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Chapter 1: Feelings
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“And this is our ballroom!” Risa said, arms spread, a proud grin. 

The soldiers around offered bows as the two walked around. 

Risa was giving Maria a tour. A tour of the castle. They’d been at it all day. When Maria first came here, to Dragondale, she thought she was going to lock herself into a library and just keep on reading books and books. Although that did prove to be somewhat of a reality, she couldn’t quite get away from the eccentric Dragonborn. 

“We can hold up to a thousand guests!”

Risa called the place a ball, but the actual shiny ball part was about a hundred meters wide. The rest of the place was basically a theater. Amphitheater like structure with a lot of seats. Empty, for now.

“What sort of entertainment do you have here?” Maria asked.

“Hmm... dramas, poetry showdown, music and such?”

Maria rolled her eyes. Yes, she figured. Most things in this world were primitive. However, they had magic. So she might or might not have expected some new things, like maybe flying dragons fighting for spectacle or maybe even magical illusions and- Why the hell was I so damn excited anyway? It was almost like she was a kid again... for a second. 

“I’ve been meaning to ask but- just how advanced are the other races?” 

The two kept on walking.

Smooth floor, almost a little slippery even; the ball. Wide ceiling and eight chandeliers. Two of those eight, particularly the two in the middle were really big, had multiple crystal-like small counterparts and glistened like diamonds. They had special seats near the top of the theater, reserved for special guests. 

“How do you mean?” Risa asked. 

“I mean, you don’t really seem all that advanced as a race. You don’t even have toilet paper and-” Maria paused as she realized what she was talking about. 

“Not advanced...? We’re fairly advanced you know... I’d say more than humans at least...” She stopped, leaned closer. “What’s toilet paper again?”

Maria feigned a smile. “Never mind...”

*** 
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They toured the whole castle. 

This particular castle only had three floors and it wasn’t as big as the demon castle. And though the architecture was fairly similar, there were vast differences. 

One, there wasn’t much to any darkness looming about. Let alone the flowy kind. 

Two, the ceilings were oddly higher. Upon asking, Risa explained that since their ancestors were dragons, they preferred higher grounds. Didn’t mean anything to Maria though.

And third, the demon castle of Nasth was more or less abandoned and had way too many secret corridors, or so Maria had heard. This place however, was not abandoned. As for secret corridors and such, Maria wasn’t too sure. Do they have an invisible dress keeper though? Her body let out an instinctive shiver as she straightened her back. 

“And finally, this is our training grounds!”

All this time Risa was awfully excited. As though she enjoyed boasting about the castle to Maria. Perhaps she did. 

“Any particular reason why you’re so physed?”

Risa cocked her head a bit. “I’m not sure of what you mean.”

“I mean, you’ve been awfully excited since morning. Showing me around, being all proud. Do you not get many visitors?”

“I do but-” A shrug. “They all suck up to me. You’re one of the few that don’t. Actually, I feel like sucking up to you.” She giggled, obviously hinting at it being a joke. 

How much of it was a joke though, Maria had her doubts. “Sure. I don’t see many soldiers here though.”

In fact, the place was nearly deserted. Now this looks like Nasth....

“Oh, they’re on vacation for the rest of the week.”

“How lax of you. We’re in midst of a war you know.”

The demons went back after the undead Queen had erected another great barrier. All communication with the demons were down and sufficed to say, they were definitely preparing for an all-out war. Yet these people were taking it so easy?

Actually, not just the soldiers, the actual people were relaxed too. Granted, Maria wouldn’t have preferred if they were running around all scared and panicked but it never hurt to be a bit more vigilant, especially considering how the Dragonborns and demons were neighbors and shared the biggest border with them.

“I know. That’s why they’re being sent home. After all, who knows if they’ll ever see their families again or not.” Risa smiled, the sun behind her painted her in dazzling luminance. Warmth spread past her.

Yet.

Maria’s heart wasn’t. She didn’t feel the warmth.

Instead- That’s right... if they die...

That was the end. She was a soldier and she was prepared for death. She understood the reason: To see one’s family one last time before dying. And she understood the regret of not having done so.

Yet- Damn... Eyes slowly moistened up. She didn’t mean to yet the feelings came up. Those haunting feelings of wanting to see her niece, to see her grow up...

Her parents were dead. Her stepmother was shit. Her brother was even worse. Yet, her niece, that innocent child- Maria wanted to see her again. She wanted to hear her voice again. She wanted to feel that warmth.

That touch.

That warmth. Like an underwater volcano, everything erupted, making her want to lie down throwing fits, wailing, screaming ‘It isn’t fair!’ But nothing in life was. 

Damn it! Teeth against teeth- a deep breath. 

It all went away.

Suppressed. 

Gone. 

“You, okay?” Risa asked, a little concerned. 

“I’m fine, why do you ask?” Maria answered. Blank. Not a trace of emotion on her face, the tears refused to leak. 

“Oh, nothing. Let’s go have some tea?” 

“Sure.”

She could use some afternoon tea. 

*** 
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Nothing really happened for the rest of the day. Maria didn’t have any more feelings leaking out. She just acted nice and normal. 

Risa though, Observed.

It was odd. The dragonborn only knew of the Owen noble for a handful of days- and yet for some reason, she could feel, she could feel that burning emotion when she saw it. Risa knew that particular feeling well... after all, she had people she could never meet again too. Someone she could never talk to again. 

Dark room

“You sure about that?” The voice resonated.

Dark room.

Not much in sight.

