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  To every person who made it possible for you to read these words. Especially you. You make magic possible.




  


  


  About This Series


  


  


  


  


  The Ascension Four prophecy foretells of four generations of a family whose increasing magical power will bring ascension for all in Midrealm. But though prophecy can predict their fate, it can’t prepare them for the bending of reality, the battles, or the hard decisions that await them.


  The fate of two realities is at stake. While Midrealm awaits ascension as promised in prophecy, the energy beings in Highrealm hope to use the Ascension Four prophecy to solve their population woes. Led by the oppressive Jukartis, the Highrealmers will stop at nothing to ensure their survival.


  The Manifestations Series follows those spoken of in prophecy. Across four generations, enjoy stories of acceptance, loss, and love, where anything is possible and everything hinges on the actions of a chosen few.
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    This story contains direct or indirect mentions of the following themes. Please ensure you have a care plan in place if any of these items may trigger you. Note that these may contain spoilers. This list may not be comprehensive.


    On page death, emotional manipulation, parents forcing a career choice on their child, gender dysphoria, suicidal ideation, child abandonment, physical abuse, emotional abuse, incurable disease, death of a family member, violent death, moral ambiguity, turning against one’s friends, and betrayal.


    There is also one passing mention of an owl.


  




  


  


  Introduction & Pronoun Guide


  


  


  


  

  
  The characters of the Manifestations Series have been with me for many years, through countless rewrites, several shifts in genre, and an entire upheaval of the worlds and realities that they inhabit. Through it all, their strengths and quirks have persisted. It is these diverse qualities that have allowed me to bring you this story. I’m proud to present the first in the series to you, and I hope you find it immersive, thoughtful, and fun.


  If you enjoy this book, please consider joining my Magician’s Club HQ, where you can read exclusive content and behind-the-scenes details. Both free and premium tiers are available.


  Some characters in this work use gender-neutral pronouns. Here is a guide to the usage of a selection of common pronouns.


  


  

    

      

        
          	
            Female

          
          	
            Male

          
          	
            Gender-neutral

          
        


        
          	
            She

          
          	
            He

          
          	
            They/Ze/Ey/Xey

          
        


        
          	
            Her

          
          	
            Him

          
          	
            Them/Zir/Em/Xem

          
        


        
          	
            Hers

          
          	
            His

          
          	
            Theirs/Zirs/Eirs/Xyrs

          
        


      

    


  


   


  Examples:


  

    	He/She/They/Ze/Ey/Xey went to the store.


    	I want to talk to him/her/them/zir/em/xem.


    	This book is his/hers/theirs/zirs/eirs/xyrs.


  


   


  


  


  


  


   




  


  


  Pronunciation Guide


  


  


  


  


  

    Below, you’ll find a pronunciation guide for common words in this book. The capitalized portion indicates where to add the stress.


    Athu Aqatne: AH-too Ah-KAHT-nay


    Huleay: Hoo-lee-ay


    Jarith: JAY-rith


    Jua: JOO-ah


    Jukartis: Joo-KAR-tiss


    Maliah: Muh-LEE-ah


    Meta: MAY-tah


    Neferu: Neh-FEH-roo


    Omari: Oh-MAH-ree


    Whun Miu: W-hoon Myoo, the “h” in Whun is only slightly enunciated.

    
    Ze/Zir: ZEE / ZEER

    
    Xey/Xyr/Xem: ZAY / ZEER / ZEM


  




  


  


  1
Seeing Through to Another World


  


  


   




  The reality known as Highrealm was a place of pure energy, inhabited by beings with advanced knowledge of Nature’s workings. However, despite their exceptional intelligence, they had a problem: their numbers were dwindling. This was a total bummer and put a damper on all their energy being activities such as researching things and spreading gossip. Their remaining hope sat with the youngest Highrealmer, Jarith, and a prophecy foretold in a less enlightened and more physical reality known as Midrealm.


  Just because the Highrealmers were made of pure energy didn’t mean their world lacked structure. To give order and consistency to their lives, they had formed energetic constructs—think of them as buildings. These constructs had once seemed innumerable, each full of vibrant energetic life and all the merriments and petty arguments that came with it. But with the Highrealmers’ decreasing population, every structural construct had been abandoned save one, Amandala.


  Amandala held all remaining beings of Highrealm. And although it didn’t have a physical appearance, it could best be visualized as an enormous, circular structure with towering walls and a central atrium. Within its projected walls were areas for work, play, rest, and whatever the Highrealmers got up to when they weren’t working, playing, or resting. You know, like gossiping.


  If Highrealm had ever conducted a poll of the greatest advantage to living in a universe of pure energy, most denizens would select the flexibility in how they perceived their surroundings. Many key elements—such as pillars and benches—were experienced consistently by everyone, allowing the inhabitants to navigate Amandala without descending into complete chaos. But within that controlled framework was a flexible environment of infinite possibilities, enabling each Highrealmer to experience it as they wished.


