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School of Ilm, Asyea-Rei

HIDDEN DEEP WITHIN the jungles of Utan-Jeh, the School of Ilm stands as a famed seat of wizardry in the realm of Asyea-Rei, a land where ancient tradition and living magic move side by side. 

Guided by revered Gurus, the school has long shaped generations of apprentices into the learned order known as the Ilonians.

Yet Ilm was never built for learning alone.

Beyond its halls and courtyards, Gurus and their students travel across Asyea-Rei to confront forbidden sorcery, break dangerous curses, and guard the fragile balance between magic and the mortal world.

This is one of the many incidents preserved in their chronicles.
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Chapter Prologue:  The Thirst of Genwu Rao
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~§§§~

Genwu-Rao woke with thirst already settled deep inside him. It was not something that eased with a shift in position or came from the passing dryness of age. 

The feeling reached further in, pressing along his ribs and sitting heavy behind his tongue, carrying a quiet insistence he could not ignore.  It asked something simple of him, though not gently: drink, or continue knowing what it meant to thirst. 

He opened his eyes. Heat lay over the room without movement. Sweat gathered along his collarbone and held in the folds of his neck. The night had not cooled with darkness but had grown dense, as though the air itself had nowhere to go. Careful not to wake the others, Rao eased himself up from his mat. The floor answered him with a low creak, familiar and worn, as if it recognized his step. Bodies filled the space around him, close and unguarded. Children slept where they had fallen, grandchildren curled into borrowed corners, in-laws stretched along the edges. Their breathing rose and fell together, steady and untroubled. He moved among them with care, placing each step as though crossing uncertain ground.

The kitchen received him in quiet and routine. 

His hands found the clay lamp without searching, and he coaxed a small flame from it. Light spread slowly, touching the edges of the room and leaving the corners dim. Shadows settled there without movement.

Rao reached for his jar, the one marked with twine and kept apart from the others.     

He lifted the lid and looked inside.

It was empty.

He set it down and checked another, then another, each with the same measured motion. None held anything.

The breath that left him was soft and brief, more acknowledgment than reaction, as though something expected had finally arrived.

He did not call for Jochi. His eldest had worked until the light failed, his back streaked with dirt and sweat, his strength spent on the fields. Rao let him sleep and accepted the task without thought, as he had done for most of his life.

At sixty-five, his body still carried itself with a strength that had not fully yielded to time. His shoulders remained broad, his chest steady, his arms shaped by years that had demanded endurance in both war and labor. 

He was aware of it in a quiet way, not as pride exactly, but as a kind of resistance to what age usually took.

He spoke of it rarely. Youth had left him as it left everyone, without pause or apology. What remained could still be shaped, and he had learned to carry it with care.

His face showed its years clearly, lines set deep but not heavy. There was a steadiness in it that drew attention without asking for it. In another life, in Ilm, he had stood in high courts and spoken with purpose, offering counsel that carried weight. That part of his life had narrowed into something more contained in Han-Nuk. Now he worked as the village cook, tending fire and food, watching over what others consumed with the same attention he once gave to study and practice.   

There was no water in the house. 

The kitchen urn stood empty, and the smaller jar near the stove held nothing either. He checked again to be certain, guided more by habit than expectation. The day’s heat had drained what they had, and the evening refill had been forgotten, most likely by one of the grandchildren.

It was the kind of oversight that passed without blame.

Still, the absence remained.

—————~§§§~——————

Genwu did what needed to be done.

He crossed the room to the storage alcove, where the fetching barrel rested in its cradle of woven reed. 

The wood was darkened from years of oil and handling, its surface smoothed by long use through seasons that had not always been kind. It had endured both storm and drought. He lifted it with care and drew the strap over his shoulder, tightening it until the weight settled securely against him.

Before stepping out, he paused at the window.   A narrow line of moonlight stretched across the sill, pale and steady. The wind had gone still, leaving the night quiet in a way that felt deliberate, as though it held its breath.

