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C

aelia sat on the peak of the slate rooftop of an abandoned factory overlooking the slums of the city. Her slim outline was illuminated only by the sliver of the first moon shining behind her.

The sounds of the city of Althria wrapped around her even here, the noise ever present, the dank scent of the poor clinging to her senses as she hid in her shadows.

She had been waiting here for over an hour, for Varek's newest set of would-be graduates to follow their instructions to the small building across the street and find the trinkets they needed to deliver back to the academy. If they could make it back to the academy at all.

That was her task in this test of theirs; she was the trap set to destroy their hopes of a future in service to House Virelin, to weed out the weak and slow, to ensure that the next generation of spies and assassins were truly worthy of the honour.

While she enjoyed the bit of fun the night would surely deliver, she was also annoyed, her time could be far better used. But as her elder brother and heir to the throne of Althria, Caelia had to bow to Varek's whims, at least now and then, to appease their parents and the Void.

So she sat. Watching. Waiting.

The first red moon had nearly reached her peak, the second peeking over the horizon, when the first dark shadow appeared on the far street corner. It was almost imperceptible, her eyes not quite able to focus on the location of the moving body, but her own magic echoed the darkness within it.

Her mouth tilted up faintly in a smile as she pulled up her hood and enforced her shadows around herself. She waited patiently, like a wild cat watching its prey, as the shadow crept along the walls of the buildings along the street. She tilted her head at the student as they slipped into an alleyway twenty feet from the target building.

Caelia sat as frozen as the gargoyle statues on the palace walls as she spotted a hooded face peer around the corner, shadows swirling around it as if they were uncertain, wary.

Caelia just observed, not daring to breathe as the hooded face peered left, then right, and finally up, scanning the very roof where she sat. Their gaze didn't linger, no sign of recognition of the danger that waited so very close, and as the student slipped out of the alleyway and neared the door to the small building, Caelia made her move.

On hands and feet as silent as a whisper, she quickly sidled to the lip of the factory roof, eyes not leaving her target for a moment. The shadows around the student were still present, but Caelia could sense them flicker, falter ever so slightly as their confidence in victory grew.

They cautiously peered in each window they passed, crouched low they made their way to the door, but their focus was altogether too narrowed on what lay directly ahead of them, and not nearly wide enough to spot Caelia's shadow crawling down the drain pipe on the corner of the factory building, leaping to the first floor balcony and quietly dropping to the ground near the dark alley directly opposite where the students were instructed to enter.

There, so close, Caelia bated her time, crouched on all fours, ready to pounce. She watched as the student slowly turned the handle of the door and pushed it open just a little. Caelia's attention was almost solely drawn to this one student, but her senses warned her well in advance of a second student approaching from the opposite side of the narrow street.

This one's shadows were better controlled, but not infallible either. Caelia just tucked herself deeper into her darkness. Pity. She was itching to enter the house and get the evening started, but now she had to wait for the two to sort each other out first before she brought the victor to heel.

The second student slipped into the small house a heartbeat after the first. Caelia stayed hidden, watching for any more to approach as she listened intently to what was happening in front of her. They were quiet, so quiet that the distant sounds of carts pulled over cobblestones, drunken revellers, and children crying nearly drowned out the dull thud of a body dropping that preceded the second student’s subtle exit from a side window.

Caelia checked the street once more before she moved across, just as the student peered down the opposite side of it. She hugged the side of the wall as they stepped forward to exit. She moved swiftly towards him, his shadows towering over her. He turned towards her a moment before she slammed into him. Using the wall at her side to kick against, she launched herself upwards. She curled one arm around his throat, as she swung around him, she hooked her other arm into his elbow, bending it at an awkward angle around his back.

With her swinging momentum, she kicked one foot in behind his knee and pulled back, towards the dark alley. He toppled over onto her, but she kept her momentum going, kicking him up and over her as they fell. They landed with her straddling his back, his arm still firmly in her grip. She twisted it up painfully as he tried to fight her off.