  For Jarith, the youngest among them, Amandala was aglow with light. From zir perspective, bright glowing stripes accentuated the information panels secured to the walls. A transparent railing lined the wide, gentle ramp that wound down around Amandala’s interior, and the floors were a dark marbled stone with regularly spaced lights to illuminate the walkway.


  The immense pavilion at the center of Amandala’s rampway was—from Jarith’s perspective—lush and green with flora, and ze enjoyed a conjured feeling of dew on zir ankles as ze crossed it.


  Ze was headed to the lower levels of Amandala, where the Ascension Project sat. The project’s leader—zir parent, who dictated almost every waking moment of Jarith’s life—had demanded Jarith’s presence. Their relationship was one of control and obedience, but that would change someday. First, however, ze had to endure a ceremony to connect zir to a person in Midrealm through their dreams.


  “Jarith,” a voice interrupted zir thoughts.


  Ze turned to see a familiar someone who projected themself as a small, four-armed creature with orange skin and short red hair spikes.


  “Triuv,” Jarith acknowledged. “Greetings. How are you?”


  “I’m quite well, thank you, young one,” Triuv replied.


  Even energy beings have to deal with mundane pleasantries, and Jarith had become proficient at masking unfavorable emotions. Ze was already running late, but ze knew better than to rush an elder. And though Triuv’s floating form only came up to Jarith’s projected chest, they’d existed far longer. In fact, being the youngest meant that, by definition, every other Highrealmer was older than Jarith, almost all very much so. And many beings liked to remind zir of that.


  “Can I help you with something?” Jarith asked, projecting a gentle smile to hide zir impatience.


  “I hope so. Tanbir told me that Gepli heard from Smuxso that the Ascension Project has taken all necessary steps to connect you to Midrealm through your dreams. Is it true?”


  “I don’t know,” Jarith lied. Ze could have admitted ze was en route to the connection ceremony at that very moment. But then ze would’ve been subject to Triuv’s incessant nagging the whole way there. “Even if it’s true, my connection to a Midrealmer is only one step toward fulfilling the prophecy.”


  Oh, how ze loathed using the word prophecy. But ze had been commanded to lie to the general population by telling them the Ascension Project was fulfilling a future foretold by a long-gone Highrealm prophet. The Highrealmers held a dim view of Midrealm. If they found out a Midrealm prophecy sat at the center of their efforts—well, Jarith wasn’t sure exactly what would happen, but zir parent had assured zir it wouldn’t be good.


  “Yes, of course. We know it’s only one step. We do,” Triuv said. “We also know the next goal for the Ascension Project is to transfer you—poor dear—to that barbaric Midrealm reality.” See? Dim view, indeed. “Last we heard, the project still struggles to calculate the energy costs. We’d all love a progress report on that.”


  Everyone in Highrealm was aware that in order to send someone—namely Jarith—to Midrealm, there must be an equivalent transfer of energy from Midrealm to Highrealm. However, the nature of that equivalent transfer had so far eluded their researchers.


  “I’m curious because,” Triuv continued, giving Jarith time to think of a response but not enough time to actually respond, “as you know, we’ve lost almost fifty people over the last nibroa.”


  Highrealmers perception of time was convoluted and nonlinear, and there’s no comprehensible equivalent to a nibroa. But suffice it to say, Triuv was worried about their impending extinction.


  “It would be comforting to know more,” Triuv said.


  “I wish I had more information for you,” Jarith replied.


  “You’re our first step to bringing new souls to Highrealm,” Triuv reminded zir, as if ze needed to be reminded.


  “Yes, and I’ll do everything I can to make sure that happens,” Jarith assured them.


  Triuv smiled, somewhat reassured. “Thank you, dear child. This is such a heavy burden on you, but it’s also why you were created.”


  Jarith nodded and projected a thin-lipped smile to the creature. “I must be going. It was lovely to see you, Triuv.”


  “Always a pleasure.”


  Then Triuv rushed off as if they had somewhere important to be. Jarith didn’t notice because ze was busy trying to get away before anyone else could interrupt zir.


  When ze arrived at the auditorium for the connection ceremony, the scientists were still setting up. They were ready to forge young Jarith’s connection to a person in Midrealm with their fancy theorems and a proud sense of superiority. All the mathematics, proofs, and estimates were complete. But the scientists of Highrealm were a flamboyant lot, creating unnecessary projections of tubes, machinery, smoke, and, at the center, a single, Jarith-sized pod. It was in this pod where ze would have zir first dream of Midrealm.


