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Chapter 1: The Sentinels
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“Rayanna, what are you doing?” Her father scooped up his daughter and brought her into his study from the estate’s green courtyard. There was a franticness in his voice that she had never heard before, at least, not when he read her bedtime stories and tucked her in.

“Daddy?” Rayanna asked with her big, innocent blue eyes. “I was just playing Dragons and Knights with Balin.” It was what they always played. Her brother loved the story of defeating an evil dragon and rescuing the trapped princess. Among themselves, there was no third person to serve as the princess, but someone had to play the demon dragon, and someone had to be the valiant knight. It was kind of curious how her brother always persuaded her into letting him be the hero in shining armor.

“No, not that.” Her father put his hand to his forehead and the other against his waist. He paced back and forth before Rayanna. Never in all his life did he ever dream of a complication like this. 

“You and your brother’s game isn’t the problem. What were you doing with that giant ball of light?”

“Oh,” Rayanna twisted strands of her golden hair in her fingers. Was he impressed by her light trick? It was something she had discovered when playing alone one sunny afternoon under a tree. She found she could manipulate the shadows, form them into cute puppy dogs and playful kittens. But her father sounded so frantic. 

“That was the dragon breathing fire. Want to see how I do it?” She moved her hands in front and spread them out.

“Never do it again, Rayanna.” Her father said. This is so bad. “Chroma is banned in our kingdom. If you weren’t part of the Sentinel family who have guarded the crown for generations, you would be taken away by the police!” Rayanna retracted her hands in fright. “Not just normal police.” Her father continued. “Conjurer police! You’ll be locked in a dark cell, forced to drink poison every day!”

He sat down, now with his head in his palms. How could it come to this? “I, Maddox Sentinel, cannot, will not, allow the word to get out that we have a Conjurer in our family! It will ruin our name! Detriment our status! Lose everything!” He held his daughter by her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Promise me you will never do anything like that dragon breath here in Edrix EVER AGAIN.”

“I promise, daddy.” Rayanna said quietly. Her father gave a long sigh and leaned back in his chair.

“I will send you to Idara’s best magic school.” Her father decided after a long pause. “Outside Edrix, chroma, or magic as most of them call it, is mostly embraced, and there are plenty of schools. Idara is our closest neighbor. There, you will learn to contain your chroma. When you have been trained, you will come home for your conscription and never use chroma again. Is that clear?”

“Yes, daddy.” Rayanna answered, though she had no clue what half of what he said meant.

“Welcome to the Royal Magic Academy of Idara.” The teacher said. “My name is Professor Minerva. It is so lovely to see you children here. Now, I’m sure all of you are aspiring to become the best mage in the world. That is why I am here. To wield your magic, you must first learn to control it. That is why you will dedicate your next few years into completely mastering the power you hold within. When you progress as one of our senior students, you will learn how to wield it. Now, will you all please open your books to page three. We will start with a basic breathing exercise.”

Rayanna grudgingly opened her book. She wondered if all the other people in Idara were subject to the same courses, or if this was a special curriculum for outsiders.

Her school years flew by. The professors taught little, but they sure had a lot of practice sessions. Her ball of light was quickly shut down by the staff, who stressed it was dangerous to wield such untamed power. Nevertheless, during quiet hours when she was alone, she would secretly pull out a small bright bead and play with the light it produced. It reminded her of the shadows cast by the tree in her home, of Edrix, a kingdom that despised her light. She would suddenly clench the bead tight, frustrated at that sullen rule.

Where young people gather, especially teenagers, there is bound to be flirting and overly flowery yet short-lived confessions of love. Rayanna, however, wanted no part of it. She smiled at the couples if they walked by and happened to catch her eye. Scabs grew on her ears from the many boys professing their affection of her. If she is to spend the rest of her life with anyone, he must love her more than her appearance, which, she smiled as she thought of the image in her mirror, was quite stunning.

Rayanna peeked out of the carriage. It had been six years since she was last home, and she was just a shy girl of twelve back then. The estate, however, lost none of its glory in her memory. The tall walls still shone white under the brilliant sun. The moat’s waters swam with fish, tortoises, and shrimps. The drawbridge still took so long to come down. When it finally did, the driver giddied the horses and they clip-clopped through the tall gate, under the wrought iron grate and past the giant oak doors a meter thick.

