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"Hey there"

Annabella’s eyes were open. She breathed. Why did she need to breathe. Here. Here there was no breathing, but she breathed. It felt like practicing so she wouldn’t forget. Here. You forget. No. She wouldn’t forget. She remembered.

She remembered her friends, war, hope, pain..She felt the emotions of so many, all wrapped up in her tiny soul. She felt the universe and her place in it.

"The universe.." she thought to herself, before finally speaking aloud. "Tui!"

"Hey babe," the entity’s voice danced across the Master’s mind like the wind through the leaves. 

She smiled for a moment. Then tossed her hair back and glared. “I swear you do that on purpose.” 

“Do what on purpose? All I did was say ‘hi’.” The feigned innocence did not change Annabella’’s expression. 

"You know what your voice does to me, Tui,” She playfully glowered. “You’re gonna get me all flustered. And then...uurghh”

“And then what, babe?” Tui prodded Annabella on. “I was just gonna ask if you had a few minutes for me.”

“Babe, again..gah! You know...” Annabella stumbled over her words. “The Universe Itself asks me to...Yes, obviously. We’re in the void beyond time. I’ve got all the time you want."

"Just sit with me for a bit.” The universe’s humanoid form glittered with the stars of many galaxies. They took a seated position in the void and looked through starry eyes at The Master, “I could use the company."

"With every living soul available,” Annabella walked on the expanse of nothingness until she was next to her friend. She relaxed and leaned back on nothing. Her back was supported because she meant for it to be supported. She remembered how it worked. She remembered as long as she was here. “What am I supposed to do down there, all knowing Tui?”

"You flatter me too much, babe,” the words floated through the Master’s mind. She glared, but they continued. “Truth is, I just wanted to relax with you a bit." 

Annabella stared through eternity at the ethereal being who gazed up into the distance before speaking again. "What do you want to do down there?"

"I mean you know me.” She straightened and looked into the distance where Tui looked. “I'm just looking for friends. I dunno....family. Something that feels like home"

The entity glanced over to Annabella, "so do that." 

Annabella fidgeted with her fingers. "It's not that easy...with so much going on I should probably be helping...shouldn't I?"

“Well, that's up to you, dear,” the being lilted. “It's your life. I think you do what you want.”

“I mean,” she looked at her hands. “Isn't everyone gonna hate me if I do the wrong thing?”

"Do they hate you now?” The question hit the Master like a brick.

She hesitated. “No, but...Like isn't that..they don't really know..”

“What about the ones that do know?” The being gazed at the girl.

“Well, no..they don’t either..” she stumbled. “But that's not..they're my friends and stuff, that doesn't count!”

“So,” Tui leaned forward, staring Annabella down. “You’re saying that the people who don't know about you don't hate you, because they haven't formed an opinion about you. And the people who have formed an opinion about you all like you?”

“Well,” the Master picked at one of her fingernails. “I mean, like, yeah...”

“I say keep doing what you're doing,” Tui concluded. “It doesn't sound to me like you've got anything to worry about. You know I'm rooting for you"

​
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SILENCE FILLED A FIELD where sounds had been ringing in the ears of so many living things. Those sounds, and the living things hearing them, had mostly stopped existing. 

Among the scarce life that remained, moisture raised from the ground and formed into a humanoid shape. Beside it, a dragon landed with a deep thud.

"I could feel the heat from here," said the watery shape. A verdant field of flowers grew around his feet as he finished forming. 

“She’s still alive,” the dragon's voice boomed in the evening air as the sunlight glistened off deep red scales.

“After all that? No way,” the spirit gazed outward toward the horizon, as if hoping to see the creature that was suddenly of so much interest.

The crimson scales gleamed as the dragon stared off in the same direction. With a deep breath, she said, "I can feel her." 

“She’s probably nothing to get excited about,” insisted the water spirit, beginning to dissipate.

“I’m gonna go check on her anyway,” the dragon spoke. With a look toward the sky, she spread her magnificent wings and flew into a sky filled with ashen clouds and the distinct scent of burnt, twisted metal.

––––––––
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"THAT" SHE SAID TO HERSELF aloud, "was too much." 