  Jarith didn’t know what to expect from an alternate reality, though ze knew it was grounded in the physical. To a Midrealmer, everything in Highrealm could be considered inexplicable magic. The technological state of the Highrealmers was so advanced that it was simply—or perhaps complexly—impossible for any Midrealm mind to comprehend.


  Ze had learned all this in zir studies. Yes, studies. Just because ze was an energy being didn’t mean gaining knowledge was easy.


  One of the scientists noticed zir standing there gawking and rushed over.


  “Greetings, young one.”


  “Greetings, Chrig,” replied the youngest Highrealmer. “Am I early? I thought I was running behind.”


  “No, no, no. Not at all. You’re right on time. Please proceed to the pod,” said Chrig, who was never one for small talk.


  “You don’t need me to do anything for the ceremony?”


  “Of course not,” they said, although the last six celebrations and ceremonies had required quite a lot from Jarith. “Just enter the pod and fall into a sleep state, as you normally would. We’ll handle the razzle-dazzle, as the young ones say.”


  No one said that anymore, but Jarith chose to leave it at that. No need to ruin their fun.


  As ze climbed into the vessel, ze felt thankful not to have to deal with whatever elaborate ceremony the scientists had planned. But more importantly, ze was thankful to have avoided zir parent, whose overbearing oppression shadowed Jarith’s life like a cloud blocking out the sun. Not that Jarith knew what the sun was—at least, not yet.


  With almost no effort, dreams came. They were light and pleasant, filled with vibrant colors, joyful people, and a cowboy riding a cat while trying to lasso a walrus. Ze would never find out what a cowboy was.


  Then, abruptly, Jarith’s dreams were interrupted by visions of another world, the reality known as Midrealm. It wasn’t at all what ze had expected. Ze was seeing Midrealm through the eyes of an infant who, if her flailing limbs were any indication, had limited control of her physical body.


  Not having a physical body of zir own, Jarith didn’t understand what these limbs were at first. Ze could hear a gentle voice cooing the infant’s name, Maliah, and ze could see chubby arms swinging and legs kicking. She had two of each, which Jarith assumed was normal. This was a correct assumption, unlike Jarith’s hypothesis that Maliah would spend most of her life on her back.


  The entire experience was unsettling. But no one said it would be seamless to peer into an alternate reality where people are obsessed with the physical nature of things. They said it was “prophecy” and threw around the word “destiny,” but no one had ever mentioned “mind-blowing.”


  After much effort, baby Maliah’s hand grabbed onto a fabric doll. She pulled it so close to her face that Jarith couldn’t see much else. Ze heard a strange sound that ze later learned was Maliah chewing and sucking on the toy.


  Jarith would never forget this moment, and not for its oddity. It was the harbinger of a new life, free from the suffocating surveillance and control that ruled zir in Highrealm. Zir life would never be the same.


  Glimmers of light filtering in from somewhere beyond captivated zir, and Maliah’s small, sweet sounds brought zir peace. It filled zir figurative heart with a feeling ze had never experienced before: joy. And with the joy came hope.


  The scientists had told Jarith that their connection wasn’t unidirectional. When Maliah slept, she would see and hear Jarith’s world from zir perspective, just as Jarith could experience Midrealm in zir dreams. And Jarith found the idea refreshing. Ze was truly bonding with the small Midrealm creature.


  The ceremony was only the first time Jarith experienced Maliah’s life. However, with each subsequent dream, Jarith became increasingly frustrated at the limitations of their link. Zir perception of Maliah’s world was vague and unsettling. People appeared as glowing blurs of light and shadow, truly the stuff of nightmares. Sounds and touch were varying degrees of muffled. And smells and tastes were downright confusing. Jarith’s non-physical mind just wasn’t built to perceive these corporeal sensations. Even more frustrating was that ze couldn’t access her thoughts or feel her emotions. Still, as the infant grew—a process which was all kinds of disturbing for zir—Jarith tried to understand Maliah and her world as best ze could.


  This turned out to be an immense challenge.


  Jarith took for granted many conveniences in Highrealm. For example, Jarith could choose a visual form to project to others. One moment, ze could be a floating golden orb with wings wearing a silver crown, and the next moment, ze could project the form of a biped with yellow feathers for hair and deep indigo skin. Meanwhile, those in Midrealm were bound to the form they were born in, which seemed downright cruel. Still, they found ways to express their individuality. Maliah’s parents often tied a ribbon in her hair, which Maliah seemed to enjoy pulling off and shoving in her mouth.


  Despite their worlds being so mismatched, Maliah and Jarith were tied together through their dreams, and someday—if the Highrealmers could get all their non-physical ducks in a row—they would be brought physically together in one reality. Maybe then all these glowing people, blurry objects, and strange differences would make sense.


