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Two Souls. One Prophecy. 

Desire defies destiny.

A price must be paid.
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ONCE EVERY CENTURY, in the land of Akaroth, a child is born beneath a sky cleaved by divine will—a child not of mere flesh and blood, but of celestial design. 

This child, known as an Eklektos, is marked by the god Ausare, deity of immortality and life. 

The mark—a blood-red scar, often carved across the face or neck—glimmers faintly with the pulse of the heavens, a constant reminder that this soul is bound to something far beyond mortal comprehension. These scars shift in radiance based on the alignment or power of the Eklektos.

When the Eklektos comes of age, the dormant power within them stirs like a tempest beneath the flesh. Their true form awakens, and with it, the world trembles. 

Some ascend as Heroes, guardians of light and harmony. Others descend into shadow, becoming Lords, harbingers of ruin and despair. In either case, their emergence signals a turning of the age—an end, or a beginning.

Now, only two known Eklektos remain, one a hundred years older than the other. They are the last to have discovered the secret of true balance, walking the line between light and dark without succumbing to either. They live apart, but as rulers of their lands.

For centuries, peace has reigned across Akaroth, a calm unlike any the world has known. The skies have been quiet. The gods have watched in silence, choosing to maintain their distance between worlds for their own reasons.

It is whispered that an Eklektos may endure for nearly three centuries, their existence prolonged by the balance between their mortal shell and divine essence. Death comes only when their true form has endured for more than a century—or when the gods themselves deem them too dangerous to remain.

The gods, ever watchful from their celestial thrones, understand the nature of the Eklektos. They know that such power cannot be allowed to linger unchecked. Should a chosen one grow too strong, too bold, or too close to the truth, divine intervention is inevitable—the Trial Spirits may intervene.

Long ago, atop the sacred grounds of Frostveil Peak, a woman known only as The Prophet spoke of a vision. She foretold the coming of something unlike any Eklektos before—The Gate, the ancient passage to the heavens, would finally be accessed. 

It is written that should an Eklektos enter the divine realm in their true form, they would become godlike, forever bound to that form—immortal and unchanging. A being of limitless potential—either a tyrant cloaked in eternal night, or a savior crowned in everlasting light.

The risk of opening The Gate has always been high, to the point that no Eklektos in history has ever done so. Some never survive the trials and tribulations; others wield their gifts for selfish ends. 

Sometimes, the land is peaceful, and Heroes are to be commended; sometimes, Lords bring about war and despair, and the innocent fall victim to their wrath. Many live in fear of the imbalance an Eklektos can bring.

But sometimes, even the gods are not without ambition and desire. So too do the marked ones who came before, some of whom would see such power destroyed rather than shared; some never want to be replaced, even if they were once saviors. 

Given this, the people of Akaroth, fearing the prophecy, buried it in whispers. Only kings and village elders were entrusted with its truth. They believed that secrecy would preserve peace—that if the prophesied one could be contained, the world would remain whole.

But fate is not so easily silenced.

Now, the winds shift. The stars burn brighter. The Gate stirs.

And in the heart of Akaroth, destiny awakens once more in a fashion some may call a miracle, and others may call a tragedy.

And the gods, though silent, now turn to observe the world.

— • — 
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Chapter I: Divine Destinies
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“The world does not perish with fire or ice. It falters by choice.” — Unknown

––––––––
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A STORM OF UNNATURAL force crawled across the land, leaving ruin in its wake. It swept across the region of Just, toppling weak towers and flooding the moat surrounding the king’s palace. 

The mountains let loose streams of icy water that carved deep scars into the earth, coating villages in mud and straw. Huts lost their roofs under the weight of the downpour. People fled to higher ground, forsaking homes and valuables, sprinting into the ravaging storm with nothing but the fragile hope of survival.

As the storm reached the village of Ebonfall, it slowed, as though pausing to regard the land below. The winds softened, and the rain lightened—but only slightly. When the monstrous clouds finally hovered over the innocent village, they stopped moving. 

They coiled above the grasslands and trees, unleashing a curtain of silver torrents. It was as if the heavens themselves had chosen this place to pause and watch.

Rain lashed the countryside as trees bowed and splintered beneath a sky crackling with divine wrath. Lightning raked the clouds, illuminating the land in flashes of white and violet. Darkness followed, swallowing the light whole. The wind howled through the village of Ebonfall, and from one of the wooden huts came the sound of screaming.

The water that fell from the sky struck the wooden roofs like hammers. The dirt floors turned to mud, and the once-dry walkways between huts began moving, carrying grime and grass. The buildings swayed in the wind, their foundations groaning. 

In the center of the village stood a large, circular structure—the Citadel—its dome stretched more than forty feet into the sky. Lightning struck its metal spire, sending shockwaves through the brown stone. The rippling of restrained power hummed within the stone like a quiet wrath.

Amid the crude buildings and stained huts stood a man in a gray robe: Dorian Cage, one of the village Elders. His teachings had spread quickly in the few months since his promotion; nearly fifty years of age, he was strong-minded and wise, but his body bore the fatigue of time. He found himself pondering the time he had spent dedicating his life to the Council, and how much it had taken a toll on him. 

Dorian often imagined himself as old as Elder Black, who was over seventy years of age, and still as wise as ever. His mind often questioned how a human could live that long, and if Elder Black would ever reveal his secret to him.

He paced nervously in front of a hut marked with a poorly sewn label: “CAGE.” His short brown hair was streaked with silver. His face was stern, but his eyes betrayed his anxiety. He could only imagine what was happening inside his home—let alone in the one next door. The storm wasn’t the only thing trembling; his hands had been unsteady for hours.

A fellow Elder and his closest friend, Vari Xere, lived beside him. They had risen through the ranks together, tutored children together, and practiced the ways of Ebonfall. Dorian had always been a step ahead, even though he was younger. 

Tonight, Vari was inside his home, caressing his wife, who had been in labor all day. Dorian admired his patience. He himself had never possessed that strength.

Vari was striving to be the next Elder Major and always believed that dedication and hard work would lead him to more success. This was one of the things that Dorian always regarded, yet envied. People liked Vari more easily than him—another quality that he admired, no matter how much it stung to admit.

Dorian’s eyes darted from door to door between lightning flashes, each contraction of the weather tightening something in his chest.

Suddenly, the door to the Xere hut swung open with a loud thud. A man in a white robe ran into the downpour, stopping just short of Dorian.

“Dorian,” he said, breathless. “Elder Xere has passed. His wife is in labor, but he couldn’t make it to see the child. When another medic arrives, will you send him in at once?”

“Absolutely,” Dorian replied, his voice taut with strain. “He’s really gone?”

“Unfortunately, yes. He fought hard, but something had him stricken these last few weeks. I thought our healers could help him,” the man said, wiping his brow. “Sad the child will never meet their father.”

“If it comes down to it, who will raise the child?” Dorian asked.

“I would guess Elder Black. He is the wisest of the Council and has yet to have children.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear that piece of good news. You’d better get in there, Drone.”

The man—Drone, the village medic—nodded and began rolling up his sleeves. Moments later, another man arrived nearby, soaked and panting.