Annabella walked through the scorched remains of a forest. Her ragged clothing barely clung to her body. Her tattered shoes threatened to fall off at every step. She leaned onto the armor of a burned out tank, but immediately stood back up as it seared through her sleeve. She turned to gather her bearings and her shoulders sunk. The smell of burnt cloth and melted metal invaded her lungs as she stood, unbelievably, unbearably alone. 

"Why did that work?" She thought as she jumped atop the shell of the tank. She yanked at the port opening, threw the door ajar, looked inside, and immediately dry heaved at the sight. "How did that work?" She slammed the porthole door and jumped back down to the ground. "Is anyone still alive?"

She stood up again and had started to trudge through the battlefield when a thundering voice nearly made her jump out of her skin. 

"That was quite the show." 

The Master sighed at the sound of another living being. But when she whipped around to see who was talking, she immediately fell over. 

The being leaned its head down and looked at her more closely.

"I... I don't... I don't really know what I did. I didn't mean to burn everything," she stumbled. 

“Oh?” The Ruby-colored creature looked around the field with a smirk. "Well, Intentional or not, you did me a service, clearing them out." The relaxed demeanor belied the creature's imposing size. "I'm Artila, by the way. This is my son, Edwin"

"A...Annabella", she stuttered. She looked over to see a second scaled creature, about the size of a small horse. The neutral earth-colored scales made focusing on the creature difficult as the color blended almost seamlessly into the landscape. The being stretched out wings that barely reached the height of his mother, who stood relaxed next to Annabella.

"Do you have a home, Annabella?" Asked the giant.

"No. I...I used to live with some friends," she mumbled with slumped shoulders. "But I think they're all gone now.” The Master surveyed the scene around them and shook her head, “But.. that doesn't excuse this. This is too much. I went overboard."

"Overboard? Darling We watched your gorgeous performance. You defended yourself with as much grace and poise as you could. They went overboard. An entire army with all their technology and equipment trying to come after one young lady is overboard." The being proclaimed, watching its smaller counterpart prance around. "Burn the lot of 'em, I say." 

“I’m not like that though!” Annabella looked at the dragon with pleading eyes. “It was never like this. Me and my brothers..we were always just playing around. Finding all those cool tricks? Learning about Tui..We thought it was just fun. It was just fun! Now everyone’s.." The Master sniffed, barely holding herself up. Artila extended a claw, which Annie leaned on.  

"Hey," Artila leaned closer and her son nuzzled his head under Annabella’s hand. "It’s ok, dear. You wanted to be rid of your attackers, and you got rid of them. I think you know well how your magic works, or you wouldn’t have been able to pull this off.” 

“No, this wasn't what I wanted. Or, it was..” Annie said, petting the horse-sized head at her fingertips. She stood back on her own feet and continued. “I mean..it was what I pictured, but I didn't...actually think I meant to do it for real.” 

“I'm not sure the universe could tell the difference." Artila said smoothly. "Looks to me like you got just what you asked for."

Edwin pressed further into Annabella’s arms until she wrapped her arms around his long neck. He cooed gently as she finally relaxed some. 

The Master continued hugging the dragon and looked up to his mother. "Can I ask you...what you meant by me ‘doing you a service’?"

"I watch over the plants and animals." Artila tickled Edwin under his wings while  he cuddled with Annabella. "I'm teaching Edwin here to do the same. A force like that is dangerous for a dragon like him before he grows up. He'll be able to look after himself soon enough, but war is a bit dangerous right now."

"Well," The Master let go of Edwin, who growled until she came back and cuddled more. "I don’t know if I deserve your praise, but I appreciate it."

"I haven’t seen one of your kind with this deep of a connection.” The dragon shifted a little and gazed at Annabella with interest. “I’m glad you’re ok. I think it’ll be fun getting to know each other,” the dragon said as she stretched her enormous wings out and looked toward the sky. The smaller dragon took notice, cooed while he lifted his head out of Annabella’s reach, and stretched his wings as well. "I'll be around if you ever need anything, just give me a shout!"

Annabella watched as the two dragons began to fly away, "wait, but how can I find you??" she yelled after her.

"I have the same connection you do! Just call out Artila! I'll hear ya!" she responded as they both disappeared. 