  By the time baby Maliah was walking and talking, Jarith had learned that her parents commanded the most powerful magic in their world. They lived in Ar, the capital city of the Ledine Empire, a large island nation. Ze had also learned they were part of the spiritual ruling caste of Ledine, known as the Huleay Temple.


  Instead of through studying—which was all kinds of boring—Jarith had learned much about Maliah’s world through experience. Ze preferred this method, and not only because it made learning effortless. Maliah continued to spark joy within zir in a way nothing ever had, and those feelings grew as time moved forward.


  As was typical for families of the spiritual caste of Ledine, Maliah joined the Huleay Temple at the age of six, where she began training as a Young Priest. And when she got into trouble, her mentors and peers never failed to remind her of those pesky responsibilities of destiny.


  That was a lot of pressure for a Midrealm child. Jarith had heard her parents regale her with stories of their youth with the Temple, and they were a tough act for any little girl to follow, especially a little girl whose foretold magical powers had not yet manifested.


  Jarith understood her worries. Being the subject of prophecy meant a lack of control over one’s own fate. And perhaps more disturbing, failure would mean disappointing everyone in a very public way. Maliah expressed fear of her destiny even before she could put words to them, but Jarith didn’t need her to spell it out for zir. Ze had the same trepidations.


  Perhaps Jarith’s strong feelings for Maliah explained why it weighed on zir that the more she learned about her destiny, the more she seemed to dread it. Sometimes, when she was alone, she would whisper to herself—and to zir—her secret wish to be someone else, her vision clouded by tears. It broke Jarith’s heart, and ze would have given up zir freedom to grant her wish.


  Unfortunately, wishes don’t overrule prophecy.


  


  




  


  


  2
Start of Night Ritual


  


  


   




  In what felt like the blink of an eye, Maliah’s thirteenth birthday arrived. That evening, she would have her “Start of Night” ritual, where she’d acknowledge her destiny in front of her people. The ceremony would be held at the main temple, which sat in the Huleay Grounds at the seat of power in the capital.


  Jarith ensured ze was asleep in time to see her don her new dress for the ritual. As ze watched through her eyes, zir joy felt bittersweet. This was a significant event in Maliah’s life, but it also shackled her to her predetermined future. Ze was surprised when she smiled as she twirled in front of her bedroom mirror.


  “Isn’t it lovely?” she asked.


  She was alone in the room and couldn’t have known Jarith was watching. If someone had walked in on her talking to herself, the situation would have been awkward. But there was little chance of that. She didn’t have any friends, and ze later learned that her parents had left hours ago to prepare for the ritual.


  Jarith could make out the shape of her dress, though ze couldn’t see its fine details. Thirteen-year-old Maliah had spent much of her free time sewing it, and ze thought that she, with her golden skin and thick, dark head of curling ringlets, was beautiful wearing it. However, aside from her, much of Midrealm was still impossible to bring into focus. The edges of the mirror solidified with some effort, but everything else was blurry.


  It didn’t matter to Jarith. Ze was content with Maliah’s smile looking back at zir.


  Just because Jarith couldn’t hear her thoughts or experience her emotions didn’t mean ze lacked insight into what she was thinking. Ze knew her well enough to guess that her smile was directed solely at the new dress, which she had toiled to sew herself. She was dreading the upcoming ritual. It didn’t take a genius to deduce this, given how often she had complained about it over the past dozen days.


  After another twirl, Maliah regained her composure, collected her things, and hurried out of the house. Jarith was disoriented as blurred buildings, people, and the occasional camel, dog, or donkey whizzed by on Maliah’s dash up the hill toward the inner Huleay Grounds.


  When she entered the dressing chambers for the Young Priests, she took her place in front of her designated dressing table, where a ceremonial robe and adornments awaited her. She pulled the robe over her dress and adorned herself with an arm cuff, an assortment of jewelry, and a headdress. Each was ornate, covered with symbols and charged gemstones to magnify the magic of the ritual.


  “Priest Maliah?” a small voice called from behind her.


  That’s right, Jarith reminded zirself. Maliah was no longer a Young Priest, despite still being relegated to the Young Priest dressing chambers. She was now considered an adult, and thus would be referred to as just plain Priest. It was a strange hierarchy that ze struggled to understand.


  Maliah turned to face the blurry figure who had spoken. Jarith had gotten used to—though was no less annoyed by—the fuzziness of people and objects. Ze could sometimes see the crisp detail of items of magic, such as her ceremonial garb, but people especially appeared as semi-amorphous blobs. Instead, Jarith had learned to concentrate on the auras of those with whom Maliah interacted. The aura of the person in front of her now exuded worry and fear.


  “That’s me,” Maliah acknowledged. “Are you a scribe?”


  Jarith knew she was attempting to put the person’s mind at ease. Unfortunately, their aura’s wobbly undulations indicated they were neither relaxed nor soothed.


