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    To every child who has ever felt invisible—You are not empty. You are becoming.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The stars do not choose the sky into which they are born—but some fall to the earth to rewrite it."—Unknown Aetherian Fragment
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Chapter 1: Ashfall Alley
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The perpetual twilight of Dustmoor hung heavy, a fine, gritty haze that filtered the sun into a weak, bruised purple glow. It clung to everything: the leaning, ramshackle buildings that seemed to be playing a perpetual game of dominoes, the tattered awnings of street stalls, even the very air Kael breathed. This was Ashfall Alley, Kael’s world, a chaotic symphony of shouting vendors, clanging metal from distant forges, and the constant, low hum of the city’s unseen elemental engines. For an eleven-year-old, it was less a home and more a battlefield, one Kael navigated with the practiced grace of a seasoned survivor.

Kael's boots, thin-soled and patched more times than could be counted, kicked up miniature dust devils with every step. The scent of burnt sugar from a nearby confectioner fought a losing battle against the ever-present stench of unwashed bodies, stale cooking oil, and something vaguely metallic, like old blood. Kael’s stomach, a persistent, gnawing void, rumbled in protest. Scavenging was the order of the day. A loose rivet from a cargo cart, a dropped coin unnoticed in the chaos, a half-eaten apple discarded by a careless hand – these were the treasures Kael sought. Today, the pickings were slim.

Kael’s gaze, sharp and constantly scanning, darted between the grimy stalls overflowing with mismatched goods and the stream of passersby. Most were common folk, like Kael, just trying to make it to tomorrow. But then there were the others. The ones who walked with a different kind of confidence, their movements imbued with a subtle, almost imperceptible grace. These were the Elementals.

Just across the narrow alley, a woman with hair the colour of a stormy sky raised a hand, and a small, shimmering orb of water coalesced above a grimy water vendor’s barrel. She didn't even look at it, merely gave a dismissive flick of her wrist, and the barrel filled, crystal clear, as if drawn from a pristine mountain spring rather than the dubious city well. The vendor bowed low, offering a discount, his deference palpable. Kael watched, a familiar twist of longing and resentment coiling in their gut. Clean water was a luxury Kael knew only from fleeting glimpses. For Kael, water meant the murky, boiled stuff from communal taps, or worse, the stagnant puddles after a rare rain.

Further down, near the blacksmith's shop, a burly man with hands like iron anvils gestured, and the coals in the forge roared to life with a blast of heat that made Kael instinctively shield their face. A Fire Starter. Such raw, effortless power. It wasn't just the ability to conjure fire or water; it was the way it shaped their lives. Elementals owned the best stalls, lived in the cleaner, taller buildings that clawed their way out of the dust, and moved through Dustmoor with an air of unquestioned authority. They were the architects of this society, its backbone, its ruling class. And Kael, with no known parents, no lineage, and no glimmer of elemental talent, was utterly outside of it. Kael was a no-element, a commoner, a nothing.

The thought was a dull ache, a constant companion. Unlike the other orphans in Ashfall Alley, who at least had whispers of some distant relative, or a hopeful fantasy of a dormant power, Kael had nothing. Just the silence of a forgotten past and the harsh reality of the present. They’d tried, in secret, countless times. Staring at a flickering candle, willing it to dance. Cupping their hands over a puddle, begging for a ripple. Nothing. Just the cold, hard fact of their own ordinary existence. The only thing remotely out of the ordinary was a faded, swirling mark on their left shoulder blade, barely visible beneath their thin, patched tunic. It looked like an ancient, faded tattoo, but it felt like a part of them, a raised, smooth patch of skin they’d had for as long as they could remember. It meant nothing, or so they told themselves.

A sudden commotion jolted Kael from their thoughts. Near the bustling heart of the market, where the fruit vendors piled their wares high, a small crowd was gathering. Kael, always wary of trouble but drawn by curiosity, edged closer, blending into the shadows of a spice stall.

Two figures in the olive-green tunics of the Dustmoor City Guard stood over a small, whimpering boy no older than six or seven. The boy, even smaller and frailer than Kael, clutched a bruised, dropped apple to his chest. His clothes were ragged, his face tear-streaked and covered in grime.

"Thieving brat!" one guard snarled, his voice thick with a guttural resonance that suggested a connection to Earth. "Think you can just walk off with our Lord Mayor's produce, eh?" He nudged the boy with the toe of his heavy boot. The child stumbled, letting out a small cry.

