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  Chapter 1

  
  




Butterfly Tattoo




The rhythm wasn’t something Elyndra heard; it was something she swallowed. It tasted like ozone and burnt sugar, a static charge building at the base of her throat.




She stood in the center of the derelict warehouse in District Four, the gritty underbelly of a city that had long forgotten the elegance of the Old World. Dust motes danced in the single shaft of amber light piercing the broken skylight, swirling in anticipation. Around her, a circle of onlookers—street kids, tech-scrappers, and rhythm-junkies—leaned in, their faces illuminated by the neon glow of wrist-comms and makeshift strobe lights.




“Show us, El,” a boy named Jaxon shouted, drumming his hands against a hollow metal barrel. “Show us the spark.”




Elyndra closed her eyes. She pushed down the fear that always coiled in her gut before the drop. Magic was regulated. Unlicensed elemental weaving was a one-way ticket to a damp cell in the Silence Ward. But the music—a thumping, synthetic bass line pouring from a battered speaker—was a key, and her body was the lock.




She moved.




It started with her shoulders, a liquid roll that snapped into a sharp isolation of her ribcage. The beat dropped, and Elyndra spun. As she turned, the friction of her sneakers against the concrete didn’t just create sound; it created heat.




A distinct, violet shimmer trailed her fingertips.




Control it, she told herself, biting her lip. Don’t let it breathe.




But the mark on her right shoulder blade had other ideas.




The butterfly tattoo—an intricate design of obsidian ink she’d had since birth—began to itch. It was a phantom sensation, like wings fluttering beneath the skin. As Elyndra executed a gravity-defying backflip, landing in a crouch, the itch turned into a burn.




A collective gasp tore through the crowd.




Elyndra snapped her head up. Through the thin fabric of her racerback tank top, the tattoo was glowing. Not a soft luminescence, but a piercing, sapphire-blue light that pulsed in time with her racing heart. The ink seemed to detach itself from her skin, the spectral wings expanding, beating the air with a silent, magical gust that blew the hair back from the faces of the front row.




“Air,” someone whispered, terrified. “She’s an Aeromancer.”




“No,” Jaxon muttered, stepping back, his eyes wide. “Look at the shadows.”




The light from the butterfly didn’t just illuminate; it cast shadows that moved independently of the light source. They stretched across the floor, twisting into shapes that looked like dancers, mirroring Elyndra’s movement with eerie precision.




Panic cold-cocked her. She scrambled backward, breaking the rhythm. The moment she stopped dancing, the magic collapsed. The spectral wings snapped back into ink on her skin, leaving nothing but the smell of rain and the echo of the bass.




“Police drones!” a lookout screamed from the doorway.




The warehouse erupted into chaos. Bodies scrambled for the exits, knocking over crates and speakers. Elyndra didn’t wait. She grabbed her hoodie, pulling it over her head to hide the glowing evidence on her back, and sprinted toward the rear fire escape.




She burst out into the cool evening air of the alleyway, her lungs burning. She didn’t stop running until she reached the canal sector, sliding to a halt beneath the flickering light of a hologram advertisement for Synth-Cola.




Leaning against the damp brick wall, she reached back, touching her shoulder. The skin was hot, feverish.




“What do you want from me?” she whispered to the ink. It didn’t answer, but the pulsing slowed, settling into a dormant hum.




A soft chime echoed in the alley, vibrating in her pocket.




Elyndra froze. That wasn’t her phone. She reached into the pocket of her hoodie and pulled out an object she had never seen before. It was a crystal prism, roughly the size of a peach pit, pulsating with a soft, white light.




As she held it, the prism levitated from her palm, spinning rapidly. It projected a holographic display into the smoggy air—a crest she knew only from legends and whispered rumors. A silver star entwined with a fluid ribbon of water and fire.




Astra Dance Academy.




A voice, melodious and commanding, emanated from the light.