  “Yes. I was sent to illuminate you with the spells of today’s ritual.”


  The scribe sounded young, around Maliah’s age, but with a voice that seemed unsure of its pitch. None of this made them any less blobby to Jarith.


  “May I begin?” the scribe asked.


  Before Maliah could respond, her gaze—and Jarith’s along with it—was pulled away, down the long hall of formless Young Priests, to something out of place and not any of Maliah’s business. Nevertheless, she left her dressing table and the scribe she’d been speaking with. The scribe didn’t call out or try to follow, which Jarith assumed was because they knew their place.


  Watching through Maliah’s eyes, each person she passed was an amorphous blur. Yet every detail of the table at the far end of the hall was crisp and clear. Maliah closed the distance, and ze noted a large tray sitting atop the table. On it sat objects for the ritual: several feathers tied together with twine, bowls with powdery or chunky substances, a wooden wand with wire-wrapped crystals decorating its structure, containers with delicate lids, and an urn that Maliah’s—and therefore Jarith’s—attention was fixated on.


  The urn’s sculpted lid held the shape of a cat’s head. Its brilliant blue color and striking black eyes left Jarith stunned, feeling it sensed zir within Maliah. The urn itself was ostentatious, with intricate decorative motifs lining the top and bottom and detailed images of people illustrated around the center.


  It was clearly not something she should touch, yet Maliah’s hesitant hand reached toward it. The closer she got, the stronger Jarith could sense the power coming from it, power that some priests could channel in a ritual, but a power that didn’t seem quite right for the uplifting ceremony to celebrate Maliah’s dedication to her people.


  “Young girl, what do you think you’re doing?” a shrill voice asked, laced with anger and annoyance.


  Maliah turned toward a tall priest. She was just another blobby figure to Jarith, but had an aura glowing in swirls of green.


  “The ceremonial artifacts have been blessed for the ritual,” she continued. “Only the Exalted Grand Priests may handle them now.”


  “I humbly apologize for the intrusion,” Maliah replied with just a twinge of annoyance, “but someone has made an error. The Ankh of Terunith is meant to be placed on the left side of the tray. You have instead set the Zhur Urn there.” Maliah stressed the word you, and Jarith inwardly cheered for her small act of defiance.


  Ze couldn’t make out the priest’s face, but her aura gave off energies of frustration as she reviewed the tray, then surprise when she realized Maliah was correct, and finally embarrassment as she called her aides to fix the mistake. She’d be even more embarrassed when she found out who Maliah’s parents were, Jarith laughed to zirself.


  The priest showed no appreciation for Maliah’s correction and gave no thanks or apology. This bothered Jarith, but Maliah didn’t say a word. The birthday girl simply returned to the scribe, who was right where they’d left them.


  “Thank you for your patience, scribe,” she said, lifting her chin and putting her arms out in front of her. “I stand ready for your illumination.”


   


  

    

  


   


  Maliah’s stomach was in knots as she waited for her cue to join her parents on the stage. Covered with magical symbols, she stood at one of the back entrances of the main temple’s evening ritual space, a Young Priest to either side. Her parents were on a nearby stage, where the setting sun’s rays made them glow with reds and pinks.


  This was her Start of Night ritual, one of the rarest ceremonies performed by the Huleay Temple. Though it celebrated the beginning of one’s journey as an adult priest, the ritual was reserved for new Priests in unique circumstances, such as Maliah, and for the rare cases where Priests joined the spiritual caste as adults.


  Almost every member of the Huleay Temple had been born into their positions, but there were rare exceptions to this. Such was the case for one powerful Exalted Grand Priest who Maliah had only met in passing, but who would soon become an important part of her life.


  Mirrors on either side of the stage focused the waning sunlight on the two Exalted Grand Priests on the stage. Their arms, necks, and chests were illuminated with symbols, and as Maliah’s mother spoke, the symbols luminesced.


  With a dramatic gesture, her father swept his hand across the room, and oil lamps came alive with light. The crowd gasped in amazement.


  There was a crowd, Maliah suddenly realized. A crowd who would be staring at her. At the base of the stage, stretching all the way to the back of the sanctuary, the sea of eyes fixated on what was happening on the platform. Although she knew what was expected of her, Maliah couldn’t help but worry.


  What if she tripped? She looked down at her robe to ensure it wasn’t tangled around her feet. Reviewing the ramp up to the platform, she confirmed it was smooth and gentle. If she tripped, it would be due only to her own incompetence. These weren’t ideal words of self-encouragement, but they were the best she could do.


  Her mother, the night before, had laughed at Maliah’s fear of becoming clumsy during her ritual.


  “What a day for the most elegant woman of Ledine to become clumsy,” she had said, running her hand over Maliah’s curls.


