
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Chapter 1


“The Weight of Guilt”

The dawn over Aetheris Academy was different now.

Once, the rising sun had filled the crystalline spires with warmth, scattering golden rays across the courtyards, fountains, and enchanted gardens. Now the light felt pale, as though even the heavens grieved. The air carried a stillness too heavy for morning, and every echo of footsteps in the halls seemed muted, as though stone and air alike had fallen into mourning.

The battle had ended, yet the scars remained. Stones in the eastern terrace were fractured, scorched by crimson energy that lingered faintly like dried blood. The central fountain, once a symbol of serenity, still rippled unnaturally at times, crimson threads dissolving whenever the wind brushed across its surface. Students passed quickly by the site, whispering in hushed tones, eyes downcast, as if afraid the memory of death might cling to them if they lingered too long.

But for Kael, Lyra, and Zephyr, there was no escaping it.

They had lived it.

They had survived it.

And survival felt like a curse.

Lyra’s Grief

Lyra sat at the edge of the fountain that morning, her pale fingers trailing across the surface of the water. It shimmered at her touch, rising obediently into small ripples that swirled in patterns she didn’t intend. Her control faltered more often these days—her heart was too restless.

Every movement of the water reminded her of him. Rurik had stood here often, steady and unshakable, his presence grounding them all. She could still hear his voice: calm, deep, reassuring. “Protect each other—that’s what matters.”

Her chest tightened as the words replayed in her memory. Tears welled unbidden, mixing with the droplets on her hand. She pressed her palm flat against the water, forcing it into stillness, whispering through trembling lips:

“I should have stopped him... I should have done something... anything.”

The guilt gnawed at her. She had seen the attack coming, the crimson tendrils lunging toward her, and in that moment of fear she had hesitated. It was Rurik who moved—Rurik who took the blow meant for her. He had smiled even as the energy tore through him, and she would never forget that smile. It was carved into her soul, both a comfort and a torment.

Kael’s Silence

Nearby, Kael stood rigid, shards of frost forming and dissolving around his hands. His breath misted in the cool air, his focus sharp yet brittle. He was not one to cry, not one to give voice to his pain. His silence was his grief.

Inside, though, the storm raged. He had always prided himself on calculation—reading the battlefield, anticipating every strike, and crafting strategies from precision and foresight. And yet, in the critical moment, his foresight had failed. He had not accounted for Rurik’s choice.

If I had commanded differently... If I had moved faster... If I had seen the pattern sooner...

The thoughts circled endlessly, blades of guilt sharper than any ice he could conjure.

He clenched his fist, and the frost around him hardened into jagged shards, cutting faint lines into his palm. He welcomed the sting—it was proof that he could still feel, proof that he hadn’t turned entirely into the cold numbness that threatened to consume him.

“Your sacrifice won’t be wasted,” he muttered under his breath, eyes fixed on the horizon. “Darcos will pay for every drop of your blood.”

Zephyr’s Restlessness

Zephyr, in contrast, could not stay still. He darted across the courtyard, riding thin gusts of air that whipped around him like restless spirits. Normally, his movements were playful, a dance of joy and mischief. Now, they were frantic, almost desperate.

The silence was unbearable. Without Rurik’s steady laughter, without his grounding presence, the air felt... wrong. Zephyr’s jokes no longer found purchase, his grin had faded, and the emptiness inside him whistled louder than any wind.

He had replayed the moment a thousand times too—how Rurik had leapt into danger, how Zephyr had been too slow, too far away to intercept, and too distracted by his own maneuver. He told himself he was the fastest, that the wind made him untouchable—yet when it mattered most, he had not been fast enough to save his friend.

And so he moved.

He kept moving, as though perpetual motion might silence the gnawing guilt.

Professor Thalen’s Decision

It was Professor Thalen who found them there: Lyra drowning in quiet tears, Kael wrapped in brittle silence, and Zephyr chasing ghosts in the wind. His aged face was taut with sorrow, yet his voice, when it came, was steady, carrying the weight of authority.

“You cannot remain like this,” he said.

The three turned toward him, their grief and anger simmering too deep for words.

“Rurik gave his life so that you might live,” Thalen continued, his eyes lingering on each of them. “If you let guilt shatter you, then his sacrifice is wasted. If you let grief paralyze you, then Darcos has already won.”
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