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The chipped porcelain cup trembled in Rissa Mason’s hand, sloshing lukewarm tea onto the polished table. It wasn’t the unfamiliar surroundings of her cousin, Vivienne Valeran’s, grand sitting room in the Varden City palace that made her shake. It was the feeling. A roiling, burning sensation that started deep in her gut and clawed its way up her throat, threatening to erupt.

She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing the feeling down, back into the darkness where it belonged. Across from her, Vivi continued chatting, oblivious to the internal struggle raging within her cousin. The crown princess gestured with elegant hands as she explained the latest mess with the council.

But politics felt like a hollow concept in Rissa’s mind. Politics for a life she’d never had, an existence of wealth and privilege that had been denied to her. Politics for being an outcast, for being different.

The feeling intensified, a hot coal lodged in her chest. The teacup slipped further, sending a brown stain spreading across the pristine linen. The air crackled. A faint, pungent odour filled the room, like burning ozone mixed with something ancient and... wrong.

Vivi paused mid-sentence, her blue eyes widening. Fear flickered in their depths. She knew. She always knew when ‘it’ was happening.

“Rissa,” Vivi said. “Let’s take a walk in the garden.”

Rissa didn’t argue. Humiliation burned hotter than the fire inside her. She placed the cup down with a clatter and stood, her chair scraping against the marble floor.

The hallway wasn’t much better. A vast space lined with portraits of the Valeran ancestors, their judging eyes following her every move. Although a Valeran herself, Rissa would never feel like she belonged with the family. She pushed through the ornate doors to the garden, the heavy wood swinging shut behind her.

Here, the feeling reached its peak. It pulsed in her veins, a dark energy demanding release. She gripped the stone balustrade, knuckles white. Biting her lip until she tasted blood, she struggled for control.

A tremor ran through her, shaking the flowering vines that climbed the garden wall. The delicate blooms shivered and fell like colourful snowflakes. Outside, the wind picked up, howling a mournful tune. It was always like this. When the feeling came, the world around her seemed to mirror her internal turmoil.

She focused on her breathing, slow and deliberate. In. Out. In. Out. It wasn’t enough.

The balustrade vibrated beneath her fingers. Petals danced in the afternoon sunlight that bathed the garden. The air grew thick, heavy with an unseen pressure.

Then, it happened.

A wave of energy burst from her, a silent, invisible shockwave. The marble bench across the garden splintered and collapsed. A thin crack spiderwebbed across the fountain’s basin.

Rissa gasped, her body trembling. The burning sensation receded, leaving behind a bone-deep exhaustion. She slumped against the balustrade, the cold stone digging into her back.

She was a freak. A walking disaster. That was what everyone thought. Maybe they were right.

This wasn’t the first time. It had been happening since she was a child. Small things at first. Like flickering candles, misplaced objects. But it had grown worse. More intense. More... dangerous.

Deep down, she knew this wasn’t normal. That this wasn’t just some magical quirk.

“Your power’s getting stronger,” Vivi said from the doorway. Her long blonde hair caught the sunlight, shimmering in the breeze.

Rissa turned away, unable to face her cousin. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

“You’re my family, Rissa. Where else would you go?”

“Anywhere that isn’t filled with priceless stuff I might blow up.” Rissa gestured to the cracked fountain. “I’m a walking disaster.”

Vivi crossed the garden. “You’re not a disaster. You’re untrained. There’s a difference.”

Rissa scoffed. “Twenty-five years old and still can’t control basic magic. I’m beyond training.”

“No one is beyond training.” Vivi stood beside her. “Especially not someone with your bloodline.”

That word again. Bloodline. A reminder of her heritage, of the father she’d never known and the mother who’d abandoned her.

“I didn’t ask for this bloodline,” Rissa muttered.

“Neither did I,” Vivi said. “But we make do with what we get, don’t we?”

“Easy for you to say. Your powers don’t destroy everything they touch.”

Vivi sighed. “That’s why I asked you here. I think I’ve found someone who can help you.”

Rissa turned, hope and suspicion warring within her. “Who?”

“There’s a group, the wardens from Estralia. They specialise in training people with... difficult abilities.”

“Difficult? Is that what we’re calling it now?”

“Powerful,” Vivi corrected. “And rare. Your father’s demonic heritage mixed with your mother’s Gliss abilities makes you unique.”

“Lucky me,” Rissa muttered.

“They want to meet you.”

Rissa stared at her cousin. “Why would an elite fighting force want anything to do with me?”

“Because they need people like you. The veil between worlds grows thinner each day. Creatures from the void are slipping through. The Forbidden City’s walls are failing.”

“And you think I can help? I can’t even drink tea without causing a disaster.”

“I think you can be more than you believe.” Vivi produced a sealed letter from her pocket, the wax bearing the emblem of crossed swords within a circle. “They’ve offered you a place in their training programme.”

Rissa eyed the letter warily. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch. Just a chance.” Vivi pressed the letter into her hand. “Think about it. They train near the Forbidden City. You’d be far from court, far from politics.”

“Far from civilisation,” Rissa added.

