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PROLOGUE


 


 


I dart through the shadowy labyrinth of Shadowhaven's back alleys, the heavy thud of boots in pursuit echoing off the damp cobblestones. My laughter rings out, a sharp contrast to the deep, guttural curses hurled by the bulky silhouettes chasing me. I clutch the stolen purse tightly against my side, its weight a satisfying assurance of the deed done.


"Come on, boys! Can't catch a shadow!" I taunt them, my voice laced with mirth. Their growls intensify as I feint left, then veer right, the thrill of the chase igniting my veins.


As I race past a curio shop cluttered with oddities, the gleam from an elaborate mirror catches my eye. For the briefest moment, it reflects the image of a girl with raven hair flowing like ink down her back and eyes shining silver in the night, a wild grin spread across her face. That's me—Kaela Reign, master of mischief and mistress of escape. I wink at my reflection before sprinting ahead, leaving the glint of moonlight behind.


Ahead, a small child huddles in a doorway, dirt smeared on his cheeks, eyes wide and fearful. Without breaking stride, I dig into the purse and pluck out a handful of coins, dropping them into his open palms. "For your troubles, little one," I whisper, sparing him a fleeting smile. His astonished gaze follows me as I disappear into the bustling throng of the market square.


The purse is lighter now, but still plenty full. With a quick flick of my wrist, I scatter a shower of coins over the cobblestones where the crowd surges—a sea of vendors and shoppers now interspersed with a gaggle of children diving for the unexpected bounty.


"Outta the way!" one of the brutish men bellows, but his demands are lost in the chaos. The other swears loudly, shoving people aside with less success than they anticipate. They're big, sure, but clumsy as stone golems trying to dance. I can't help but laugh again—the sound swallowed by the din—as I weave through the stalled bodies, their distraction my salvation.


"Lost something, have you?" I taunt over my shoulder, knowing full well they can barely hear me.


I glance back once more, seeing the two men struggle against the tide of grasping hands and squabbling children. It's perfect—anarchy, my oldest friend, lending a hand when most needed. My heart races with adrenaline, every beat singing a hymn to freedom.


Yet, I know better than to linger in my victory. My home realm of Gloomrift has taught me that much. So I turn my gaze forward, ready to slip away into the night, already plotting my next move in this never-ending game of cat and mouse. But one thing’s for sure—I’m no one’s prey. Not tonight, not ever. The streets, my home for longer than I can remember, are etched into my memory. Especially this part of town. The part where no one goes. Unless you have to. Or you have nowhere else to go. 


The gas lamps are fewer and farther between along these streets, their sickly yellow glow barely revealing the ramshackle buildings that loom up on either side of me. That's another advantage. Darkness is not just my constant companion, but it is also my friend. Those chasing me, though they may come from the same gloomy realm, may as well come from different worlds. They are strangers to this part of town, more used to the avenues that the nobility call home and the broad streets lined with palaces, not these winding alleyways that stink of the tanneries, where the air rings with the clang of the blacksmith's anvil.


Heart hammering, I skid around the corner, boots scraping against cobblestone. My breath comes out in ragged gasps, fogging in the chill night air. I've been in tight spots before, but the sight that greets me sends a spike of ice through my veins. Guards—more of them than I expect—blockade the street ahead like a living wall of cruel intentions.


"End of the line, thief!" one sneers, his voice echoing ominously off the close-set buildings.


Panic claws at my chest, but I shove it down. No time for fear. Not now. I whip my head back, the two brutes from before having caught up, their heavy footfalls a drumbeat of impending doom. They're grinning, confident. Predatory.


"Caught her like a rat in a trap," the other chortles, and they advance on me, closing the distance with each step.


My mind races, flickering through options like pages of a book. Cornered, yes, but not defeated. Not Kaela Reign. I feel the weight of the stolen purse, light as a feather now, its contents scattered to the winds and the poor. A spark ignites inside me—a reckless idea. The only way out is up.


"Come on then!" I shout, defiance burning bright as I feint towards the nearest brute. He lunges, but I'm already moving, using his bulk as a stepping stone. My foot finds purchase on something solid jutting from the building's façade—a drainpipe, perhaps—and I launch myself upwards. Fingers scrabble for a hold on the window ledge above. Got it. With an agile heave, I swing through the broken window, rolling into the shadow-shrouded space beyond.


"Get her!" someone roars below.


