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Age 995 P.X.D. ~ Valsora City, the Nameless Continent

The lone woman descended the staircase at a leisurely pace. Torches lit her way, perched high above on the layered brick walls. She was a slim yet buxom figure in a dark burgundy gown. Crow feathers marked the fine silk of her dress, stopping at her twilight blue shoulders. The side was split to her ribs, exposing her taut stomach to the slight chill in the air. A long plum veil hung to her collarbone, but it couldn’t hide the matching lipstick or her stunning golden eyes. Her lace-covered left hand caressed the shrunken head that dangled between her cleavage, a tic she couldn’t suppress when she was this excited.

Rats scurried out of her way as she descended farther. The dim stairway winded about until she finally came to a flattened area of cobblestones. The woman was greeted by a pair of cloaked statues well over twenty meters tall. Each wore a solemn expression by a menacing wolf headdress. They were totems of the past—the first warlocks of her homeland, Ilea, the tundra continent north of Avah.

“Lord Guildayi and Lord Dirus, I bid you good evening,” the woman greeted warmly.

The historical record hadn’t lied about the roots of Ilean enchantment. Even as she walked through the enormous space between the parallel statues, she felt the frozen figures glaring down at her. As she stepped past them, her smile returned. Your ways are antiquated, my lords. Revered by some, but soon to be forgotten. A new era has brought about new opportunities, and soon, I will leave my mark on it. For the coven.

Dankness sat heavy in the air. The voluptuous woman strode past angular pillars and iron bars. Her presence chilled the air. At the sight of her, prisoners backed away and cowered in the corners of their cramped cells. Some called out to Vah the Most High for the exodus from their torment. Others shivered in the corner, completely unable to face her piercing gaze. She paused to gaze into one of the cells. A smirk crept across her lips, and her golden eyes shined with malevolent hunger.

Across from her was the only prisoner who didn’t slink away. He was dressed in rags like all the rest, but his skin was stone gray and marked with black stripes about the arms, shoulders, and face. His hard eyes were a deep brown. The Sebelian wore a collar with two pairs of blades attached—one aimed at his lower jaw, the other at his chest. If he so much as slouched, he’d be pierced through. He gritted his teeth at the sight of her.

“Witch,” he hissed.

High Priestess Thaya ignored him momentarily, taking the time to analyze the tattoo on his forehead. It was a tentacled eye with a vertical slit as its pupil. She replied with a chuckle.

“Now that is rich coming from a follower of the false god. You certainly are in high spirits, Torwick.”

“There’s nothing more to tell, witch!” The Sebelian man held up his right hand. Each finger had been clipped to varying lengths, with his middle finger cut the shortest. They’d been bandaged days ago, but they hadn’t been changed since. A slick grin went across his face. “‘Fraid you can’t squeeze blood out of a turnip!”

“I believe you in that regard. The soldiers of the Adamantine Fortress do excellent work. I’m sure by now you’ve told us about every one of your precious brothers and sisters. I’m glad. Soon, they’ll be ripped from their hiding places across the continents to join you here.”

“You fight a losing battle, vile woman. You can pluck us from our homelands at your leisure, but you cannot stop the inevitable. Dagarah-sa has risen! She has spoken to not just me but all the people of this world. You merely deny her call. Many of us have already answered, and soon more will join us. Perhaps you, too, will become a sister of our shared burden.”

“If the tales of old hold true, then yes, I’m counting on it. There is little useful information about the False God in our archives. Luckily, the Intercontinental Athenaeum is far more extensive. It’s amazing what resources four nations can put together, isn’t it?”

“What do you know of Her Holiness? What could you, a heretic, understand of the Goddess of the Void?”

High Priestess Thaya stepped closer with hands held together. She leaned in close.