“Yes, sire; summoned with the sacrifice of almost a thousand.”

Two voices.

It was so dark, neither could see each other. At least they couldn’t have if they were humans. 

But they could feel, feel the presence of one another. No, that wasn’t quite it. It wasn’t just a feeling, no. There was more, a more terrifying sensation.

Blood....

“Then, kill her, we must-” The voice commanded.

Silence.

Eerily silent halls.

Not a trace of sound.

Almost as though.

The world.

Was afraid. 

“However, even among the heroes, she’s special. And thus, quite powerful. Besides, that wretched being has taken great interest in her... it would prove to be quite the disastrous if we should dispose of her right now.”

“Hmmm....” A swirl of a glass... containing red liquid. “Very well-” His eyes glimmered faintly red. “However-” Fangs erupted in the darkness as the red liquid went inside him...

“Once the matter is settled, I shall dispose of her personally.”

“Excellent.”

Laughter echoed clouding the empty halls.

Of the palace.

The palace of a thousand nights.
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Chapter 2: Days pass 
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Maria’s day started early. 

She didn’t need much sleep. In fact, with just five hours, she could work at full capacity.

What sort of work? Finding out more about herself. Not anyone else. But rather, herself. What was she, how capable was she, what could she do... she always had those questions and she could finally search for some answers.

First of all, she wasn’t just part human and part Dragonborn, no. Rather just like the demons had suggested, she had plenty of other stuff in her; demons, pixies, even some demihuman blood. In a sense, Maria didn’t belong to one or two standard races and didn’t meet any standard classification either. That was both good and bad. Good because she was far stronger than typical people of this world. Bad because, she had no place to belong. 

Maria also experimented with her physique; she knew she was stronger than normal people but how strong that was the question. So, she got up before sunrise, run across the castle a few laps, push-ups, pull-ups, the usual. She had more stamina than she knew what to do with. Frankly, she couldn’t even tire herself out with typical training. 

Once she was done sweating, she wiped those off, cooled down a bit, drank some tea and then started training with Xerc who volunteered. She trained with swords, spears, bows, and shields. All four of them.

She trained for a good three days and then gave up. She had not even an ounce of talent in those, no. Of course, she could practice and get better with time, but she wasn’t really all that invested in swords and spears in the first place. 

“Don’t you have guns?” She’d asked Xerc.

“You mean those barrels where you shoot projectiles?”

“Yes?”

“No. Those are worthless unless imbued with mana, and since the art of external imbuition was lost long ago- it’s not really all that useful.” Xerc paused. “The dwarves might have that though.”

Which was also why, bows and crossbows were pretty much useless against people who could imbue their skins.

“I see...”

Which did make her interested in something else though.

Mana.

And this thing called- Imbuition. 

Was that a real word though?

*** 
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Mana- was the very lifeblood of mages.

Some theories proposed that mana flowed with blood, others indicated that there was no such thing as liquid mana but rather, it was electrical in nature. 

Some even went as far as to claim mana as divinity and an act of changing the world in god’s name. Which was an apt description considering how many used mana just to change the world as they deemed fit.

“So that’s why-” The scarred face scholar volunteered to teach Maria about mana and how to- “It’s essential we train from an early age.”

-Utilize it properly. 

“Because the more you use it, the easier it’s to use?”

She was back to the training ground. But instead of it being morning, it was actually closer to the evening. Maria spent the majority of her morning exercising, the noon- reading and the afternoon- experimenting with various things she’d learned from the books.

“Yes. Mana capacity is determined at birth, so there’s not much we can do about it. But we can at least make it easier for our bodies to be able to handle large pools of mana instantly leaving us and affecting the world around us in the form of spells.”

So basically, like learning any other thing. The more you trained, the better you got.

“How does one know if they have enough mana to formulate a particular spell?”

The bush in the distance rattled a bit. 

What are you, a stalker? Maria just ignored it. 

“They don’t,” he said. “At least for the most cases; the only capable device of measuring mana capacity is with the adventurer’s guild and only few get to use it. That’s why higher tier spells are very risky and may be the cause of one’s demise if they should carelessly waste mana around. Though most beings know on an instinctual level when they’re running low.” He pointed his hand toward a wooden dummy. “Think of it this way; Fire blade.” he said casually.

A blade of fire formed, arched across the field and cut the dummy. 

It set on fire.

“I can cast this spell repeatedly for about eight times but if I did again, I’ll faint. And if somehow, I didn’t, and cast it for the tenth time, I’ll die. So, the key is to recover enough Mana so that I don’t die. Which is why utilizing mana and not wasting it is a good measure. Also, by the time I cast my eighth spell, I’ll be really tired and thus- that’s a good signal from my body, that I’m at my limit.”

But if the spell would consume all of one’s mana, then relying on one’s body to tire wasn’t really a decent contingency. Maria recalled something. That first spell of hers... what was it, that light? No, not the light. She remembered the time she almost incinerated hundreds of soldiers with arrows of fire.  

“Would you be able to cast about ten-twenty fiery arrows simultaneously?”

“Casting one requires quite a fair bit of focus, so I’d say I could manage up to four.”

Back then, Maria hadn’t managed ten. No. rather, she’d managed over a few hundred and only after the queen had drained much of her mana. So, in that sense, her own capacity was vastly superior to most people here. Come to think of it, the summoning hypothesis of ‘the more people you sacrifice the greater your strength’ also explained why she had a large pool of mana. So, this shouldn’t have been that big of a surprise, and frankly
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