Boots thunder on the street, then the crash of the warehouse door gives way under brute force. I can hear them storming inside; the clamor of their search echoes loudly as I silently retreat into the gloom.


"Spread out! She's here somewhere," the leader barks, and I can almost hear the sneer in his voice.


Melding with the darkness, I press myself against the cool inner wall, heart still racing. I've always had a knack for going unnoticed when I need to. It's saved my skin more times than I can count.


"Find anything?"


"Nothing. It's like she vanished."


"Check behind those crates!"


I barely dare to breathe as heavy footsteps approach, the beam of a lantern sweeping perilously close. But I'm a shadow among shadows, unseen, a ghost haunting this place of forgotten things.


"Where is she?" The frustration in their voices is palpable, a sweet sound to my ears. 


"Impossible. She couldn't have gotten past us!"


"Keep looking!"


But I know they won't find me. I'm safe in my element, the dark my ever-faithful ally. They'll blunder about for a while longer, anger mounting with each empty corner they turn. And then, when they're convinced I've somehow slipped through their fingers, they'll leave.


And I'll be free once more.


As soon as the thought rises to my mind, I know the bitter truth that’s the reality of my situation.


This is no freedom. If…when… I escape from this, it's hardly the sweet taste of freedom that I will breathe. Just more of the same. I push down the maudlin thoughts that threaten to overwhelm me. This is not the time for self-reflection. 


"Better hope we don't find you, girl," a coarse voice rumbles through the shadows. "The boss wants you pretty, but accidents happen."


The words not only underline the need to focus, but they also bring home that this isn’t a game. This is life and death, and there is only one life that is on the line here.


Mine.


The money, stolen to put food in my belly and food in the bellies of the other street kids comes at its own cost.


The noble to whom these bodyguards belong will not even notice the missing money. He has hundreds, thousands more where that came from.


No. This is about principle. About making an example. 


And the last thing I need is to be made an example of.


Because that really would be the last thing I ever did.


Their boots thud ominously as they draw closer. I can feel the heat of a lantern's glow brush against my cheek, its light daring to reveal my presence. My heart hammers against my ribs, threatening to betray me with its drumming.


"Thought I saw somethin' here..." A guard’s breath is hot and reeks of rotting teeth; he's so close I could count the gaps in his grin if I dared to open my eyes. 


"Ah, it's nothing. Just a trick of the shadows," another scoffs, mere inches from where I press myself into the darkness. "She's slippery, like an eel!"


"Outsmarted by a street rat," the first guard spits, venom lacing his tone. "She must've found a way out. She ain't here!"


"Let's go, then!" The second one sounds almost relieved. Their heavy footfalls retreat, their fading voices mixing with my pounding pulse.


I wait, seconds stretching into eternity, until the creaking of the warehouse door signals their departure. Only when their angry mutters dissolve into the night do I allow myself a shaky exhale. I peel away from the wall, muscles stiff from tension, a ghost stepping back into her own skin.


A quick scan of the warehouse assures me I'm alone. I edge toward the entrance, every sense straining for signs I might not be as solitary as I hope. One misstep now could spell the end.


But as I reach the doorway, a shadow eclipses the faint moonlight—a figure looming large and ominous. My breath catches; have the guards returned? No, this presence is different, the air around it is charged with a palpable intensity.


"Kaela Reign," the figure intones, voice neither malevolent nor kind. I tense, ready to bolt or fight.


"Who are you?" I demand, steel creeping into my voice despite the hammering of my heart.


"Someone who's been watching you. You have talents that are... wasted here." There's a gravity to the words, a weight that feels like destiny tugging at my sleeve.


"Watching me?" I echo, suspicion narrowing my gaze. "What do you want?"


"Only to offer you what you've been searching for. A chance to get away from here. From this. A chance to change your life," comes the cryptic reply. "An invitation. To a place where you will hone your skills, discover secrets beyond your wildest dreams, and live out your true destiny."


The words hang between us, a key to a door I've yet to see. This could be a trap, a new game played by those who seek to control me. Or it could be the chance I've been stealing and fighting for all my life.


"Change my life, you say?" I ask, the hint of a challenge in my tone. "Tell me more."




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I stand at the precipice of the Veil of Shadows, the perpetual storm that cuts off the Realm of Gloomrift from the rest of the Kingdom of Lyria. Its malevolent presence whispers like a foul breath against my skin. My black hair whips about me as the dark maelstrom beckons, its swirling masses an abyss that swallows light and hope alike. 