Annabella was just as lost as she was before. More lost. She'd barely wrapped her mind around these new powers, and now dragons were stopping by just to chat?

She dragged her ragged form through a prarie until she saw buildings. A cathedral, partially built, now partially collapsed due to what was a massive and sudden fire. She laid her hands on the melted stonework and walked inside. She marveled at the alabaster pillars, still standing despite clear damage. She walked deeper into the facility, further down until she found a windowless room. She dragged a stone into the room and closed herself in.

She was starving, but there was nothing around. She had demolished everything. The entire town was gone. Not a soul was around as far as she could see. It would be better in the morning. It had to. 

*****     *****     *****     *****      ***** 
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THE BATTLE OF THE BROTHERHOODS, as historians would study, had been the end of an era. 

Once simple bands of friends who studied magic together, the explosion in popularity of magical brotherhoods had seen the start of unions, business partnerships, and eventually schools. The only magical school left surviving, however, was the Wolfpack Academy.

Valorie Silva, a descendant of a General who helped lead the battle for Teran, and the "Hunt for the Masters". He had brought the wolfpack from the brink of closure to start what would become the last word in magical education.

It hadn't been a short process. Valorie was only one of a long line of headmasters, all of whom had different ideas for what made for a successful magical academy. Popularity was long since bred out of anyone in line for leadership of this prestigious institution.

During her tenure, Wolfpack graduates didn't only become soldiers, they became leaders. And to be accepted for attendance required more than money, more than power and more than connections. Attendees for the wolfpack were chosen.

An old recording played: "Madam, the battle is lost" Madame Silva stared at her magi-screen. The history of the Wolfpack academy was more than an interest for Valorie Silva. it was an obsesseion. She pored over the documents and ages-old magi-screen recordings. 

"Did.... anyone see the weapon before it went off?" A voice responded. An ancient headmaster, Valorie tried desperately to put herself in the past leader's headspace.

"From what I understand, no one close enough to have seen it lived long enough to call in. Most of the radio signals are either screaming or temperature alarms" came the report. 

"How could they be so cavalier?" she thought to herself. "do they not know this could bring down the whole school?"

"And the shockwave sensors?" The voice on the recording was commanding. Confident. There was no room to question her authority. 

"No madam" came the response. "Have you really checked?" Valorie whispered to herself.

"The shockwave sensors always go off before the blast." More confidence from the recording. "That's how they're designed. I designed those myself, you're gonna tell me they all malfunctioned?"

"I only have what's in the reports madam. And what I've heard from the recordings. As far as I can tell, none of the shockwave sensors detected anything" Valorie looked incredulous "What do you mean 'as far as you can tell'? Should have fired this fool for insubordination then and there"

"Which one of our students was the best at making fire? Who are our fire magic users?" Valorie looked satisfied, "look at her, asking the right questions. This is a leader."

"Mackelsen was our best, madam. A pilot. As far as our records show, he died in the blaze" The underling said in the recording

"So it's not one of ours.." Asked the old headmaster

"It appears not, madam." 

At this, the ancient recording stopped. Valorie rubbed her temples. She walked out into the halls of the academy and strode confidently among the teachers and students. Any student that dared even walk in the same hallway as her averted their eyes. This was the way it should be. Respect must be earned, and what had any student done to gain hers? They were right to look away and anyone who didn't was clearly a danger to the institution itself. An iron fist was the only true path to leadership. She would not fall like the leaders of the past. Faced with someone like the magic user who nearly destroyed their school so long ago, she would try her best to stand firm.

​
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It was not better when she woke up. Her stomach pains were intense. It seemed like she had been lying still for ages. She could hardly concentrate to stand up, let alone remove the large stone she placed in the way to stop animals from getting in. She leaned onto the clean white pillars on her way out. "Had they been this clean last night?" She tried to consider the condition of the building, but her mind was too unfocused to care and she just wanted to find people.

She managed to walk down the road, her blurry vision not focusing on her surroundings. She turned around to see the cathedral, but it looked different than she remembered. Maybe the fire hadn't been as bad as she remembered? The place looked pristine...She shook her head and kept walking. None of this made sense. "I just gotta keep moving" the Master thought to herself. She walked until she lost track of time, wandering the plains, Days wore on. It all felt the same. Plains, mountains, fields, not a human in sight. no dragons, no buildings. Nothing. She forgot what food tasted like. She forgot what it felt like to drink water. She wished she knew more about berries or mushrooms or something so she could eat something without getting poisoned. 