“I’ll tell you a secret, Torwick. I, High Priestess Thaya, do not believe that my magic nor anyone’s truly comes from the one true god, Vah. Even your Mystic Order in Sebel would exile anyone who claimed such a thing. Emperor Efreet would have them in chains, and the Theine Kingdom would have me in the mines. None of them understand the historical text as I do, as do you, Torwick. Vah does not share His power with us lowly humans. Every paltry feat we achieve with our magic is but a flickering candle when compared to the unending flame of the Lord Above All. And why should he share that might? After all, he had the strength to banish your false god from this physical plane once. He has no need to lend his power to us mortals as a weaker god might,” she sneered.

Torwick snickered—a sick, rasping sound like a saw on wood. “And yet what is undying can never truly rest! She stirs as we speak. Dagarah-sa will soon reenter this realm. What is undying can never truly rest!”

“Yes, logic would dictate that it is possible. Gods are immortal beings, of course. The world could crumble to dust, and the gods would still vie for power. Nonetheless, big things have small beginnings. To reenter this realm, the false god needs believers to anchor her. Anchors like you. Unlike Vah, she shares a piece of herself with you. The reports from Kimsee Isle were very clear: a Dagarah-sa follower displayed magic techniques none have ever witnessed, and nor can they be reproduced. It’s remarkable ... and pathetic.” Torwick snarled and struck the iron bars. The high priestess continued without reacting. “It shows how inferior your god truly is. Dagarah-sa is crippled, and you are her crutch. But fret not, heretic. The new magics you have shown us shall be recorded in the annals of the Intercontinental Athenaeum. In time, the false god’s power will be harnessed for the righteous. You should be honored. Your piety has led you here. You and I were destined to have this moment together.”

Thaya produced a smooth, round stone from behind her ear and held it out between her thumb and forefinger. Black as obsidian, it shimmered like glass. Torwick finally took a step backward. He recognized what she held between two fingers as accursed stone, the enchanted mineral of Ilea. With a flick of her wrist, Thaya’s wand was in her other hand.

The Sebelian prisoner took another step backward. Sweat rolled down his brow. Thaya’s grin broadened again, drinking in his fear.

“What do you intend to do to me?”

“I thought it would’ve been obvious by now. I’m going to test your faith. If there's even an iota of the false god’s essence in you, that would make you quite the commodity. I would like to extract such a power for academic purposes. Shall we begin?”

Torwick could go no farther. His back was against the wall. His legs quaked incessantly. The High Priestess lightly tapped the marble of accursed stone.

“Aurdrera passona. Aurdrera passona. Aurdrera kein geten dizul, Husaren Jainttalli.”

On and on her chant went. A whisper crept its way into the man’s very being. No matter how much he screamed for it to stop, no matter how hard he banged his head against the stone wall, it continued to echo maddeningly within him—a white mist formed around the marble before spiraling outward. The mist formed into a skeletal hand that phased through the iron bars. The bony fingers reached out for the terrified prisoner.

“No! No, no, no! Please, I beg you! My lady, I beg you! I-”

Torwick’s pleas were cut off as the mist claws dug into his chest. His feet were lifted off the stone floor as the magic entered his body. His arms flung out to the sides as his head was thrown back. A gurgling sound left his agape mouth. Words were no longer possible. The man’s veins and arteries were pronounced all over his body. Perspiration drenched his emaciated form. His eyes were wide as he lost all semblance of control. In a matter of seconds, every muscle withered. His smooth skin wrinkled and dried. Once elegant braids wilted like weeds. Torwick’s lips fell away and splattered like dropped fruit on the cell floor, exposing his yellowing teeth. Soon, even his chokes were stymied as his chest became little more than an exposed ribcage. The very last breath was an exhale of dust as the mummified corpse crashed to the ground. The skeletal hand dissipated as if it had never been there.

High Priestess Thaya studied the body only briefly before looking down at her accursed stone fragment. There was no flare light within its reflection. She closed her eyes and grasped it, searching for the surge of magic from within, but felt nothing. A frown touched her plum lips for the first time since she’d arrived in the dungeon. Disappointment bubbled within her, but she snuffed it out just as quickly—another pretender. So many invoke the name of the false god yet shrink away when the time comes to wield her power. Thaya spoke aloud for all other prisoners to hear.