"Change your life," the stranger's words from two days ago echo in my head, a mantra against the rising terror.


He had given me a choice. Perhaps the first time I had been offered one in the nineteen years of my life.


At the time, it had seemed an obvious thing, to grasp the opportunity thrust upon me. One that I could never have dreamed would have come my way. I had become resigned to spending the rest of my days on the streets of Shadowhaven, eking out a life that one day, perhaps not too far into the distance, would be cut brutally short. 


People like me, grubbing for a life in the dirt and shadows, didn't get a leg up. They had to beg, steal, and borrow one, and there was always payback. The thought of getting out, achieving something better, something different, barely ever occurred to me because it just seemed so impossible. So improbable.


Does a chick lying in its egg dream of the outside world?


Yet dull and repetitive though it was, at least that was a life. 


As my eyes try to pick out details in the swirling blackness, I remember what I have heard about the Veil of Shadows, how people enter it never to return. 


The stranger said as much himself. My first test would be to survive the veil. But he said that that would pale in comparison with the tests that I would find waiting for me if I made it to Stonegarden. 


Stonegarden. I had heard of the myth, everyone had, but I had dismissed it along with the boogeyman who hid under my bed. The stranger had revealed little about the institution, merely that if I managed to find my way, there was a place waiting for me. 


And a future.


But that was all he had said. Frustratingly little, considering he was asking me to make a decision that would alter the direction of my life.


And yet here I am.


With one last glance at the bleak expanse of Gloomrift behind me, I draw my hood up, shielding my silver eyes from the tempest's reach.


I step forward, and shadows coil around me like serpents, eager to claim another lost soul. The ground beneath my boots is treacherous, a jagged landscape hidden by darkness and illuminated only by nature's volatile strobe – lightning that tears the sky asunder.


Each flash brings a tableau of the rocky terrain before me, a snapshot of desolation. The hail is merciless, needle-like shards that pierce fabric and flesh with equal disdain. I hunch my shoulders, pushing through the onslaught, muscles taut like bowstrings. 


The winds are alive, screaming like banshees – no, not just screaming. Pleading. "Turn back. Return to safety." Their voices are the echoes of tortured souls, or perhaps they're simply figments of my fears given voice by this hellish squall. But what safety do I forsake? The alleys of Gloomrift offer no haven, only a different kind of peril. Here, at least, the threat is elemental, pure, and I can face it head on.


Lightning crashes again, a brilliant lance that carves the night, and for a moment, the path ahead is clear. There's something invigorating about the raw power that surrounds me, something that stirs the depths of my spirit. I've lived in the shadows for so long, but now I feel a kinship with the storm.


"Kaela Reign," I murmur to myself, the name barely audible over the howl of the wind. "You were forged in darkness. You can weather this tempest."


My hands are numb, but my grip on my resolve is ironclad. Each gust threatens to unmoor me, yet I press on, finding a rhythm in the madness. Part of me enjoys the discomfort, the pain, almost as if it is washing away my previous life, the one that even now I have doubts about having strode away from. 


The storm rages, relentless, a beast with infinite hunger. But in this void where others may find despair, I sense the promise of rebirth – the metamorphosis promised by a stranger's enigmatic words. 


"Change your life," the mantra pulses in time with my heart, fueling my stride. Ahead lies uncertainty, a future unwritten, and despite the tempest's fury, it is this thought alone that carries me forward into the abyss.


Hailstones pelt me like a thousand tiny daggers, each one inscribing doubt deeper into my flesh. "Why am I here?" The question claws its way out of my throat, whipped away by the gale before it can reach any ear but my own.


"Because you didn't want to merely exist," I answer myself, voice barely a whisper against the clamor of the storm. "Because existing isn't living."


The stranger's shadowy figure lingers in my mind, his promise a lifeline thrown into the murky waters of my past. He spoke of change, of a future. Of a life worth living. Could such a thing be meant for someone like me? My hands, though numb and battered, still cling to the possibility with a desperation that surprises even me.


"Move," I command my legs which have grown heavy as stone. I look around me, desperate to see some break in the storm, a light at the end of this rampaging tunnel, but the blackness extends to every horizon.


Among everything else, I start to fear that I am going in the wrong direction, that my weary feet are not taking me to Stonegarden, but back to Gloomrift.


