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“At last, this mad day is over,” Naira whispered, pulling the pin from her hair, the one that had held her thick braid in place. She quickly unplaited it, ran her fingers over her scalp, massaging the skin, and then shook her head. Silver curls spilled over her shoulders in soft waves. “Bliss,” she said quietly, closing her eyes for a moment and stretching to loosen her stiff shoulders. “When is dana Runga going to come back from her leave? This paperwork is definitely not my calling.”

Naira closed the thick folder of reports she had spent the entire day wrestling with. Deciding to send them to the main Dark hospital by magical mail in the morning, she set the folder aside and rose from behind the desk.

She pulled off the dark gray duty uniform of the chief healer-mage and carefully hung it in the wardrobe. Then she straightened the fitted green dress she wore underneath, made of a soft fabric that reminded her of velvet, and left the office of the field hospital’s administrator. After activating the locking artifact on the door, she headed toward the staircase that led to the second floor.

The first floor of the hospital was the working area: offices, examination rooms, and operating rooms. The second floor, however, served as living quarters for the staff. In truth, Naira was the only one who lived there permanently. The others preferred to use self-driving carriages that took them to the nearest portal arch and back.

Naira was not afraid of being alone in the hospital. Night duty was never handled by one person alone. Every night, one potion-brewing witch and one healer-mage stayed on shift. The hospital had three potion-brewers and three healers working in rotation, as well as two combat guard-mages who relieved each other. The administrator, who was currently on leave, had entrusted temporary management to Naira, adding the duties of senior healer-mage to her usual work.

Lifting the hem of her long dress so she would not trip, Naira walked down the corridor, which was lit by the even glow of magical lamps. Evening had already fallen, and the hospital had sunk into silence and calm.

Emergencies were rare here. The main patients were residents of the nearby hunting settlements, who usually came for help during the day. There were cases, of course, when wounded mages from combat squads were brought in, but even they did not disturb the hospital’s overall quiet. Such visits happened no more than once or twice a week, and that was considered unusual.

Naira allowed herself to relax, reminding herself that tomorrow would bring a new day and a new round of commotion. But for now, at least, there was silence, that brief moment of peace she needed so badly.

As she passed the operating room, Naira glanced inside. The room was empty and perfectly ordered. With a satisfied nod, she went on, passed two more rooms, and had almost reached the staircase leading to the second floor when Erma, a young Dark potion-brewing witch, flew out of the duty room in a panic.

Her thick red hair was tangled, and there was unmistakable fright on her face. She rushed up to Naira, grabbed her by the arm, and began tugging her toward the duty room.

“You are exactly who I need!” Erma breathed, blinking her long black lashes. “They brought in a hunter. His leg is... horrible! Everything is covered in blood, and I do not know what to do. Touch it, and he screams. I gave him a pain-relieving potion, a stupor potion, and a regeneration one.”

“A regeneration one? Are you certain there is no fracture?” Naira frowned, quickening her pace. “If everything is covered in blood... did you examine the leg? Did you clean the wounds with a cleansing potion?”

“I did not examine anything! They put him on the couch and said he had been running from a bear and fell into a ravine. Lucky they got there in time.”

“Who are ‘they’?”

“Other hunters,” Erma said with a shrug. “They brought him in and left. I went to him, he screamed, so I poured potions into him. He went quiet, and I ran to get you.”

“Where is Felicia?” Naira asked sharply, frowning.

“She went on a date with one of the locals,” Erma muttered guiltily.

“Khors! What date? She is on duty, and she is married!” Naira grimaced in irritation, stopping short.

“What difference does that make to me? That is her business,” Erma said, shaking her head and stopping as well.

“Why was I not informed?” Naira asked angrily, looking at her so sharply that Erma involuntarily released her arm and drew back.

“Am I to blame that relations between you and her are strained?” Erma muttered again, recovering a little from Naira’s look. “And are people expected to warn anyone about things like that?”

“What does that have to do with anything? While dana Runga is absent, I am responsible for all of you,” Naira said on a hard breath. “I have to know when the duty healer-witch is not in the hospital.”

“I agreed to cover for her,” Erma replied guiltily, nervously worrying the edge of her sleeve. “How was I supposed to know something like this would happen?”