The second guard, lean and sharp-eyed, with an unsettling shimmer around his hands that hinted at Air affinity, laughed. "Leave him be, Borin. He's not worth the fuss. We'll just teach him a lesson he won't forget." He raised his hand, and a faint, chilling gust of wind swirled around the terrified boy, making his sparse hair whip around his face. The air grew strangely cold, biting.

Kael’s blood ran cold. This wasn't just about a stolen apple; it was about power, about the Elementals asserting their dominance over the defenseless. Kael knew this dance. They’d seen it before, countless times. The casual cruelty, the unchallenged authority. Usually, Kael would fade away, becoming part of the alley’s shadows. Survival demanded it. But looking at that small, trembling form, so utterly helpless, something snapped inside Kael. It was the same fury that welled up every time Kael was dismissed, every time their own lack of elemental power was thrown in their face. This wasn’t just about the boy; it was about every slight, every injustice, every indignity.

"Leave him alone!" Kael's voice, surprisingly strong for their frame, cut through the market chatter. It was a reflex, an instinct. There was no plan, no grand strategy. Just the raw, unthinking urge to protect.

Both guards spun, their faces contorting into sneers when they saw the source of the interruption – just another scrawny orphan. "Well, well," the Earth Elemental, Borin, rumbled, his bulk impressive even under the dust-stained tunic. "Looks like we have another little rat. What's it to you, squirt?"

Kael stepped out from the shadows, hands clenched into fists, heart hammering against their ribs like a trapped bird. "He just dropped an apple," Kael lied, trying to sound braver than they felt. "He wasn't stealing."

The Air Elemental, whose name Kael didn't know but whose casual cruelty was infamous, smirked. "Oh? And you saw this, did you, 'no-element'? Or are you just trying to be a hero?" His eyes, the colour of a winter sky, narrowed. "Maybe you'd like a taste of what happens to little do-gooders."

He began to gather the air around him, the familiar shimmer intensifying. Kael felt a prickle on their skin, a sudden chill despite the humid air. The smaller boy, seeing Kael's intervention, whimpered and tried to scramble away, but Borin’s heavy boot blocked his path.

"Run, kid!" Kael yelled, pushing the words past a constricted throat.

The Air Elemental chuckled, a dry, rustling sound. "Too late." A small, sharp vortex of air began to form at his fingertips, whipping up dust and stray refuse from the ground. It was meant to sting, to batter, to humiliate. Kael braced, instinctively shielding the smaller boy with their own body.

Time seemed to slow. Kael saw the malice in the Air Elemental's eyes, the satisfied sneer on Borin’s face. Kael felt the tremor of fear, a primal, cold dread that threatened to paralyze them. But beneath it, a spark ignited. A white-hot surge of pure, unfiltered rage. It wasn’t a calm, controlled anger; it was the fury of an underdog, the desperate defiance of someone who had nothing to lose and everything to protect.

This isn’t fair. The thought screamed in Kael's mind. They can’t just do this.

Then, something shifted. It wasn't a conscious decision, no thought of 'I will conjure fire' or 'I will summon wind'. It was a visceral, raw release. It started in Kael's chest, a sudden, intense pressure, like a coiled spring unwinding with impossible force. It spread outwards, a tingling warmth that rapidly intensified, becoming a burning sensation, not of pain, but of immense, contained energy.

"Get back!" Kael yelled, though the words were almost drowned out by a low, humming sound that seemed to vibrate through the very ground.

The Air Elemental’s eyes widened, his smirk dissolving into a look of startled disbelief. The tiny whirlwind he had conjured faltered, then dissipated. Borin, too, recoiled, his face blanching.

From Kael, something burst forth. It wasn't fire, or water, or earth, or air. It was a raw, shimmering force, like concentrated heat haze, but with an invisible, concussive power. The dust and refuse on the ground didn't just swirl; they were blown away in a radial blast, scattering fruit from stalls, tearing at loose awnings, and sending a wave of shock through the tightly packed market. A small, nearby fruit stand, already rickety, splintered and collapsed inward, sending oranges and apples rolling across the alley. The air around Kael shimmered, almost distorting the view of the onlookers.