“So much for Torwick’s devout pledge. Have no fear, my friends. You will all get your turn to prove your faith. Surely, one of you truly is what they claim to be. I need a true follower of Dagarah-sa. That’s what I was promised, and that’s what I shall get.”

High Priestess Thaya scanned the never-ending hall and surmised she had over four hundred subjects for experimentation. As Torwick said, many have already answered the false god’s call. Soon, I’ll have more research subjects than any mage has ever dreamed of. I’ll make history yet. With a wave of her wand, the remains of Torwick’s body crumbled to dust that blew away in a gust of wind. The only thing that remained was a lower jaw fragment and a single rib.
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Age 995 P.X.D. ~ Valsora City, the Nameless Continent

Siah Fiske turned over in the large bed. As one of the elites of the Expeditionary League, his pay was substantial enough to afford luxuries most could only imagine. The mattress was stuffed with feathers and as large as many rooms in the lower city. The Ilean sat up and ran a hand over his bald head. The bed was so high off the ground that he had to drop down before his feet touched the polished wood of the floor.

Across from him was a large glass window with its violet curtains parted to let in the early morning light; he liked to wake with the dawn. Windows were becoming more common, but they were still expensive beyond belief. The very window he looked through had come with him from his homeland of Ilea. The pane was composed of tiny shards of glass held together via lead strips. Through the window, he saw the downward slope of the rocky hill. Fort Adamantine was clearly visible even a full kilometer to the west—a towering fortress protruding from the center of a bullseye. Many armies had tried and failed to breach its concentric walls. 

Fiske shifted his focus to his reflection in the window. Ritual tattoos covered his scalp,  nape, shoulders, and arms. Each was a kill earned in battle, and he reminded himself of that every morning. It brought no smile, no pride, no regret—just recognition and acceptance. 

Fiske came down the spiral staircase. Sometimes, it still struck him how lavish his new life had become. Back home on the tundra continent, their family had been blessed to own a simple cottage. It was an heirloom from his father and his father before him. Someday, he hoped to pass the thatch-roofed property to his son. 

As he descended, the warrior was submerged in a symphony of aromas. He spotted the source when he reached the large dining room table. A full plate of smoked chum trout awaited him. Beside it was a platter of Ilean style doughnuts. They were made from seal oil, flour, and water. The batter was then baked and fried in seal oil. Fiske was sure that any of his family and friends back home would scoff at these imitations of their tradition. Hunting one’s first seal was a rite of passage for Ilean children; the seals were far from the most fearsome predator, but the ritual was to teach cunning strategy more than strength or bravery. Here, in Valsora City's extensive markets, all the ingredients sat on tables in sacks or jars to be purchased by anyone with coin. He couldn’t deny that it felt slightly wrong. Still, he couldn’t imagine doing without them. 

“Good morning, my love.”

Fiske saw the woman of his dreams approaching him. Her golden eyes blazed like the sun, and her skin, the dark blue of a clear twilight sky, was smooth and unblemished by tattoos. She was clad in a thick fur robe that concealed her shapely form, but it took nothing away from her beauty. Like him, she was in her early fifties, and still, her presence robbed him of breath and sense just as it did when they were young. Her eyes were underscored by thin lines that gave the appearance that she was always smiling—she usually was. Streaks of gray decorated her dark tresses—the final brushstrokes from the master painter who had surely created such a work of art. Their love hadn’t dampened even through the decades. As their lips met for a brief kiss, he felt the same passion burning in his gut that had been there decades before. He inhaled her sweet scent as she pulled away; she smelled of the pink wildflowers that grew in the mountains. Fiske could find her in a crowd of thousands by that smell. He believed he could do so even without the heightened senses that Ileans possessed. 