"Would poison even affect me?", she thought to herself. Of all of the things The Brotherhood had taught her, she was unsure if any of it was true. None of it felt like they said it would feel. She didn't feel powerful. She didn't feel anything. Just a constant reverberating wave, and the pain of all the people whose lives she cut short. It was like she could feel them. All their plans, all their ideas, and all their panicking. She felt it all the way up until it just.... Stopped. 

The chill of that silence sat with her like a lump in her throat that just wouldn't go away. She wasn't sure if she wanted it to go away. 

The days wore on. She couldn’t walk. She couldn’t stop. She kept moving in one direction as long as her legs carried her, until she saw a sign:

WELCOME TO THE VILLAGE OF QUA

Pronounced: Kway

Population 3324, plus YOU

Thanks for visiting!

The colorful sign stood, decorated in big, bold letters. Annabella walked up to touch the sign and gasped when she actually felt it. Inside the town were a few people milling around, going about their lives. Some of them stared as she walked by, but mostly they seemed determined to ignore her. 

As she walked, she found "The long walk inn". She thought that fit just too perfectly and perhaps she should just sleep outside the hotel, on the street. There was something comforting about that thought, but she couldn't place why, and decided it was probably a better idea to sleep in a bed while she still could. 

She paced outside, psyching herself up to go in. They had to have seen what looked like the world on fire and witnessed the planes falling out of the sky. Would they recognize her face? Would they freak out and call the police? Or the military? Only one way to find out. She walked in.

“Evening, ma’am.” A gentleman greeted her from a chair next to a dining table. He got up and left, and for one terrifying moment, she was alone again. 

A woman came around from the back, noticed Annabella standing there, and put on a pleasant smile.

“Welcome to the Long Walk Inn. Need a room for the night?” the woman offered.

“She has to know”, Annabella thought to herself. “But then why is she being so nice? She can’t know...but I was so obvious, and the cameras were everywhere. Well, they were everywhere until...”

“Yes. I need a room for the night. I can pay cash.” The Master answered, nervously, pulling out some old coins in her pocket that looked more weather-worn than she remembered.

The Innkeeper eyed the coins, took one, and thanked her. Were hotel rooms always so cheap? It didn't matter as she just needed a place to stay. They told her she could stay as long as she liked. Maybe they were just nice.

Inside her room, things looked mostly normal. Aside from a small crack in the window, there didn’t appear to be much sign of the effects of the carnage she had caused. “Maybe they didn’t feel any of it. But they haven't seen it on the news? Someone has to know about me,”.

​

The Long Walk Inn was a nice enough place. Annabella had never seen architectural trends like this before, but then again, it wasn't the type of thing she tended to notice. It was probably just a town she'd never been to. After a bath she turned in for the night. Memories of the attack nearly overpowered her exhaustion, then threatened to become nightmares; but she managed to sleep. 

The breakfast in the hotel was different than anything she remembered, but pacified her aching stomach after the lonely night. In the afternoon, she decided to go out on the town. She visited a restaurant, and afterwards, she saw that there was a festival in the Qua town square. She danced in the town center with the other people she found there. She was beginning to enjoy herself until she heard, "The white-haired girl"

This snapped her out of her haze of dancing and fun. "Wait, are they talking about me?" she whipped around to see who had said it. Music, laughter, and talking filled the air. Annabella strained to hear the people around her, to no avail. A word here or there pierced through the noise, but there was nothing she could really make out. There were couples and single people all over. There were small groups of people laughing and talking, but nobody seemed to be paying attention to her. 

She followed what direction she thought to be the origin of the talking until she saw three people among the crowd who were huddled into each other. They were at a tall table on the outer perimeter of the square where the people were dancing. She had no idea why, but something deep inside her said that these were the right people. 

She got closer and turned her back to them while she pretended to dance. She listened as closely as she could, but could only make out bits and pieces. "So cool" one person said. More music. "Shut up!" Another person ordered. More music. "Government idiots sent the whole ar.." said another, but a blast from a trumpet cut her off from hearing the rest.