She returned to the familiar courtyard. A prosperous oak tree stood in one patch. Its leaves gave a pleasant awning, shielding the ground below from the scorching sun. It was there that she first found her chroma, that she discovered her light, her light which must be sealed away.

Rayanna tugged at her clothes. Her chest had grown so much since she was last here. She’d heard they were called her ‘breasts’ now. She could no longer sleep face down in her bed, no matter how soft it was. Worse yet, men and boys seemed entranced by her chest, no matter how many murderous looks she gave them. And those who went so far as to approach her with a “loving” intent? A slap to the face.

She came to her father’s study and entered. “Father?” She said, “I’m bac...”

“Soph?” Her father cried, “But how...” He leapt up from behind his desk and hugged Rayanna tightly in his arms. “I missed you so much. It’s been ten years.”

“Umm... dad?” Rayanna asked hesitantly, totally bewildered by this sudden impact. Has he mistaken her for her mother? 

“It’s me, your daughter Rayanna.” Her father let her go, tears still trickling down his face.

“I’m sorry, my sweet.” He apologized, wiping his nose. “It’s just, you’ve grown to be so much like your mother.” He held her hand. “Except for your eyes,” He paused, “You have...”

“Your eyes, I know.” Replied Rayanna. She sat down in the chair opposite her father and placed her hands gently in her lap, as a lady should. 

“When can I begin my conscription? I hear the three years are counted from when I enter.” She asked almost urgently.

“Easy there.” Her father said, sitting down. He smiled slightly at his daughter’s enthusiasm. She will be well worthy of the Sentinel family name, so very ardent of her kingdom.

“You just came back. At least get some rest.” He motioned for a cup of tea and some treats to be served. 

“Nevertheless, I am happy that you are eager to begin your services to your country. It is a lesson that all young adults must learn, that their ultimate duty is to the country.” He turned to a more serious tone. “However, you do know that after your time in the military is finished, you must marry?”

Rayanna sighed. Yes, she had expected this talk. As a grown daughter of a noble family, it was not only expected, but required, for her to marry. However, she felt she’s not ready to be a mother, not in the foreseeable future. Her own passed away when she was so young, and she barely had time to consciously appreciate what a mother gives. Other than that, there was so much she didn’t know. For example, how to take care of someone, especially a baby, though she should get the help of nannies. Or the duties of a wife other than the familial affairs. She just didn’t want to be in service when a war happens, if a war happens. She had heard of those unfortunate youngsters who were enlisted in the army and died on the battlefield during their services. She would do anything to avoid that, even if it means marriage right after.

“Father,” she said, “Please allow me to join as soon as possible.” She hesitated. “Back at school, they were growing hostile towards Edrixians like me.” Her father looked up, alarmed. “I think...”

“My sweet, please. That is for the King and his advisors to decide.” Interrupted her father. “Even though we are high ranking, we are still citizens to His Majesty and should not make interpretations of such external affairs.

Rayanna closed her mouth. “I’m sorry, father.”

“I did, however,” Her father’s tone lightened and Rayanna leaned in. “managed to secure the safest position for you in the army.” He handed her a document. “Take this letter of referral to the warden of the Conjurer Police prisons. You will be safe there.”

“The Conjurer Police?” Rayanna gasped. That scary place where people suffered day and night? Where they locked up all the conjurers, even children who could barely read? She had grown up fearing being there. It was one of the reasons that kept her going through the school’s courses. 

“Why put me there?” Rayanna protested. “I’m a...”

“Shh...” Her father put a finger to his lips. “The walls might have ears.” He sat up straighter. 

“If a war comes, the guards there will be the last to be enlisted in battle. You will be safest there.”

“But what if they discover...” Rayanna protested.

“Do not worry.” Her father assured her. “The Police does have agents who can identify Conjurers, but never in the prisons. I’m sure you can guess why.”

“Because everyone there is already tried and convicted?” Rayanna guessed. “Then I’ll fit right in, just on the wrong side of the bars.”

Her father laughed. “Don’t worry. You have... a natural feel for the aura there. It is the best place for you to be during your conscription.”

“Alright.” Rayanna took the parchment. 