“Morning, Palli. You didn't have to prepare all this for me. Something simple would've been just fine.”

“Nonsense. A bowl of porridge won't do. Now, have a seat while I finish up.”

“Right, dear. And thank you. It smells just like home.”

Palli smiled at her husband. It took all his restraint not to take her upstairs right then and there. He kept in mind he had a schedule to keep. Memories of last night would have to suffice. 

Fiske sat on a stool beside the table—chairs were expensive luxuries as far as he was concerned. Despite all his wife's protests, he'd won on that point. His eyes paused thoughtfully at the tapestry that hung on the wall opposite. It was the sigil of the Fangs of Ravenhill: a wolf's head centered on a baby blue cloth with twin sabers behind it.

His wife returned with a large bowl of dark crowberries, two glasses, and a pitcher of egg whites. 

Fiske locked onto the fact that there were only two cups. 

“I thought Onton would be joining us.”

His wife took on a glum expression. She tried to hide it with a smile.

“He has an exam tomorrow.”

Fiske stuck a fork into a chunk of trout. It smelled divine, but he couldn't bring the food to his mouth. 

“Our boy is determined to be an officer before he takes a wife. Now it clouds his mind to the point he can't even see his father off.”

“Don't be so grim, my love. He trains so hard because he wants to become just like you.”

The words of High Priestess Thaya haunted the soldier. Will he also pursue membership in the Fangs of Ravenhill? He despised how the witch saw through him so easily. 

“All that I do has only been to give him a world of peace, not for him to follow in my steps. I suppose I couldn't quite get the job done.”

His wife scooted closer to him and rested her head on his shoulder. Her intoxicating smell beckoned his muscles to relax.

“You mustn't take the whole of Avah on your shoulders, Siah. As your wife, it's well within my right to say the day comes soon when you should be retiring. Did you inquire about this being your last assignment? I'm sure the Prime Overseer has already thought about suitable—”

“Palli, that's not how this works. You know that. I have my obligations.”

The two were silent for a moment. Fiske felt a cold emptiness in his chest. 

“Still no word on when you’ll be back?” Palli asked.

“I can't be certain. The Pact of Ram is elusive. Rest assured, dear, I will put them in the ground without hesitation. Once the job is finished...” Fiske stared at the sigil of the Fangs of Ravenhill once more. He knew his wife was correct. The powerful magic within his body kept him fighting longer than most average humans could, but the question was how he wanted to spend the last remaining cycles of his life. “I suppose I could take a look at the top-ranking field commanders. Perhaps Marani Albus. She’s also hunting the Pact of Ram in the Sea of Hinterland.”

“I’m surprised your first pick wasn’t Loringa King. You did train her, after all.”

Fiske thought on that. She was on the hunt as well for the Pact of Ram. Her campaign in the lands of Sebel had gone well initially, but an assault on Kimsee Isle had battered the Expeditionary League. Loringa had been grievously wounded. She was his star pupil, but he’d come to question that as of late. 

“Like I said, I’ll mull it over.”

Fiske saw that smile he cherished, and the two shared a kiss.

“You’d better, Head Commander,” Palli said. “Now eat up. I won’t have your breakfast getting cold.”
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Age 995 P.X.D. ~ Valsora City, the Nameless Continent

Fortress Adamantine was one of the world’s wonders, only partially due to its sheer size and scope. Three fifty-meter-tall walls formed barricades around the castle itself, and each had enough space between them to house large military camps with thousands of Expeditionary League troops. As one of the top officers, Fiske knew the layout well. The outermost was Wall Mikael. Behind it was a chapel and many stables for cavalry unit deployment. The middle section was Wall Jophiel, and behind its gargantuan defenses were the training grounds of the Expeditionary League. Everything from barracks, extensive training courses, and record-breaking armories were contained in the bailey of this second wall. The innermost was Wall Uriel. Behind this stronghold was Fortress Adamantine itself, but before one reached it, they came across a polygonal tower known as the Keep of Uriel. Within this structure was one of the most prized and safe-guarded military secrets in the entire world. 