“Apprentice medic, here to assist,” he said, rushing into the Xere residence at Dorian’s direction.

“Dorian!!” a female voice cried from inside his home.

Drone shuffled past Dorian into the hut, kneeling near the woman on the bed. Her legs were up, blood dripping from the edge of the mattress.

“Horri,” he said, kneeling beside her. “You can do this. I believe in you, dear.”

“It hurts!” she cried, clutching his robe.

“One more push, Horri!” Drone called.

She screamed again, her voice raw. With a final exhale, her body went still. Her head fell softly to the pillow.

Drone lifted his arms. In them lay a newborn child, sleeping.

“It’s a boy,” he said, handing the child to Dorian.

“He’s beautiful,” Dorian whispered, stroking the child’s head. “Do you want to hold him?”

He moved to hand the child to Horri, but her hand—outstretched—fell limp onto the bed. Her eyes had been closed for some time. 

Dorian’s world narrowed to the calmness in her face—she had just wanted to see her baby.

“Horri...no...” he let loose from his lips, his breath struggling to steady.

“Elder Cage,” Drone said softly, placing a hand on his shoulder. “She’s gone.”

Dorian collapsed to the dirt floor, choking back sobs lest he wake the child.

“Haru,” he whispered. “Your mother would’ve liked that.”

Grief barely had time to settle before the door opened again, and the second medic—his robe soaked and clinging to his frame—stood silhouetted in the rain.

“Drone! Come quick!” he shouted, his voice cracking with urgency.

Drone, still standing beside Horri’s lifeless body, turned sharply and ran into the rain-soaked veranda. He followed the man next door to the hut marked “XERE.”

“What is it?!”

“Elder Xere’s son lives! He was still when born, but now—look! He blinks!”

The man handed Drone the child, his hands trembling. The infant stirred slightly in Drone’s arms, his breath shallow but steady.

“Hello there, boy,” Drone whispered, his voice trembling. “How is it that you live?”

As the child rolled over, Drone gasped. He recoiled slightly before curiosity pulled him closer for a better view. 

A scar ran down the right side of the boy’s face, glowing faintly red. His right eye was black, the iris a deep crimson.

“Look!” Drone breathed. “He is an Eklektos!”

The doorway darkened again. Dorian Cage stood there, soaked and silent, his eyes wide with disbelief. In his arms, his own son stirred.

Drone’s gaze shifted to the child Dorian held. His breath caught. A second scar—this one down the left cheek—glowed with the same red hue. Every sound around them seemed to cease for the weight of what they were seeing.

“Both children?!” Drone squeaked, his voice cracking. “It is as The Prophet foretold, then.”

Dorian’s voice was low, steady. “These are the children to bring about the peace—or destruction—of our world.”

“What do we do?” Drone asked, his voice barely audible over the rain.

“We raise them,” Dorian said. “They will be normal boys. Nothing more.”

“But the others—the Heroes of Legend—what will they think?”

“They can’t know. If they learn the truth, they’ll destroy them. These newborns are the only ones who can open The Gate.”

“The Gate? Of prophecy?” Drone asked. He was one of the few to share this knowledge, and he only knew what was told to him by the village Elders.

“Yes. You know the words whispered for generations: the immortality of a god. Infinite power. Knowledge people, even Heroes, will kill for.”

“Right. We tell no one outside the village.”

“No,” Dorian said, his voice hardening. “No one at all. Not even the children. We raise them as simple boys.”

“And when they grow into their power? What if they discover what they truly are? What they are meant to do?”

Dorian stayed silent for a moment, pondering the questions. Countless thoughts raced through his mind in the stalled moment of silence.

“Elder Cage, what do we do if these boys grow to their power and choose to pursue opening The Gate?”

“We exile them, then.” Dorian snapped sharply. “Before they learn what they are. Before even destiny can find them.”

Dorian’s eyes flicked from care and concern to careful calculation. His mind was racing, but he knew he did not have the luxury of blissful ignorance about what could come to be in the future.

Drone stared at him. “Can you do that? To your own son?”

“If the time comes, then I must. The lives of many outweigh the lives of two.”

“What of the other medic? He’s seen the children.”

“He must disappear—I’ll see to that, personally.”

Drone ran his fingers through his hair, then nodded. “What about the gods?”

“They cannot see into our village. It’s been protected for centuries.”

Drone turned to leave, but Dorian’s voice stopped him.

“I expect you know what would happen if you should speak of this.”

Drone’s eyes widened. “A-as you wish.”

Dorian waved him away. The man in gray was left standing in the rain, a child in each arm. He looked down at the glowing scars.

“How will I conceal this?” he whispered.

He turned and walked into his hut. He stared down at Horri’s body, her face peaceful in death. He wasn’t sure what to do, but he knew he had to do something.

“I will miss you, my love.”

He turned and hesitated for a moment, then his gaze shifted to something darker. Something calculated. He took a deep breath, his mind becoming clearer.

The grief in his chest was warring with decision—the latter won.

“Forgive me,” he thought, but he was unsure to whom he was apologizing.

He picked up a candle from the table and dropped it onto the bed. As he moved, his hands steadied, the shaking from earlier slowly fading.

The flames quickly found kindling among the sheets and straw, spreading to the frame and the walls. Wind fed the fire, and soon the entire hut was ablaze.

A spark leapt through the open window next door. The Xere household began to smoke. Fire spread like a disease, consuming both homes.

Villagers gathered, murmuring in confusion and fear. Even the storm outside could not smother the blaze.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, DORIAN stood in the Citadel, speaking with a very old man in solid black garments. His long silver hair hung past his shoulders, and deep lines etched his face.

“So you see, Elder Black,” Dorian said, “our homes burned. My wife, Elder Xere, his wife, and a medic—all gone...”

The man standing across from Dorian closed his eyes, subtle tears forming in the corners. He sighed deeply, then opened them, as if pushing away the despair within him.

“The wind must have knocked over the candles, and no one in the Xere home was able to get out before the flames got the better of them!” Dorian added.

Elder Black stroked his chin. “This is truly tragic, indeed. You may have the empty hut next to mine, my friend. The residents passed weeks ago; I suppose fate brought these situations together. We are lucky the children were spared.”

He glanced down at the infants in Dorian’s arms. One of his eyebrows raised, but only for a moment. 

“Horrid scars, though.”

“Yes,” Dorian said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Thank the heavens they were spared.”

As Elder Black turned to leave, he paused. “Strange how the burn marks radiate lowly. Gather the Elders at sunrise. We must discuss how these children survived.”

“Actually, Elder Major,” Dorian said, “I was going to ask you to take this one.” He handed over the Xere child. “I only have time now to raise my own.”

“Me?” Elder Black chuckled. “I’m much too old.”

He paused, then sighed. “Indeed, I would make a good candidate. I’ve never had a child of my own.”

Dorian smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Elder Major.”

As Dorian left, Elder Black looked down at the child in his arms. He could feel a presence, a power, that was unexplainable in a newborn child. He smiled.

“This child is special, no doubt. I must do something to protect him.”

“Vari. Vari Black. You will grow to be a very knowledgeable man, my son.”

