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Azunya

The parchment was soft and creased, the ink faded like the voice it carried. Azunya read it again, though he had already memorized every line.


Azunya,

If this finds you, then I am slipping away, like the last warmth of dusk. I do not summon you back for me, but for the Temple you once promised to serve. The Aether has chosen another, yet every covenant is forged by sacrifice, not birthright. Remember that.

Myr



He folded the letter slowly, as if sealing a wound.

Outside, the world swayed.

The boat drifted smoothly along the river, its wooden hull creaking as the water lapped against it. It had been a long journey all the way from the black lands of Khemet, but Aetheria was close now. The air had changed; he could sense it before he could see it.

Osric, the traveler beside him, had grown restless from the long travel. "So, tell me, scholar. This... Aether. People say it’s a divine gift. That true?"

Azunya turned his sharp gaze to the man. The way he asked was casual yet prying, suggested he had already decided what he wanted to believe. The traveler’s question felt distant; Myr’s final words still echoed in Azunya’s mind, “Every covenant is forged by sacrifice.” Azunya would give him what he needed to hear.

"It is divine," he said, his voice even. "A gift that has set Aetheria apart. A favor from God himself. It has granted us power no other nation can claim. Strength beyond reason. Gifts unexplainable. That is why Aetheria is the capital of the world."

"One nation hoards all the god’s favor, what does that leave the rest of us?" Osric snorted.

Azunya was quiet for a moment, the words stirring something in him. He thought back to his training, the lessons he had learned as a child.

"God blesses those who submit to Him," the Grand Overseer Myr had told him once, when he was just twelve. "It is a blessing to Aetheria because we keep his covenant alive. As custodians of the Aether, we are chosen... bonded to it as its keepers. Without us, its power would unravel."

Azunya had believed that once.

He didn’t answer Osric immediately. Instead, he said, "Fairness is an illusion. We cling to it because it makes surrender easier."

Osric frowned. "Or maybe power isn’t given, it’s taken by those willing to reach for it." Then he shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. "Anyway, I had this ox..."

The conversation drifted, but Azunya was no longer listening. His mind had already turned to Aetheria. And to why he was returning.

Grand Overseer Myr was sick. The man who had given him a life. The man who had taken him in when he was abandoned at birth, given him a name, raised him in the temple, and taught him everything he knew.

Until he left. Left the temple, left Aetheria in pursuit of knowledge.

Their last conversation had been the day he left, “The Aether bonds with whom it deems most worthy,” Myr had said.

The Aether had chosen someone else. Not him.

Omid Faris.

Azunya had spent years in Khemet, chasing knowledge no custodian before him had dared to seek. But his return wasn’t only to see his old master one last time. He needed to remember why he had left.

He exhaled sharply, catching himself before his grip on the boat’s railing tightened.

He hated remembering that name.

For a fleeting moment, the mission blurred.

He could see Myr lying beneath that thin woolen sheet, breath shallow, hands trembling as he tried to hold a quill. A hollow weight settled in Azunya’s chest, but he shook it off. Azunya clenched his jaw. 

Emotions are distractions, he told himself that often. Yet his hands still trembled slightly. He tucked them into his sleeves.

The temple needs direction. The children are misguided. That is what matters now.

He told himself that too.

Ahead, the great spires of Aetheria came into view, shimmering under the sun. The city hummed with unseen power, its veins pulsing with the life of the Aether. From the highest tower of the temple, he could almost hear the low, steady resonance of Aether-crystals, their glow visible even from this distance. The scent of burning incense drifted from the temple quarter, carried by the wind.

Aetheria was a beacon. A kingdom blessed beyond all others. And yet, as it drew closer, a quiet dread settled in Azunya’s chest.

He was finally home. If he could call it that.

Azunya stepped off the boat, his long, dark brown hair, unbound, swaying gently with the breeze. His boots sank slightly into the damp earth of the riverbank, and the air smelled of clay, spice, and the faint metallic tang of the Aether that coursed through the veins of this city. Aetheria, the jewel of civilization, the capital of the known world. He adjusted his cloak and began the walk towards the temple gates, weaving through the ebbing flow of merchants and citizens winding down their day.

The market stretched before him, vibrant even as it was closing. Traders packed away bolts of silk, their colors dulled in the twilight, while children darted between stalls, their voices a mix of hushed excitement and impatience.

“Hurry, before we miss it!”

“The Great Hall will be packed by now!”

Azunya caught snippets of their chatter but paid little attention. Some sort of gathering at the Great Hall of the Library, it seemed, but the anticipation on their faces was foreign to him. He hadn't stepped foot in Aetheria for years. Customs changed. People changed. Even the Aether perhaps had changed.

But not for him.

His pace slowed as he neared the temple gates, looming high with their intricate carvings of the cosmos, the divine conduit that granted Aetheria its favor. He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply.

And there it was. He could feel it again. The Aether.

A surge of familiar energy coursed through him, racing like fire in his veins, sharp and intoxicating. It was power and clarity, strength and youth. A feeling of invincibility, of complete control. “This is stronger than I remember,” he thought. In Khemet, he had learned ways to refine this connection, to amplify it beyond what the temple had ever taught him. His fingers twitched at the memory, an instinctual desire to push further, to reach deeper into the force that governed this world.

How much more could he take? How much more could he wield?

“Excuse me, sir?”

