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Kylan

After months at this wretched mansion with his crazy old grandfather, Kylan was sure he was being punished. He just didn’t know why. Egon was talking, lecturing him again, but Kylan’s focus was on his future. A future his father would be proud of.

The corridors were bright, with warm colors like brown and gold. The thick velvet carpets covering the floor swallowed the sound of his steps as he walked next to his grandfather, even after stating that he wasn’t hungry.

Plants, paintings, and other decorative knickknacks were everywhere. Warm and soft. Even though training with a master like Egon had its advantages, this place would be his downfall before he even started his life. The aching in his ribs was the only proof he needed to know he’d been softened already by this place.

He wanted to be back at the campus to finish his training. Instead, he was stuck here with an old man who did nothing but preach about the importance of things that would only weaken him: emotions. 

Just a bunch of shit that distracted a man. He was a Whitestone, and not just any Whitestone: the firstborn son of the king. And one day, he’d be strong enough to challenge his father and claim the throne. One day, he’d have his revenge for all the pain his father had caused. One day, he’d be free from the fear and anger that haunted him day and night.

One day... Kylan sighed. At least his grandfather never hurt him. A few slaps here and there when he’d pushed the boundaries too far, but nothing that really hurt.

But those never-ending lectures... He focused back on his grandfather because sometimes he asked questions that needed to be answered.

“... of course you know all of that. Now, tell me, Kylan, what happens if you let the Rune take over your life?”

Kylan rolled his eyes. Everyone knew how the Rune worked. The spell suppressed emotions, allowing a man to focus on what was really important and be a better soldier. The more names someone had, the more noblemen he killed, the higher he got. It was that simple.

“A man with too many names, who never lets go, slowly becomes paranoid and madness takes over. What gave him strength will be his downfall.” He sounded like he was reading from a lexicon as he repeated the well-practiced answer.

They reached the dining hall and, like everything in this cursed mansion, this room was warm, welcoming, and comfortable. Polished parquet, oak furniture, dark blue curtains, and floral carvings on the walls and pillars. Comfort was almost as big of a threat to a man’s success as feelings. Why else would they have small, minimal style rooms at the Campus? 

And the smell of this place. It was clean, but the sweet scent of flowers and the lingering aroma from the kitchen hurt his heightened shifter senses. Only a witch shop was stinkier than this place.

He sat after his grandfather because he still had good manners.

“Love isn’t just romantic, Kylan.” Egon continued with his lecture. “You can love just about anything, but it’s essential to live a full life. It makes you stronger.”

He snorted at that. Love caused only pain. His father had said it many times, and he was right. Love shifted a man’s focus from what was important, so it was a weakness. And he wasn’t weak. He’d prove it. He’d become a general before he turned thirty, and then, maybe then, his father would be proud of him. Besides, if he didn’t love, then his enemies couldn’t use it against him.

Egon went on about how the Rune influenced their society, asking questions he didn’t really expect an answer to. Like why men held marriage sacred if love was useless. Or why sons born from wives were prioritized over sons of concubines.

For Kylan, it was obvious. Marriage was political and concubines were for fun. Eero hadn’t remarried. Why would he? He was king. The most powerful man in the country. He didn’t need political alliances. He had everything a man could wish for: power, fear, respect. One day, Kylan would have all that too. Because he wouldn’t become a love worshiping fool like his grandfather.

When their food was served, Kylan’s mouth watered and his stomach betrayed him. Egon smiled but didn’t comment, just kept talking.

“Now, for your training.” He paused, waiting for Kylan to look up. “Your rib needs time to heal. Take a week from hard training and focus on meditation so you can step out of the Rune again. You don’t have months to do it now.”

Kylan half-shrugged, trying to forget how his father had beaten him a few days ago. “Or you can give me a healing potion or call for a healer.”

Without the Rune his broken rib would hurt more than a bruise and obviously he didn’t want that. He also didn’t dive deep into the spell, so it only blunted the emotions. It wasn’t like he used it so much that he’d become a mindless animal.

Without addressing his comment about healing, Egon continued, “I’ll give you the books for the docks after lunch. Take them to the port, please.” He took a bite of his grilled cheese sandwich. “And I’d appreciate if you didn’t spend my money in the brothel again.”

Brothels and whores were the only good things around here. Besides, if Egon didn’t want him to go there, then why would he send him to the docks?

As they ate, Egon talked more about Kylan’s training. How he needed to learn Lightfire before the end of the summer, and Kylan kept nodding. It wasn’t a bad plan, but it involved way too many emotions. Which, ironically, he needed to learn Lightfire: the highest form of fire only the best could summon.

Finally, lunch was over and he could leave this wretched place for a few hours. Maybe even for a full day.

The sun was still shining down on him when he delivered the books to the Dock Master. Sailors hurried to ready their ships before the sun set. Others, Kylan assumed from the expensively tailored clothes, were nobles or rich merchants, wandered around like they had all the time in the world. 

Shops lined the main street, offering food, sweets, clothes, herbs, and everything else a person would need. Kylan found the view boring compared to the shops in the capital. He only paused briefly at a smith shop to look at the swords to see what was fashionable. Guns, bows, and crossbows didn’t interest him; he preferred blades. Guns were for mundanes, common people without magic. A fireball was always more reliable than any bullet from any gun.