Elder Black contemplated why he would name him after his deceased father, but he assumed it was fitting that the man who was once a strong leader on the Council and one of his closest friends be able to pass on his name. In time, he would explain that to the boy.

Before returning to his chambers, he stepped out into the night and moved to where the homes of his friends had burned. He noticed the ash at the “CAGE” home and breathed a short prayer. 

He then made one final stop. 

The "XERE” home, now a charred skeleton of its former self, still smoldered in the night. He stepped carefully over the blackened threshold, the scent of ash and sorrow thick in the air.

As he moved through the ruins, something caught his eye—a faint glint beneath a collapsed beam. He knelt, brushing aside soot and splinters, revealing a small iron chest, scorched but intact. Inside, nestled in a bed of singed cloth, was a ruby the size of a clenched fist.

A whisper deep in his soul stirred the moment his eyes fell upon the gem. It wasn’t sound—not truly—but something older, something buried in the marrow of his being. The ruby pulsed faintly, as if breathing, and the air around it seemed to bend with reverence. 

He reached out, and the moment his fingers brushed the stone, a warmth surged through his palm and up his arm, like fire laced with memory. It was calling to him—not with words, but with purpose. As if it had been waiting for him. As if it knew him.

It pulsed slightly, as if alive.

Elder Black stared at it for a long moment; the air around him seemed to warm unnaturally. 

“What were you hiding, old friend?” he whispered.

As he stood, he began to offer another prayer, feeling the pain and sorrow that must have occurred this evening right where he stood.

He rose and closed the chest. Taking one final look at the scene of burnt life and memories, he turned away and carried it with him into the night.

The storm had passed, but the sky still churned with violet clouds, and the scent of ozone lingered in the air. He looked up at the Citadel’s spire—tall, proud, and crowned with the horn of the ancient dragon Ramada had once slain.

He closed his eyes.

“How long has it been since our village was blessed with protection from the gods? What if that protection has weakened?”

The thoughts raced in his mind. As he came to his decision, his eyes flicked open—focused and alert. He knew that it was unlikely, but he had meditated on The Prophet’s words for years. He was not foolish enough to cast aside the coincidence of two children born, both with scars, on the same night.

“If there is even a chance that these children are truly the ones,” he whispered, “then the gods will come. And they will not come gently.”

He raised his hands to the sky. The air around him seemed to hum.

The clouds above rumbled. Far above, unseen by mortal eyes, something stirred.

A single bolt of lightning cracked through the heavens, striking the tip of the Citadel with a blinding flash. The tip absorbed the energy, glowing red-hot for a moment before dimming.

Elder Black’s eyes glowed faintly as he whispered an incantation older than the village itself. Threads of light—thin as spider silk—unraveled from his fingertips, weaving outward in all directions. 

They stretched across rooftops, curled around trees, and sank into the soil. The threads shimmered, forming a vast, invisible web that blanketed the entire village of Ebonfall.

“Let no god see what lies here,” he murmured. “Let no divine eye pierce this veil.”

The web pulsed once, then vanished from sight.

Elder Black lowered his hands, his breath shallow. “They will not find them. Not here. Not while I live.”

He turned back toward the Citadel, the ruby in his satchel pulsing faintly, as if in approval.

He walked slowly to his chambers, stroking the child’s forehead.

“What is that with your eye? It looks like you may become blind. And that scar... you’ll need to grow into it.”

His chambers were simple: a large bed, two tables, fine cloth sheets, and straw scattered across the floor. He placed Vari on the bed, then prepared a makeshift crib on the table. He wrapped the child in a blanket and whispered a spell. A wall of light shimmered around the table, then vanished.

“There. That should hold you. I’ll gather milk and herbs in the morning. Until then, good night, Vari.”

He kissed the child’s forehead and lay down, trying to be as quiet as possible.

***
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ACROSS THE VILLAGE, Dorian lay in bed with Haru. He brushed his hand against the scar on the boy’s cheek. It illuminated warmly.

“I don’t know what to do, son. How will I let you go when the time comes?”

The boy stirred.

“Perhaps you’ll make a fine Elder. If you can control your instincts, maybe the Council will accept you.”

He rolled onto his side, letting Haru rest against him.

“Oh well. It’s a conversation for another day, Haru.”

The newborn giggled in his sleep.

“Good night, son.”

***
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LIGHTNING, AS IF SUMMONED, struck the Citadel once more. The thunder’s boom rolled across the village like a war drum, shaking the walls of the Elder chambers. Inside, Elder Black stirred from his sleep, his joints aching as he sat up slowly. 

The room was dim, lit only by the flickering remnants of two candles on the bedside table. Their flames guttered as if reacting to something unknown.

Vari was awake.

The child lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling with wide, unblinking eyes. The scar on his face glowed faintly, pulsing in rhythm with the storm outside. Elder Black rubbed his eyes and leaned forward, squinting.

Then he saw it.

All the straw scattered across the floor was hovering—suspended two feet in the air, perfectly still, as if caught in a moment between breaths. The air in the room was thick, charged with something unseen.

Vari giggled, watching the straw with unblinking serenity.

Then, the wisps and stalks fell to the cold floor.

Elder Black’s heart pounded. He blinked once, processing the idea that this was only the beginning.

He stood slowly, his knees cracking, and relit the candles. The light revealed nothing unusual—no wind, no movement. Just the child, now yawning and curling onto his side.

“What in the name of the gods?” Black whispered. “How is it that you can do that, being new to life?”

He sat back down, wiping sweat from his brow. His thoughts raced.

“Is this the power of the Eklektos? Or something more?”

His gaze fixated on the boy—Vari was already asleep.

Black lay back down, staring at the ceiling. He tried to convince himself it was a dream. But the warmth in the air, the tingling in his fingertips, told him otherwise.

***
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ACROSS THE VILLAGE, Dorian Cage awoke with a start. The thunder had shaken him from a restless sleep. He looked down at Haru, who lay peacefully beside him, his tiny chest rising and falling in rhythm.

Dorian reached out and touched his son’s forehead.

It was hot. Not feverish—radiant. He grabbed the wet cloth from the bedside table and placed it gently on Haru’s brow. Steam rose from the rag.

“What in the heavens?” he whispered.

He removed the cloth and placed it back on the table. Haru stirred but did not wake.

Dorian sat back, watching the boy. The scar on his cheek shimmered softly in the candlelight.

“Strange things will happen with an Eklektos child,” he reminded himself. “But this... this is beyond strange.”

He lay back down, trying to calm his thoughts. Haru twitched in his sleep and let out a soft snore.

Dorian stifled a laugh.

That night, Dorian dreamed.

***
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TWO SILHOUETTES KNELT in a vast stone chamber, their heads bowed, hands bound behind their backs. A blonde girl stood beside a throne of red velvet, her expression unreadable. 

The throne itself was massive; its back lined with spines that reached toward the ceiling like the ribs of a great beast.

A figure sat upon it—tall, cloaked in shadow.

Lightning, red and violent, erupted from the figure’s hand. It struck the kneeling silhouettes. 

Blood spewed from their mouths. Their bodies convulsed in agony. Their screams echoed through the chamber, bouncing off the stone like a chorus of suffering.

