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​Chapter 1 — Still Waters Begin
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“I’m gonna be the best elemental there is.”

The words echoed softly against the academy gates before Kora Sato even stepped through them. Her heart hammered, but she kept her chin high. “My name’s Kora Sato,” she whispered to herself, tightening the strap of her bag. “And my element...”

A breeze rippled through the fountain beside her, the water curving toward her fingertips like it wanted to listen. She smiled.

“My element is water.”

The campus of Aetheris Academy spread before her — white stone towers, banners of blue and gold, and a courtyard so big it shimmered like a lake under the morning sun. Elemental students filled the space — sparks flashing, dust rising, laughter and energy everywhere.

This is it, she thought. The place where legends start.

The line at registration snaked through the courtyard. Kora adjusted her pack and joined the queue, watching air users flick leaves in lazy spirals, earth students cracking the ground beneath their boots, and one fiery kid setting off a spark that earned a scolding from the staff.

“Next!” a voice called.

Kora stepped forward. The attendant didn’t even look up from his tablet.

“Name?”

“Kora Sato.”

“Element?”

“Water.”

He typed something, nodded once, then pointed toward the far archway. “Group Delta. Over there.”

“Did you—uh, get me in?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

“You’re on the list,” he said flatly. “Next!”

Kora turned to the archway, expecting maybe an instructor or a class assignment... but what she saw made her stop.

A whole group of students stood waiting — each one wearing the same pale-blue insignia, the same shimmer of energy rolling off their wrists when they moved.

Water users.

There’s... more of me? she thought, stunned. She’d spent her whole life thinking she was the only one who could make the ocean listen.

Her confidence flickered, but only for a heartbeat. Then she took a breath, squared her shoulders, and walked toward them.

One by one, the others turned to look at her.

Someone smiled. Someone didn’t. One kid twirled a droplet between their fingers like a coin.

Kora forced a grin. “Hey. Guess we’re all making waves, huh?”

No one laughed — but the fountain beside her rippled, as if it understood.

Fine, she thought. If I’m not the only one, I’ll just have to be the best one.


Chapter 2 — Currents and Names


“Group Delta, this way!”

The upper-class monitor’s voice cut through the noise as Kora followed the line of blue-badged students into a wide courtyard of stone and water. A circular fountain hissed in the center, mist rising from its rim.

“We’ll start with names,” the monitor said. “No speeches. Just name and element focus.”

A lanky boy stepped forward first. “Rin Hoshino. Water compression. Small scale or—” he flicked a hand and a column of water shot six feet up “—medium.”

A few kids whistled.

Next, a girl with cropped silver hair bowed slightly. “Mira Takeda. Still-water meditation. I... read currents.”

Then came Akio Tensei, grinning too wide. “Mostly I make puddles.” His attempt at humor splashed over his own boots, earning some laughter.

One by one the circle filled in—Suzu Minari, serious and perfect posture; Hiro Endo, quiet with nervous hands that already trembled with moisture.

When it was Kora’s turn she hesitated, then squared her shoulders.

“Kora Sato,” she said. “Free-flow manipulation. I... make the water dance.”

Rin smirked. “We’ll see.”

The monitor nodded. “Good. You’ll be spending the next cycle together, so learn to breathe the same rhythm. You’ll meet your instructor soon enough.”

Kora looked around at the faces—different accents, different talents—but the same symbol glinting on every wrist. For the first time she realized she wasn’t the only ripple in the ocean.

Maybe that’s a good thing, she thought. Or maybe that’s what makes it dangerous.

The courtyard quieted once the monitor left. The group of students exchanged looks—some polite, some curious, some already sizing each other up.

Akio broke the silence first. “Sooo... anybody else feel like we just got thrown into the deep end? Get it? Deep end?”

No one laughed except Rin, and even that sounded more like a scoff.

“You’ll fit right in with the puddles,” Rin said, inspecting his reflection in the fountain’s rim.

Akio blinked. “Wow. Okay. Tough crowd.”

Mira knelt by the water, her fingertips grazing the surface. “The current’s restless,” she murmured. “Like it’s listening.”

“Listening to what?” Kora asked.

“To us,” Mira said simply, as if that were obvious.

