Calisto was up to was her own affair. And whatever Shiara had going on was usually hers alone. That was one thing she appreciated about her older sister; the girl understood how to honor personal space.

“Shiara, come to dinner before it gets cold.”

This time, her father's voice rang out, and with a grunt, she pushed herself up. Casting a final glance at the doll, her recent fixation, she exited the room.

The journey down the hallway was swift and silent. The packed dirt floor softened her steps, while the pale yellow glow of the lamps adorning the wooden walls lit her way.

Their cottage was charming, if slightly oversized for the five of them. Although it seemed quite basic compared to the stone and brass towers of the capital, from the few occasions she’d visited.

“Yes, it’s true. Mel’rinda wishes for you and your sister to visit her this upcoming summer. Perhaps she can finally assist your sister in managing her magic, instead of amusing herself with toys all day.”

As if on cue, her mother’s scornful remarks reached her ears just as she turned the corner into the kitchen. A glance at the table, piled high with food, which she had little interest in at the moment, also revealed her sister offering an apologetic expression.

Their father was preoccupied with spreading butter on a slice of bread, while their mother was casting Shiara a disapproving glance.

“Well, speak of the little slacker. How nice of you to finally grace us with your presence. Have a seat and eat.”

She had to restrain herself from retorting as she complied with her mother’s directive. Moments later, she found herself sitting beside Angeleah and across from Calisto.

She gazed down at her plate with indifference. She hadn’t felt particularly hungry before leaving her room, and her mother’s demeanor had extinguished most of the appetite she did possess. Yet, to maintain appearances if nothing else, she prodded at the beans and root vegetables arranged on her plate.

As she sampled the overcooked brown beans, her younger sister erupted into loud laughter next to her, and before she could comprehend what was occurring, a torrent of cold liquid soaked her lower half.

With a sharp intake of breath, she recoiled, knocking her chair over in the process, as Angeleah, still clutching the cup of milk she’d just splashed all over Shiara, laughed uncontrollably.

“Angeleah, that was very mischievous. Apologize to your sister this instant.”

The sharpness in their father’s tone almost sparked a flicker of hope in Shiara that some form of discipline would finally be meted out to the little brat, but her mother quickly extinguished that hope.

“Alrex, come on, she’s just a kid. Give her a break. Shiara, go clean yourself up and come back. You can warm your food on the stove if you’d like.”

No sooner had she concluded her sentence than their mother was already back to making silly faces at, and laughing with Angeleah.

Biting her fist, she pivoted to leave, and whether it was her act of defiance or the way she stomped her foot, something triggered her mother again.

“Shiara Lai’kilroy. You had better adjust that attitude if you want to have dinner at all in this house.”

That was it; she couldn’t take it anymore as she spun back around and glared at the woman.

“Keep your damn disgusting dinner.”

Her mother gasped at the words, and although it was fleeting, for a moment, out of the corner of her eye, the expression on her father’s face appeared almost proud.

“Excuse me? I toil away in the kitchen all day to prepare a proper meal for you kids, and you have the audacity to say that to me?”

Shiara interrupted her mother’s tirade with a loud burst of laughter. Decent was the very last word she would choose to describe that dinner.

“Oh, yes, you spend all day whipping up the finest dishes for yourself and your little darling here. Meanwhile, Calisto, father, and I get the half-rotten slop you wouldn’t even feed to the pigs. And you think we should be thankful?”

Years of resentment and frustration were spilling out of her at that moment, while their father and Angeleah stood in silence, both seemingly too stunned to respond.

“Whoa, hey now, take it down a notch, sis. That’s our mother you’re talking to, after all.”

Even as she spoke, the tone of Calisto’s voice suggested she felt a twinge of regret for her words. Nevertheless, she said them, and it wasn’t as if the girl didn’t enjoy her own share of favoritism.

“Pipe down. I heard how you and mother were talking about me when I walked in here. You and this little brat, both mother’s precious golden children. Oh, poor ordinary little Shiara, let’s just treat her like garbage while prim and proper Calisto gets everything handed to her. And why? Why are you so special, dear sister? Because you’re flawed? Because you can’t wield magic like everyone else, you’re somehow superior to me? Worth more?”

She instantly regretted her words, especially after witnessing the look of anguish that flitted across Calisto’s face. The realization that she had hurt the one family member she genuinely cared for deflated her considerably.

Not wishing to escalate the situation, she merely whispered a “sorry” to her sister and hurried down the hall toward her room.

Once inside, she slammed the door, quickly changed her clothes, and collapsed onto her bed as tears streamed down her cheeks.

She wept for the days before Angeleah entered their lives. Yes, Calisto received all the special treatment, but at least she had received some as well.