  “Now, your mother . . . well, let me tell you how she ruined her first public ritual,” her father had joked, invoking a quick slap from her mother.


  It was easy for them to laugh. There they were, up on that stage, being perfect. Maliah took one deep breath after another. She just needed to keep telling herself she would be fine. If she thought it enough times, maybe she’d even start to believe it.


  “We call upon our ancestors,” her mother spoke from the platform, “and the spirits of the earth, sky, river, and sun. Grace us with your presence, that we may present to you the one named in the Ascension Four prophecy, the daughter of Exalted Grand Priests Meta and Jua, the mother of those that will change our world.” Her mother paused for dramatic effect, her arms out in welcome to the crowd, the spirits, and the ancestors.


  Maliah’s feet seemed locked to the floor as fear rendered her motionless. An emotional pressure weighed on her. Her parents loved and supported her. They gave her plenty of attention and provided a loving environment. But they also expected Maliah to fulfill her destiny.


  One hundred years prior to Maliah’s birth, the Ascension Four prophecy had caused an uproar in Ledine. It was such a big deal that the Huleay Temple had publicly declared prophecy to be real in the same breath that they declared prophecy to be the most divisive topic of their time.


  Despite the naysayers claiming otherwise, the Ascension Four prophecy was unique. This wasn’t one of those streetside predictions, where one might gamble away their camel for a magic bean. No, this was a legitimate divination, foretold by Exalted Grand Priest Emin and promising ascension for all in Midrealm. And it prophesied the future of four generations of her family, starting with her parents.


  Like all of Exalted Grand Priest Emin’s prophecies, the Ascension Four prophecy was destined to be fulfilled, whether or not Maliah wanted it. And she really, really, REALLY did not want it.


  Her mother’s voice rang out again, breaking her from her daydream of a much more humble life. “We present to you: Priest Maliah.”


  Maliah took slow, steady steps forward, just as she had practiced, heading up the ramp to take her place as part of the Start of Night ritual. The two Young Priests at her sides stayed a few steps behind.


  As if she were the rising sun, her jewelry and headdress shone in the light of the sunset. Her golden skin was covered in symbols that would be activated later in the ritual. A cool evening breeze flowed through the sanctuary, refreshing those on the platform. When Maliah reached her mark, she put her arms out to the side and lifted her chin.


  “Hail and welcome,” she said, projecting her voice out to the crowd and spirits.


  The people cheered, and she closed her eyes and enjoyed the breeze instead of acknowledging their response. She waited until silence fell over the audience before lowering her arms to her side.


  Her mother and father moved in front of and behind her, forming a circle with the Young Priests. They chanted as they circled her once, twice, three times. The Young Priests sprinkled salt as they spoke, careful not to raise their voices above those of the Exalted Grand Priests.


  They stopped at an angle so that Maliah could look out over the crowd. Her heart was already racing, so she avoided her mind’s tendency to estimate how many people were staring back. She instead gazed at her parents in awe.


  Despite her lineage, she was—thus far—a disappointment to her people and herself. She hadn’t even been assigned a mentor, which was both embarrassing and nerve-wracking. She assumed she would end up under the tutelage of a minor priest so she could learn the mundane tricks that made the Huleay Temple seem more magical than it actually was. It wouldn’t match the big plans the prophecy had for her, but perhaps the change of pace would do her good.


  Her parents’ disappointment stemmed from her lack of magical ability. They had both exhibited magic talent well before thirteen, and expected the same from Maliah. However, she was utterly magicless . . . well, except for the dreams of an energy being from another world. But that wasn’t a useful kind of magic, so it didn’t count, in her opinion. And it was a magic she had never revealed to anyone, not even as a child. There were times when she wondered how she’d managed such a thing, but she never lingered on it.


   


  Her mother had all the confidence that Maliah lacked. Meta was a tall, thin, pale woman with cascading brown hair. Considered the most powerful priest in Ledine, Maliah had seen her mother perform minor miracles in healing, prophetic visions, and recharging magical artifacts.


  Maliah’s father, Jua, was shorter—the same height as Maliah, actually—with dark skin and a rugged handsomeness that Maliah sometimes argued was magical in and of itself. She knew her father had magic as well, but she couldn’t recall ever seeing him use it outright. Instead, he used the same tricks of chemistry and illusion practiced by the rest of the Huleay Temple. Maliah’s parents sometimes joked about him being too powerful to show his true abilities, but sometimes it was difficult to tell if they were stretching the truth for the joke’s sake.


  The four people standing around Maliah raised their arms until they were touching hands.


  “Priest Maliah,” her father spoke, “it is now upon you to choose your destiny. You must choose to use your power in the service of your people, as only you can do.”


  The four turned with their backs facing her and placed their hands together, again forming a circle around her.


  “The people are your witnesses,” her mother spoke. “The ancestors are your witnesses. The spirits are your witnesses.”