The girl did not flinch.

***
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DORIAN AWOKE, SLICK with sweat. The suns were just beginning to rise, casting a pale glow over the horizon. He sat up slowly, his breath ragged.

“What does it mean?” he whispered. “Is it important?”

He looked down at Haru, who was still sleeping, his face serene.

“Probably not,” Dorian muttered. “I suppose I’m just too nervous about these Eklektos children.”

He reached out and gently touched his son’s cheek. The warmth was still there, but it no longer frightened him.

Haru opened his eyes and began to cry.

Dorian smiled. “I guess this is harder than I thought.”

He picked up the child and held him close, rocking gently as the first light of morning spilled into the hut.

Outside, the storm had passed. The village of Ebonfall lay quiet beneath the rising suns. The fires had died, the smoke had cleared, and the world—at least for now—was still.

Yet in the hearts of two newborns, something ancient stirred—silent and patient.

— • — 
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Chapter II: Ten Winters of Innocence

[image: ]


“The past is not behind us, but beside us, whispering what we must become.” — Unknown

––––––––
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IN THE HUSH OF EARLY dawn, a dream began taking shape.

“Lord Xere, you must show mercy. They’ve done nothing to deserve this.”

“I bend to no will but my own. You would do well to obey me—execute them!”

“No! No!” the blonde girl screamed. “Xere, you can’t! That’s my family!”

“They are part of the Guild and traitors. Get rid of them!” Lord Xere repeated.

“I can’t do it. Not to them. They ARE innocent people. What wrong have they done?” Haru asked the dark, hooded figure sitting on the throne in front of him.

“Do not confuse your emotions with truth, friend. This can deceive you. Now, kill them!” Lord Xere said, pointing at the man and woman kneeling before the throne.

Haru raised his large, two-handed sword. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. When he opened them, he stared hard at the innocent ones before him. He moved to bring the weapon down on their heads... but stopped.

“I... I just can’t do it, brother. Not this time.”

Haru lowered his sword to the ground slowly. Next to him, a somber-looking girl watched the exchange, her blonde hair pulled into a messy bun. She winced as the steel tapped on the hard floor.

Lord Xere stood from his throne. Crimson lightning bled from his eyes, jagged and impossibly merciless. He stepped down from his chair and halted in front of the condemned, their heads bowed to the floor. He extended his hand, fingers curling like talons.

The same red lightning that fueled his anger leapt from his fingertips to the innocent. Charges of red energy surged from their bodies to Xere, as if hungry for their very souls.

The two on the floor screamed in agony, their bodies writhing. Their muscles tensed and released in waves of pain. Haru turned away, shielding the blonde girl’s eyes from the horror and closing his own.

When the screams stopped, Haru opened his eyes. The bodies lay still, lifeless. Blood had pooled beneath them, a grotesque reaction to the draining. Haru had seen it only once before.

Xere inhaled deeply and closed his eyes. When he opened them, they were solid red. Slowly, the color faded back to black. He turned and returned to his throne. As he sat, he heard the soft sound of a tear hitting the stone floor.

“Don’t tell me you’ve gone soft now, brother.”

The blonde girl cried out, her raw despair bouncing off the walls. She wiped her face and ran down one of the halls, disappearing into the shadows.

“What have you done?” Haru asked, turning away from the Dark Lord. He followed the girl into the corridor, his footsteps slow and heavy.

The Dark Lord was left in his throne room—alone.

And something dark whispered in the empty room as he pondered what had just unfolded.
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DORIAN CAGE JOLTED awake, gasping for breath. The cries from the nightmare still hung in his head, fighting to stay in his mind.

His bed was drenched in sweat. This wasn’t the first time he had experienced this dream, and that worried him. 

“What does it mean? Is it symbolic? Prophetic?” 

Dorian was unsure. He didn’t know what any of it really meant, but he had an uncontrollable urge within him, pushing him toward action and deeper thinking. 

He sat up, wiping his brow, and stepped to the door of his hut. As he opened it, he saw the suns dip below the horizon. The sky was painted in streaks of orange and violet.

He recalled that Elder Black had scheduled a meeting in the Citadel to discuss the upcoming feast. But the dream still clung to him like a shadow. This was the third time he’d had it. The same vision. The same voices. The same blood.

He looked out across the field beyond the village wall. Just below the edge of the sky, he saw movement. Two figures danced among the green.

“Vari, catch!” Haru’s voice rang out.

A hundred meters away, Vari hovered a few inches off the ground. A large stick soared through the air toward him. The wind glided gently through the countryside, rustling the tall grass. The boys played atop a hill within a wide meadow, hemmed by a thick tree-line of twenty-foot silent sentinels that reached skyward.

Vari dropped to the grass as the stick hurtled past him and shattered against a rock wall. Splinters flew in every direction. He rolled over, pushed himself up, and dusted off his robe.

“Haru! Father just finished fashioning this new black one for me! My tan one got too dirty from our last day in the fields.”

Haru was already beside him, grinning. The ten-year-old boy was faster than his peers and liked to show off whenever he had the chance.

“Don’t be so negative. I was just having some fun,” Haru responded, helping Vari adjust his slacks. “Maybe for once you can put those scrolls away and stop doing what the Elders want us to do.”

“I’m not doing it for them, friend. It’s for us. I’ve been meditating and reading scrolls about a woman called The Prophet. One scroll described an event that would change the world forever.” Vari stated, his tone more serious.

“Do you ever think it’s strange? The scars... our mothers... all of it?”

Haru shrugged and gave Vari a blank look.

“Sure, it’s strange. But my father explained it already. He says it’s just nonsense. Don’t get caught, or the Elders will punish us again.”

Vari snorted. The last time he’d been caught snooping through his father’s private scrolls, Elder Black had made him balance on a ten-foot pole for three hours. It had been easy—Vari had done it often, even at his young age —but the punishment only made him more curious.

“One day, maybe they can be the ones being punished,” Vari muttered, then nodded to Haru. “Fine. What are we supposed to be doing out here anyway?”

“Drone said to gather herbs and firewood for the evening feast. I’m so excited! It only happens once a year, and it feels like it’s been forever.”

“Oh, that’s right. We’re errand boys. Okay then—wood for you, herbs for me.”

Haru nodded and walked to the nearest thicket. He began gathering large branches, some nearly too big for a child to carry.

Vari kicked over a cluster of grass and spotted a white patch of fluff.

“That was easy enough,” he remarked. He bent down and pinched some off the patch, filling his pockets. By the time he finished, Haru had stacked two large piles of branches and tinder.

The boys sat in the open meadow, watching the suns set.

“We need to be back by dark, right?” Vari asked, emptying his pockets beside the wood.

“That’s what Drone said.”

“Good. Let’s go have some fun, then.”

Haru laughed and stood. Both boys ran into the thicket, dodging limbs and vines along a trail they’d known since childhood.

Vari stopped short, smiling. Haru matched him. Without a word, they slipped past the bushes.

On the other side was a breathtaking view: a large, serene lake nestled in a valley. The suns were setting behind it, bouncing golden light across the water. Birds glided overhead as pink clouds drifted across a star-littered and fading sky.