Kora folded her arms. “Guess it’ll hear a lot of arguing, then.”

That earned her a faint smirk from Suzu, who’d been silent until now. “Good. Conflict reveals character.”

Rin rolled his eyes. “And character doesn’t win tournaments.”

Kora met his stare. “Neither does ego.”

The air around them felt thicker, the fountain rippling from the tension.

Then a bell rang somewhere above them—sharp, metallic. The sound echoed off the courtyard walls.

“Attention, Water Division,” a voice called from the archway. “Orientation begins in fifteen minutes. Prepare to meet your instructor.”

The group started to scatter, some whispering, others adjusting their uniforms. Kora lingered a moment longer, watching her reflection tremble in the water.

“We’re all making waves,” she whispered. “Let’s just hope we don’t drown in them.”
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​Chapter 3 — The Flow of Purpose
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The orientation hall was massive — wide as a stadium, carved from white stone and glass that shimmered like frozen waves. Thousands of students filled the seats, each group glowing faintly with their element’s mark. Blue shimmered beside gold, red beside green.

Kora had never seen so many people like her in one place.

“First-years, attention!”

A deep voice rolled through the hall like thunder. A massive screen at the front flared to life, showing the crest of Aetheris Academy — five rings intertwined, one faintly pulsing with light.

The speaker, a tall man with a long coat and hair streaked white from years of elemental exposure, stepped forward.

“I am Master Kaori Kane, Head of Elemental Discipline.”

The room fell completely silent.

“You stand in the only sanctuary left since the Collapse,” he said. “The elements once destroyed this world. It is your duty to make sure they never do again.”

His eyes scanned the crowd — sharp, knowing.

“At Aetheris, you will learn to wield power not as a weapon, but as a promise. Earth, Wind, Fire, Water, and Spirit—each of you carries a piece of what remains. Treat it with respect.”

Kora swallowed hard. The grandeur of it all pressed down on her chest.

She glanced at her wrist where her blue insignia faintly glowed. A promise, huh?

Then Kaori’s voice boomed again:

“Your division heads will guide you from here. Follow them, listen well, and remember — balance begins with discipline.”

The crowd erupted into movement, every division forming lines. The Water Division’s signal blinked on the far side of the hall — a wave-shaped light.

Kora spotted her group already assembling. Rin was at the front, of course, chatting like he owned the place.

“Let’s move,” Suzu said briskly, brushing past her.

Kora followed, trying to ignore the thrill and the nerves twisting inside her.

As they crossed through the glowing archway marked HYDRA WING, a woman waited on the other side — hair tied high, eyes calm and sharp as ice. The water in the fountain beside her rippled in rhythm with her breathing.

“Welcome,” she said softly. “I am Ayame Nakamura. Your mentor, and your mirror.”

The room went still. Even Rin didn’t have a comeback.

Ayame’s gaze drifted across them until it landed on Kora — and lingered just a heartbeat longer.

“You’ll learn soon,” she said, turning toward the hall. “Water never forgets those who disturb its surface.”
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​Chapter 4 — Sparks in the Hall
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The dorms of Aetheris Academy were alive with chaos.

Laughter, arguments, and bursts of stray magic filled the air as students dragged trunks, argued over bunks, and occasionally set the curtains on fire. The academy called it “elemental coexistence.” Kora called it barely controlled madness.

She stepped through the sliding doors of Dorm Hydra, which, ironically, was shared between four elements.

“Room assignment?” the hall monitor asked, not even looking up from her clipboard.

“Kora Sato.”

The monitor flicked her pen toward the far hall. “Room 3B. You’re with... let’s see—Earth, Fire, and Spirit.”

Kora blinked. “That’s... not all water?”

“Integration dorms,” the monitor said flatly. “The headmaster believes it builds balance.”

“Or burns the place down,” Kora muttered under her breath.

The hall smelled faintly of ozone and lavender — one half steaming from Fire Division showers, the other chilled from Water Division vents. Someone laughed nearby, followed by a thunderous boom that shook the floorboards.

Yep, Kora thought. Definitely balance.

She found her door — 3B — and pushed it open.

Four beds, four trunks, four distinct disasters.

The first bed was covered in crystals and soil samples — Earth user. A thick, carved staff leaned against the wall.