  Her parents then shouted in unison. “Choose to enter the start of night, the beginning of the path toward light, a journey to your own true might.”


  As if from nowhere, the Ankh of Terunith appeared before her. She had been told her father would hand it to her, but now it just floated in midair, waiting for her. Without hesitation, although she was pretty weirded out, she took the Ankh in her hands.


  She held the cool metal to her chest, and the symbols on her arms, hands, face, and neck began to luminesce brightly. She glowed with ethereal essence, and the crowd cheered. Even though Maliah knew this was a chemical reaction between the ink on her skin and a fine mist released by the Ankh, to the audience, it confirmed she was a magical being who belonged in the Huleay Temple.


  It made Maliah feel like a fraud.


  The four priests around her lowered their arms and took several steps away, clearing the audience’s view. She looked to see her parents clapping as well, though the two Young Priests who’d come onto the stage with her were not.


  The glowing dimmed. The Young Priests exited down the ramp, and her parents led Maliah to a chair at the back of the platform.


  “You did great,” Jua said.


  “Hard part’s over,” Meta added. “And you didn’t even trip.”


  Once Maliah was seated, she could finally relax. Though she kept her perfect posture and held the Ankh firmly upright, she watched in awe as her parents reviewed the meaning of the Start of Night ritual, made offerings to the ancestors and each realm of spirits, and spoke about Maliah’s work as a Young Priest.


  “We have one more announcement,” her mother said as the ritual came to a close, “before we move on to the festivities in the Huleay Grounds’ central pavilion.”


  “It has been challenging to determine who will mentor Priest Maliah,” her father continued. “However, we are excited to confirm her mentorship by Exalted Grand Priest Amun.”


  Maliah’s eyes widened, and the audience’s loud murmurs mirrored her surprise. Exalted Grand Priest Amun was the most enigmatic priest of the Huleay Temple. She didn’t remember zir, since ze had left the city when she was a toddler. But according to rumors, zir power rivaled her mother’s. How was magicless Maliah supposed to train under the second most powerful priest alive?


   


  

    

  


   


  Maliah’s first public ritual was over. She’d accepted her role as Priest and had been placed on a pretty high and wobbly pedestal. And yet, as she followed her parents into the Exalted Grand Priests’ dressing room, they had the nerve to act like everything was normal.


  “You were right,” Jua said to his wife. “Yacob was the right scribe for the job.”


  “I told you,” Meta replied. “You owe me dinner.”


  He laughed. “I call foul. You left out that he’s been doing the priests’ illuminations every day for the past lunar cycle.”


  “Who revealed my deep secret?” Meta asked with feigned indignance.


  “Priest Anteri.”


  “It doesn’t matter. A win is a win.”


  They were ignoring Maliah’s sour mood, and she almost cared enough to be offended.


  As attendants entered to help her parents undress, she marveled at the pillars that stretched five times her height to the ceilings. The walls held painted murals of people standing at the river, watching a boat go by that held a priest, who was blessing them. Underneath the far wall, an attendant measured out oils and minerals into a large water basin.


  She’d visited this room throughout her youth, but its magnificence never ceased to amaze her. It almost distracted her from her anger, too, but someone bumped into her as he entered the room.


  The young man apologized. “I was instructed to assist you,” he said. “I’ll take care of your robes first.”


  “Priests don’t get the royal treatment,” Maliah said as she begrudgingly held her arms out.


  The boy removed her robe with unnecessary care, then moved on to her jewelry. He was smart enough not to respond to her.


  “You’re a child of prophecy,” Jua said. “That affords you certain benefits.”


  When the young attendant struggled to remove her armband, she held up her hand to stop him. After removing it herself, she handed it to him.


  “But those benefits also come with responsibilities,” Meta added.


  Ah, the old with great power comes great responsibility speech, despite a noticeable lack of power on Maliah’s part.


  She looked down at her dress, finding a glimmer of happiness there. The seams were straight, and the fit was perfect. It was such a shame it had been covered by her robe. Her attendant placed her jewelry and headdress in a tray and closed it under a decorative cover. He left the room, but she had seen her parents’ after-ritual routine enough times to know he’d be back to remove her illuminations.


  And knowing her parents, they’d soon ask about her dreams.


  “Maliah, my dear daughter,” Meta said with a wry smile, “have you begun to dream?”


  So predictable.


  “Since you asked last week? No,” Maliah lied.


  Her mother shot her a disbelieving look. “Now, Maliah. I—”


  “Your mother and I,” Jua interrupted, “are just concerned for you. We began dreaming of each other when we were children.”


  “Concerned for me? You mean concerned for the prophecy,” Maliah replied.