There were yelps and bangs from the crowd having fun. It was sound overload, but still somehow, occasionally words would pierce through, as if she was standing right next to them. Something about Annabella's hearing was different. She couldn't place it, but it was like she wasn't really hearing them at all, but feeling what they were going to say, just before they said it. It didn't help to focus her ears. It didn't help to focus her eyes. None of her senses seemed to want to tell the truth of the situation.  She shouldn't be able to hear any of their conversation. 

With the roar of the crowd, and the blast of the music, it was clear that they could scarcely hear each other across the table. From several feet away, she shouldn't have been able to make out a single word. 

"May I have this dance?" The words were crisp, and clear. They came with authority and...were far too close to be talking to anyone else. Annabella whipped around and saw an extremely well dressed man before her.  

Without hesitation, she took his hand. She tried to avoid looking anymore at the table of people at whom she must have been staring. She danced, almost robotically, along with the rhythm, and put on a fake smile.  

"You can hear them if you want to," he said.  

Annabella contorted her face from a robotic smile, to a shocked glare. "Hear who?"

"The kids at the table over there." He smirked, "I'm pretty sure they were discussing your beautiful performance. I was saying you can hear them if you want to,"

"Wait, how'd you know I was trying to listen to them?" She asked, "Wait, how do you know what they were saying? It's loud as I-don't-know-what out here. I can barely hear you and we're dancing!" 

"Isn't dancing just magical?" The man smiled with stars in his eyes, "The music wafting through the air, the touch of another person's skin. Two souls, bound together for just a moment of temporary bliss."

“You're getting off topic." Annabella warned. "How'd you know what I was thinking, and more importantly, how do you know what those people were saying?"  

"Not much of a romantic, are you?" He glanced down at her, then shrugged before he continued, "dancing is a lot like magic. You move, you sway, you twirl around until you get so lost in the rhythm that, for a moment, the world doesn't exist"  

"I guess" Annabella shrugged, but leaned in closer. "But what does that have to do with me hearing them? And how do you know it was me who did the, uh, performance, as you call it"

The man smiled, as the pair kept rhythm with the music, "In dancing, you don't just move your body at random. You move with reason, with meaning, with Intention"

Annabella gave him a glare and almost started to pull away. She narrowed her eyes, leaned in a bit closer and said "The Heather is growing tall this year."  

He leaned in and whispered into her ear "It grows tall every year."  

“She pulled back and gazed into his eyes. “Wh...how long have you been a Master?”

“My entire life.”

“I thought all the members of the brotherhood were dead! I haven’t been able to talk to anybody about anything! I’ve been so scared!” Annabella leaned onto the man's chest and listened to his heartbeat.

“The people who destroyed the brotherhood, they threatened me. They threatened my family, and my city," He said, still not breaking the rhythm. "But I knew I had to come help you. It’s gonna be okay. Just listen to my breath. Feel my heartbeat. Feel the rhythm of the music.”

They danced in silence for a moment. Annabella leaned into the man’s chest and did as he instructed. She slowed her breathing and swayed along with the music, tuning everything else out. She took a slow, deep breath, then asked, “What’s your name?”

“Caleb.” Said the man.

“I’m Annabella.” replied Annabella. “What were the people at the table saying, then? Oh hearer of things”

“They were talking about you, of course." Caleb continued, "They hate the people who destroyed our order. They are so happy that you tore that military apart”

“I didn't really know what I was doing,” Anabella answered, “I lost control. I just wanted it to stop.”

*****     *****     *****     *****     *****
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THEY CONTINUED TO DANCE as the next song started. The people around them stayed close, and moved rhythmically in lock-step. Annabella took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of the fresh barbecue and wood smoke in the air as they moved.

“Everybody was rooting for you,” Caleb continued, “Make no mistake, these people all know what you did.”

“Wait,” Annabella gulped, “They all know?”

“Why do you think they’re having this festival? This is for you, practically every town in the kingdom tonight is holding a festival in your honor. The festival of the Heather.”

“All for me? O..our brotherhood? I’m nobody. We were nobodies! We were just some buddies screwing around!” She stammered, “A festival in our honor??”

“Why not? The people here would accept any excuse
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