The boys dove into the water, splashing and laughing. They dove to the bottom to collect shells and strange plants, comparing their finds like treasure hunters.

Vari surfaced, gasping. Haru stood waist-deep, arms crossed, staring at a cloud.

“Look, Vari! It’s a dragon!” he said, pointing.

“It looks more like a giant, fluffy stick to me,” Vari replied, laughing.

“No, friend. Where is your imagination?”

“Probably still back at Ebonfall with the rest of the scrolls.”

Vari chuckled, but as he turned his gaze toward the horizon, something shifted. The sky above the lake shimmered—just for a moment—as if the clouds had bent unnaturally, folding light in a way that defied explanation. The air prickled against his skin—a feeling he didn’t recognize as familiar.

A ripple passed through the water, silent and smooth, though no wind stirred the surface. He froze, his smile fading, eyes narrowing as he stared into the distance. It was gone as quickly as it came, but the sensation lingered—like being watched by something vast and ancient.

Haru noticed the change in his friend’s expression. He didn’t know what Vari was looking at, but the moment was uncomfortable.

“Hey,” he said, splashing a wave of cold water at Vari’s chest. “Don’t go all scroll-reader on me now. We’re supposed to be having fun.”

Vari blinked, the moment breaking. He smirked and splashed back, moving to more shallow water. “Right. Fun.”

As they sat beside the lake, watching the suns dip behind the hills, Haru glanced at Vari’s cheek.

“Do you ever think we will know why we have these scars?” he asked, tracing the edge of his own with a fingertip.

Vari nodded. “Father says it means I’m special. That I should embrace it. He thinks it’s a mark of purpose.”

Haru smirked. “Mine says it’s ugly. But I kind of like how it looks in the water. Makes me look... different.”

Vari chuckled. “We are different. Maybe that’s the point.”

Haru giggled and wiped water from his face. He dipped a finger into the surface.

“The water’s colder than yesterday.”

“Must be a storm moving in,” Vari noted. “Winds are gone, though. Winter’s close—the air always changes like this before it gets cold.”

They sat at the water’s edge, ankles submerged, watching the stars emerge.

“So... how is your father?” Haru asked.

“He’s better. The sickness is gone, and he’s back to teaching me. Strict as he is, I still don’t know how he moves, being so old.”

“How old is he?”

“About a thousand!” Vari mused, giggling.

Water sprayed from Haru’s nose as he laughed.

They stayed like that for a while—smiling, bathed in pink and orange light, the water still at their feet. It was their idea of a perfect day.

Vari tapped Haru on the shoulder. “We need to be heading back. Drone will wonder where we’ve run off to, and if we get caught soaking wet, we’ll be moving rocks for sure.”

“I do that more than you! Moving rocks for an hour isn’t that bad, friend.”

“No, it isn’t—but I could be doing other things that are a lot more fun. Like planning for your father’s birthday tomorrow.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot. He’s not as old as YOUR father, but still old enough to remember when they made dust,” he said to Vari, snickering. “Maybe I can get him a bird to do the talking for him since I can barely hear him now.”

They both laughed, their voices echoing across the lake. The sound was light, unburdened—like the last breath of summer before the frost.
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BACK IN THE DIMMING tree-line, their robes clung to their legs with each step. The air was cooler now, and the scent of pine and wet earth filled their lungs.

“Well, maybe if we didn’t get caught doing things like this, he wouldn’t be so hoarse. Another reason why I think we should get back quickly.”

“Always trying to get the last word in, Vari?”

“Only because I know bigger ones,” Vari replied, smacking Haru on the top of the head and sprinting forward.

Haru chased after him, laughing. “See? What did I tell you? Nothing bad happened.”

“You never said that, Haru!”

“Okay, fine. But I’m claiming credit when it turns out I was right.”

They reached their piles of wood and herbs. Vari filled his pockets with the gathered plants, while Haru loaded his arms with firewood. The slope of the field made the walk back a little awkward, especially with their arms full, but they managed.

As they turned to head back toward the village, Haru paused. A faint whimper drifted from the thicket just beyond the trail. He tilted his head, listening.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

Vari stopped. “Hear what?”

“That,” Haru said, already stepping off the path. “It sounded like... crying.”

Vari sighed. “We’re going to be late.”

But Haru was already pushing through the brush. A few feet in, nestled beneath a fallen log and shivering in the shade, was a small white wolf pup. Her fur clung in muddy tangles, ribs stark beneath her frail frame. Yet her eyes—bright, sharp sapphire—met Haru’s with a tremor of fear and a spark of fragile hope.

“Vari,” Haru whispered. “Come look.”

Vari knelt beside him. “Is that a wolf?”

“She’s just a pup,” Haru whispered, gently reaching out. The creature flinched but didn’t run. “She’s alone. We can’t just leave her.”

“You’re not thinking of taking her back, are you?”

“I am,” Haru insisted. “She won’t survive out here. We can raise her. Train her. She needs us, and maybe we need her, right?”

Vari hesitated. He knew Haru’s father wouldn’t like it. Haru always had a softer spot for such things.

“You’re going to name her, aren’t you?”

Haru smiled. “Luna.”

***
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AS THEY CRESTED THE last hill, the wooden gates of Ebonfall came into view. The village was quiet, with the torches along the walls flickering in the dusk and welcoming them home.

“You know, if we’d stayed back there any longer, Drone would’ve nearly died of nervousness,” Vari said.

“Luckily, we beat the sunset by a few minutes. Remind me next time that we should go swimming instead of playing stick-throw. I’d rather do that.”

Vari nodded. “Stick-throw is getting boring anyway. And who knows when the lake will be too cold to swim in.”

Haru kicked the gate and shouted, “Drone! Are you in there?”

The large double doors creaked open. Two guards stepped out, their expressions blank beneath their helmets. They took the wood from the boys without a word and raised their brows at the sight of the pup cradled in Haru’s arms. Drone, just inside, tilted his head.

Vari and Haru handed over the bundles and walked toward the man in white robes waiting just inside the gate. Drone’s smile was wide and warm.

“What in the Heavens is that?” he asked, eyebrows lifting.

“A friend,” Haru replied, holding the pup close. “Her name’s Luna. We found her in the woods all alone.”

Drone crouched to examine the pup. “She’s young. Malnourished. But she’s got spirit. You sure about this?”

“She needs someone,” Haru stated. “And I think I do too.”

Drone looked at Vari, who shrugged. “He’s already named her. There’s no stopping him now.”

“Well, gathering wood and herbs was easier than you thought, hmm?” he said, handing them a straw bag.

The boys emptied their pockets into the bag and nodded.

Drone tied it off and slung it over his shoulder. “Enjoy your day out?”

“Oh, absolutely!” Haru responded. “Perhaps we can do it again tomorrow?”

“Maybe. We’ll see what your fathers have planned for you.”

Vari and Haru exchanged a glance, their eyes gleaming with excitement.

“Haru, I hear your father’s hearing is getting worse. Our healers can’t seem to figure out how to make it better. Maybe you’d like to talk to him before his senses are completely stripped from him.”