“Elyndra Vane. The Council has watched the shadows you cast. The dormant legacy has awakened. You are hereby summoned to the Spire. Transportation is en route. Do not be late.”




The hologram dissolved into a flurry of golden sparkles that drifted down like snow, vanishing before they hit the wet pavement.




Elyndra stared at the empty air. Astra? The elite school floating above the cloud layer? That was for highborns, for Elemental prodigies with lineage charts longer than her arm. She was nobody. A street dancer with a weird birthmark and a missing mother she couldn’t remember.




Before she could process the absurdity of it, the wind picked up. Not a natural wind, but a downdraft. A sleek, tear-drop-shaped shuttle, silent as a whisper and black as midnight, descended between the narrow buildings. The side door hissed open, revealing a plush interior lit by ambient strip lighting.




It was an invitation, and it was a threat.




She looked back at the grime of District Four. Then she looked at the shuttle. Her mother had left her nothing but this tattoo and a name. If the answers were up there, in the clouds, she had to go.




The ascent took ten minutes. When the shuttle doors opened again, the smog of the Lower Sector was gone, replaced by air so crisp it made her light-headed.




Elyndra stepped onto a platform of white marble that seemed to float unsupported. Ahead of her lay the Academy. It was a masterpiece of impossible architecture—spires of glass and alabaster twisting toward the stars, connected by bridges of solid light. Waterfalls cascaded from floating islands, turning into mist before they could fall to the earth below.




Everywhere, students were moving. But they didn’t just walk; they flowed. A group of girls near a fountain were laughing, and the water rose up in bubbles to mimic their giggles. A boy rushed past her, his feet barely touching the ground, riding a personal current of air.




Elyndra pulled her hoodie tighter. She felt like a grease stain on a silk sheet.




“You’re blocking the flow.”




The voice was deep, smooth, and laced with a hint of arrogance.




Elyndra turned. Standing behind her was a boy who looked like he had been carved out of the twilight itself. He was tall, with messy dark hair that fell over eyes the color of storm clouds—grey with flecks of electric blue. He wore the Academy uniform—a fitted midnight-blue tunic with silver accents—but he wore it with a casual disarray, the top button undone, sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that looked surprisingly strong for a dancer.




“Excuse me?” Elyndra bristled, her chin tilting up.




" The Flow,” he said, gesturing to the glowing lines embedded in the marble floor. “You’re standing on a harmonic intersection. You’re disrupting the ambient magic.”




He stepped closer, and for a second, the air between them crackled. Literally. A small spark of static electricity jumped from his shoulder to hers.




The boy paused, his storm-cloud eyes narrowing. He looked at her, really looked at her, his gaze dropping to the hidden spot on her shoulder where the tattoo lay, then back to her eyes. He didn’t look annoyed anymore. He looked intrigued. And maybe a little wary.




“You’re the new admission,” he said. It wasn’t a question. " The Wildcard.”




“I have a name,” Elyndra snapped, though her heart was hammering against her ribs.




“I’m sure you do,” he replied, a smirk playing on the corner of his mouth. “I’m Kai. And you, Wildcard, are about to be very late for the Opening Ceremony.”




He stepped around her, his movement fluid and predatory, like a panther. As he walked away, the shadows on the ground seemed to reach out toward him, welcoming him.




Elyndra let out a breath she didn’t know she was holding. She looked toward the massive double doors of the Great Hall, which were slowly swinging open. The sound of a thousand students chanting a low, rhythmic harmony spilled out, vibrating in her bones.




Her tattoo gave a sharp, painful throb—a warning, or perhaps, a greeting.




As she took her first step toward the doors, she glanced up at the highest spire of the Academy. There, silhouetted against the twin moons, stood a figure. A Masked Dancer, motionless, watching her.




Even from this distance, she felt the weight of that stare. It felt like the drop before the beat kicks in.




Elyndra swallowed the taste of ozone again. The dance had begun.
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The First Alignment


The Great Hall didn’t just hold space; it defied it.