One light blue metal caught his eyes, but the work wasn’t perfect. Even from the distance, he could tell it was off balance. Which wasn’t surprising since estril was hard to work with. As most noblemen in the country, he knew how to make his own weapons and one day he’d make his own estril sword. That metal could cut through almost anything and it would never need sharpening again.

Since he didn’t want to go back to the mansion, he shifted into a lion and jogged out of town. His senses sharpened, and he welcomed the scents, the noises, and vibrant colors of the world. Learning Lightfire was so contradictory. He had to feel those useless emotions to master it, to be able to use the full potential of his fire. But if he didn’t let go of the Rune and didn’t learn it, he’d become the failure his father thought he was. And that was unacceptable. He’d learn Lightfire, even if it meant dealing with emotions. But not before he tested his grandfather’s patience. Once he reached the rocky beach, he picked up pace, hoping that he could outrun his thoughts.

The sun was settling by the time he got back to Zosport and with the darkness, humanoid demons woke and ventured onto the streets.

They came in every shape and form, and Kylan kept his magic close to his skin so his fire was ready if needed. The ones that lived in cities were more civilized, but he’d trust a wild bear more than one of those creatures. It was no wonder people, mostly women and children, were behind closed doors already. The shops were closing too, and those that didn’t, changed their merchandise to suit the demons’ needs. A butcher was replacing chicken breast with a brain, probably from a pig. Candies were switched to bugs on sticks and human parts that could be legally sold: bloody fingernails, hair with fried blood coating, and other disgusting treats for the demons.

Tired and hungry from running, he headed to the brothel and asked for a room, dinner, and a girl to spend the night with. Even he didn’t want to be out in the dark with those creatures looking for a fight or a snack. 

By now, it was clear that his grandfather wouldn’t hurt him. So why shouldn’t he enjoy his time before he returned to the solitude of the campus and didn’t see a woman again for months?
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Alana

Alana sat on the train, looking out the window, fiddling with her earring, and trying to stay awake. Fields of crops, meadows, and forests had passed by in the last two days; but now that she was getting closer to her destination, the view had changed and more and more villages and roads were visible. Anticipation, dread, and even relief bubbled up through the exhaustion that was beating down on her. This trip proved to be much more difficult than she’d expected.

When she’d left her home, Alana had no idea what was waiting for her. The trip to the borderlands had been easy, just a train ride, much like this one. But crossing the borderlands, all the swamp and the forests without seeing the sun for days from the canopy of trees blocking the view, had been terrifying and exhausting. Animal demons lurked around her all the time in the dim light and if it wasn’t for her fire ability, she'd be dead.

The fire she so desperately wanted to learn how to control. She’d mastered healing and the basics of telepathy a long time ago, but her fire was different. There were only a handful of fire mages in Lorance, and they weren’t well trained. What little knowledge they had on fire they had taught Alana years ago, but it was barely enough for her to contain the flames. So here she was, sitting on a train with only a backpack and a short sword, to find a fire mage in Defreine who wouldn’t sell her to a noble or keep her as a whore.

The conductor went around, telling everyone that they were twenty minutes from Zosport, so she got up and went to the toilet to change. The outfit was only slightly better than the bloodstained leather pants and shirt she was wearing. Her cleanest dark brown trousers had only some mud on them and a small tear at her right ankle. Alana tucked it into her boot to cover it up, then buttoned her once mint green shirt that looked more yellow now from the gunk in the forest. At least it didn’t smell like something was rotting on her. That was a win, right?

She pulled her long caramel brown hair into a ponytail, but it felt like she had a nest on her head instead of hair. One glance in the rusty mirror was enough to know that her appearance resembled more of a street kid and not a sophisticated young lady. Maybe she should hide the earrings. They were made of gold, valuable. One might think she had money. But it was the only thing she had from her mother and she hadn’t taken them off in the past ten years.

“C’mon, get your ass off.” The conductor banged on the door.

Alana jolted and quickly shoved her belongings into her bag. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, keeping her head down as she jumped off the train.

She couldn’t believe she had made it to Zosport. After spending nine days in the wild, scared and alone, she longed for a bed and a good night's sleep. She should be safe here.

The city looked like time had stopped decades ago. The smaller buildings were made of wood, but the big houses and inns were mostly made of brick. The roads were covered with cobblestone, and the few cars that roamed the streets looked something like her dad had driven when he’d been young. And her dad was over a hundred years old. The word automobile popped into her mind seeing these machines; black, box like, and funny looking with large white tires. They resembled a carriage with an engine more than a car.

Stunned by the view, she bumped into a man with deep wrinkles and a snarl stuck on his face. A little flame danced on his palm as he was trying to light his cigarette.

Displaying magic out in the open without being cautious that mundanes would see it was both amazing and horrifying to her.

The moment the man’s hand slid to his sword, she took two steps back from the man as she realized how big of a mistake she’d made by coming here. This country was far from what she was used to. Men ruled here. As a sixteen-year-old girl, she had as many rights as a dog. Maybe less.

She couldn’t turn
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