“I will. Do you think he’s sick?”

“No. Just old.”

Vari leaned toward Haru. “Yeah, five hundred years old,” he whispered.

Haru stifled a laugh. Drone raised an eyebrow but said nothing, his smirk betraying his amusement.
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VARI WAS THE FIRST through the double doors of the Citadel. He looked up at the ceiling, thirty feet above, and let out a low whistle.

“Someday I want to touch the ceiling, Haru. It’s so high!”

The boys always loved entering the Citadel. Torches cast dancing shadows across the walls, and blue banners hung from the ceiling, adorned with colored stones and ancient symbols.

“Elder Black said one day he wants to teach you what they mean, Vari,” Drone stated, glancing at the young boy.

Vari smiled as he stepped onto the blue carpet that led to the Elder’s Circle. The heavy stone chairs were draped in blue cloth, and in them sat the oldest and wisest members of the village. This was where laws were made, where lessons were taught, and where the boys had spent countless hours in meditation and study.

“Remember, keep quiet as we approach the Council,” Drone said, slowing his pace. “The Elder Major is discussing the plans for the feast tonight.”

As they neared the steps to the Elder’s Circle, the boys watched Elder Black. Even in his old age, he commanded the room. His voice was calm but firm, his presence undeniable.

“In conclusion: as the suns set over the horizon, have the fires lit. Bring out the beast to be cooked and scatter the herbs amongst the village for blessing from the gods,” Elder Black declared, rising slowly from his chair.

The other Elders stood and bowed to him.

Elder Black turned to Drone. “What say you, Drone?”

“Elder Major, the children have finished gathering the last bit of wood and herbs required for the feast. What do you wish them to do now?”

“I believe a consolation prize is in order for our young disciples, don’t you think?” Black asked, glancing at Elder Cage, who nodded with a grin.

The boys bowed deeply.

Elder Black handed Vari a bundle of scrolls and Haru a small dagger.

“Use these wisely, young ones. Haru, this is for protection or to hunt only. Never use a weapon to harm another person out of anger or pleasure. Learn from the Elders who have fought before you. Vari, these scrolls hold secrets even our best deciphers cannot crack. If you solve any of them, you may keep what you learn. But be warned—they may take time.”

The boys stared in awe. They looked at each other, then back at their gifts.

“Now, boys,” Elder Black said, gesturing toward the doors, “don’t you want to get a head start on your new projects?”

They didn’t need to be told twice. They bowed again and sprinted out of the chamber, the doors closing behind them.

Dorian Cage watched the boys sprint from the Citadel steps into the night, their laughter echoing through the village streets. A single moon hung high, casting silver light across the rooftops. Stars shimmered above, and the torches lining the walkways flickered in the breeze.

He turned to leave, but Elder Black’s voice stopped him.

“Elder Cage, may I speak with you?”

“Absolutely, Elder Major.”

“What was that look you gave when your son held the dagger with such eagerness and joy?”

Dorian hesitated, then smiled faintly. “Oh, I suppose I’m just reminiscing. When he was younger, he could barely lift a spoon. Now he’s holding a blade like it’s part of him. I feel like I’m losing a son every day. He becomes more of a man each time I speak to him.”

Elder Black nodded slowly. “I understand. Just be sure not to let it cloud your path.”

“Yes, Elder Major. Don’t worry—I’ll be fine.”

They bowed to each other. As Dorian descended the steps, Elder Black noticed a flicker of something else in his friend’s expression—something darker. He filed it away for later.

“Remember, Elder,” Black called after him, “feelings and emotion only cloud judgment and wisdom.”

Dorian gritted his teeth at the repeated lesson he had grown tired of hearing. He took a short inhale, then calmed his nerves.

“Yes, Elder Major,” Dorian replied flatly, disappearing through the double doors.

He took a moment to notice the wolf pup lying at the boys’ feet. He observed how striking she was, but also had his doubts about having another responsibility for the boys to tend to.

“Wolves don’t usually come this close to the village. Especially not alone. She’s... different.”

“He’s growing,” Cage mused. “But he’s still ruled by his heart. That wolf will be a burden before it’s a blessing. Haru needs to learn that not every wounded thing can be saved.”

He turned away, his robe whispering against the stone.

“Emotion is a dangerous teacher, and Haru is still too eager to follow it.”
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DORIAN RUSHED HOME, his robe fluttering with his pace. He spotted the boys in the straw yard, already testing their new gifts. Haru stabbed a wooden wall with the dagger, his form clumsy but enthusiastic. Vari sat atop a straw pile, scrolls spread around him, his brow creased in concentration.

Dorian chuckled. “What am I worried about? They can barely gather wood and herbs, let alone harm someone or unlock dark secrets.”

Yet, even in the appreciation of the boys’ innocence, something inside Dorian’s stomach twisted—something vulnerable. Something he didn’t want to ponder on right now.

He stepped inside his hut and collapsed into a chair, exhaling deeply. But before he could close his eyes, the boys appeared in the doorway.

“How can I help you, young ones?”

“You ask,” Haru said, nudging Vari.

“No! I don’t need help,” Vari snapped, rotating his scroll to examine the symbols from a different angle.

“Ugh! Father, we need help with our new stuff. Will you help me learn some dagger moves? Vari also needs help with his first scroll.”

“No! I don’t, Haru!”

“Don’t let your pride cloud your judgment between truth and emotion,” Dorian declared, taking the dagger from Haru. “This is a short-range, close-combat dagger. If a wolf or bear attacks, you must defend yourself. Come—I’ll show you some techniques. Vari, try your best to break those dark secrets. When you need help—”

“Dark secrets?!” Vari interrupted, his eyes lighting up.

“Damn,” Dorian muttered under his breath, smiling as the boy ran back to the straw pile, nose nearly pressed to the parchment.

“Come, son,” Dorian said to Haru. “Let us join your friend. Bear with me in my age, though—we both know I’m old, don’t we?”

Haru blushed slightly but followed eagerly.

Dorian stifled a smile. He didn’t usually have a sense of humor, but occasionally he was reminded that he was still a father.
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THE COLD WIND OF THE season’s change slithered through robes and up spines, an expected shift in warmth, but an unsettling one nevertheless.

A large beast was mounted over the fire pit, its skin crackling as the flames licked its sides. The scent of herbs and roasted meat filled the air, mingling with the faint sweetness of blossoms strewn across cobbled streets. The village of Ebonfall was alive with celebration.

Elders gathered around the fire, meditating in a circle. It was tradition—an annual ritual to commemorate the village’s survival and the legacy of its protectors. The fire hissed once—quietly—as if reacting to something said but unseen.

Drone stood with Vari and Haru at the edge of the circle, waiting for the Elders to finish. As they rose and bowed to the fire, then to Elder Black, the boys watched in reverent silence.

Music played—flutes, drums, and the rhythmic clapping of hands. Children ran through the streets with colored cloths as adults told stories of the Heroes to their wide-eyed sons and daughters.

As more villagers gathered around the fire and the music softened, Vari leaned closer to Haru, his voice barely above a whisper.