  Much to her annoyance, her attendant returned with supplies that smelled just as bad as she remembered. She obediently held out her arms for scrubbing. Meanwhile, her parents continued to disrobe.


  “You know that’s not true,” Meta said.


  “Well, it’s a little true,” Jua remarked.


  Meta shot him a disbelieving glare.


  “It is,” he insisted.


  Her parents stood and made their way to the bath. The attendants helped them remove their final layer of clothing. They offered their hands to assist the Exalted Grand Priests into the basin. Once seated in the chest-high water, they relaxed as their attendants removed the illuminations from their skin.


  They were getting the much gentler bath salts version while she was stuck with an attendant scrubbing at her skin. She puckered her lips in a pout, but no one noticed, which she found quite rude.


  “Maliah, this is prophecy. It will happen. And we want you to be prepared,” Jua said.


  “It’s not an easy path,” Meta added, “but it’s much easier when you don’t do it alone.”


  “Maybe we should wait to start my training. I’m sure I just need more time,” Maliah said.


  “No, there’s plenty for you to learn. Amun returns to Ar tomorrow, and we’ll speak to zir then.”


   


  

    

  


   


  Maliah sat in bed, knees to her chest with her arms wrapped around her legs. For her people, dreams meant visions, either prophetic or intuitive, and these dreams were the first signs of latent powers. Though she’d had dreams for as long as she could remember, they weren’t prophetic. They were mundane. At least, as mundane as possible for a society with technology far beyond Midrealm’s imagination.


  Before she joined the Huleay Temple, she’d considered her dreams a secret getaway that her parents might take away. By the time she understood their significance, she was bombarded with other people’s expectations of her.


  She hated lying to her parents. Although she longed for their perspective, she’d never been courageous enough to tell them about Jarith. This whole prophecy thing was too overwhelming to discuss, and she feared that speaking of it would make it manifest. The powerful abilities she was supposed to attain terrified her. While gaining such power seemed trivial, no one ever explained how she would possibly control it. She couldn’t even decide when Jarith came into her mind. Not speaking about her dreams allowed her to dictate one small part of her life.


  Usually, by this time of night, she was unconscious, and instead of the nothingness that everyone else in the world—minus certain Exalted Grand Priests—experienced, she would dream. And her dreams weren’t exactly pleasant.


  Vague people in vague places did strange—and, yes, also vague—things that she rarely understood. Over the years, she’d learned a bit about Highrealm through overheard conversations and rare moments of clarity, but she had more questions than answers.


  What came through loud and clear was the care that Jarith brought to zir people. Ze knew everyone’s name and listened to their concerns with patience. The others were respectful to Jarith as well. The only outlier was Jarith’s parent, but their relationship was complicated.


  Some days, she resented Jarith’s close-knit community, especially those who worked together on what the Highrealmers called the Ascension Project. She didn’t understand what ascension was, although she knew the Huleay Temple sold it as souls drifting into the sky to join the spirits and ancestors.


  Most days, Maliah wished she could actually talk to Jarith face to face. As a child, she had tried to have conversations with zir, asking zir questions while hoping ze was watching. Ze had responded on a few occasions, but it still felt distant and cold. So instead, she talked to no one when she needed to, and sometimes, she caught Jarith doing the same.


  She slipped under her blanket. Music drifted from the Huleay Grounds’ central pavilion, where the Temple was hosting a lively celebration in her honor. She was never one for parties, especially on the evening before an event as important as meeting her mentor for the first time. It was important to sleep tonight. The last thing she wanted to do was give the Exalted Grand Priest the idea that she couldn’t take basic care of herself.


  Now if only she could take basic care of herself by getting some sleep.
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  Early the next morning, Maliah and her parents left their home for their scheduled meeting with Maliah’s new mentor, Exalted Grand Priest Amun. The sun’s light peeked just over the horizon, but they weren’t alone on the road. Many locals and travelers lined the streets with their camels, donkeys, and offering-laden carts, making their way up toward the Huleay Grounds.


  The city of Ar ran along the western bank of the river. The southern edge of the city was lined by a tall hill, at the top of which sat the Huleay Grounds. An outer fortress wall surrounded the Grounds on all sides, the remnant of a long-ago war. The southern wall stood atop a precipitous scarp, so the city had spread to the west and north of the hill.


  The inner Huleay Grounds sat within another wall, equally tall but appearing much larger due to the increasing elevation of the slope. Between the inner and outer walls lay the homes belonging to members of the ruling spiritual caste, including Maliah’s family. Some attendants were lucky to live near the entrance to the Grounds, though “lucky” was subjective seeing as how this was also where first-generation Young Priests lived and partied. Beyond that, the hierarchy continued, interrupted only by the large market that sat between districts and extended eastward to the river.


  Every step of the short walk from Maliah’s home to the Grounds brought more anguish to her heart. Her time as a Young
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