“I’m on my way, Midorii,” he murmured.

The words faded without reply. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, the sound thin and restless. The trees answered only faintly, their leaves shifting in a movement too soft to follow.

He adjusted his sarong with a practiced pull, tightening the knot against his belly until it held firm. The gesture steadied him, small but familiar.

At the doorframe, he reached for the length of grey cloth folded over a low peg. The fabric had softened with age, its edges worn but still intact. He handled it with care that came from more than routine.

He draped it over his shoulders in a slow, deliberate motion, letting it settle against his chest.   The cloth carried memory in a way his hands understood without effort.

Midorii’s shawl.

He did not leave the house at night without it.  Something in him resisted the idea, as though the dark asked for more than his own presence.

His fingers brushed the fabric near his heart, a quiet acknowledgment he did not speak aloud.

There had been a time when he leaned close to her, resting his ear against her chest as though listening for something hidden.

“What are you listening for?” she asked.

“Where you keep the sun,” he’d replied.

She laughed, the sound light and certain.   “Fool—it’s behind the left rib.”

After her death, his hand often returned to that place on his own body. The warmth he remembered did not follow, but the absence remained clear enough.

He continued to wear the shawl, even knowing it could not return what had been lost. Memory could only reach so far, but he did not set it aside.

He stepped through the doorway into the night, and the quiet received him without change. The stillness stretched between the faint stir of leaves and the spaces where sound did not reach.

Among the villagers, Rao was known as a man who kept himself contained, steady in a way that left little open to question. Even so, there were moments when something beneath that control showed through. Midorii’s death had marked him in ways that did not fade. He had never taken another wife, and he had never spoken of doing so. 

What he had been given once had remained enough.

He carried it forward in silence, not as display, but as something that belonged to him alone.

—————~§§§~——————

The path to the Mulj-Che curved through Han-Nuk like an old mark that had never fully faded, shaped over time by bare feet and quiet routine. Most villagers called it the Long Bend. Rao had never used that name. 

To him, it had always belonged to Midorii.

He did not take the turn quickly.

The bend slowed him. The ground dipped slightly there, worn smooth by years of passing feet, and loose gravel shifted under his steps as he moved through it.

He continued forward.

As he walked, his thoughts returned to Midorii, following a path worn just as deeply. Her laughter had once filled this road, light and unexpected, like rain that arrived without warning. At times she would hum as they walked, a quiet, uneven sound that stayed close to her breath. Then, without warning, she would say things that lingered. “This path remembers every step we make,” she said quietly. “The stones carry them down to the water. It listens to everything, even our secrets.”

He had dismissed her words then, answering them with quiet scepticism.

Now, he carried them differently. It seemed to him that nothing in Han-Nuk passed without leaving a trace.

Rao reached the top of the rise and stopped.

The Mulj-Che stood ahead, unchanged in shape, but heavier in presence than he remembered. It rose straight from the earth, its dark wood holding the last traces of light without reflecting it.

The air had cooled as he climbed. Not sharply, and not with any wind behind it. The change settled close to the skin, the way it did inside closed spaces that had not been opened for some time.

He took a few more steps forward.

The sky above looked clear, yet the light felt uneven. The moon had slipped out of view, though nothing obvious blocked it. Around the clearing, the trees stood at slight angles, their branches turned just enough to leave the well house exposed.

Rao slowed.

The structure sat within a thin layer of mist that had not been there before. A faint light showed through the doorway, steady and contained, touching the top steps without spreading far. He could hear water somewhere below, moving at a low, consistent pace.

He began to climb.

Each step carried more sound than it should have.   The stone gave a dull echo under his step, and in the stillness, he heard it return along with his own breathing.

At the top, he stopped.

The ceremonial garland above the doorway had come loose. It was poorly made, likely the work of a child, with petals already drying at the edges. 