“It is for the best.” Her father assured her.

Rayanna did not know whether it was the best idea. On the one hand, she is indeed safe, but on the other, she must endure the constant fear of being discovered. Her father must realize this too. If she is found, there would go their family name.

“Where’s Balin?” She asked, changing the subject. “I haven’t seen him around.”

“Ha!” Her father smiled. “You’ve only been home for less than half a day.”

“Still, what has he been doing all these years?”

“Your brother’s become a lieutenant.” Her father answered. “It is not the best place to be right now, but he insisted.” He sighed. “On that note though, I do hope he will become Prince Viktor III’s personal retainer. And, if he did,” Her father looked at her meaningfully, “He can secure your suitor.”

“You mean for me to marry Prince Viktor III?” Rayanna gasped as her heart skipped a beat. To marry the Crowned Prince! That will be every Edrixian girl’s dream! It’s too good to be true! 

“But... What if I don’t like him? What if he doesn’t like me? And what about my...”

“My sweet, listen to me.” Her father leaned forward, placing both his arms on his desk and holding her hands. 

“If neither of you like each other, it’s alright. Marriage is not about love, especially between families of nobility. There are plenty of politically arranged marriages. Some were even betrothed before birth. In fact, if it weren’t for such an arrangement, your mother and I would have never met.”

Rayanna did not reply. Marriage without love? Her hands found the hem of her dress. The silky fabric felt hard and stiff in her fingers.

Her father sensed her uneasiness. “Love is just a nice addition to the union, the cherry on top of the cake, if you will.” He sighed, and his voice turned into a command. 

“You will fall for the prince, and he will fall for you. I’m certain of it. And,” Her father looked at her directly, their blue eyes locking gaze. “It is the only place where your abilities will remain hidden to the world, where you will be free from any possible prosecution. Most importantly, where your chroma will not detriment our family name.”
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Chapter 2: The Policeman
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“You ready, Varnox?” The senior officer asked. He tossed the case file onto his desk and rubbed the snot out of his nose. “Bloody conjurer blew up the streets.”

“Sir,” Varnox rummaged in his drawer. “Have you seen my gloves?”

“Whatever, just take a pair from the public chest.” His superior waved carelessly. “Chop chop. We have a schedule to keep. You may be able to smell out chroma from a field away, but you are still a conjurer. Which means, one wrong step and you won’t see daylight ever again.”

Varnox grabbed a pair of worn-down leather gloves from the box and put them on. They were very oversized for his small hands. He looked down and saw a small crack near his left middle finger’s base. He shrugged. It’s no biggie. This pair will do.

“Varnox!” The officer shouted from the carriage. “Do you plan to walk?”

Their open-roof carriage meandered casually out of the city and into the countryside. Varnox looked into the distance for what felt like the ten thousandth time. Sometimes, he wondered what his life would be like, if he did not have chroma. Would he be playing just like the children on the streets? Would he be a farmer? Or a blacksmith? He slumped back down in his seat.

“What is it, Varnox?” The officer asked. Varnox voiced out his longing.

“You know, I have a son myself.” The officer replied. “And thank goodness he’s no conjurer. You are right. He has what one would consider a normal life. Play with friends, help his mother do the chores, all that. On the other hand though, he was always whining his butt off about being bored.” The officer placed his hands on Varnox’s shoulder. He looked up. 

“You have a gift, Varnox, a give that benefits our kingdom, and it is your privilege to learn to use it so early. We are putting it to great effect. You have helped us more than you will ever know.”

“That is the part I’m worried about.” Mumbled Varnox.

As they entered the wilderness, a small hill appeared in the distance. It was lush with trees and shrubs. The air, permeating with the fresh smell of dew and summer berries, wafted into the nostrils. However, beneath the green canopy, the sun did not penetrate. The leaves were so dense that, in some areas, it might as well be night than day.

As they got closer, Varnox perked up like a hound smelling blood. His muscles twitched, almost bursting from his sleeves and shirt. He looked at the hill. He sensed a presence, a presence that means...

“There is a rogue conjurer here?” He asked.

The officer nodded. “A most dangerous one. His, or her, chroma appears to be in the form of lightning. Last time they were seen, or rather, was there, everyone died.”
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