With each step, an echo of his words beats in rhythm with my heart. "A future... A life..." The mantra buoys me through the tempest, a beacon of hope in a sea of despair. Yet, doubt is my relentless companion, whispering at every gust: What if it's a lie? What if you are marching to your doom?


“You have never trusted anyone in your life since your foster parents passed away,” I say to myself. “Why now? Why him? Why put faith into someone who didn’t even tell you his name?”


They are questions I cannot answer.


But what have I left behind? Shadow-soaked alleyways and a life cloaked in obscurity. Even if this is a fool's errand, it's the first choice that feels like my own. And so, I walk. Through pain. Through fear. Toward the unknown.


 


***


 


My knees buckle as I stagger from the Veil's clutches, the violence of the storm fading behind me like a nightmare at dawn. The world that greets me is stark, washed in hues of gray, but the sun – oh, the sun! It is weak, pale, a mere ghost of light, yet to my starved eyes, it is a marvel.


"Is this... hope?" I murmur, squinting against the brightness that would be laughable to anyone who had not spent their life in Gloomrift.


Before me sprawls the rocky plain, its emptiness a balm to my senses after the relentless assault of the Veil of Shadows. And there, slicing the horizon, stands the mountain range that the stranger spoke of – ancient, inscrutable, and concealing my ultimate destination beneath its jagged peaks: Stonegarden.


"Stonegarden," I breathe out, allowing the name to fill me with purpose once more. The stranger had spoken of it in reverent tones, a place of secrets and power, where people like me are forged into something new.


My body is a tapestry of bruises and fatigue, but something akin to warmth begins to spread through my veins. It's not just the frail sunlight; it's the realization that I've crossed the threshold of my old life. Broken the ties that bound me, ones that I had assumed would always hold me back. With every throbbing ache, I've earned my first glimpse of a world beyond the Gloomrift shadows.


"Kaela Reign," I say again, testing the weight of my name. "Welcome to your new beginning."


I take a moment to savor the raw ache of my muscles, the taste of freedom on my lips. Then, with a deep breath that fills my lungs with chilly air, I set my sights on the mountains, and I start walking. There's no path, no sign, nothing but my own resolve to guide me.


"Let's see what life has in store for you," I challenge the silent expanse ahead. And with that, I step forward.


It is several hours later when I clamber over a jagged edge of rock, my hands trembling from both exertion and anticipation. The landscape is unforgiving, but to my eyes it is a paradise compared to the suffocating alleys of Shadowhaven. But despite everything, a thought claws at me, persistent and unsettling – am I trading one prison for another?


My past is a patchwork of narrow escapes and stolen bread, of whispered rumors in the dark. I had been like a ghost, unseen and unheard, until that stranger pierced my veil of invisibility with his knowing gaze. He promised a future, saying I had nothing to lose. But a life, no matter what kind, is still something to lose. 


"Kaela Reign," I murmur to myself, the name feeling like a talisman against the doubt. "You've never belonged anywhere, so what's there to miss?"


Nothing but shadows and the cold embrace of solitude—no ties, no bonds. Just the echo of my footsteps in the empty streets, the ache of hunger, the sting of rain. My life had been a series of fleeting moments, each one slipping through my fingers like water. No, I hadn't left anything behind; I'd simply stepped out of one dream into another, hoping this one would hold substance.


I had put on a brave face, hiding behind cockiness like a shield, but there had always been doubt; surely there was something more. 


An eerie howl winds around me, and I shudder, wrapping my cloak tighter. The sound is almost human, filled with a sorrow I know all too well. It's just the wind, I remind myself. Just the wind.


"Focus, Kaela," I chide, shaking off the chill that has nothing to do with the weather. 


And then, as if summoned by my resolve, it appears: the distinctive rock formation the stranger described, a jagged spire thrusting toward the heavens like a silent sentinel. My heart leaps, pounding a fierce rhythm against my ribs. It's real. This isn't just some cruel trick of hope.


"Right there," I whisper, my voice snatched away by the merciless wind. "That's where your new life begins."


Carefully, I navigate the treacherous terrain. The ground seems eager to betray me, loose stones shifting underfoot, threatening to send me tumbling into the abyss. But I move with the grace of someone who has danced on the edge of knives her whole life. 