He reached up to fix it.

It broke apart in his hand.

He let the pieces fall and looked at the door.

It was closed, but not firmly. The frame held it in place, yet something about the way it sat suggested it had shifted, as if it no longer rested the way it should.

He stepped closer, then paused.

A faint movement passed behind him. It did not carry the shape of wind or footsteps. It felt closer than that, like air disturbed at a short distance.

He turned.

Nothing had changed.

The clearing remained still, the trees fixed where they stood. Even so, his body tightened before he could reason through it. The sensation was clear enough to recognize: he was being watched.

The thought brought memory with it.

“Some places watch back, Genwu. But not all mean harm.” Midorii had said it lightly at the time, her hand resting against his shoulder as if to keep him from dismissing it too quickly.

He looked back at the door and reached toward the handle. His hand slowed before making contact as another memory followed.

“If the water ever watches back... don’t answer.”

He exhaled, steady but deliberate, as if controlling the breath might steady the rest of him. The air left slowly, but it did not ease the tightness in his chest. Sweat traced a thin line down his spine, catching along the waistband of his sarong despite the cooler air that had settled around the well house.

The light inside remained constant. It did not flicker or shift, holding its place with a quiet steadiness that made it harder to ignore. It reached only a short distance past the doorway, stopping at the top step as though held there by an unseen boundary.

The sound of water continued from within, low and even. It carried no urgency, no sign of disturbance.   If anything, its steadiness felt deliberate, as though it had continued the same way long before he arrived and would do so long after.

Rao stood without moving, listening past the obvious. His breathing slowed, but the pressure around him did not lift. There was something in the stillness his training had taught him to distrust. It held, not empty, but occupied in a way he could not name, only recognize as trouble. 

He looked at the door more closely.

The wood sat slightly off within the frame. It was not wide enough to be called open, but it no longer rested flush. A narrow gap had formed along the edge, just enough to suggest that something had shifted it from within rather than from the outside.

Rao had not touched it.

He was certain of that.

Even so, the door had opened just enough to break its seal, as if whatever lay beyond it no longer required his hand.

—————~§§§~——————

From within the well house, a sound began to form.

It came through the wood in a low, uneven current, as though shaped by distance or depth.   The tones overlapped in a way that suggested voices, though none rose clearly above the others. There was strain in it, and something close to grief, but it did not break into anything he could name.

Rao held still.

His mind searched for something familiar to place it against. A person. An animal. Wind moving through a narrow space. None fit cleanly. The sound carried intention without clarity, as though it had been shaped to reach him but not to be understood.

On another night, he might have dismissed it.   He knew how easily silence could distort small sounds into something larger. But the quiet around the Mulj-Che did not settle. It pressed in, holding close to the body instead of easing away. Even the shadows seemed fixed in place, angled in ways that drew his attention rather than fading from it.

His thirst no longer led him.

Rao shifted his weight and began to step back.

A voice reached him before he could take the second step. “Guru Genwu-Rao. I thought you were thirsty. Why have you stopped?”

The words came from just beyond the door, clear and measured, carrying a familiarity that did not belong to the present.

The wood gave a soft creak.

“Come in. Drink. Seat by me, there is much to say tonight.”

The door opened inward.

Rao turned toward it, his movement slow and deliberate. The chill that moved across his skin did not come from the air alone. It settled deeper, shaped by a recognition he could not place.

Inside, the Mulj-Che held its usual form.

The single room was built of dark timber that kept the space cool and faintly scented with wood and damp earth. At its center stood the well, wide and open, with a pulley beam set above it and two buckets resting nearby. The rope showed years of use, worn smooth where hands had gripped it. A stone basin beneath the well caught the overflow. Water rested there in a shallow pool, clear and undisturbed, its surface broken only by scattered petals placed there over time. No one had ordered it done. It had simply become part of the place. The tiled floor had been swept clean. The walls held the quiet smell that followed rain. Air moved through narrow openings near the rafters, just enough to keep the room from closing in on itself.