She delivered a swift blow of her fist to the back of his head, just hard enough to knock him out, before she grabbed a small length of rope from her belt to tie his hands and legs together. Within seconds, she was dragging him behind a stack of crates at the back of the alley and grabbed the small satchel he had clipped to his belt.

Quick and efficient. Her mantra in life and work. She liked to be in and out of a job before her targets ever even knew she was nearby.

She scoured the street for a moment before she turned back to the open window. She needed to make sure that the first was not making their escape while she had been occupied and do it quickly before any of the other students came through.

She stopped there for a heartbeat before she climbed through, making sure her movements were quiet, her shadows tightly formed around her. Once inside, she paused again, scanning around her for any magical signature. When she could detect nothing, she made her way from room to room. She finally came upon the slouched-over body of the student. She approached carefully, when she was sure the girl was at least not awake, she bent down to feel her pulse.

Still hammering on, still alive. Good. She made quick work of tying her hands and feet and dragged her to the back of the house, constantly checking for any newcomers.

Once she had stashed the unconscious girl in the back of the house, she placed the target trinket, a small, diamond-shaped locket on a golden chain, back on the fireplace mantel in the cramped sitting room. And then, standing in a corner near the door, she waited once more.

By the end of the night, four more students had made their way to the house. Only one of them left it, and only because Caelia was too preoccupied subduing the two students that came before her to stop her from darting through a high window and scuttling back up the chimney to escape.

Caelia let her escape only because the girl was smart to use the distraction to her advantage, and because Caelia had no desire to sully her new hood with the creosote that would surely be decades thick in that very chimney.
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​​​​C

aelia strode into Varek's office at the Althria Academy just as the first light of dawn came streaming in through his floor-to-ceiling windows. Her soul-bound, a black raven-wraith named Eclipse, perched on her shoulder as she walked through the doors, murmuring to herself about being left to her own devices all night while Caelia “had all the fun”. Eclipse was blended into her spirit form, only visible to Caelia, her mage, the only one able to hear her purring complaints.

Varek’s office was lavishly decorated, especially considering he didn't spend that much time there. The long drapes of exquisite maroon velvet were elegantly bound with ropes of golden thread, the rug covering the majority of the large floor space between his desk and the two single couches at the fireplace was worth more than the average assassin at the keep earned in a year.

The walls were decorated with elegant artworks depicting the night sky in various degrees of darkness. Behind his desk was the largest of them all. The artist had tried to cram as much colour into the idea of the Void as they possibly could without disrupting its inherent need for darkness.

This was all so far beyond Caelia's taste, despite having grown up in the palace itself, the second child of the ruling family, she preferred the simpler things in life, unbidden beauty.

Varek was hunched over a pile of papers, his assistant standing behind him, poring over the same dreary documents. Caelia stopped two feet short of the desk, waiting for the men to break their attention from their discussion, while Eclipse fluttered delicately to the table, sitting on the edge, preening her iridescent black feathers in irritation.

"Sister," Varek grumbled without lifting his attention to her. His assistant snapped his head up in surprise, apparently having not noticed her entry into the room. He cleared his throat nervously.

"Varek," she responded. "Your students become more docile every year." She lifted one hand to her hip and inspected the nails of the other.

With that, he lifted his eyes to her, his expression still impossibly bored despite the single eyebrow he lifted.

"You know the challenges we face with recruits, Caelia. Fewer and fewer apply every year, none with much talent at all. I only send you the ones that stand half a chance at survival. It seems we can't expect much more than that of the sorry lot."

Eclipse grumbled at his excuses. He went back to scribbling something onto the parchment, rolled it into a tight roll and handed it to his assistant, who seemed only too happy for the excuse to leave Caelia's presence.

She had that effect on most of the population; she was shrouded in mystery, the void-born light, elite assassin and spy, the untouchable and unapproachable. Labels all bestowed upon her at birth, whether she wished for them or not. She huffed out a heavy sigh.

"Well, I'm exhausted; this night was tedious and far too long. I just came to tell you that I left your precious cadets in the abandoned factory across from the target house. One of your students managed a lucky escape; perhaps she might prove at least somewhat useful. The rest of them are barely worth the price you paid for their uniforms."