The two guards were thrown backwards as if struck by an invisible hammer. Borin, despite his bulk, landed hard against a wooden pillar, groaning. The Air Elemental spun through the air, landing awkwardly in a heap of market refuse, his elegant tunic now stained and torn.

The sudden, violent eruption of energy left a void in its wake. Kael gasped, reeling. The intense pressure in their chest had vanished, replaced by an unsettling emptiness, a profound weariness. Their knees buckled, and they would have collapsed if not for leaning heavily against the nearest wall, their arms shaking uncontrollably. Their breath came in ragged gasps, their vision blurring at the edges.

Silence descended on Ashfall Alley, a stunned, disbelieving quiet. The market, usually a cacophony of sound, was utterly still. Every eye was on Kael. The smaller boy Kael had protected, now scrambling away, looked back with wide, terrified eyes, not just at the guards, but at Kael.

Kael, still leaning against the rough wall, stared at their hands, then at the scattered fruit and splintered wood. The air around them felt... normal again. No shimmering. No residual hum. It was as if nothing had happened, save for the chaos left in its wake and the two dazed, furious guards slowly picking themselves up.

The Air Elemental, rubbing his head, finally pushed himself to his feet, his face twisted into a mask of pure, murderous rage. "What... what was that?" he hissed, his voice trembling with a mixture of fear and fury. He took a step towards Kael, then another, his eyes fixed on Kael with an unnerving intensity. "You... you filthy no-element! What did you do?!"

Borin, groaning, finally got to his knees, his gaze also fixed on Kael, but with a different kind of fear, a primal, superstitious dread. "That... that wasn't any element I know," he muttered, his voice unusually hushed.

Kael couldn't answer. Their mind was a whirlwind of confusion. It had felt... wrong. Not like the graceful, controlled elemental displays they’d seen. This was wild, uncontrolled, almost accidental. It was terrifying. And it had come from them. From Kael, the no-element, the orphan, the one who was supposed to be utterly devoid of such power.

The truth began to dawn, cold and sharp. This wasn’t just a fluke. This was something different, something more. And the guards, once so arrogant, now looked at Kael with a dangerous mix of fear and hatred. They were no longer just bullies; they were a threat, sensing something utterly anomalous, something that broke the rules of their elemental world.

Kael knew, with a chilling certainty, that Ashfall Alley, their harsh but familiar world, was no longer safe. The ground beneath their feet, once solid, had just cracked. And the reverberations of that crack were only just beginning. Kael had a power, an unknown, uncontrollable power, and suddenly, everything had changed. The only question now was: what was it, and what was going to happen next? The lingering silence in the alley felt less like awe and more like a held breath, waiting for the inevitable storm. Kael knew they had to disappear, and fast. The guards would not forget this. And neither would Kael.
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Chapter 2: The Spark That Shouldn't Be
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The silence in Ashfall Alley shattered, not with a roar, but with a collective gasp, then a cacophony of shouts and murmurs. Kael, still trembling against the grimy wall, saw the raw fear in the eyes of the two guards, quickly morphing into something far more dangerous: a cold, calculating fury. The Air Elemental, whose name Kael now vaguely recalled as Joric, pushed himself fully upright, his elegant tunic ripped at the shoulder, revealing a pale, muscular arm. His eyes, usually dismissive, were now fixed on Kael with an unnerving intensity, like a predator spotting unexpected prey.

"You... you freak!" Joric spat, his voice a low, dangerous hiss. "That was no accident! No commoner could do that!"

Borin, the Earth Elemental, was slower to rise, clutching his side, but his gaze was just as venomous. "Unauthorized elemental activity," he grunted, his voice thick with a guttural resonance that usually preceded a display of his own power. "That's a direct violation of the Guild Edicts. You're coming with us, brat."

Panic, cold and sharp, seized Kael. Unauthorized elemental activity. The words echoed like a death knell. Everyone knew what that meant. It meant the Elementals, the ruling Guilds, had a monopoly on power. Any display outside their sanctioned control was met with swift, brutal suppression. Kael wasn't just a no-element anymore; Kael was a threat, a rogue spark in a rigidly controlled system.

"No!" Kael croaked, the word barely a whisper. Their legs, still weak and shaky from the mysterious burst of energy, somehow found strength. The market, once a refuge in its anonymity, now felt like a cage. Every face was a potential accuser, every shadow a hiding place that might fail.