“Khors! Erma, you have only just finished witch school. You have basic medical knowledge and the skills of a potion-brewer, nothing more. You must understand that you cannot fully replace the duty healer-mage,” Naira said sharply, already moving again and striding toward the duty room.

Erma followed, barely keeping up.

“So I did not study at the Academy. What of it? I do not have enough magic. My gift is weak!” Erma threw back angrily. Pain trembled in her voice, but anger soon drowned it out.

“The problem is that you cannot properly cover for Felicia,” Naira answered sharply as she rushed into the duty room.

“But you are here,” Erma muttered, falling behind her.

Naira only exhaled heavily, forcing down her irritation, and approached the couch where the injured man lay.

He was a non-mage, about thirty years old. His fair hair was matted with dirt and sweat, his face was pale, and large beads of perspiration rolled down his forehead. His dark brown shirt and many-pocketed trousers looked worn, the fabric smeared with dirt and bloodstains. His torn boots hinted at a long chase or flight.

He was sitting with his back against the wall, his eyes closed. His body trembled in small, fine shudders, and his breathing was rapid and shallow. His right leg looked terrible: the trouser leg from knee to foot was soaked in blood, the fabric torn, and beneath it were dirty, ragged wounds.

“Mes, can you hear me? What is your name? What happened?” Naira asked quietly, lifting his eyelids slightly. The hunter’s irises were cloudy, though his pupils still reacted weakly to light. Naira narrowed her eyes, studying him closely as she checked for signs of shock and impaired consciousness. “Erma, help me. We need to lay him down and examine the leg,” she ordered at last.

Erma approached uncertainly, then pulled herself together and helped Naira carefully lower the man into a horizontal position. He groaned in pain and jerked, but Naira quickly pressed his shoulders down and kept him in place.

“Calm yourself, mes. I am a healer-mage. We will help you now,” Naira said, a little nervously.

His reaction, however, was far from calm. He began to rave, twitching and tossing his head. Naira tightened her grip, holding him by the shoulders.

“You should have given him a sleeping potion, not a stupor potion,” she snapped at Erma. “Strap him down, quickly. Then bring me a cleansing potion, a painkiller, and healing salve. Not anything for accelerated regeneration. We cannot trigger healing until everything is stabilized. And activate the immobilization artifact. It is in the third drawer.”

With trembling hands, Erma fastened the man with straps, restraining him, and rushed to the cabinet. While she rummaged for the potions and the artifact, Naira took a sharp knife from the work cabinet and began cutting away the blood-soaked trouser leg.

When the fabric exposed the injured limb, Naira barely restrained a sigh. Before her lay a ragged wound marked by uneven tooth prints. Dirt and scraps of fabric had been driven deep into the skin. The shin was bent at an unnatural angle, indicating a closed fracture.

“Khors,” Naira swore.

She herself was beginning to shake, but she forced herself to gather her strength and drove away the useless fear. Was this the first time? No, far from the first. But it was still unpleasant. For some reason, another person’s pain always felt like her own. To keep working, she had to place magical restraints over her consciousness, cutting herself off from emotion.

Yes, work in a Dark field hospital was nothing like what they had been prepared for at the Light Elemental Academy. There, everything had been softer, safer. Here there was blood, screaming, and reality. But after more than a year, Naira had almost grown used to it. And who would help, if not her? It was frightening. It hurt. But she knew what to do.

“A closed fracture and bite marks,” Naira muttered after examining the man’s leg again. “Khors, just what we needed. Erma, faster. We need to stop the bleeding and clean the wound.”

Erma froze for a moment, then hurriedly handed her the cleansing potion. Naira took it and quickly drew a magical formula in the air, focusing on the wound. A forcefield formed from her water magic stabilized the bleeding so it would not worsen during treatment. Then she carefully poured the potion over the damaged skin.

The liquid hissed as it reacted with dirt and scraps of fabric. After cleaning the bite area, the potion began forcing out the tiny particles that could cause infection.

“Cloths,” Naira said, holding out her hand.

Erma silently pushed sterile strips of fabric into her hand. Naira blotted away the remains of the cleansing potion until the wound looked cleaner.