She turned on her heel and headed for the door. Eclipse flew back to Caelia’s shoulder with two swift beats of her wings, but before Caelia took another, Varek cleared his throat.

She turned and looked at him. "Yes?" she questioned.

"Congress is approaching." He stated, "Father expects you to attend; he has a job for you. We will discuss it at dinner tonight, make sure you're in attendance.” He took in a deep breath, “He asks you to leave your... how did he put it... infernal pigeon in your rooms.” 

Eclipse squeaked in disdain at the insult. Caelia just flicked a piece of dust off her cloak, ignoring her, "And what if I already have plans for tonight?" she asked, smirking slightly.

He just sighed at her, the heavy circles under his eyes only making it more clear that he wasn't in the mood for her cat and mouse game that morning. 

"Cancel them, Caelia. You know things are afoot, whether you wish for it or not, you are a part of this family, you have a part to play in our future."

"Fine," was all she said as she turned again and headed out the door.

* * * * *
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Her leathers were clinging to her sweat-damp body, feet aching and stomach churning by the time she reached her rooms at the castle. One by one she kicked her boots off, as soon as she walked through the door, leaving them where they fell on the floor.

Eclipse flew to her perch by the window. She stripped off her weapons, dumping them on the settee, and then her clothes, piece by piece, as she headed through the sparsely decorated sitting room. She stuffed a handful of grapes from the small table at the window in her mouth, throwing one to the wraith who caught it mid-air, as she went through to the bathroom. She ran a steaming hot bath as she contemplated what exactly her father would have her do now. 

House Virelin was the ruling house of Althria, one of the five kingdoms of Vespera. During the Mage Wars, Althria lost much, was defeated, and only existed at all past the wars because of the ridiculous sanctions and magical limitations placed on it by the other ruling houses.

King Lyrian had been biding his time this last decade, sending out his spies and assassins in service of the other House Kings and Queens to build their trust, create the illusion of alliance, but Caelia knew her father better than to think it was all for good graces that he bowed and submitted to them all. She knew he was hungry for power, and his scheming mind was always at work to bring House Virelin back to its former glory.

She had no doubt that this "job" he had in mind for her now would be his grand opening play.

She had been groomed from birth to be his honed weapon, as much as she hated it. If she had been but a few years older during the Mage Wars, her mother might have allowed him to make use of her then already. But at only 13 years old, when it ended, her mother spun her protective spells tightly around her only daughter, spells designed to alter the king's perception of the real talent and power crawling beneath Caelia's skin.

Those spells cost her beloved mother dearly; she sacrificed much of her own mental clarity and memories to keep the spells running so long, and as Caelia's power grew, even at only 10 years old, the spells required to conceal them became more complex, more taxing.

The weeks Queen Seraphine had spent meditating at the Voidstone to recover herself had given her only a temporary reprieve from the toll her magic claimed on her soul. It was a practice she now spent hours on every week to maintain some semblance of normalcy.

Once her father had discovered the deception, he was furious, but his ire was soon stifled when he realised his second-born could mean the salvation of House Virelin; the cost of the destruction of Caelia's soul in the process was of little concern to him.

Caelia stayed in the warm water for nearly an hour, only leaving the bath once the water had cooled and her tired mind had slowed its incessant spinning. She needed to rest for what was coming.
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C

aelia only managed three hours of sleep before the knock at her door came. She was already dressed in a fine light blue tunic, embroidered with silver thread, her light brown pants were tucked into her knee-high leather boots, as she opened the door to her sitting room for the servant who came to call her for dinner.

She strapped two daggers to her belt under the tunic, the slits in the delicate blue satin making for easy access to her weapons. “I’m coming with you.” Eclipse quipped from her perch.

“You heard Varek, Eclipse, you can’t join us tonight.”

The raven ruffled her feathers, bowing her body forward as she was about to take off from the perch to fly to her mage. “I am coming; he doesn’t need to see me, but I don’t like that the old man wants to see you alone.” 

The sound of her feathers combing through the air as she took off was barely audible.

“He doesn’t need to see you to know you’re there, you’re incessant chattering in my ear is distraction enough for him to realise there’s more to the conversation than what they’re hearing.”