Elyndra stepped through the obsidian doors and felt the air pressure drop, replaced by a hum of raw energy that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up. The ceiling was missing—or rather, it was enchanted to vanish, revealing the swirling expanse of the cosmos above. Nebulas of violet and gold drifted lazily over the heads of a thousand students, casting a dreamlike glow on the assembly.


The floor was a sheet of polished black glass, mirrored so perfectly that it felt like walking on a frozen lake at midnight. With every step Elyndra took, ripples of pale light bloomed beneath her sneakers, marking her path like a intruder in a sanctuary of silence.


“The Wildcard,” whispers snaked through the rows of students. “That’s her.”


Elyndra kept her gaze forward, though her stomach was doing acrobatics. The students here were visions of perfection—wearing tunics of silk and velvet, their postures rigid with discipline. They stood in clusters, separated by subtle color variations in their uniforms that Elyndra guessed signified their elemental alignments: aquamarine for Water, ember-orange for Light, slate-grey for Air.


And then there were the ones in deep indigo. Shadow.


Her eyes found Kai near the front. He was leaning against a pillar of white marble, looking bored, but his eyes tracked her movement across the hall with predatory focus. He gave a microscopic nod, acknowledging her survival of the walk in.


At the far end of the hall, a raised dais floated a few feet off the ground. On it stood a woman who radiated authority like a sunlamp. She wore robes of shifting prismatic fabric, and her hair was a stark, icy white, pulled back into a severe bun.


“Welcome,” the woman’s voice boomed without a microphone, resonating from the walls themselves. “I am Headmistress Vala. You stand in the Heart of Astra. Tonight, the rhythm chooses you. Tonight, you Align.”


A hush fell over the room, heavy and expectant.


“The First Alignment is not merely a test of skill,” Vala continued, her gaze sweeping over the crowd, lingering for a fraction of a second on Elyndra. “It is a conversation with the source. Step forward when called. Dance. Let the elements answer.”


The ceremony began.


It was unlike anything Elyndra had seen in the underground battles of District Four. A girl with hair like spun copper stepped onto the center of the glass floor. As music began to swell—a gentle, orchestral plucking of harp strings from nowhere—she moved. It was a waltz, precise and delicate. As she spun, water coalesced from the air, forming ribbons of liquid sapphire that spiraled around her arms, defying gravity.


Hydro-kinetic choreography, Elyndra realized, awe warring with jealousy.


Next was a boy who stomped a rhythm of pure aggression. Flames erupted from his heels, not burning him but accentuating his breaks and pops with flashes of heat and light.


Elyndra’s hands shook in her hoodie pockets. She didn’t know how to do this. She didn’t know how to ask the elements for anything. She just danced to survive.


“Kaios Vance,” the Headmistress called.


The hall seemed to darken. Kai pushed off the pillar, walking to the center circle with a lazy grace that made several students straighten up. He didn’t take a stance. He just stood there, head bowed, waiting.


The music changed. The harps vanished, replaced by a deep, throbbing cello line that sounded like a heartbeat in a cave.


Kai moved.


It wasn’t a waltz. It was a contemporary piece, full of sharp contractions and fluid releases. He was liquid darkness. Shadows detached themselves from the corners of the room, slithering across the floor to join him. They didn’t just mimic him; they lifted him. At the climax of a leap, the shadows solidified, catching him in mid-air and tossing him higher. He spun, a tornado of darkness and grey mist, landing silently as the shadows dispersed into harmless smoke.


The applause was polite but terrified. Shadow manipulation was rare, and powerful.


Kai walked back to his spot, his chest barely heaving, and caught Elyndra’s eye again. He raised an eyebrow. Top that.


“Elyndra Vane.”


The name echoed, bouncing off the stars above. The whispers stopped dead.


Elyndra’s legs felt like lead. She forced herself to move, walking to the center of the vast, mirrored floor. She felt tiny. The reflection beneath her














































