However, ever since the third sibling had arrived, she felt neglected and even mistreated by their mother, as if the woman was embarrassed by her.

She attempted to clear her mind while the tears flowed unabated.

* * *
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A SHOUT JOLTED HER awake, and she shot up in bed. The remnants of sleep were fading, and her initial thought was to ponder when exactly she had drifted off.

Another cry pierced the air, accompanied by what sounded like two men yelling—voices she didn’t recognize—which sent her into a panic. She hurried out of bed, searching for her shoes, just as her door burst open.

A momentary sense of relief washed over her upon seeing it was merely Calisto, but it quickly returned at the sight of the girl's terrified expression.

“Shh, keep as quiet as you can. Do you have your shoes? Good. Follow me.”

A wave of confusion washed over her, and she felt the urge to ask her older sister, but the gravity of her words and the frantic tone in her voice warned Shiara that it wouldn’t be wise. Instead, she slipped on her shoes and turned to see her sister by the window, reaching out to accept the cloak she was given.

"Please tell me you know where the key to this window is."

Calisto looked as if she might burst into tears as Shiara glanced from her sister’s face to the locked window just a short distance from her bed.

That window had been secured years ago after their parents discovered them sneaking out into the woods one too many times. To make matters worse, she had no clue where the key might be.

"I'm sorry. Father locked it, so he had the key. Can’t we..."

Her sentence was cut short by the sounds of a struggle in the hallway outside her room.

"Damn it, there’s no time. Come here."

She obeyed, crossing the room to her sister, who quickly grasped her hand and guided it to the lock.

“I’m sorry, but you’ll need to use magic to open it. I would, but as you pointed out during dinner.”

The words struck like a knife as Calisto spoke. Although she longed to apologize again, she realized that the wisest course of action was to comply.

Shiara shut her eyes, allowing her hand to rest over the lock. She cleared her mind as thoroughly as she could, feeling the familiar tingle in her skin as she concentrated on releasing the window.

She attempted to brace herself, but faltered as she let out a muffled cry of agony; a searing wave of pain shot through her palm and surged up her arm.

Yet despite the intense pain, she concentrated as best as she could, and just as she felt herself teetering on the brink of unconsciousness, a faint click resonated from the lock.

Allowing her thoughts to fade, the pain lessened as she staggered backward. Calisto quickly seized her by the arm, urging her toward the now-unlocked window, and following the silent guidance, she climbed through.

The biting cold of the late winter night sharpened her senses before her feet even touched the ground, and moments later, Calisto joined her.

“Come on, keep up.”

Calisto didn’t wait to finish her sentence before darting into the woods. The sounds of men shouting and arguing, along with the chaos of multiple people fighting, made it clear that she needed to heed her sister’s words, and so she did.

She sprinted fiercely, matching Calisto’s pace after closing the gap, until they were deep within the pitch-dark forest. She halted behind her sister and knelt, resting her hands on her knees to regain her breath.

“Wh-what’s going on?”

She stumbled over her words while inhaling as much of the crisp air as possible. Despite her question, she noticed Calisto remained quiet.

Gathering herself, she straightened up, turned, and looked at her sister. Only now, in the faintest moonlight filtering through the trees, could she see just how frightened the girl appeared.

“I can’t explain. All I can tell you is this: you need to take the old road through the woods. Run. Don’t stop, don’t look back, until you reach Mel’rinda’s hut. Do you understand, sis?”

Even though she didn’t meet Shiara’s gaze as she spoke, the anguish in her sister’s eyes threatened to draw more tears from her own.

“What? But you’re coming too, right? Please?”

The fear of being alone, the dread of being separated from her sister consumed her, as Calisto finally turned to confront her. She placed her hands on Shiara’s shoulders and turned her around until both sisters faced each other.

“I’m sorry. There’s something I need to take care of. Don’t...”

She recoiled in disbelief and frustration. How could Calisto abandon her like this? What could possibly be of greater significance?

“Hey, I’m sorry. But I have to do this, and quickly.”

The dread and heartache engulfed her fury as a realization struck her.

“If this is because of what I said, please, I’m sorry. You know I care about you, please don’t leave me, come with me.”

Calisto offered her a sorrowful smile, and before Shiara could comprehend what was occurring, her sister ripped a small piece of her shirt away at the base of her neck.

Calisto then left her even more perplexed by grasping her left hand in her own, raising her right hand to the now revealed patch of skin just beneath her neck. Covering Shiara’s hand with her own, Calisto’s grin grew brighter.

Before she could process what was happening, the briefest, sharpest jolt of pain coursed through her, fading so quickly she wondered if she had merely imagined it.

As Calisto released her grip, she glanced down at her chest, astonished to find a mark, nearly a brand, there. A heart encased within a clockwork gear emitted the faintest glow.