Eclipse clearly ignored her objections and landed on her shoulder, fading into obscurity for none but the mage to see. Caelia released an exasperated sigh. The servant's pale face turned away as she stepped through the door. Scared. They were all scared of her, even though she had never harmed any of them.

She held her head high and her eyes focused forward as she strode quickly to the other end of the castle, to the great dining hall. Why her family insisted on dining in the ostentatious space every night was beyond her, but she supposed that the King and Queen had appearances to uphold, even with only servants and guards to witness it.

The hall was large enough to host at least 200 guests, but only the King's table remained in the center on nights like this. Great vases of fresh flowers atop tall golden pedestals lined the walls, between the maroon banners bearing the black sigil of their house, one thin-lined circle, ensconced in a larger, thick-lined circle, symbolising the Void that powered their magic.

The King, her mother and brother were already seated at the table when she arrived, the lavish silverware reflecting the flickering lights of the candles on the table. Their hushed murmurings fell silent as she approached the long table and took her seat beside Varek.

Eclipse hopped onto the back of her chair as Caelia said, "Father, Mother." She nodded respectfully at the monarchs before her.

"Caelia," her father said softly, firmly, as he put his silver wine cup down in front of him, "It's kind of you to join us." The appreciation of his words did not meet his eyes.

The raven huffed a laugh behind her. Caelia just nodded in response.

"It's lovely to see you, Dear." Queen Seraphine said with a warm smile on her face. 

So, it's a lucid day for her, Caelia noted to herself, "And you, Mother." She replied.

"Caelia made quick work of our would-be recruits last night," Varek mentioned off-handedly as he swirled the wine in his cup beside her. "It seems she at least allowed one of them through as a courtesy to me."

Caelia snorted as she took a sip of her own wine, "It can't be helped when your students can hardly hold a shadow together, and trudge through the streets loud enough for a sleeping child to hear them coming. Train them better, Brother, and I'll let more of them through, as you put it." 

The king just let out an exaggerated sigh as he said, "Something needs to be done. Our magic weakens with every year that passes, and our younglings awaken with a fraction of the magic they should be able to contain. That's why we must act before the other houses snuff us out entirely."

"Right to the point then, father." Caelia dipped her wine cup forward to eye the contents, "Varek informed me this morning that I'm expected to attend Congress next week, even though the other houses might find it oddly suspicious that the mysterious second-born of Althria is finally coming out of hiding."

Caelia looked at the king through lowered lashes, waiting for the reprimand to fall. He was an impatient man on a good day, and she had the sense that this would not be one. 

He merely glared back at her, and with a tone of voice edging on boredom said, "Yes. You will attend Caelia. You will attend, you will charm and sway the Kings and Queens to your sparkling persona. You will bring honour to this house now as you should have ten years ago."

With the last statement, his attention turned to his wife, who merely stared down at her hands folded in her lap. "To what end, Father? You did not raise me to be charming and swaying." Caelia's tone was more clipped than she should have dared. He was her father, but he was the king, after all.

"Lady Ysara will be there, and so will her son, Thalion. You will befriend him and get close to him. He is the key to undoing the restraints placed upon our house as he leads the Temperests that wield those spells. We must... undo them." He took another sip of his wine, watching her over the brim of his cup.

Caelia barked a laugh, "You expect me to get close to the most powerful Earth mage on the continent? He'll see my intentions long before I've spoken a word to him!"

The King slammed his cup down so hard the wine spilt over its gilded edges.

"Yes! You are the shadows, Caelia!" his patience had reached its end. "Your specialty is concealing, hiding, changing perceptions. You are the most powerful mage the Void has produced in a century! You will use that and whatever other wiles you must to get close to him, to discover his weaknesses. Our house's very survival depends on it!"

The servants stood, faces blanched, at the open doors to the kitchens beyond with the platters of food, eyes cast to the ground, as they waited for the king's rant to subside.

This house is only in this position because you placed us in it with your underhanded scheming during the wars, father! ... was what Caelia wanted to blurt out. But all she did was look at him, unblinking and unyielding. She counted her breaths, steadied her heart.