Biting her lip from the strain, Naira carefully lifted the man’s head with one hand and, with the other, took two opened vials of potion from the tray Erma had set on the bedside table. With a light magical impulse, she parted the injured man’s lips and poured the contents of the vials into his mouth.

A few seconds later, the man’s face relaxed, his breathing deepened and evened out, and his eyelids closed. He fell asleep, no longer twitching or resisting.

“Praise the goddess Veresta,” Naira whispered, breathing out in relief. Then she turned her eyes to Erma, who was still pale. “We need to immobilize him. Erma, activate the artifact while I prepare the splint.”

Without a word, Erma clenched the crystal in her hand, activating the magical immobilization artifact. A translucent structure appeared around the injured leg, securing the limb firmly in place.

Naira laid a wooden splint over the magical fixation and fastened it with straps for additional stabilization. Just in case.

“Should we perhaps still use a strong regeneration potion?” Erma asked uncertainly, her voice trembling treacherously.

“No, a regeneration potion cannot be used yet,” Naira replied calmly, shaking her head. “If we trigger regeneration now, the bones may knit incorrectly. And we do not yet know how the potion you already managed to give him will affect him.”

“Khors,” Erma breathed, biting her lip. “I only wanted to help.”

“You wanted the best, and we got what we always get,” Naira said wearily. “Fine. His condition is no longer critical. We will get him back on his feet, but do not do this again. Now activate the levitation artifact. We need to move him to a patient room. He should sleep until morning, but do not remove the restraining straps, and monitor his condition since Felicia is not here. If anything happens, or if she appears, inform me at once through the communication artifact. That is all. Move him, and I will write down which potions to give and when. I think he will be staying with us for about five days.”

“All right,” Erma muttered uncertainly. She bit her lip and cast Naira a guilty look. “I am sorry...”

“Sorry or not sorry, what difference does it make?” Naira replied bitterly. “Because I am Twilight-born, none of you take me seriously. Fine. Come on, I will help with the artifact, and then go.”

They approached the couch with the patient. Erma took a round rune-marked disk from a drawer and carefully attached it to the couch. Naira fed a little magical energy into the artifact, activating it. The couch rose smoothly into the air and hovered at waist height.

“Careful. Keep it balanced,” Naira said, stepping aside but continuing to watch Erma’s movements.

Trying not to hurry, Erma carefully guided the levitation artifact and steered the couch into the corridor.

When the potion-brewer disappeared from view, Naira drew a deep breath. She went to the table, opened the thick ledger, and began making notes on the admitted patient: the nature of the injuries, the treatment provided, and recommendations for further care.

The work took about ten minutes. When she finished, Naira closed the ledger neatly, just as footsteps sounded in the corridor. Felicia appeared in the doorway, a tall, slender brunette and a Dark witch. Her dark blue dress, with its full skirt, was embroidered in gold, and her hair had been arranged in an elegant style.

Felicia curled her lip when she saw Naira.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice cold and edged with arrogance.

“Your work,” Naira answered with a smirk, lifting the ledger from the table. She turned toward Felicia. “Do you not think you should warn someone about your evening plans?”

“No, I do not,” Felicia cut her off indifferently, looking Naira up and down with contempt. “Upstart Twilight witch. I was supposed to replace dana Runga.”

“Then you should have been replacing her instead of running after local men,” Naira said. A growling note entered her voice, and her eyes darkened with anger.

“What could possibly happen here? Shrh is the quietest hospital there is. This mountain ridge... honestly, it is astonishing that the Nargs do not allow proper towns to be built in this area. Nothing but hunting settlements,” Felicia said with disdain, grimacing.

“Yes, truly, what could possibly happen?” Naira replied with irony, stepping forward and thrusting the ledger into Felicia’s hands. “A hunter was brought in. A bear tore open his leg, and then he fell into a ravine. He survived by a miracle. Fracture, blood loss, ragged wounds from animal teeth. I have already treated the leg. I did not touch the scratches on his hands, because the regeneration potion Erma poured into him in a panic will take care of those. The rest of his body is unharmed; the thick fabric of his clothing protected him. So stay on duty, Felicia. I am going to sleep.”