Fiske arrived at the Keep of Uriel on his tundra cat, Luna. He shifted the reins to one hand and gently coaxed her to a stop with a murmured command, stroking her neck. His hand traced one of the black stripes that slashed her dark gray coat. Standing two meters at the shoulder, the monstrous beast would’ve turned most men to scattering prey had she not been so clearly subdued by her rider. If her thirteen-inch protruding canines weren’t enough, the third blood-red eye positioned vertically on her forehead never failed to turn their guts to a boiling stew. Fiske sat tall in the saddle, now in full uniform: a tan leather overcoat and gray body armor with rustic brown plating on the stomach. A black wolf’s head hung over his scalp, acting as a hood. A cherrywood scabbard dangled from his hip.

Even overshadowed by the castle behind and Wall Uriel in front, the structure made him feel small and insignificant.  The Keep of Uriel was built from limestone, which required skilled craftsmen from Jingseh and Yuna. Simple slaves wouldn’t do for such meticulous work. Construction would’ve been grueling without magic and taken a generation to complete. All four stories of the structure had been completed in just two cycles.

Fiske directed Luna to the front gate, her massive paws crunching in the light layering of snow that covered the grass. As he made his way toward the broad stairway that led to the gatehouse, with its beautifully designed balustrade of swirling white pillars supporting flat, austere railing, he was greeted by a stiff salute from the line of Praetorian Guards. Their hinged pauldrons rattled in unison as their fists swung to their chests.

“Head Commander Fiske, sir!” they shouted in unison.

Their armor was black with silver trim, and each Ilean warrior wore a long tunic underneath that went down to the knees. Their helmets sported tall violet plumes that mimicked the mohawks of the Fangs of Ravenhill. 

“As you were,” said Fiske, returning the salute.

They stood at attention as he made his way up the steps and opened the massive wooden doors. Fiske rode through the gatehouse and felt the briefest wave of warmth. With a short trek through a stark vestibule, they were in a vast courtyard with stone flooring. Luna froze before leaving the entryway, growling uneasily at the lone fixture. 

“Easy, girl, easy. I don’t like it either.” He gently stroked her neck as he tried to soothe his menacing companion. Only he knew how docile she truly was outside of battle.

In the courtyard's center was a large half-circle gate of twisted wood. It vaguely resembled the archways that symbolized crossing over to a new life in an Ilean marriage ceremony, but Fiske knew the material wasn’t ordinary by any means. It was composed of magic-rich trees which, while rare in Yuna and Ilea and nonexistent on the Nameless Continent, were plentiful in Jingseh and Sebel. Not only were runes carved into the wood, but sparkling stones were embedded all along the circumference of the gate. Fiske knew all four types would be required for what they had planned this crisp winter morning.

The heaviest yellow gem of the four was the explosive ren from Yuna. Interspersed throughout were tiny shards of the crimson stone kymir. It was the lightest of the magic stones but was known for its near invulnerability. When refined correctly, it was powerful enough to cut through steel. It could only be found in Sebel. Two smooth black pillars of accursed stone supported the gate, which originated in his homeland of Ilea. Accursed stone was the least understood magical stone. It was nearly as unyielding as kymir but infamous for its ability to decay and conjure what some considered black magic. Lastly, centered at the top of the gate was a single lump of emerald green allay stone, the rarest of all. Great wars had been fought throughout the vast continent of Jingseh for even the most minute amounts.

Luna snorted and pawed the ground nervously. Fiske slid from her back and came around to stroke her jaw. All around the gate was a group of a dozen children and one adult woman he knew. Fiske led Luna by the reins and brought her closer to the gate. The twelve children were all girls of varying ages and races from the four outlying continents. They may have differed in those ways, but they all wore an identical uniform: a double-breasted coat with red buttons and white pants. They were students of the International University of Enchantment. 