The second had scorch marks on the blanket and a duffel bag half-melted at the zipper. Fire user.

The third bed was neat, folded sheets, a glowing pendant resting on the pillow. Spirit.

The last bed was hers. Empty. Waiting.

“Yo!” someone called behind her.

She turned just as a tall, tan boy with messy black hair ducked through the doorway, dragging a pack that looked twice his size. “You must be my new roomie. Name’s Taro Hino. Fire Division. Don’t worry — I only burn things by accident... mostly.”

Behind him came a girl with streaks of white through her dark hair, earth dust still clinging to her boots. “Lina Arata. Earth. Try not to track mud on my side.”

And last, a quiet boy with silver eyes stepped in. “Ryo Kenzaki. Spirit.” He spoke softly, but the air around him hummed faintly.

Kora smiled awkwardly. “Kora Sato. Water.”

“Perfect,” Taro grinned. “We’ve got the whole set. If we find an air user, we can summon a hurricane or something.”

Lina sighed. “Or we could just not.”

Kora set her bag down, glancing between them. For the first time all day, she didn’t feel so alone.

“Guess we’re stuck together,” she said.

Ryo gave a small nod. “Then let’s make it work.”

From the courtyard outside, lightning cracked — distant, but heavy. The storm hadn’t passed.

Kora looked out the window, a chill running through her. “Let’s hope the world cooperates.”
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​Chapter 5 — Midday Currents
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The cafeteria of Aetheris Academy looked more like a festival than a dining hall. Sunlight poured through the glass ceiling, glinting off plates that refilled themselves and drinks that shifted colors depending on the student’s element.

Water users sat near the fountains. Fire users clustered by the windows where the heat shimmered. Earth students lined the stone benches that grew tiny moss patches beneath them. Spirit users were scattered—quiet, thoughtful, glowing faintly with silver energy that trailed when they moved.

Kora’s tray floated beside her as she followed Taro, Lina, and Ryo through the maze of tables.

“Okay,” Taro said, eyeing the nearest line, “fire meals are the best—extra spice, extra protein, and you get to cook it yourself.”

Lina rolled her eyes. “Or burn your eyebrows off.”

“Part of the experience!”

Ryo’s voice was calm. “Spirit meals are mostly teas and light fruits. Cleanses the aura.”

“And makes you boring,” Taro teased.

Kora laughed, picking up a bowl that rippled like liquid glass. The scent was sweet and sharp—water-infused lotus broth. “At least mine doesn’t come with a fire hazard.”

They found a table in the middle of the room. Around them, elemental colors flashed—mini water fights, sparks from laughter, vines curling over cups when Earth students got excited.

“This place is insane,” Kora said, grinning. “How do they even keep it running?”

Lina gestured upward. “Elder enchantments. The cafeteria resets every night. Floors, walls, memories of chaos—poof.”

“Convenient,” Taro said, tossing a grape that burst into a puff of steam.

“Reckless,” Ryo countered, deadpan.

A voice interrupted from the next table. “New dorm group?”

It was Rin, leaning back with his usual smirk. A few Water Division kids laughed behind him.

“You settling in, Sato?” he asked, tone light but edged.

Kora met his eyes. “Getting there.”

“Good. Wouldn’t want our division’s reputation sinking.”

Taro frowned. “She’s fine, man.”

Rin shrugged, still grinning. “Sure. We’ll see after the first training eval.”

He walked off before Kora could answer.

Lina muttered, “Jerk.”

Kora exhaled slowly, calming the ripples that had started to stir in her cup. “He’s just testing me. I’ll handle it.”

“You better,” Taro said, flashing a grin. “If there’s a tournament, I’m betting on you.”

“You’d lose your money,” Lina said dryly.

“Or double it,” Taro shot back.

Kora smiled faintly and looked toward the far wall where a mural of the five elemental crests shimmered. For a second, the blue one—Water—glowed brighter than the rest.

Was it just the light... or something waking up?
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​Chapter 6 — Steam and Silence
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The noise in the cafeteria had a rhythm of its own — chatter, laughter, and the occasional crack of uncontrolled magic. Plates floated, cups refilled, and somewhere across the hall, a fire user sneezed and accidentally lit a napkin tower ablaze.