Lanterns hung at each corner, their light steady and warm, filling the space without pushing back the shadows entirely.

A bamboo cup rested at the edge of the well.

Two stools faced each other nearby. 

Rao remained at the threshold. The stools weren’t supposed to be there, not even the bamboo cup.

His hand closed around the doorframe, his grip firm enough to steady him. He took one breath, then another, listening to the pace of his own heartbeat as it settled.

He had not come here in weeks.

The space felt mainly unchanged, yet the quiet within it held differently now.  It did not feel abandoned, and it did not feel disturbed. It held itself in a way that suggested attention.

“We see you Genwu.”

The voice came again, closer this time.

“Permission to enter, as invited,” Rao said.

The words left him out of habit, shaped by years of discipline. He inclined his head, though the gesture carried caution rather than trust.

Then he stepped inside.

“Have your drink and sit beside me, Guru.”

The tone shifted slightly, and something in him stilled further, though he did not show it.

Rao moved to the well.   He took the bamboo cup and dipped it, his hands steady from long practice. The water caught the light as he lifted it.

He drank.

It was clean, as it had always been, cool against his tongue. Yet something in it lingered beyond taste.   It carried a depth that felt observed rather than altered, as though it had passed through more than stone before reaching him.

He lowered the cup and turned.

The second stool was no longer empty.

A boy sat there.

He appeared no older than eleven. His white pajamas were worn and marked with dirt, the fabric too short at the ankles. His posture remained still, his gaze lowered, yet his presence settled into the room with a weight that did not match his size.

Rao took his seat across from him, careful and measured.

“Do I know you?”

The boy’s mouth curved slightly, the expression brief and difficult to hold.

“You used to. But the elders don’t notice me anymore.” Silence followed, stretching between them without breaking.

“Who are you?” Rao asked. “Why appear like this?”

“I am nothing. No name. A shadow that served.”

Something in Rao’s memory shifted, not fully formed but close enough to reach.

“You were a water bearer.”

The boy’s expression changed. For a moment, something like pride surfaced, before it moved further away.

“Yes! I am Si-Qing... I believe.”

A quiet sound left him, close to a laugh but without ease.

“I carried life in clay jugs—from the well to the worn.   I walked every inch of this village. No one knew my name. 

But they all drank from my labor.”

His voice lowered, losing what little steadiness it had held.

“Your family too. They drank well.”

The boy lifted his eyes, and what showed there held no accusation, only a quiet recognition that had settled over time.

“But now I’m dead.”

Rao’s breath caught before he could steady it.

“There.” The boy pointed toward the well. 

“I drowned myself in that water you just drank.”

The words settled heavily into the room.

Rao stood at once and reached for the nearest lamp, fastening it to the rope hook with hands that remained practiced despite the tension running through them.   He lowered it carefully into the well, the rope sliding against his palm as the light dipped past the rim and into the dark. Behind him, Si-Qing began to laugh, the sound uneven and strained, breaking in places where it should have held. Rao leaned slightly over the opening as the light spread across the water below. At first there was only reflection, then a shape formed beneath the surface, slowly resolving into the outline of a small body floating face-up, unmoving.

His throat tightened.

A scream rose from the well, clear and immediate, without the distortion of echo. Rao pulled the rope back at once, faster than he intended, the fibers dragging against his hand as the lamp climbed toward him.   By the time it cleared the rim, the sound had stopped. The image of the lifeless body disappeared.

He turned.

The boy was standing now, though something in him no longer held its shape cleanly. The edges of his form wavered, as if the air around him could not settle, and the fabric at his sleeves and ankles thinned as though it were coming apart.

“Soon you will see my retribution Guru.   Soon they will arrive, your Ilonians gurus.”

His voice carried through the room with a steadiness that did not match his size.

“You will be my vengeance, Rao.”