The stranger's words echo in my mind, a now familiar mantra guiding me forward: "Your talents are wasted in the darkness, Kaela. We can give them purpose."


Purpose... a word so foreign, yet so intoxicating. I could have a reason for being, something beyond mere survival. As I draw closer to the spire, my breaths come faster, not from fear, but from the sheer exhilaration of the unknown.


"Show me this purpose then," I challenge the silent stone before me, the gateway to a world of espionage and ancient magic. "Show me what I can become."


With a final leap, I clear a crevice, landing with practiced agility on the other side. My hand grazes the cool surface of the rock, tracing the strange markings that I now know are more than from simple weathering. They're a sign, a welcome—or a warning.


"Here goes everything," I say, steeling myself for whatever lies ahead. But even as the words leave my lips, I can't help but wonder if I'm ready for the truths I might uncover, for the destiny that calls to me with a siren's allure.


Then I spot the dark maw in the rock. Another statement from the stranger that has proven to be accurate. 


I press forward, my every nerve alight with the thrill of the imminent revelation, the precipice of my new existence just within reach.


I navigate the cave's mouth, a shadow slipping through another. The dim light barely graces the sharp edges of the rocks around me, but I find my way, as I always do. My fingers skim over the jagged walls, each whispering secrets of ancient times and hidden doors. The air is thick with the smell of damp earth and anticipation. I can taste the promise in it—the possibility of what lies beyond.


"Where are you?" I murmur to the silent darkness, my voice steady despite the fluttering in my chest. "Come on, Kaela, remember what he said: 'Look beyond what's there.'”


I pause, letting my eyes adjust, searching for the anomaly in the pattern of stone that will betray the entrance. And then, a breath catches in my throat as I see it—a sliver of space where the wall should be whole. With a careful push against the seemingly solid surface, I feel it give way.


"Finally," I exhale, my pulse quickening with triumph.


The passage narrows, winding deeper into the earth, and I follow its serpentine path, trusty as the instincts that have kept me alive this long. A soft glow begins to filter through the distance, growing brighter with every step. I emerge into a cavernous space, and before me stands the grand entrance of Stonegarden Academy. Ornate carvings frame the massive door—symbols of magic and secrecy entwined. 


I hesitate, suddenly aware of the weight of my decision. This threshold is a line between worlds—the mundane existence I've known and this new life brimming with arcane knowledge. To cross it is to leave behind everything, not that I have much to forsake. But still, doubt gnaws at me, whispering of all the ways this could shatter the fragile hope I've only just begun to nurture.


"Can I really do this?" I ask the silence around me. No answer comes, but my own resolve rises to meet the challenge.


"Kaela Reign doesn't back down," I say, bolstering myself. "Not now, not ever."


So, with a deep breath that feels like my first and last, I step forward. The door swings open without a sound, welcoming or ominous—I can't decide which.


The world that greets me on the other side seizes my breath and holds it captive. It's nothing like the alleys of Gloomrift or the blinding fury of the Veil of Shadows. My heart hammers a frenzied beat, and for a moment, I'm rooted to the spot, struck by the sheer alienness of it all.


"Is this real?" I whisper, awe coloring my tone. 


It's too much and yet not enough; I want to drink in every detail, but my senses are overwhelmed. The air is charged with energy that buzzes against my skin, an undercurrent of power that beckons and intimidates all at once.


"Welcome, Kaela Reign," a voice resonates through the space, though no speaker is visible. "Your education begins now."


I swallow hard, my hands clenched at my sides. This place will mold me, test me, maybe even break me. But out of everything, one thought anchors me: I'm here because I chose to be. Whatever this place has in store, I'll face it head on.


"Let's get started then," I say, more to myself than anyone else, my voice a mix of defiance and determination.


And with that silent proclamation echoing in my heart, I take my first steps into an unknown future.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


As I step through the towering archway, a hush blankets the grand hall of Stonegarden. My heart drums a frantic rhythm against my ribs, nearly as loud as the echo of the gate closing behind me. Every eye in the room—sixty, maybe more—locks onto me. It's like they can smell the Shadowhaven on me, the reek of the back alleys and the shadows that cling to my skin. Their stares are like daggers, sharp and cold, sizing me up for weakness.


I've never laid eyes on anyone from outside Gloomrift before, yet here in front of me are inhabitants from the three other realms, Solara, Verdantis, and Frostholm. All like me in some ways, especially in their age, but so different in many others. 