Naira walked past the frowning Dark witch, who was staring down at the ledger in her hands, and without looking back, left the duty room and headed toward the staircase to the second floor.

This time, no one prevented Naira from reaching her rooms. She nearly ran up the stairs, approached the door to her apartments, pressed her palm to the locking artifact, and finally found herself, one might say, home.

After closing the door, Naira quickly changed into her home clothes: comfortable breeches and a fitted top. If there was one thing Naira could be proud of, it was her figure: a slender waist, graceful hips, long legs, full breasts, and a mass of silver hair falling to her waist. Her face, with its large green eyes and thick lashes, drew attention. Naira had turned twenty-four yesterday. Her whole life should have been ahead of her, and yet...

Instead of relief after the confrontation with Felicia, exhaustion rolled over her. Cold pincers of anxiety and resentment tightened around her soul. She sat down on the edge of the bed, and the events that had changed her life so sharply rose unbidden in her memory. To think of it... Could she ever have imagined that she would end up on Narg lands?

The small Shrh field hospital stood on the territory of the Narg clan, which answered to the Dark Principality. By tradition, the duties of healers here were performed by Dark witches, but for a year now, Light healer-mages had been allowed to work in field hospitals. This had become possible thanks to the reforms of the head of the Narg clan, Sion mirsh Kamish. Perhaps the chief Narg’s worldview had been influenced by his marriage to a Light mage with a universal gift. Not that it mattered.

Naira had taken the opportunity to complete her required year of service after the Academy not in the field hospitals of the Mist Principality, but among the Dark ones. In truth, it had been her second escape from fate.

Naira belonged to the ancient Twilight House of mir Taara. When she was seventeen, her parents disappeared near the wastelands under strange circumstances. Since legal adulthood in their world came only at nineteen, and the right to participate in the choice of a marriage partner appeared only at twenty-one, the girl’s guardianship passed to her aunt, Ranirka mir Taara, her father’s elder sister.

Calling it guardianship, however, would have been generous. Ranirka had almost immediately begun actively searching for a “suitable” match for her niece, believing that her duty would be fulfilled if she hurried Naira into marriage. Her choice fell on Greg mir Rorig, the son of the Twilight Prince’s brother.

At first glance, it might have seemed a successful alliance: a noble House, high status. But Greg had a vile reputation. He was known as a womanizer, and his cruelty toward women... It was said he often raised his hand even against those who were officially under his protection. Naira had seen the truth of that for herself.

When Greg came to inspect his bride, her aunt hurriedly disappeared from the castle, and there were no servants or guards nearby. The meeting turned into a disaster. The fiancé behaved aggressively and crudely, trying to force the girl into intimacy. When she refused, he described in detail, and with perverse relish, what he intended to do to her. When Naira began to resist, he slapped her. The blow was so hard that half her face later swelled and turned blue.

The only thing that saved her was a well-placed kick between his legs. While Greg doubled over in pain, Naira managed to run to her bedroom and lock herself in, activating the magical protection her father had once built into that room.

For several hours, her fiancé tried furiously to break down the door, but in the end, cursing, he left. From the window of her bedroom, Naira watched him leave the castle and breathed out in relief. That relief did not last long. Her aunt soon returned.

Ranirka insistently tried to persuade her niece to leave the room, but Naira ignored her. After long attempts, her aunt lost patience and, calling her a fool, declared, “You will come out when you want to eat. And you will marry him, whether you want to or not.”

Those words became the final straw. Naira packed her things and fled to the Mist Principality at night. There she urgently submitted her documents to the Elemental Academy, using the fact that she had inherited a water gift through her mother’s line. She was accepted, and for the duration of her studies, she received immunity from forced marriage.

However, before graduation, mercenaries hired by her aunt tried to kidnap her and return her to Twilight territory. It was then that Naira understood how fragile that “immunity” truly was. Witches who graduated from the Academy did indeed receive ten years of freedom from intrusive attempts by relatives to impose marriage on them, but only on the condition that they successfully completed their required service year. If that year was not completed, the diploma would be annulled, and the protection would lose its force.