Rao did not respond.

“Or Han-Nuk will burn in the silence it gave me.”

The boy’s form stretched, not with any natural movement, but as though it were loosening from within. The outline of him thinned and lifted, the shape breaking apart until it no longer held.

Then he was gone.

For a brief moment, the room felt warmer, as if someone had been standing too close.

Then,

Another voice followed.

“Wake up, Rao... and remember. You are now responsible—for me, and for Han-Nuk.”

Rao remained where he stood, his body still, his breathing slow but tight. The voice did not come from the doorway or the well, and it did not move through the air in any way he could track. It settled in him with a familiarity that he could not ignore.

Midorii.

The recognition came without comfort.   The tone was close to hers, though thinner, as if worn by distance or strain, and something within it did not fully match what he remembered.

He looked toward the well.

It stood quiet again.

Above, a length of prayer string hung near the rafters.   It shifted once, a small movement that did not carry through the rest of the room. 

The lantern flames remained steady.

—————~§§§~——————

Rao stepped back and let his hand brush the rim of the well. The stone was dry beneath his fingers, with no sign of water beyond what lay below.

He turned and moved toward the door.

His steps were measured, though not as certain as before. What he had seen and heard did not come together in his mind. Each time he tried to make sense of it, the pieces shifted.

He did not look back.

The doorway came sooner than he expected.  He paused there, steadying himself, aware of something behind him that did not follow him out.

Then he stepped outside.

The air felt warmer, though it did not ease the tightness in his chest. The path lay where it should, but he placed his steps with more care than before, as though testing the ground.

His shadow stretched behind him, longer than he expected under the dim light.

As he stepped past the last stone, the prayer string behind him shifted again, briefly and without sound.

Rao stopped and raised a hand to his chest, pressing lightly against the cloth there before letting it fall. He drew in a breath and released it slowly, aware of how long he had held himself without it.

The thirst had changed. His mouth no longer felt dry, yet the need remained, settled deeper where it could not be answered as easily.

He continued down the path.

Behind him, the Mulj-Che stood unchanged, its structure steady against the dark. Within it, the well remained still.

A name stayed with him.

The boy.

Si-Qing.

He did not speak it.

As he walked, his thoughts turned over what he had seen without reaching a conclusion that held. The image of the body in the water remained clear, as did the sound of the voice that had followed.

Neither could be set aside.

After some distance, he looked back once toward the well house, its outline faint against the hillside.

Why, Midorii?

Who is Si-Qing?

The questions came without expectation of an answer.

He turned forward again and continued down the path. The night had not changed, and the village ahead remained quiet, but something in him no longer settled the way it had before.

The thirst had followed him.

It was no longer a matter of water.
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Chapter 1:  The Silent Root
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~§§§~

Ten monsoon seasons ago, on a day soaked through with rain, a child was born to a couple who were never meant to have one.   But fate—indifferent, exacting—granted them a child anyway. By then, both parents had long surrendered to the architecture of quiet survival. 

Workers born to workers, hands cracked from fire and stone, voices worn smooth by years of bowed heads and measured laughter.   

They hadn’t married for love, not the kind sung by street musicians or carved into trees. What they had was quieter. It grew from shared work, from long days spent unnoticed, from the habit of staying beside one another without needing to speak. In Han-Nuk, that was enough to be called joy.  

The mother stood taller than most women of her caste. People noticed it, even when they tried not to.  Her gaze rarely settled on the person in front of her. It often rested somewhere just past them, as if she were tracking something others could not see. Her features were sharp, worn by fatigue. Only her hands moved with ease. When she worked, there was a steadiness to it that drew the eye. She did not smile often, and when she did, it passed quickly, as though it cost her effort.  

The father was shorter, his skin marked by ash that never fully washed away. His hands were broad, shaped more for lifting stone than tending controlled heat.   He spoke rarely. When he did, others listened, not out of
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