The students from Solara, the land of the eternal sunshine, are the first to catch my eye. Their skin seems to glow with the warmth of the sun’s rays they have basked under all of their lives. Their eyes look filled with an energy, a vitality that makes me feel even more drab, even more of an outcast.


No less striking are those that obviously herald from Frostholm, Lyria’s frozen realm. Pure skin as white as their homeland’s deserts of snow shows under robes ranging from jet black to icy silver. Last but not least are the ones from Verdantis, the lush forest paradise that makes up the final quarter of this land. They look most like the people I have lived all of my life with, but all wear green, though whether that is as camouflage or as a reminder of home I don’t know. 


The only ones dressed in black are the ones who hail from Gloomrift, a place where colors are pointless within the dull, gloomy days and pitch black night. But even among those I see no one to give me comfort. These aren’t the people from the Gloomrift I know. They are from the noble houses, from respected families, not from the streets.


Scraping a living on the streets of Shadowhaven, it is easy to forget that Gloomrift is part of a larger kingdom: four separate realms held together by a monarchy. The shifting of power between the realms and the political maneuverings had probably been taught in great detail at school, but I had had other things on my mind. When I’d attended. 


But now for the first time in my life, I wished I did know more about the land I was born into and, due to a crazy twist of fate, was going to be trained to protect.


"More new blood," someone mutters from a corner, their voice cutting through the silence.


The suspicion is palpable, a living thing that wraps around me as I make my way to the back, to a stone bench that seems just as unwelcoming as the students. The hall itself is a marvel—a vast cavern carved from the belly of the earth. Eerie glows emanate from crystals embedded in the walls, casting long, dancing shadows over the fantastical carvings that depict battles and beasts of legend. My fingers itch to explore every groove and hidden story within them, a distraction from the weight of dozens of gazes still locked on me.


"Pay them no mind," I whisper to myself, trying to gather the shreds of my composure like a cloak around me. "You're here for a reason."


A sudden, chilling silence falls upon the hall as the grandmaster enters. He moves with a grace that belies his age, his silver hair flowing down his back like a river of moonlight. His robes, deep blue interwoven with threads of gold, shimmer with each step. But it's his eyes that capture me—the color of mercury, deep pools that seem to know your every secret.


"Welcome," the man’s voice resounds, clear and commanding, echoing off the stone, "to Stonegarden, where your true test begins. You will come to know me as The Alchemist. My word is everything in these walls… and beyond.”


“For those of you who don’t know,” he continues, “the Kingdom of Lyria was unified hundreds of years ago during the reign of King Eldrion. Known as The Peace Weaver, Eldrion proposed a pact among the four realms, promising mutual protection and resource sharing. This pact was sealed by the construction of this very academy as a neutral ground for training and preparation against outside threats.” His hard eyes seem to find each and every one of us. “Those threats have never been more real.”


I feel his gaze brush past me, sending a shiver down my spine. This man holds my fate in his hands, and I am simultaneously drawn to and repelled by the power he wields. What manner of sorcery allows him to see through the facade of everyone he looks upon?


He stands before us, his voice a tide that sweeps over the crowd, pulling us into the depths of Stonegarden's purpose. "This academy was not built as a mere school," he begins, and I feel the weight of history settle upon my shoulders. "It was forged in the fires of necessity, amidst the chaos of warring realms. Here, we train not just warriors or mages, but guardians of peacekeepers of the balance."


He paces slowly before us, hands clasped behind his back, robes whispering against the stone floor. "You have been chosen for your unique talents, your potential to wield influence where brute force would fail. In the shadows, you will move unseen. In the courts, your words will weave fate. You are the hidden hand that steers the course of kingdoms, which holds together the fragile truce our ancestors bled to achieve."


I sit straighter, feeling a kinship with these words. My life in Gloomrift has been nothing if not a testament to moving unseen, to affecting change from the shadows. The idea of using this is exhilarating.


"Make no mistake," The Alchemist continues, his gaze piercing through each of us, "the path ahead is riddled with peril." He pauses, allowing a heavy silence to fill the room before he speaks again. "Many of you will falter in the first year. Fewer still will survive all five."


Whispers break out among the students, but I focus on The Alchemist's every word, trying to see past the veil of fear he casts. Death is a familiar specter, one that danced through the alleys of Gloomrift nightly. But here, it's different—it's a promise.
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