"And what is the plan once I've learnt his weaknesses? Kill him? Seduce him? What happens if I fail?"

"Seduce him if you must. Kill him if you can. Failure is not an option if you plan to return to Althria." He didn't even look at her as he said it; he just nodded at the servants to bring in their food.

His voice settled back into its deadly calm. "You are a trained assassin and spy, daughter, a very successful one if Varek is to be believed. And if you love your kingdom, as I hope you do, if you love your mother..." his voice trailed off with the implied threat, leaving it unfinished and hanging in the air between them. 

"Then failure is not an option."

Caelia dared a glance at Varek, who simply sat beside her, his knuckles turning white as he gripped his cup. She could see that he was composing himself, aligning himself to his father's will, the ever-loyal heir. Finally, he dared a look at her, "You are capable of this, Sister, I do not doubt it."

They ate their dinner in veritable silence, the food tasting of ash in Caelia's mouth.

* * * * *
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Once they had finished their dinner and Caelia was dismissed, she left the palace for the city proper. She was heading towards her favourite tavern on the border of the slums.

The tavern was tucked between a weaver’s shop and a closed apothecary, its windows glowing with orange firelight, blurred by the rising fog of the Althrian night. Caelia pushed through the heavy oak door and stepped into warmth, the muted hum of conversation washing over her like an old lullaby.

Heads turned, just for a breath, just long enough to register who had entered, and then quickly looked away. A man near the hearth swallowed his drink too fast. A barmaid dropped her gaze and busied herself wiping an already clean tankard. The room shrank from her presence as if she carried a plague.

She supposed, in a way, she did.

Caelia made her way to a corner booth, slipping into the shadows like second nature. She unbuckled the slim dagger at her hip—not the ceremonial one from court, but the practical, blood-worn one, and laid it beside her, just far enough that people would see it, but close enough that they’d know she hadn’t really let it go.

The barmaid approached with hesitant steps.

“Spiced wine,” Caelia said without looking up.

A nod, and the girl retreated, glancing over her shoulder like Caelia might strike if she moved too slowly.

She closed her eyes and let her shoulders sink against the wall. The echo of her father’s voice still clung to her like cobwebs.

“You will go to Luxora. Find Thalion's weaknesses. Or else...”

She didn't want to kill anymore. Not for the kingdom. Not for him. Not for anyone.

The wine arrived, mulled and sweet, though she barely tasted it, her mind elsewhere, somewhere between a dagger's edge and a child's scream from two years ago, she still couldn't forget. 

An hour passed. She paid in gold, tipped too much, and left without a word.

The streets of Althria were quiet now, cloaked in mist and moonlight. She pulled her cloak tighter, the cold biting at her almost as much as her roiling mind did. As she turned a corner near the edge of the slums, she saw her.

A small figure, no more than seven winters old, sat curled beneath a shuttered fruit cart. Her face was smudged with soot, eyes too big for her thin cheeks. She shivered violently, arms wrapped around herself, silent and watchful in that way only children who’ve seen too much learn to be.

Caelia slowed. Her instincts told her to keep walking. Emotions complicated things. Attachment was a blade with no handle. But still, she knelt.

The girl flinched.

“I won’t hurt you,” Caelia said softly. Her voice, usually so clipped and cold, softened, like frost melting from glass. “Are you hungry?”

A pause. Then she nodded.

Caelia offered her hand. The child hesitated, then placed her trembling fingers into hers. She led her to a nearby bakery, still open for the night watch. She bought a crusty loaf, a wedge of cheese, and a bit of meat pie. The baker stared at her like she might stab him, but he took the coin and said nothing.

Outside, she handed the food to the girl, who devoured it with silent desperation. Caelia stood watch beside her, arms crossed, cloak drawn tight, guarding this moment of fragile safety.

When the food was gone, the girl looked up at her with wide, uncertain eyes.

“What’s your name?” Caelia asked.

“...Mira,” the girl whispered.

Caelia nodded. “There’s a clergy on the Hill of Stars. Tell them I sent you. They’ll keep you warm tonight.”