The one adult woman was another Ilean. Her golden eyes flashed as he drew closer. Her gray high-collared dress clung to her lean form, with scarlet buttons running down her right side. The dress exposed one of her sinewy blue legs up to the hip. Despite the cold, there was not a goosebump to be seen on her smooth, dark blue skin. A grotesque shrunken head dangled from her neck. Her black hair poured down her shoulders in long, serpentine waves, partially obscured by her sheer plum veil. 

“Say hello, girls.” High Priestess Thaya waved as Fiske approached.

“Good morning, Head Commander Fiske,” the dozen girls chimed as one. They tried to keep their attention on him, but their eyes kept darting uncertainly to Luna, who was still watching the twisted arch with as much wariness.

“Go on, girls, be courteous to his mount as well,” Thaya smirked. “I know she looks menacing, but the Head Commander has her trained to be little more than an overgrown kitten. Isn’t that right?”

Fiske managed a wry grin, hiding his annoyance. He had not come to entertain children. “Of course.” He reached up and scratched her back to calm Luna and ease the children’s fears of her. “High Priestess Thaya and I must share a few words.”

A Yunian girl with light brown skin and bright orange hair bounded toward him with giddy excitement. She looked no more than eleven or twelve and had likely seen little outside Valsora City besides the home from which she'd come. 

“Thank you, sir! Thank you!”

A more composed Ilean girl bowed. She was clearly the oldest—perhaps fifteen—and was determined to present herself as a proper young lady. “I will supervise, Head Commander.”

Fiske nodded, and the girls surrounded the enormous tundra cat. They inspected her enormous paws and twitching tail and scratched behind her ears. The big cat emitted a deep purr that reverberated in everyone’s chest.

“Adorable, aren’t they?” Thaya asked like a mother watching her children at play. 

Fiske ignored the remark; he had never been one for idle conversation. “How many students does the university have now? Six hundred?”

Thaya chuckled as the children surrounded the tundra cat in a semicircle. She kept her gaze on them as she answered.

“Closer to twelve hundred, Head Commander. Demand has increased these past few cycles.”

“And no doubt the tuition fees have skyrocketed as well.”

“Well, the demands of the market come calling. The services of the Ladies of the Coven do not come cheap. I must train thirty sisters by the end of Age 995 and presumably double that for the next cycle.”

The establishment of the International University of Enchantment had been integral to the formation of the Harmonious Union. For a century, wise mages in Yuna and Jingseh tried to mimic Sebel’s gate spells. Despite being viewed as primitive people whose nation was hardly worthy of the title, they had only perfected this magic. Their various portals could send any number of Sebelians across their continent in the blink of an eye. Their Mystic Order refused to share their secrets, even after the Hollow Wars. The Ladies of the Coven, an Ilean sorority of witches, finally perfected their version of the gate spell in the early 990s. To achieve their lofty goal, however, required much more raw power. Each continent had bought in only because Valsora had promised gate spell methodology would be shared with all of Avah. The largest hindrance was that tuition for the International University of Enchantment was the most expensive in the world by a wide berth. Finding enough women who came from a life of means and possessed the potential for magic usage took much longer than anyone anticipated.

Thaya took concrete pride in the university's policy of only enrolling females. The Ladies of the Coven had been explicit about this requirement from the start, no matter how often the Harmonious Union pushed for change. 

“I suppose as long as people are willing to pay, so shall it be,” Fiske relented.

“My, my, Head Commander. Your ability to remain unperturbed always astounds.”

The sound of creaking wheels cut off their conversation. All heads turned to the courtyard entrance. Fiske gulped as subtly as he could. It was time at last.