“Far from expectations,” Vivi said. “And near people who might understand what you’re going through. Besides, I plan on joining the wardens. If you don’t want to join them, there are other divisions there. Like the Dragon Guild, the Spell Casters Guild and the Defenders who watch over the Forbidden City.”

Rissa fingered the thick parchment. Freedom from the whispers, from the fear in people’s eyes when she entered a room. Freedom from the constant worry that she might hurt someone.

“When would I leave?”

“Tomorrow, if you want. I’ve arranged transport.”

“You were sure I’d agree?”

Vivi smiled. “I was sure you’d recognise an escape when you saw one.”

Rissa broke the seal and unfolded the letter. The script was bold and direct:

To Rissa Mason, daughter of Urien Valeran and Ceara Mason,

Your unique abilities have come to our attention. The Defenders invite you to train among our ranks. We offer discipline, purpose and control.

Present yourself at the Eastern Gate of the Forbidden City no later than the next full moon.

Captain Talen Dryss, First Commander, Defender Guild.

“Control,” Rissa whispered. How long had she wanted that?

“So?” Vivi asked, leaning against the balustrade beside her. “What do you think?”

Rissa glanced at the broken fountain, the shattered bench. Evidence of her inability to contain what lurked inside her. The answer was obvious.

“I think I need to pack.” She folded the letter. “And I think I owe you a new bench.”

Vivi laughed, the sound bright against the garden’s stillness. “Forget the bench. I’ve got dozens.”

“Rich people,” Rissa muttered, but a smile tugged at her lips despite herself.

“That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile since you arrived,” Vivi noted. “Maybe this is the right path for you after all.”

“Or maybe I’m just happy to be leaving your stuffy palace.”

“You and me both.”

“And the most fragile furniture,” Rissa countered.

Vivi slung an arm around her shoulders. “Come on. Let’s get you ready for your new life as a Defender.”

“I’m not a Defender yet,” Rissa reminded her.

“Details,” Vivi said with a dismissive wave. “With your power, you’ll be running the place in no time.”

“Or reducing it to rubble.”

“Either way, they won’t forget you.”

As they walked back into the palace, Rissa felt something she hadn’t experienced in years. Hope. Fragile and tentative, but hope nonetheless.

Estralia. Perhaps they could help her control the chaos inside her. Perhaps they could give her purpose. Perhaps she might find somewhere she belonged at last.

Perhaps.
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The floating island of Estralia loomed ahead, its jagged edges crowned with ancient towers that pierced the twilight sky. Rissa clutched the rail of the ship as it approached, her stomach lurching with each dip and rise. Below, the abyss swirled with clouds in shades of crimson and gold.

“First time on a sky ship?”

Rissa turned to find a tall woman with long blonde hair watching her. Unlike Rissa’s packed travelling clothes, the woman wore fitted leather gear that spoke of someone prepared for combat training.

“Is it that obvious?” Rissa asked, forcing her white-knuckled grip to relax.

“Only to those who’ve seen it before.” The woman extended a hand. “Patyna. From Elvara.”

“Rissa Mason.”

Patyna nodded, no recognition in her eyes. “First time to Atheria?”

“Yes,” Rissa said. “You?”

“Born and raised on the island. My family tends horses for the defenders.” Pride tinged her voice. “First in my family to try for recruitment.”

The ship lurched as it docked against one of Estralia’s stone platforms. Rissa stumbled, and Patyna’s firm grip steadied her.

“Come on,” Patyna said. “The other recruits are gathering.”

The training grounds of Estralia sprawled across the upper tier of the floating island, a vast expanse of stone courtyards and wooden structures. Around twenty recruits stood in a loose semicircle. Some wore the finery of nobility beneath travelling cloaks; others dressed in the simple garb of commoners.

Rissa spotted Vivi across the grounds. Beside her stood a shorter girl with similar features — Gabriella, Vivi’s sister. They both waved, and Rissa acknowledged them with a nod, her chest lightening at the sight of familiar faces.

A man with dark skin and piercing eyes stepped forward from the line of uniformed figures. His outfit bore additional markings that the others lacked.

“Welcome to Estralia,” he called out. “I am Captain Talen Dryss, First Commander of the Defender Guild. Today begins your assessment.”

He paced before them, hands clasped behind his back. “Estralia houses four guilds: the Wardens who patrol the borders between worlds, the Dragon Guild who command our aerial forces, the Spellcasters who maintain the magical barriers and the Defenders who protect the Forbidden City. By week’s end, you will each be assigned to one — if you prove worthy.”

Murmurs rippled through the recruits. A tall young man with unruly dark hair and an elaborate sword at his hip snorted. “Is there a fifth option for those who already know their placement?”

Rissa didn’t recognise him, but his arrogant stance and the quality of his clothing suggested nobility. Likely some lord’s son who expected special treatment.

Talen’s face remained impassive. “Yes. It’s called the journey home.”

Scattered laughter broke the tension, and even the arrogant recruit grinned, without a trace of shame.

“Now,” Talen continued, “your first test begins. Divide into pairs.”

Chaos erupted as people scrambled to form partnerships. Vivi moved toward a serious-looking woman with a scar across her cheek. Gabriella paired with
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