Mira hesitated, then launched forward and wrapped thin arms around Caelia’s waist. The hug was sudden, fierce, and over just as quickly. She ran into the night, pie crumbs still on her lips.

Caelia stood there a long time, watching the mist swallow the child whole.

Her hands, so often used to kill, tingled faintly. Strange. She hadn’t expected them to remember what it felt like to give.
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T

here was a slight chill to the air as Caelia walked into the gardens behind the Academy grounds. The greenhouse reflected the soft shades of dawn as the sun started peeking over the horizon, and the calming scents of the herb garden washed memories over her of the hours spent there in training and conversation with Master Alenya.

Caelia had been Alenya's apprentice as a young child and grew up under the wise old woman's tutelage. Even now, Master Alenya was the voice of reason in Caelia's life, the one person she could trust implicitly.

The gravel of the walkways crunched under Caelia's boots as she made her way to the small waterfall hidden between the lush fruit trees deep within the gardens. This early in the morning, the Master could always be found meditating there, clearing her mind before a day spent with the arrogant students of the academy.

Caelia often wondered how her Master found the patience to deal with them in her quiet way. She knew that while the woman may come across as gentle and subdued, her Master was more capable of ending the life of a man twice her size before he realised what hit him, than any other person in the kingdom.

She found Alenya, who looked no older than 30 despite her nearly 80 years of life, thanks to the strength of magic in her veins. She was sitting on a flat stone at the water's edge. The mist flowing off the base of the waterfall crept around the master’s form like a house cat begging for attention.

She sat, legs crossed, hands folded loosely in her lap, eyes closed, humming quietly to herself. Caelia stopped a few feet away, hands clasped behind her back and head bowed slightly, waiting for her master's attention to fall to her. 

So they stood in respectful silence for long breaths.

"The tension in your body is ruining my peace, girl." The Master quipped, still unmoving, eyes still closed.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, Master," Caelia replied softly

Alenya stretched her arms over her head before unfolding her legs and standing to her full length, an unimpressive height that fell a full foot short of Caelia's own. She turned and walked to Caelia, assessing her as she did so. Caelia's simple Auburn braid had fallen over her shoulder. Alenya took it between her fingers, studying it intently before flicking it to her back again.

"What's troubling you?" She asked, lifting her chin to meet her eyes.

Caelia just looked for a moment, gathering her thoughts. She needed her master’s help, but as was the norm for an assassin, she couldn't reveal much about the task she'd been given.

Master Alenya knew that, she had spent decades in the king's service as an assassin, the best he had until she was tasked with the training of his second-born, her replacement. Caelia knew that Alenya craved the peace that came with retirement, that working for so long as a harbinger of death had taken its toll on her soul and conscience.

"I have been given a new task by the king. It's not a simple assignment. I have little time to master new aspects of my magic and was hoping that you could guide me." Caelia held Alenya's assessing gaze for the minutes it took her Master to respond.

Alenya finally let out a slow breath. "Sit with me, Girl," was all she said as she turned back to her seat at the waterfall's edge.

Caelia obeyed, sitting on a smaller rock next to Alenya. She focused on the water rushing down into the pool, small droplets sending out their ripples through the pond before being swallowed by the bigger circles that were cast by the larger mass of water. She wondered which ripples she would leave in the realm with what she was about to do.

"This task, is it to be completed at the celebration of Congress?" Alenya asked quietly, her voice little more than a whisper.

"Yes," Caelia replied.

"And this strain within you, what's causing it? I do not know you to doubt yourself."

Caelia just let out a slow breath. 

"Ah, perhaps you do not doubt yourself at all, perhaps that keen mind of yours has dug itself too deep into the consequences of these orders."

Caelia didn't dare confirm or deny her thoughts on the matter. As the second born, she was expected to obey without question; she was a tool, little more, despite her feelings on the matter. Alenya merely turned her focus back to the water, straightening her spine once more, returning her hands to her lap.

"What magic do you need to learn?" Alenya's eyes were still closed as she spoke.

"Shielding of my intentions."

Alenya's one eye opened, glancing towards her as the one side of her mouth tipped up. "You know how to shield, Girl, what do you need me for?"