Another regiment of Ilean Praetorian Guards had arrived. They entered the area in silent formation and fully armed. They lined the courtyard walls and faced the center without a word. The last to arrive was a pair of soldiers who pushed a mobile cart with racks. On those racks were cages of iron, and trapped within were fairies. They were all just under fifteen centimeters tall, but they were clearly different species within the cages. Ilean fairies were nude and had pasty white skin, blue hair, and golden eyes. Their wings were like those of dragonflies. Jingsehi fairies wore skirts and brassieres made of leaves, had dark green hair and vivid red eyes, and fluorescently patterned butterfly wings. All watched silently as the cart was brought just a few meters from the gem-studded arch.

High Priestess Thaya approached the cages with both her arms behind her back. The girls from the university formed an orderly circle the cages on either side of their teacher. The Praetorian Guards backed away without any need for orders. Fiske watched from a distance, returning to Luna’s side as a cold draft flowed through the courtyard. The air was thick with tension as Thaya inspected the fairies closely. She spent a few seconds on each one individually. The little creatures fluttered about their cages in a panic each time, bringing a smile to Thaya’s plum lips.

“Girls, the time has come for your first real test. This is a matter of international security for the Harmonious Union. The safety of all our nations depends on your success. If you remember your training, you will not falter. First, you must activate your endurance spells. Go on. I will supervise, but you will do the work.”

Thaya stepped back with arms behind her back. For once, her ever-present smile had been replaced by a stoic bust carved from sapphire. Luna uttered a guttural growl. Fiske felt the hairs on his neck and arms raise at the building magic within the high priestess. Suddenly, twelve fairies were encased in a scarlet orb of light. They panicked like fish caught in a net, ramming against the orb as hard as possible. The tink of their little bodies all thudding against the glass at once was abrasive to the ears. Fiske saw most of the girls were deep in concentration on the task, but the youngest could not hold back her tears. All the same, the small Yunian did not break formation. With one hand held up to maintain the endurance spell, she and the others used their right hand to open the cage doors. The scarlet orbs floated out like bubbles and drifted toward the wooden gate. A dozen fairies trapped in orbs aligned along the circumference of the gate. Only now did Thaya swing her arms into the air like a mad conductor. 

“That’s it, girls! Now, activate the gate spell! Remember that you must be perfectly in sync!”

The dozen girls spoke as one. They activated a four-part spell, each part in the respective ancient tongue of the four continents: Yuna, Sebel, Jingseh, and Ilea. Thaya joined in on the last few syllables, her voice projecting a tone of great importance. The wind in the courtyard picked up speed, taking on an unnatural circular motion. Some soldiers broke formation to whip their heads around in curious awe. Fiske was among them. He couldn’t wrench his eyes away from the fairies who even now fought to escape. Their kin, still trapped in the cages, could only watch. 

High Priestess Thaya beamed with pride and exhilaration. “Excellent, girls, excellent! Now, all you need to do is control your darma via your heart rate. I’ll provide the last catalyst for the gate spell. Don’t lose focus! This will be the final push!”

Thaya uttered an incomprehensible spell in the Ilean mother tongue. Just like that, flowing strands of lightning arced and writhed around the circumference of the gate. The magical stones embedded throughout the wood glowed brightly.

The hissing strands gave off a distinct heat; Fiske felt a bead of sweat roll down his face. Thaya redirected this lightning with clenched fists in a tight stream that ran through the scarlet orbs. The fairies became incandescent silhouettes. Their beautiful wings were the first things to burn away to ash. The roar of the sheer energy being produced was loud enough to rattle Fiske’s teeth. Even so, he heard Thaya shouting over it with the aid of a voice enhancer spell:

“All things serve a purpose, girls. The Fangs of Ravenhill use their mastery of the enchantment to win battles. We use our enchantment to make the impossible possible.”

Fiske had seen this process before. Fairies were preternatural beings, like the water spirits that the Daijo relied on as matriarchs and distillers of powerful magic. Like them, they were prehistoric precursors to humans, true spirits of Avah. Unlike water spirits, fairies did not need a human host to take visible form. Unfortunately for them
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