Realizing this, Naira made a difficult decision. She chose a service placement on the territory of the Dark ones, taking advantage of the newly opened opportunity. The Mist Principality had begun active cooperation with the Dark Principality and the Narg clan, which allowed Light mages such as Naira to work in their field hospitals.

So it turned out that Naira had voluntarily buried herself in the middle of nowhere, far from civilization. It was quieter here, calmer than anywhere else, and that mattered more to her than anything. She had already successfully completed her required year of service after the Academy, and her diploma was in hand, but she did not want to leave these lands. More precisely, she was afraid to leave them. She had decided to remain with the Nargs for now, and a month ago, she had been appointed assistant to the administrator of the field hospital.

The hospital was small, with a minimal staff. It was located not far from the hunting settlement of Otashi. The place was relatively quiet compared with the rest of the Dark Principality’s territory. But still...

The Dark lands stood on the front line. They bordered rifts, anomalies, and wastelands. These territories were the barrier between the rest of the world and chaos. To the south stretched a dangerous desert, and beyond it, an endless sea. It was here that breakthroughs from another dimension most often occurred through the rifts. It was here, too, that all the mutated filth from the wastelands crawled in. In addition, Ezhtirs sometimes tried to break through from the northern lands—semi-sapient humanoid beings with anti-magic properties and bodies covered in dense fur.

These threats were everyday reality for the Dark Principality, while the Light and Twilight Principalities lived in relative peace. Still, they also sent their mages to assist the Dark ones, as the Mage Council required, being interested in preserving the world and increasing the number of magically gifted people.

The lands of the Dark ones were especially dangerous, but Shrh truly was quiet.

From the north and south, the hospital was surrounded by high mountain ridges that reliably shielded it from the wastelands and the territories inhabited by Ezhtirs. To the west stretched a coniferous forest populated by ordinary animals without mutations. The eastern lands belonged to the Narg clan, beyond which began the territories of the Light and Dark peoples.

The hospital here was more a tribute to history than anything else. Once, at the dawn of the catastrophe that had struck their world, a rift had opened in these mountains, and creatures from another dimension had poured out of it. Back then, if the historical chronicles were to be believed, mages and dragons together had quickly sealed the rift. In time, it had been forgotten.

Millennia later, when the world began to recover, the descendants of dragons, the Nargs, together with mages of every magical direction, built energy barriers in every place where rifts were located. Even those that were considered closed and nonfunctional were securely reinforced.

Since then, duty groups of mages had existed to feed the artifacts that maintained the energy network of the protective barrier and to respond to disturbances of energy near the rifts or to cases of breakthrough.

All protective barriers were divided into sectors, each assigned to specific groups of mages and principalities. Once, the duty groups had been mixed, with Nargs and representatives of all magical directions working together. But in modern times, the situation had changed: Dark ones preferred to stand duty with Dark ones, Twilight-born with Twilight-born, and Light ones with Light ones. The only thing that remained unchanged was the presence of Nargs accompanying the duty groups.

Nargs possessed a unique ability to sense space and open portals, a gift inherited from their dragon ancestors. This ability was especially important because portal arches refused to function near anomalies, wastelands, and rifts.

“Khors,” Naira breathed tiredly. She leaned back, practically falling onto the soft bed, and stared at the ceiling, lost in her thoughts. “How am I supposed to live now?” she murmured under her breath. “Stay here, among the Dark ones? Even when the remaining eight years of this imaginary freedom pass, Aunt will not leave me alone. If not her, then the Twilight Prince will marry me off. I cannot return to my own home. And here... here they do not accept me as one of their own. But at least my aunt cannot send mercenaries onto Narg territory.”

Naira sighed heavily and closed her eyes. Sadness and pain tightened around her heart, and loneliness pressed down even harder. Something uneasy tormented her soul: a vague anxiety, an unclear premonition, and that frightened her. As if something were changing.

This gift, the ability to sense the emergence of possibilities, had come to her from her great-grandmother on her father’s side. Her great-grandmother had been a true, powerful Twilight witch, one who heard the whisper of universal magic and knew how to interact with nature. More than once, Naira had envied her strength and the clarity with which she saw the world.

But now
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