“But? How? What? You can’t wield magic, though?”

Calisto let out a gentle laugh at her bewilderment and shook her head.

“You’re correct. And just so you know, I forgive you for what happened earlier. But this? I, well, borrowed yours. Listen, we’ll be apart for a bit, but I promise you, we will reunite and be a family again. That mark?”

Callisto gestured toward it, and as she did, the soft glow intensified just a little. As Calisto withdrew her finger, the light faded once more.

“As long as it remains on your body, you will know I’m safe and alive. And that my vow to you is genuine. But right now, I need you to run as fast and as hard as you can; don’t stop until you reach Mel’rinda, okay?”

Sensing that Calisto had made her decision and no further words were necessary, she instead extended her arms, wrapped them around her sister, and embraced her tightly.

Calisto briefly returned the hug before pulling away, and with a nod, Shiara turned and sprinted into the shadowy woods.

She followed the command, pushing herself to run as fast as she could. Minutes ticked by in silence, then hours. Her legs throbbed. Her lungs cried out for breath, and every muscle in her body urged her to halt.

Yet she persisted. She ran until the first beams of sunlight broke through the treetops above, and, just as she reached her limit, the trees parted to reveal a clearing ahead.

No sooner had she emerged from the forest than she spotted the tall stone and glass structure where her aunt resided. Even more, the woman herself was just stepping off her porch, and with a quick glance at Shiara, she raced toward her.

Finally coming to a halt, her vision blurred, and she felt the pull of gravity as she collapsed, her awareness slipping away as she fell into her aunt’s embrace.
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Present day.

Clenching her teeth against the discomfort, Shiara channeled every bit of her dwindling resolve into maintaining her concentration. She fixed her gaze on the large white rock resting quietly at the boundary of Mel’rinda’s property.

It had been there long before her aunt constructed this house, and judging by her own setbacks, it appeared it would endure longer than either of them.

“That’s enough for today. Come.”

At her aunt's command, she released her focus, and with it, the excruciating pain that had enveloped her entire being faded away.

Another day, another disappointment, although she was convinced she was close to succeeding; her task as simple as causing a crack upon that rock. Still, when Mel’rinda said to stop, it was wise to heed her. Attempting to dismiss the futile effort from her mind, she turned and followed the woman back into the small dwelling, where she took a seat at the kitchen table.

Her aunt moved to the sink and then to the stove to prepare tea, while Shiara pondered her task for the day. After nine years of this routine, she could nearly predict the questions she would face.

“What have you discovered today that you didn’t know yesterday?”

While concentrating on brewing tea, her aunt had already begun the afternoon questioning.

“Well, I found out how to alter the color of a carrot. I made one blue and another green, although the latter required significantly more effort and was far more painful.”

Her aunt stayed silent as Shiara continued speaking, lingering in that quiet for a brief moment afterward.

“Impressive. Altering the physical composition of a material object is not something many witches can achieve. Certainly not without losing consciousness.”

The envy in the elderly woman’s voice was as evident as the clear window overlooking their modest garden. That tone lifted Shiara’s spirits just a bit, knowing she could accomplish something her aunt could not.

“On the subject of pain, what insights have you gained in that regard?”

Shiara cast her gaze down at the table. In all honesty, she hadn’t really discovered anything new that she hadn’t already understood years before. Certainly, she could handle the pain much more easily now, and she had reached a stage where any simple magical task wouldn’t lead her to lose consciousness.

However, as Mel’rinda took a seat across from her, sliding a steaming cup of black tea in her direction, she had to concede that she was still completely in the dark about what her aunt wanted her to comprehend.

“Nothing, aunt. My capacity for it has increased, perhaps even more than last week, but I’ve learned very little.”

She anticipated the woman would be disheartened, as she usually was. Though that likely stemmed more from her habitual excuses or her attempts to bluff her way through these discussions.

Instead, Aunt Mel’rinda wore a smile. Confused and eager not to reveal her bewilderment, she took a sip of the tea, burning her tongue in the process. A typical person would have dropped the cup and dashed away in search of cool water, but her witch training had made such minor discomfort seem almost trivial.

“Wonderful. It appears you are truly beginning to grasp the most crucial principle of witchcraft.”

She placed the cup down and gazed at her aunt, puzzled by her words. After all, she had just confessed to knowing nothing.

“Oh, don’t underestimate yourself, dear. You may believe you haven’t learned anything, but the understanding is there nonetheless. Tell me, what are the three laws?”

The three laws of witchcraft. Although it resembled more of a circular reasoning than anything concrete, it was still something she’d had drilled into her since her arrival.

“Life is pain. Pain is magic. Magic is life.”

She recited the mantra like a dutiful apprentice, to which Mel’rinda responded with a nod.