Caelia looked her Master in the eye, "I know how to shield, master, but the level of mage I am to face now is... powerful. I must be sure of my success; it won't hurt to sharpen the skill anyway."

"You're nervous of your mark?" Alenya's full gaze was on Caelia now, studying the apprentice's face with unnerving depth.

"Yes," Caelia answered, "he is a Chronomancer. That is all I can say."

Alenya nodded, turning back to the water, "Quiet your mind, apprentice, then we shall begin."

They sat there in silence for two hours before Caelia's Master was satisfied that enough tension had left her body. When they finally rose, Caelia's mind had returned a little more to calm, even as her legs ached with sitting in the same position for so long.

They ambled through the gardens, back into the stone-grey castle that held the Academy. They entered an obscure little door under the large staircase at the main entrance to the building. The door opened to another staircase that led down, down, down.

Caelia remembered the first time she took those stairs, remembered feeling like it led to oblivion, her young legs burning. Her legs had grown far stronger over the years, but even now her breath was coming in a bit harder as they reached the bottom of the staircase.

The Void Hall.

The darkness in the hall was almost overwhelming, but Caelia's magic was humming with the anticipation of use here, the habit of growing it, like a muscle being worked. Caelia stepped into the black, sending little strands of moving air out ahead of her to feel for where her master had silently slipped in before her.

The hall was designed in such a way as to simulate the void from which the mages of Althria drew their power. It was pitch black, darker than your very own eyes closed at night. Caelia lifted her hand before her face, knowing full well that she would see nothing, even an inch in front of her, but she was still so awed by the all-encompassing closeness of the dark.

Young mages that trained here were often terrified of the Void; a fear that must be overcome to be able to draw on its magic. She never was. This was the closest you could get to it on this side of the Ether.

Her air magic felt before her a little farther. Master Alenya was not a master for no reason; she moved with such stealth and stillness that though Caelia had spent more than a decade in the woman's shadow, trying to learn her every secret and trick, she still managed to evade Caelia more times than not.

Then she sensed her, there, a good few feet to her left, Caelia felt her magic brush lightly against a shadow. She turned towards it, now sending her own shadow stretching after it to be sure. Alenya had moved in that split second.

"Focus, Girl," came a whisper over Caelia's shoulder, from no place in particular. Alenya's voice both seemed to echo and be swallowed by the void. Caelia knew it was the alteration of perception that her Master inflicted on her voice. "You are the Void-Born; you must transcend the illusion. Master the magic others inflict on you, then weave your own over it."

Caelia closed her eyes, closed her mortal senses as she focused her mind to sense the magic. She drew in a long breath, wrapping her shield around her to feel where Alenya's spell brushed against it.

All around her, she could feel it brushing all around her with feather-light strokes. Her mind clear slightly, a light fog lifting from it as she sent her strands of magic, both air and shadow, out from her body.

It was instinct, trained into her daily for as long as she could remember. Her mind settled into a golden glaze of calm as she embraced the Void within her and felt for her master's presence. 

She sensed movement behind her, a mere moment before she felt Alenya’s breath on her neck. “There,” Caelia whispered, not daring to move. She could almost see the smile on her master’s face as the woman stepped away from her. Caelia just stayed standing still as the Void, keeping her magic and senses intact as she followed her master’s movements around the hall. She flitted from one place to another on silent feet, circling her in wide arcs, floating closer, then further away, as Caelia’s shadows followed her, just out of reach, out of contact.

After what felt like hours of tracking, but probably only minutes, Alenya’s voice trailed over to Caelia, “You have what it takes to shield, it is your mind that waivers.” As her sentence trailed off, Caelia sensed claws of shadows raking down her own. She remained still, barely daring to breathe as she kept her shields enforced. Focusing on tracking Alenya and keeping her at bay as her master’s claws tried to trench deeper into her mind. She let out a steady breath.