“Seriously?” Lina muttered as the smoke alarms hissed blue mist to snuff it out. “Day one, and someone’s already burning the place down.”

“Relax,” Taro said, grinning. “That was my cousin. It’s a family tradition.”

Kora laughed into her cup, shaking her head. “Do you ever stop smiling?”

“Not unless someone tells me to.”

Ryo, silent so far, finally spoke. “He actually means that.”

The table broke into soft laughter, easy for once. For the first time since she’d arrived, Kora felt... comfortable.

Then something odd happened.

The water in her cup began to swirl. Not fast — just enough to catch the light.

“You doing that?” Taro asked.

Kora frowned. “No.”

The movement grew stronger, the current spinning until it climbed out of the cup, a thin spiral of liquid light twisting in the air. The cafeteria went silent. Every elemental could feel it — a pull, a vibration that didn’t belong to anyone.

Ryo’s voice lowered. “That’s not you. That’s... something else.”

The spiral trembled, then flattened, forming symbols none of them recognized. A whisper rippled through the room, carried by the echo of the water itself.

“The Source stirs.”

Then, just as suddenly, it collapsed. The water fell, splashing across the table.

Silence.

Kora blinked, heart pounding. “What was that?”

Lina glanced around nervously. “An illusion? Some kind of trick?”

“No,” Ryo said. “That was a message.”

Taro tried to play it off with a grin, though his voice cracked slightly. “Well, I vote we pretend it didn’t happen.”

Before anyone could respond, the overhead lights flickered — once, twice — before steadying again.

The academy’s announcement system crackled to life.

“Attention all divisions,” a voice said, low and commanding. “Remain calm. Do not leave the halls. Instructors are investigating a minor elemental fluctuation.”

Lina muttered, “Minor?”

Kora’s eyes went back to her cup. The water had settled, but the reflection staring back wasn’t hers. Just for a heartbeat — a golden glow, like eyes watching from beneath the surface.

And then it was gone.

The Source stirs.

Kora didn’t know what it meant, but something deep inside her — the part tied to the tides — whispered that this was only the beginning.


The cafeteria buzzed like any other lunch hour—clinking trays, students arguing over desserts, bursts of laughter bouncing off the high glass ceiling.


Then the room went still.

Not because of magic.

Because the Enforcement Division walked in.

Five armored guards, silver insignias glinting, moved through the aisles with practiced precision. Conversations died mid-sentence. Even the Fire users stopped showing off their tricks.

Kora felt her stomach tighten. “What’s going on?” she whispered.

“Academy enforcers,” Ryo said quietly. “They don’t come out unless something’s serious.”

A voice rang from the front of the hall.

“Instructor Ayame Nakamura,” the lead officer announced, “you are under formal arrest by order of the Elder Council.”

Gasps rippled through the cafeteria. Students turned toward the far table where Ayame stood, calm and composed as ever, her tea still steaming.

“On what grounds?” she asked, voice steady.

“Tampering with elemental evidence in the case of the First Imbalance.”

The words hit like thunder.

Kora’s breath caught. The First Imbalance—the one that had shaken the capital weeks ago—was still a whispered mystery among students.

“That’s impossible,” Lina muttered. “She’s one of the strongest instructors here.”

Ayame rose slowly, setting her cup down. “You misunderstand,” she said softly. “I didn’t tamper with anything. I protected it.”

The lead officer stepped forward, activating a set of glowing cuffs. “Save it for the council.”

A faint current of water rippled at Ayame’s feet, but she didn’t resist. She raised her gaze toward the students—her eyes lingered on Kora for just a heartbeat.

“Remember,” she said. “Still water hides the deepest truth.”

The cuffs sealed. The guards led her out.

Silence followed her steps until the doors closed behind them.

Then, all at once, the cafeteria erupted into chaos.

“She can’t be guilty—!”
“I heard she was covering for someone!”
“The elders must be hiding something!”
Kora sat frozen, Ayame’s last words replaying in her head.

Still water hides the deepest truth.