Azunya’s eyes snapped open. A young temple student stood before him, no older than sixteen, with dark brown skin and a halo of tight curls. He looked up at Azunya with cautious curiosity, the kind reserved for strangers in sacred places.

“What’s your business here?” the boy asked.

Azunya exhaled slowly. He’d trained his whole life to master his emotions, but this place, this city, still found the cracks in him. “I am a custodian of the temple.”

The boy frowned, eyeing Azunya’s dark travel robes. “I’ve never seen you around... those aren’t Templar robes.”

“That’s because I have been away.” His voice was even. “I wish to meet with Grand Overseer Myr.”

The boy’s expression shifted, his confidence crumbling. “Grand Overseer couldn’t make it,” he said quietly. “He had been sick for over a month...”

Azunya froze.

He’d left Khemet the day the last letter arrived, the parchment still folded in his cloak. Thirty days by land and sea and still too late. A hollowness bloomed in his chest. The man who had raised him within these walls, who had once called him son, gone.

“I’m... I’m sorry,” the boy added, trying to soften the silence. “But today’s the Grand Ascension Ceremony. They’re announcing the new Grand Overseer in the Great Hall!”

He took a step back, pointing toward the city’s heart. “It’s right beside the Great Library. You can still make it.”

And then he was gone, dashing off with the easy joy of someone who hadn’t yet lost anything.

Azunya stood motionless. His gaze fixed on the dusty stone beneath his boots.

So that was it. Myr was dead. And someone else would wear the robes that were meant for him.

He already knew the name.

Didn’t need to hear it spoken aloud.

He was never meant to stay in Khemet. That had only been a pause. A cooling ember.

But the fire was never gone.

He looked up at the rising spires of Aetheria, at the distant Tower where the Aether shimmered. Ten years. Ten years since he walked away from it all. Since Aether refused him as its chosen one.

He had studied harder than anyone. Fasted, prayed, bled. All for silence.

And now, after all these years, his silence was finally breaking.

***
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Chapter 2
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Azunya

As Azunya slipped quietly into the crowded City Hall, unease settled in his chest like an old, unwelcome companion. Though the ceremony was still in its early moments, he felt as if he had already arrived too late.

The hall was alive with murmurs, the polished marble walls reflecting the low hum of anticipation. Citizens filled every corner, their faces solemn, expectant. Towering columns framed the vast space, their grandeur making the gathering feel even more momentous.

At the far end, a raised platform stretched beneath the vaulted ceiling, bathed in soft golden light. The stage held the most esteemed figures of Aetheria; elders of the temple, scholars draped in embroidered robes, healers adorned with sigils of their craft, and guardian warriors standing like sentinels of faith. This was not just an assembly of people. It was the convergence of the realm’s spiritual and temporal power.

Azunya melted into the shadows, choosing a spot where he could observe unseen.

A hush fell over the crowd as a Royal Adviser stepped forward, his presence commanding immediate silence. His voice, smooth yet authoritative, rang through the hall like a tolling bell.

"It is now time for His Majesty, King Eldrion Draven, to address the Grand Ascension of the Temple."

At the mention of the King’s name, reverence swept through the assembly. Heads turned toward the stage, where King Eldrion stood, a figure of imposing grace.

At barely mid-thirties, Eldrion had already secured peace treaties with once-hostile kingdoms like Kerios, outshining the accomplishments of his ancestors. His dark eyes, gleaming with the weight of rule, swept over the gathered crowd before he stepped forward.

"It has been ten days since we entered mourning for Grand Overseer Myr," Eldrion began, his voice rich and steady. "A man whose wisdom and devotion will be remembered for generations."

The King’s gaze swept over the elders flanking him. "Myr was not only the protector of Aetheria’s faith," he continued, "but a pillar of unity between the Temple and the Crown. His absence leaves a void we cannot ignore."

Azunya stiffened, a flicker of emotion passing through him. There was respect for Myr in the King’s words, but also inevitability.

Eldrion inhaled deeply before speaking again, his tone resolute.

"I, King Eldrion Draven, am honored to announce the Grand Ascension of a new Grand Overseer, a leader who will uphold this sacred duty and carry forth Myr’s legacy."

Azunya’s pulse quickened. He had known this moment was coming, but still, the weight of it struck him.

Three elder scholars stepped forward; their robes heavy with the wisdom of centuries. They conferred in hushed voices before one carefully handed a parchment to the King. Eldrion unrolled it, his expression flickering for the briefest moment before he composed himself.

"It is with great honor," he declared, his voice ringing across the hall, "that I name the new Grand Overseer of the Temple of Aether: Omid Faris."

Applause erupted, a wave of approval rippling through the room.

Azunya stood motionless.

He now knew the path he walked would never be the one of a Grand Overseer. But it still stung.

Omid Faris, in the place of Myr, the one they had all called “the chosen one.”

It still stung that the Aether had never bonded with him the way it did with Omid, even when he had devoted his youth to the Aether, yearning for its embrace, trying, again and again, to prove himself worthy.

But it had never chosen him. The sting of it never dulled.

The applause swelled as Omid stepped forward, the glow of the Aether around him like a mantle of divinity. His long, angular features remained composed, his dark eyes calm and certain. His dark brown hair, tied neatly at the nape, gleamed in the light as he moved with the grace of a man who no longer needed to prove himself.
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