“I started reading one of the scrolls my father gave to me,” he murmured, eyes flicking toward the Elder Circle. “I think it talks about magic.”

Haru blinked. “Magic? Like... spells?”

“Yes...” Vari nodded. “I read about moving objects with your mind. Even fire, water, and air. There was something else about affecting thoughts, too, but I didn’t understand that part.”

Haru tilted his head. “Why would you want to mess with people’s thoughts?”

“I don’t know,” Vari admitted. “But it’s all so... big. Like, there’s more to us than just training and chores. Like we’re meant to do something with it. Haven’t you ever noticed that strange things happen around us when we get really mad or get in trouble?”

Haru looked at him for a moment, then grinned. “You’re weird. But if you figure out how to move stuff with your mind, I want to see it first.”

Vari smirked. “Deal.”

Drone turned to the boys and knelt.

“Deep in the heart of the kingdom of Just lives one of the Heroes, King Ramada, who was born over a hundred years ago as an Eklektos,” Drone began. “He protected this village from a dragon that terrorized the land for months.”

Vari and Haru leaned in, their eyes wide.

“The dragon had Ramada cornered on the hill outside Ebonfall—the same hill you gathered herbs and wood from. His armor was scorched, his strength nearly gone. But when all seemed lost, Ramada threw his sword at the dragon. As it moved to dodge, he ran beneath it, wrapped a rope around its legs, and brought the beast crashing down!”

Drone mimicked the movements, his voice rising with excitement.

“Then, he sprinted to its head! A four-foot horn jutted from its nose. Ramada kicked the base with all his might, broke it off, caught it midair, and drove it into the dragon’s eye!”

The boys gasped.

“That very day, Ramada coated the horn in melted steel and placed it atop our Citadel. It stands there still, a warning to all enemies: Ebonfall is protected.”

“And the other Eklektos—King Aros—granted him the throne, right?” Vari asked.

“That’s right. Aros saw Ramada’s heart and knew he would defend the innocent. Together, they ruled. And they still do.”

Drone pointed at the fire. “This flame represents the dragon’s breath. The beast over the fire—its defeat. And that—” he pointed to the Citadel’s tip. “—is the Hero’s triumph.”

“King Ramada!” the boys shouted.

“King Ramada!” the villagers echoed, some raising glasses and cheering loudly.

Not far from the boys, Elder Black watched closely; his eyes moved from the boys to Drone as the tale ended and the cheers rang out.

As the cheers faded and the music swelled again, Luna trotted into the circle, her white coat catching the firelight like snow under a full moon. She sniffed the air, tail wagging, her bright blue eyes wide with curiosity. Children giggled and pointed as she weaved between them, her presence now a beloved part of the night’s rhythm.

Haru knelt beside the fire pit and tore a piece of roasted meat from the edge of the beast. He let it cool in his palm before offering it to Luna, who took it gently between her teeth and sat beside him, chewing contentedly.

“She’s getting stronger,” Drone commented, watching from a few feet away. “Her coat’s brighter. Eyes clearer. Maybe she’s special.”

“She’s happy,” Haru replied, scratching behind her ears. “She knows she’s safe now, that’s for sure.”

Vari chuckled. “She eats better than we do.”

Luna barked once, as if in agreement, then bound toward Vari, nudging his leg before circling back to Haru. The boys laughed, and Luna leapt between them, tail wagging furiously, her energy infectious.

Haru caught her mid-bound and held her close, burying his face in her fur. “You’re not just a pet,” he whispered. “You’re family.”

Vari watched the moment quietly, his smile softening. Drone, too, said nothing—only nodded, as if understanding something unspoken.

From across the fire, Elder Cage observed the scene with a furrowed brow. He said nothing, but his gaze lingered on Haru and the wolf pup longer than necessary.

“Good story, Drone,” Haru said. “Best one yet!”

“Thank you, boys. Someday, you’ll be telling it to your own children.”

Vari smiled at Haru, who was already moving toward the food line.

“I’m not going to lie, Drone,” Vari said, following him. “I’m hungry too.”

— • — 
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Chapter III: Eight Winters of Becoming
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“The body can be honed, the mind sharpened—the soul alone forges its path.” — Unknown
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THE MORNING SKY OVER Ebonfall sprawled like a bruised canvas—violet and steel gray. The suns lingered behind jagged peaks to the northeast, while a spectral fog clung to the village, winding around stone foundations and timber beams like a sentient shroud. 

The scent of damp straw, scorched wood, and iron hung heavy in the air. The storm from the night before had passed, but its memory lingered in the puddles and metallic chill within every breath.

The combat yard thrummed with motion, already alive with the sounds of boots and blades.

The wide, circular arena was carved into the heart of the village, surrounded by a high wooden palisade reinforced with iron bands. The walls bore the scars of blades and axes, with splintered boards and countless scorch marks.

Torches stood along the perimeter, their flames dancing in the early morning breeze. The ground was soft from the rain, the mud holding onto boots and sticking to robes.

Haru stood at the center of the arena, chest heaving, sweat pouring down his face. His tunic—dyed a deep crimson and reinforced with leather at the shoulders—was soaked through. His dark hair clung to his forehead; his eyes burned with determination as his mud-caked boots skidded, his exhaustion reflecting in his movements.

Two Citadel trainers advanced on him, their faces obscured by iron helms. One held a long staff, the other a rope coiled like a serpent in his hand. 

Haru’s fingers twitched near the dagger at his waist, but he resisted. He’d made a promise to himself: no weapons. Not today. Not unless he had to.

His breath came in short bursts. His muscles ached. His mind screamed for rest. But he wasn’t done.

At the edge of the arena, Luna lay in the grass, her white coat gleaming in the morning light. Her ears perked up at the sound of movement, and her tail flicked with anticipation. She didn’t bark or move—just watched, alert and focused, her blue eyes tracking Haru’s every step. She had learned to stay still during training, but her body trembled with excitement, as if she were fighting the urge to leap in and join him.

Luna had blossomed from a frail pup into a striking young wolf, her once-matted coat now a lustrous mantle of white that shimmered like frost kissed by dawn. Her frame was lean but strong; though still youthful, there was a quiet intelligence in her eyes—a sharp, glacial blue that missed nothing. 

She carried herself with a grace that mirrored the discipline of the boys she followed, and yet, her spirit remained untamed. Around the village, she had become a symbol of resilience and loyalty; to Haru, she was something more: a confidante, a guardian, and a reflection of the compassion he rarely showed the world.

The trainers charged.

Haru’s eyes focused. He stepped back, planting one foot against the wall behind him. As they closed in, he launched himself upward, twisting midair in a corkscrew. His arms extended, catching both men off guard. 

The staff wielder stumbled; the rope-bearer tripped. They hit the ground hard, the impact echoing through the arena.

Haru, attempting to land in a crouch, slammed shoulder-first into the dirt with a sickening crack.

“Damn it!” he hissed, wincing as he rose. Pain flared down his arm, but he ignored it. He drew his dagger and pointed it at the fallen trainers. “Yield!”

The two men exchanged glances. Their weapons lay several feet away. Haru’s stance was solid, his eyes blazing.

“You’ve dropped your weapons,” he said, voice calm and stern. “And you know I’m faster than either of you.”