She didn’t know what it meant yet. But something told her this wasn’t about evidence. It was about secrets.
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​Chapter 7 — Rumors Like Fire
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The halls of Aetheris buzzed louder than ever. By nightfall, everyone had heard the same story—Ayame Nakamura, the calmest and most trusted of the division heads, was in custody for tampering with evidence.

“She hid data from the council.”
“She destroyed the proof.”
“She was helping the enemy.”
None of the rumors agreed, but every one of them burned.

Kora sat in the dorm common room with Taro, Lina, and Ryo. Outside, rain fell hard against the glass. Inside, the air was thick with tension.

“You really think she did it?” Taro asked, staring into the fireplace. “I mean, Ayame Nakamura? The woman literally meditates mid-conversation.”

Lina crossed her arms. “Doesn’t matter what we think. The council must have evidence.”

“Yeah,” Taro said, “the kind that disappears right after it’s found.”

Ryo spoke quietly, as always. “The water element is balance and truth. If she broke that balance, there has to be a reason.”

Kora looked down at her hands. The glow of her insignia felt colder tonight. “She wouldn’t do it. I know it.”

“You think you know,” Lina said, but softer this time.

Kora’s jaw clenched. “She looked at me before she left—like she wanted me to understand something.”

“What, she's innocent?” Taro asked.

“No,” Kora said. “That someone else is moving the water.”

None of them spoke after that. The only sound was the rain, tapping against the windows like a heartbeat.
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​Chapter 8 — New Currents
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Morning light crept through the academy’s glass corridors, sharp and cold. The banners of the five divisions still hung proud above the courtyard, but something in the air had changed — quieter, heavier, like the whole place was holding its breath.

Kora walked with her dormmates toward the Hydra Hall, her bag slung over one shoulder. No one was talking much. Even Taro’s usual grin was gone.

“You think they’ll cancel classes?” he asked finally.

Lina shook her head. “Aetheris never stops. Not even for a scandal.”

“They should,” Kora muttered. “Half the Water Division’s ready to riot.”

The doors opened with a low hum.

Hydra Hall looked the same — smooth stone, spiraling fountains, the scent of saltwater and iron — but the person waiting at the front wasn’t Ayame Nakamura.

A man stood there instead, tall, broad-shouldered, wrapped in dark robes with a faint blue trim. His eyes gleamed like stormlight — calm, unreadable.

“Students,” he said, voice deep and measured. “I am Instructor Renshu Takuma. I was Sensei Ayame’s understudy.”

The title hung heavy in the air. Was.

“Until her matter is resolved, I will lead your training. You will show me the same respect you showed her.”

Rin raised a hand lazily from the back row. “No offense, sir, but we barely knew her before she was—uh—arrested. How do we respect someone we don’t know yet?”

A ripple passed through the class — half amusement, half tension.

Renshu’s eyes flicked toward him, cool and slow. “You’ll learn.”

The room went silent.

He turned toward the fountain at the center of the hall. “Water reflects the truth, yes,” he said, “but it also remembers lies. If you cannot control your emotion, it will betray you.”

The fountains swirled to life, rising into five spiraling columns.

“Today,” he said, “you’ll be divided into three groups. Each will test your focus under pressure.”

He raised a hand; the water shimmered, forming shapes that hovered midair.

“Group One—Rin, Suzu, Hiro. Group Two—Mira, Akio, and Kora.”

Kora blinked. Mira and Akio? Not the worst pairing.

“Group Three—those still standing. You’ll observe and record.”

Akio elbowed Kora gently. “No pressure, right?”

“None at all,” she said, trying not to sound nervous.

Renshu’s voice dropped, almost a growl. “Begin.”

The fountains burst outward, waves rising like living walls. The floor flooded to ankle-depth, glimmering light rippling across the walls.

Mira’s eyes fluttered closed. “Feel the rhythm,” she whispered. “Let it move first.”

Kora nodded, extending her palms — but her reflection twisted in the water. For a heartbeat, it wasn’t her face. It was Ayame’s.

She froze.

“Kora!” Akio shouted as the current snapped back, drenching them.

Renshu raised a brow. “Control, Miss Sato. If you lose your reflection, you lose your strength.”

The class snickered softly. Rin’s laugh echoed the loudest.

Kora’s cheeks burned.

But when she looked down again, the water had already gone still
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