Without another thought, Kael pushed off the wall, shoving past a stunned fruit vendor and darting into the labyrinthine alleys that branched off Ashfall. The familiar scent of stale spices and refuse was now tinged with the metallic tang of fear.

"After them!" Joric roared, his voice cutting through the market’s renewed clamor. "Don't let the little abomination escape!"

Kael didn't look back. Every instinct screamed run. Their patched boots slapped against the uneven cobblestones, a frantic rhythm against the pounding of their own heart. The alleyways of Dustmoor were a tangled maze of narrow passages, blind turns, and sudden, unexpected dead ends. Kael knew them intimately, every hidden nook, every precarious shortcut, every overflowing refuse bin that could offer a momentary screen.

A sudden gust of wind, sharper and colder than the usual Dustmoor breeze, whipped at Kael's heels. Joric. He was fast. Kael risked a glance over their shoulder. Joric, surprisingly agile for his lean frame, was already gaining, his hands shimmering faintly as he manipulated the air around him, propelling himself forward. Borin, heavier, lumbered behind, but Kael could hear the ominous thump-thump of his heavy boots closing in.

Kael ducked under a low-hanging clothesline, sending a cascade of drying rags showering down. They squeezed through a gap between two leaning tenements, the rough brick scraping against their shoulder. The alley narrowed further, becoming a dark, damp tunnel, smelling of mildew and stagnant water. Kael plunged into it, the darkness offering a fleeting sense of security.

But the Elementals were not easily deterred. A faint glow emanated from the tunnel entrance as Joric conjured a small, flickering orb of light, illuminating Kael’s desperate flight. "There's no escape, little rat!" he taunted, his voice echoing eerily in the confined space.

Kael burst out of the tunnel into a wider, more open square – the Washerwoman’s Square, usually bustling with activity, but now strangely deserted in the late afternoon. The open space was a death trap. Kael needed cover, fast.

A flash of movement caught Kael's eye: a narrow, almost invisible slit between two buildings, barely wide enough for Kael to squeeze through. It led into a notorious section of the slums known as the "Weaver's Nest," a warren of crumbling structures and forgotten passages. It was dangerous, even for Kael, but it was also the only chance.

Just as Kael reached the opening, a sudden tremor shook the ground. Borin. He was using his Earth affinity. A section of the cobblestones behind Kael buckled and cracked, sending a spray of dust and small stones flying. Kael stumbled, nearly falling, but managed to regain their footing and dive into the narrow gap.

The Weaver's Nest was a claustrophobic nightmare. Buildings leaned precariously, their upper floors almost touching, blocking out the sky. The air was thick with the smell of damp earth and decay. Kael scrambled over piles of rubble, squeezed past sagging doorways, and navigated corridors so dark they had to feel their way along the walls. The sounds of the city faded, replaced by the frantic thumping of Kael’s own heart and the distant shouts of the guards.

"He went this way!" Joric's voice, closer now, echoed from somewhere behind. "Spread out! He can't hide forever!"

Kael knew they couldn't keep running. The energy from the earlier burst had drained them, leaving their limbs heavy and their lungs burning. They needed a hiding place, a place where even Elementals wouldn't easily find them.

Then, a faint light. Not the harsh glow of Joric’s conjured orb, but a soft, warm flicker. It came from a tiny, almost hidden doorway, barely more than a hole in the side of a crumbling building. A faded, hand-painted sign, barely legible, depicted a stylized herb. Kael recognized it. It was the dwelling of Old Elara, the street healer.

Elara was a legend in the lower districts. A wizened old woman, her face a roadmap of wrinkles, her eyes sharp and knowing. She dealt in poultices and tinctures, ancient remedies, and quiet wisdom. She was also fiercely independent, beholden to no Guild, and known for her disdain for the city guards. She was a risk, but a desperate one.

Without hesitation, Kael slipped through the doorway, pulling the creaking wooden door shut behind them. The air inside was thick with the scent of dried herbs, woodsmoke, and something else, something earthy and comforting. The single room was small and cluttered, shelves overflowing with jars of strange concoctions, bundles of dried plants hanging from the ceiling, and a small, perpetually simmering pot over a low fire, casting flickering shadows on the walls.

Old Elara sat hunched over a worn wooden table, grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle. Her silver hair was braided with bits of bone and polished stones, and her hands, gnarled with age, moved with surprising dexterity. She didn't look up immediately, her concentration absolute.