“You have been trained from birth, as second born, the void-lit, your fate has always been laid out before you. You have always known you would be your king’s first assassin, greatest spy, you have been groomed for greatness, loyalty unfaltering. Whatever this mission before you is, your king would not ask it of you if he did not deem it absolutely necessary. You have been kept for only this house. You have been assigned only the hardest, most difficult, and most imperative tasks. I know the burden on your shoulders, Girl, I have had it weigh heavily on my own for far longer.”

Caelia only listened, steeling her resolve, tracking the master’s movements.

“The magic that courses through your veins is a blessing and a curse, which one it sways to is only up to you.”

Alenya kept circling around and around, her voice a constant whisper in Caelia’s ear, even as Caelia knew the perception of its origin was altered, she felt it. The claws on her shield didn’t falter once, digging to find any crack in it.

“This challenge that has been presented to you is not unlike the others you have faced. You have killed for this kingdom; you have brought others to heel for your king.”

And so, she kept circling, and Caelia kept tracking. Hours went by, but her shields did not falter.
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y the time Caelia made her way back to the castle, she was exhausted, sweat dripping down her back. The pommels of the two fighting knives hanging from her belt glinted in the light of the setting sun as she entered through the great front doors. The guards there didn’t pay her any heed as she swaggered between them. 

The castle was a hustle of activity this time of the day, with courtiers still gathering in small clusters at the doors of the Great Hall, and servants scuttling about, finishing up their work for the day. They all parted before her as she passed, only a few nodding to her in recognition. In her exhaustion she scarcely spared any of them a glance.

She strode up the stairway to the second floor of the palace, passing by the myriad of courtiers’ suites on the way to her wing, all the while her tired mind was mulling over the day’s training. She would need to go to the temple soon to fill her magical reserves the next day, she had spent much of it keeping Master Alenya’s subtle assaults at bay. First, she would rest, though hopefully in peaceful solitude.

She realised the hopes of a quiet evening alone in her rooms were dashed the moment she stood before her closed doors. She could feel her brother’s presence in the sitting room, likely waiting to deliver some new assignment or more details on Congress that she would need to filter into her plans for her "accidental" meeting with Thalion. She let out a hefty sigh and pushed the door open.

Varek sat on the settee with his legs stretched out unceremoniously in front of him, a wine cup in his hand. He was staring out the window into the gardens as he said, “Good afternoon, Dearest Sister. I’ve been waiting here quite a while.” 

Caelia huffed a laugh as she poured herself a cup of wine and took the chair opposite him. “I’ve been working, Varek, I’m not quite as idle as you all believe me to be.” 

He just smiled at her knowingly. He knew their father often made it clear that he wasn’t sure what exactly Caelia did all day, but Varek was keenly aware that keeping a warrior’s body, like hers, in fit condition for service was no simple task. Caelia’s magic may have been powerful enough to win most of her fights, but she was even more capable with a blade, her fists, and her wits.

“I won’t complain for the company, seeing as I get so little of it in this forsaken palace, but to what do I owe the honour of your visit?” She questioned, her face a perfect mask of boredom. 

“Can a brother not check in with his sister now and then just to make sure she’s doing well?” He asked, raising his eyebrow in mock challenge. 

She laughed again, sipping at her wine before she answered, “Of course you could, Varek, but I never find you drinking my finest wine in my favourite chair without some new order or complaint making its way into the conversation. I’ve had a long and tiring day. How about we skip the pleasantries and just tell me why you’re here.”

Varek shifted his long legs, bending them below him. He rested his elbows on his knees and gripped his wine cup in both hands as he turned to face her directly, “It pains me that life has gotten so busy that we barely have time for pleasure anymore, Caelia, we should go out once this business with Congress is done and just relax a bit, what do you say?” 

She just nodded in response. 

“As for the business part of my visit, since you seem so eager to throw me out, we need to speak about your assignment. Father is adamant that we succeed, we can’t leave a single detail unchecked, we must ensure that every angle has been covered.”

Caelia placed her wine on the small table between the chairs. “You don’t usually take such a keen interest in ensuring I do my job correctly,” she stated simply. 

“No, I meant what I said at dinner last night, I have every confidence in you, however, as your commanding officer and the heir to his throne, Father has made it very clear that your failure, if it should occur
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