A slow clap echoed from above.

“Well done, Haru,” Vari called from atop the arena wall. He sat cross-legged, a scroll in one hand, a quill in the other. His cloak—black with faded-burgundy trim—fluttered in the breeze. 

“Advancement, defense, and command: decent. But your technique was sloppy, you failed to disarm until the end, and it took way too damn long. I’d say—seven point five.”

“Seven point five? What the hell?!” Haru sheathed his dagger and stormed toward the wall. Vari had already dropped down, landing with a soft thud.

“Watch your language, son!” Elder Cage’s voice rang out from the sidelines. He stood beneath the shade of a wooden awning, arms crossed, his gray robe floating in the wind. “Anger and cursing are extensions of fear and envy. Don’t let them cloud your judgment.”

“Cloud my judgment?” Haru muttered. “If Vari reports that score to Elder Black, I’ll be stuck with this dagger for another week. I want to learn the short sword and the axe. Come on, Var—do me a favor.”

“If I wanted to be called ‘Var’, I’d have changed my name,” Vari said with a smirk. “But fine. I’ll bump you to an eight if you can answer two questions.”

“Deal! What are they?”

“First, what’s the name of the kingdom ruled by Hero King Aros?”

“Aldania,” Haru replied without hesitation.

“You actually pronounced it wrong,” Vari said, scribbling on his scroll. “But acceptable. Now, what is the name of the kingdom ruled by Hero King Ramada?”

Haru rolled his eyes. “This one is too easy: The Kingdom of Just.”

“I’ll update your score. Just remember—you’ve got work to do.” Vari said, smiling.

“Thanks, brother.”

Elder Cage smiled faintly. The boys had always been close—closer than brothers, really. Their bond had been forged in fire, loss, and shared purpose.

“Vari,” Cage said, stepping forward, “What have you discovered since your last scroll?”

Vari’s expression shifted. He tucked the scroll under his arm and stood straighter. 

“I’m learning how to control objects with my mind... manipulate elements. Maybe even magnify my body’s potential... Well, that’s what I got from reading my last one.”

“And have you mastered any of that?”

“I’m getting better. I can use energy to affect objects... move things. And a few other tricks I think will come in handy.”

Vari had been practicing spells and magic for years under the tutelage of Elder Black, who was the most well-known user of magic in the village. He learned quickly, but mastery sometimes eluded him. Black had always told him that was the mark of real magic.

Haru watched from the edge of the arena, jaw tight. Vari always seemed so composed—even when exhausted. Haru hated how easily frustration found him. He didn’t envy Vari’s calm—he resented it.

He pushed the thought away and walked up next to Vari.

“Congratulations, both of you. I’m proud of you, especially at your age.” Elder Cage shook their hands. “And happy eighteenth birthday. Tonight, you’ll receive your gifts in Elder Black’s chambers.”

The boys high-fived, their palms echoing off the palisades. The praise was a relief from the exhaustion, but something in Cage’s tone felt hollow—or maybe Haru had simply hoped for too much from his father.

Haru reached into the pouch at his hip and pulled out a strip of dried meat, tearing into it with sharp, impatient bites. His body demanded fuel—more than usual—as if the training had awakened something deeper. Something hungrier.

Luna bounded across the arena, her paws kicking up dust as she ran to Haru. She leapt up, placing her front paws on his chest and licking his chin with a soft whine. Haru laughed and knelt to embrace her, burying his face in her fur.

“You saw that, huh?” he whispered. “Not bad for a guy with a bruised shoulder.”

Vari approached and scratched behind Luna’s ears. She turned to him and licked his hand affectionately before returning to Haru’s side, tail wagging.

From beneath the awning, Elder Cage watched the display with a strained jaw. His eyes lingered on the wolf, then on Haru.

“He’s growing,” Cage thought. “But he’s still ruled by his heart. That wolf is becoming a distraction. A weakness. Affection is not armor.”

He turned away, gathering the trainers, and signaled the boys to follow. 

As the boys turned to leave, Luna trotted after them, falling into step beside Haru. She glanced up at Vari, then back to Haru, as if deciding where she belonged. When they reached the steps of the Citadel, she stopped, sat, and watched them ascend.

“Go on, girl,” Haru said softly, patting her head. “I’ll be back soon.”

Luna gave a soft whine but obeyed, turning and padding back toward Elder Cage’s residence—the place she now considered home. She curled up by the door, head resting on her paws, eyes fixed on the path they had taken.

***
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AS THEY ENTERED THE Citadel, the trainers split off toward the baths. Cage led the boys up the stone steps toward the Elder’s Circle.

The Citadel’s interior was vast and solemn. Torches lined the walls, their flames throwing orange light across constellations and ancient symbols painted on the vaulted ceiling. The air smelled of incense and scrolls—aged parchment littered with dust.

As Vari walked, the torchlight lining the stone corridor flickered unnaturally. One flame bent toward him, as if drawn by his presence. He didn’t notice—but the air around him did.

The Elder’s Circle rose from black stone, encircled by twelve thrones carved from obsidian that were draped in cloth of deep blue and embroidered with the sigils of the gods. The floor beneath was etched with runes that pulsed faintly with golden light, a reminder of the divine covenant that bound the Council to the land.

As they approached the Circle, Vari and Haru bowed. Cage took his seat slowly, his movements deliberate.

“Where is Elder Black?” Vari asked, his voice lacking propriety.

One of the Elders stood. He was tall and thin, his face hidden behind a silver mask. “He has taken ill. He remains in his chambers until he is well enough to return.”

In Ebonfall, Elders who “took ill” and left their position rarely returned. Elder Black had fallen sick before, but never badly enough to keep him from Council business.

Vari dropped to his knees. His breath slowed. His hands trembled.

Haru placed a hand on his shoulder, steadying him. “Vari doesn’t mean disrespect,” he said. “He’s just worried about his father.”

Vari regained focus and forced himself to his feet, straining against the tremor in his chest.

“I must find a way to help him. I can’t just stand by and watch him fall to his sickness,” he thought.

As stillness and calmness returned, Elder Cage spoke out. 

“These boys have exceeded every expectation. They’ve surpassed every student before them. For this, do they not deserve a reward?”

The Elders murmured in agreement.

The trainers returned, each carrying something wrapped in cloth. The boys stepped aside as they passed.

Elder Cage stood. “Haru Cage—for your excellence in strength and weaponry, you are awarded this helmet. Forged from our finest steel, trimmed in ruby.”

The cloth was removed. The helmet gleamed, two horns rising from its crown. Haru beamed as he placed it on his head. Though it covered most of his face, his grin was visible through the vertical slit.

“You gave him a helmet?” one Elder asked, his voice tinged with skepticism.

“He wants to keep training. Let him protect the village. He can handle it, as long as he follows protocol.” Cage replied.

Haru stepped down from the Circle, still smiling. He glanced at Vari for a moment before he walked out of the room.

Cage turned to Vari. “Vari Black—for your cunning, knowledge, and physical prowess, you are awarded this: a blood-red ruby crystal at your father’s wishes. An exceptional stone from Elder
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