Kael stood panting, leaning against the door, trying to control their ragged breathing. The sounds of the guards, now closer, echoed outside. "Old Elara," Kael whispered, their voice hoarse. "They're... they're after me."

Elara finally looked up, her eyes, the color of warm amber, piercing and direct. They swept over Kael, taking in the dust-streaked face, the wide, panicked eyes, the trembling limbs. Then, her gaze dropped to Kael's left shoulder blade, where the faded, swirling mark lay hidden beneath the thin tunic. Kael felt a strange prickle, as if her gaze could penetrate fabric.

A slow, knowing smile, faint and ancient, spread across Elara's wrinkled face. It wasn't a smile of amusement, but of recognition, of profound understanding. "Ah," she murmured, her voice raspy, like dry leaves rustling. "So the spark has finally ignited, child. And the city watches, doesn't it?"

Kael stared, bewildered. "Spark? What... what are you talking about? I... I don't have any power. I'm a no-element. But then... something happened. I didn't mean to..." Kael’s voice trailed off, the memory of the raw, uncontrolled energy still terrifying.

Elara slowly rose from her stool, her movements deliberate. She walked towards Kael, her gaze never leaving them. The air around her seemed to grow still, charged with an unspoken knowledge. "No, child," she said, her voice softer now, but imbued with a quiet authority. "You are not a 'no-element.' You are something far older, far more potent than their petty Guilds could ever comprehend."

A loud banging erupted from outside, echoing through the thin walls. "Open up, old woman!" Borin's voice, muffled but unmistakable. "We know the brat's in there! Don't make us come in!"

Elara didn't flinch. She simply placed a gnarled hand on Kael's shoulder. Her touch was surprisingly warm, steadying. "Quiet, child," she commanded, her eyes still locked with Kael's. "They seek a fire, but they do not understand the nature of the flame." She then turned her head towards the door, her voice rising, clear and firm. "There's no one here but an old woman and her herbs, guards! Go bother someone else!"

"Don't lie to us, witch!" Joric's voice, sharp with impatience. "We saw them come in! We'll tear this hovel apart!"

Elara sighed, a sound of profound weariness. "Foolish boys," she muttered, not to the guards, but to Kael. Then, to the door, her voice hardening. "You will find nothing here but dust and disappointment. And if you dare lay a hand on my door, you will regret it. My remedies are not just for healing, you understand?" There was a subtle shift in the air, a faint, almost imperceptible hum that seemed to emanate from Elara herself, a silent warning.

A tense silence followed, broken only by the distant sounds of the city. Kael held their breath, expecting the door to splinter, for the guards to burst in. But they didn't. After a long moment, Kael heard Borin's frustrated grunt, then Joric's exasperated sigh.

"She's a stubborn old hag," Joric muttered, his voice receding. "And her 'remedies' are more trouble than they're worth. Let's check the next alley. The brat couldn't have gone far."

The sounds of their heavy boots faded, slowly, mercifully. Kael let out a shaky breath they hadn't realized they were holding. They were safe. For now.

Elara turned back to Kael, her gaze still fixed on them. "They are gone," she said, her voice returning to its raspy whisper. "For now. But they will not forget. You have shown them something they do not understand, and what they do not understand, they fear. And what they fear, they seek to control or destroy."

She then reached out, her fingers gently tracing the outline of Kael's hidden mark on their shoulder, even through the tunic. Kael shivered, a strange sensation, not unpleasant, but deeply unsettling. It was as if her touch awakened something dormant within the mark itself.

"This mark," Elara murmured, her eyes distant, as if looking into the past. "It is ancient. Older than the Guilds, older than Dustmoor itself. It speaks of a power that predates their elemental divisions, a power they have long forgotten, or perhaps, deliberately suppressed." She withdrew her hand, her gaze returning to Kael's face, filled with a profound, almost sorrowful wisdom. "You are not a 'no-element', child. You are a bridge. A forgotten legacy. The first spark of something that shouldn't be, in a world that has forgotten how to see it."