“Precisely. Now, tell me, how do these laws connect to what you think you have yet to learn?”

Her confusion was as intense as ever as she simply stared at the older woman. Nothing about that question seemed to make sense to her, yet, knowing her aunt, there was undoubtedly some significant insight hidden within.

Approach it like a mechnik, dissect it and unravel its riddle.

Listening to her thoughts, she mentally organized all three laws and reflected on her training.

Since her arrival here a decade ago, following the assault on her family home in the dead of night that resulted in her parents' murder, she had been in training.

However, there seemed to be little to no connection between the countless tasks she had been assigned over the years.

True, she had acquired numerous useful skills, and her proficiency in magic had expanded significantly, yet she remained clueless about the fundamental lesson.

With the emphasis on pain, it must have some relevance. Indeed, her tolerance for pain was extraordinary compared to her past or to that of any ordinary person.

Reflecting on her former education, trying to uncover any hints, she considered what she understood about the world.

Virtually everyone had the ability to wield magic at their discretion. Indeed, while no definitive experiments had been successfully conducted to ascertain its upper bounds, the most knowledgeable theorists speculate that there are no limits. Even a child could potentially reshape reality according to their own vision.

At least in theory. In practice, as she had been discovering for a decade, nearly no one utilized it for anything beyond the simplest of functions.

The reason was pain. Merely concentrating on one's inner magic inflicted excruciating suffering, and attempting to manipulate or command it? That brought forth more agony than most could endure.

“I perceive that the truth remains beyond your understanding. Do not fret; when the moment arrives, you will comprehend. And when you do, you will be prepared.”

Irritated, she cleared her thoughts and nodded at her aunt as the two women finished their tea in silence. It would be pointless to attempt to resume the conversation once her aunt decided to conclude it.

A few moments later, she excused herself and meandered back to her room. Pausing at the entrance, she examined her reflection in the mirror mounted outside her door.

She had allowed her hair to grow untamed, doing little to maintain it, resulting in a frayed and curled mess. Dirt and grime had built up on her body, due to Mel’rinda lacking any form of plumbing so far into the woods.

With a sigh, and with nothing else to occupy her, she stepped into her room, grabbed some clean clothes, and exited through the back of the hut.

After several minutes of quiet walking, she arrived at a small clear pond at the farthest edge of the clearing. After a quick check to ensure she was alone, she undressed, stacking her dirty clothes nearby, and eased herself into the cold water.

Although the water was chilly, it felt surprisingly invigorating as she sank deeper, settling onto a large, smooth stone that was perfectly positioned to keep her head above the surface.

With her eyes closed, she enjoyed the near silence, interrupted only by the melodious calls of nearby birds and the buzzing of insects. It was a harmonious blend of tranquility and relaxation, a delightful respite after a morning filled with magical lessons.

Adjusting her position slightly, she started to cleanse herself in the crisp water, when something caught her attention.

Her fingers brushed over the mark on her chest—the brand her sister had given her ages ago. It felt just as it had back then, still radiating that faint, otherworldly luminescence.

Where are you, Calisto? You swore we’d reunite one day, but that seems like an eternity ago.

She wiped away a few tears prompted by the fleeting thought, and, striving to stay grounded in the moment, returned to rinsing herself off.

After all, as long as that symbol remains, Calisto is alive and well, so she can still keep her vow.

Her musings were disrupted by a clamor emerging from the other side of the glade, and with a quick glance, she identified its origin.

Her aunt’s personal airship was rising into the heavens, undoubtedly the woman was off on some task or another.

She gazed at the craft in wonder, as she did each time her aunt operated it. It was approximately twice the size of Mel’rinda’s dwelling. Its sleek brass exterior shimmered in the sunlight. The glass canopy sparkled like a polished jewel, providing a clear view into the cockpit, where a multitude of intricate dials and levers governed every precise movement.

Resembling a dragonfly, the airship’s slender body was adorned with interlocking brass plates, buffed to a reflective sheen that echoed the shine of its numerous exposed gears. The four delicate wings, made from fine metal latticework and filigree, extended in a graceful arc, catching the breeze like a true insect’s wings. Each wing moved independently, a harmony of moving components, ticking in unison with the soft hum of the engine inside.

At the back, enormous gears rotated in perfect synchrony, driving a set of large brass sails that unfurled like petals, harnessing air to push the vessel forward. When airborne, the gears spun in a captivating rhythm, producing an almost organic quality, as if the ship were alive. When the craft hovered, one could easily envision it taking flight on its own, like the dragonfly it imitated, a stunning fusion of artistry and engineering in the sky.

As the marvel ascended, soaring through the air and vanishing from her sight beyond the treetops, she returned to her task of washing, dreaming of the day she might possess one herself.
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