Kael stared at her, a dizzying mix of fear, confusion, and a strange, burgeoning hope swirling within them. A legacy? A power that wasn't fire, water, earth, or air? The thought was both terrifying and exhilarating. It was the answer to a question Kael hadn't even known how to ask. But it also meant their life, as they knew it, was over. The alley, the scavenging, the anonymity – all gone. Kael was no longer just an orphan scraping by. Kael was something else entirely. And the old woman, with her ancient eyes and knowing smile, was the only one who seemed to understand. The journey had truly begun.
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Chapter 3: The Trial Stone
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The frantic hours Kael spent hidden with Old Elara stretched into days, each one a tense waiting game. The initial chaos in Ashfall Alley had settled, but the whispers had only grown louder. News traveled fast in Dustmoor, especially news as shocking as "unauthorized elemental activity" from a no-element. Kael felt the city’s eyes on them, even within the dusty confines of Elara's dwelling.

Elara had kept Kael safe, her quiet defiance enough to deter any casual patrols. She’d shared meager meals of dried fish and bitter tea, her amber eyes watching Kael with a depth of understanding that was both comforting and unsettling. She spoke little of the mark, or the "ancient power," beyond those first cryptic words, but her presence was a constant, living mystery. Kael, meanwhile, wrestled with the memory of the uncontrolled burst, the raw terror mixed with a strange, undeniable surge of exhilaration. They still couldn't fathom how it had happened, or what it truly meant.

Then, the inevitable arrived. It began with an unusual hush in the alleys outside, a quiet that spoke not of peace, but of anticipation. Elara, stirring a pot of pungent herbs, paused, her gaze fixed on the door. "They've come," she murmured, her voice flat. "The Academy."

Kael’s stomach dropped. The Academy was the heart of elemental power in Dustmoor, where young Elementals were trained and their abilities refined. It was also where rogue talents were... dealt with. An emissary meant formal inquiry, and likely, subjugation.

A moment later, a sharp, authoritative rap echoed on Elara’s door. It wasn't a guard’s rough pound, but a measured, deliberate knock. Elara simply nodded at Kael, a silent instruction to stay hidden behind the makeshift curtain of dried herbs. Then, with a sigh, she unlatched the door.

Standing in the dusty entrance was a woman of striking presence. She was tall and slender, draped in robes of deep blue, adorned with intricate silver embroidery that shimmered faintly, a common sign of a master Air or Water Weaver. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe knot, and her face, though composed, held an expression of sharp intelligence and unwavering authority. Two younger, uniformed Academy apprentices stood a respectful distance behind her. This was no common guard. This was Arch-Envoy Lyra, a figure of considerable power and influence within the elemental hierarchy.

"Old Elara," Lyra's voice was calm, yet it carried an undeniable weight, like a smoothly flowing river hiding a powerful current. "We are here on behalf of the Elemental Academy. We have reason to believe you are harboring a child who exhibited... unusual elemental activity in Ashfall Alley several days ago."

Elara’s face remained impassive. "My home is my own, Arch-Envoy. And my patients' privacy is sacrosanct."

Lyra’s lips twitched, a hint of a smile that didn't reach her cold eyes. "Spare me the theatrics, Elara. The city is buzzing. A no-element with a raw burst of power? Unheard of. Unnatural. And therefore, a matter of grave concern to the Guilds. Produce the child, and this can be handled... civilly." Her gaze swept the small, cluttered room, lingering for a fraction of a second on the hanging herbs where Kael was concealed.

Kael’s heart hammered. Lyra knew. There was no escaping her keen perception.

Elara sighed. "Very well, Arch-Envoy. Perhaps it is for the best." She stepped aside, revealing Kael.

Kael hesitated for only a second, then stepped out from behind the curtain, their spine stiffening. Their chin lifted instinctively, a small flicker of defiance in their wide eyes. They wouldn't cower.

Lyra’s eyes, the color of a stormy sky, fixed on Kael, sweeping from their scuffed boots to their tousled hair, lingering on their face with an unnerving intensity. Kael felt like a specimen, something alien under a microscope. Lyra didn't seem surprised, but rather, confirmed.

"So, it is true," Lyra said, her voice devoid of emotion. "A child with no elemental lineage, yet capable of such... uncontrolled output." She took a step closer, her aura of power growing more palpable. "Tell me, child. What did you feel? What did you do?"

Kael swallowed, their throat dry. "I... I don't know," they stammered, the words barely audible. "I was just... angry. Scared. And then... it just happened."

Lyra studied Kael for a long moment. "Very well. There is only one way to determine the nature of this anomaly." She gestured towards her apprentices, who stepped forward, carrying a small, heavy
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