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            DAWN OF UNCERTAINTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The courtyard always breathes differently at dawn.

      Glowstones gutter to embers along the paths, and the first light pours over Aprella’s spires like a quiet benediction. The wards above the academy hum in a low, steady pitch—no longer the flickering gasp of crisis, just a constant tone you feel in your ribs if you stand still long enough. We put the Veil back. The dome holds.

      For now.

      My boots click across damp stone. Dew beads the herb beds and the lip of the central fountain; when the breeze pushes, mist drifts across the flagstones in a fine veil of its own. I tip my head up. The dome’s faint shimmer catches the sunrise, a rippling film laid over the sky. It almost looks peaceful. Almost.

      This is only the beginning.

      The intruder’s last words have a way of threading through quiet moments like a snag in fabric. If I hold my breath, I can still hear the warble in their voice, warped by whatever magic twisted them. I exhale slow and measured, counting like Torren taught me—four in, hold, four out—so the heat doesn’t climb my throat just because memory wants it to.

      Someone spots me near the fountain. A pair of second-years slow, then stop entirely, their conversation collapsing into nervous giggles. One elbows the other, stage-whispering, “That’s him,” as if the dragon can’t hear from ten paces. Another student—a fairy first-year with wings still trembling from growth—lifts a tentative hand, half-greeting and half-defense. I raise mine in return. Her shoulders drop. The second-years scuttle on.

      Admiration. Wariness. It rides the same air.

      A professor crosses from the east cloister, the hem of her robe sweeping gravel. “Prince Rhyden.” She inclines her head, tone polite but cool. “Early again.”

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I say. It’s true. It’s been true for days.

      Her gaze flicks to my eyes. I know what she’s looking at. The color doesn’t fade anymore; the red stays, Woland-deep, even when the scales are sleeping. “The wards are stable,” she says, almost to herself. “Let’s keep them that way.” She moves on without waiting for an answer.

      I rub a thumb across the edge of the fountain. My palm comes away wet and cold. The water tastes faintly of copper and mint when Kairo works her relay through the pipes; today it’s clean stone and nothing else. Good. She’s probably not up yet. Sensible people aren’t.

      “Morning, dragon,” someone mutters behind my shoulder, not unkindly, not kindly either. Shoe leather squeaks; footsteps fade.

      I circle the fountain once, letting the rhythm of the wards set my pace. It’s steadier than a heartbeat, lower than a drum. Under it, the campus itself wakes—mermaid laughter from the western pools; the thwip of a string somewhere downrange at the elven archery lanes; a kitsune laugh too bright for this early hour, echoing off the colonnade. The Great Hall’s banners—illusory silk that shifts with the hour—bleed from indigo to rose as dawn takes hold. For a breath, it feels like nothing can touch this place.

      I lean forward, peer into the water. My reflection tilts back: hair in need of a comb, jaw set, eyes like coals banked under ash. The last time those eyes saw a fight, I tore wings from my back and filled a tower with fire. The look on the students’ faces—half awe, half horror—hasn’t left me. I understand both. The fire felt right. It also felt like opening a door I can’t close.

      “Not anymore,” I tell the water before I can stop myself, the words from that night falling out of my mouth again. Not hiding. Not looking away.

      A soft clatter comes from the planter boxes along the path. Someone knocked a trowel off the lip; it clangs against stone, spins, and settles. The groundskeeper—Sidi, a silver Sien with a kind mouth and a back bent by long work—straightens with a wince. He catches me watching, then nods to the horizon like we’re sharing a secret.

      “Wards are singing,” he says, voice husky. “Haven’t heard ’em this even in months.”

      “Let’s keep it that way,” I answer, echoing the professor without meaning to.

      Sidi’s eyes crinkle. “We will, will we?” He taps the trowel against his palm. “Music’s only steady when the hands are steady. Keep yours steady, Woland.” No fear in it. No awe. Just the matter-of-fact tone of a man who’s coaxed stubborn roots and stubborn students to behave for fifty years. He tucks the trowel into his belt and shuffles on.

      I pull the medallion from my kilt pocket. Jago’s. Or rather, a medallion like the one he wore—the scale warm from my hand, the ribbon worn soft. The Headmistress let me see his real one once, in that hidden chamber. She trusts me more than some. Less than others. Reasonable, I suppose.

      The hum of the ward shifts a hair—no flicker, just a subtle change in pitch, the way a singer finds a fifth above a held note. Lirien said the wards have “feelings.” Not personhood—feelings. Right now, they feel…alert.

      I scan the courtyards out of habit. The Convergence archways open like a compass rose: mermaid pools shimmering to the west, elven ranges east, fairy studios a prism of color south, the kitsune illusions hall flickering north. The center—the place we live—holds the lines together. Today the center feels like the still eye of a storm.

      Another pair of students approaches. They’re older—third-years maybe—moving briskly, voices sharp.

      “—I’m telling you, the wards failed because of the Veil. Or the dragon.”

      “That’s superstition,” the other counters. “The Veil was stolen. He brought it back.”

      “He also brought trouble.”

      They pass close enough for me to count the stitches on their sleeves. The bold one meets my gaze and doesn’t look away. We hold there, a heartbeat too long.

      “Morning,” I say.

      He blinks, surprised I’ve spoken at all. “Morning.” He pulls his friend along, both of them glancing back twice like maybe I’ll sprout wings and set the path on fire for fun.

      I don’t. I breathe. Four in. Hold. Four out.

      This is only the beginning.

      Not a curse anymore. Not a threat I’m trying to outrun. A promise I owe.

      I cross to the old elm that shades the bench by the fountain and sit with my back straight, letting the hum of the dome settle into my bones. If the beginning is coming, then it can find me awake, not hiding in a room lined with excuses.

      Footsteps approach fast and light, tails swishing—Fenrick, by the rhythm alone. “Hey, Dragon Boy,” he calls, voice still scratchy with sleep. “Why are you up at apocalypse o’clock? The world ended yesterday, remember?”

      I don’t turn yet. I look once more at the sky, at the shimmer of a ward that held because we fought for it, and because the five of us refused to be five separate stories.

      “Because today’s the part where it begins,” I say, and finally stand to meet him.

      Fenrick skids to a stop, tails flicking. I clap his shoulder. “Breakfast later. I want to check the wards from inside.”

      “Of course you do, Dragon Boy,” he groans, veering toward the dining hall. “I’ll steal pastries.”

      I cut the other way, across the dew-slick stones. The dome’s hum resolves as I step beneath the arch; the Great Hall doors exhale open, swallowing the courtyard’s birdsong— and I catch low voices threading the colonnade ahead.

      The Great Hall’s doors sighed shut behind me, swallowing the courtyard’s birdsong and the ward-hum into a softer echo. Morning light pooled along the marble floor, catching on inlaid runes that pulsed once as I crossed the threshold—like the building taking my measure and deciding I was still the same person who’d stepped through yesterday.

      Footsteps clicked in the colonnade to my left. Voices, low and tight, threaded between the pillars.

      “…not a question of gratitude,” one said, clipped and precise. “It’s risk assessment.”

      I paused, half-hidden by a column carved with curling vines. Professor Galerius, robe immaculate, books tucked beneath one arm, stood with Professor Althea near the bulletin alcove. They likely thought the hall was empty, or they didn’t care who heard.

      Althea’s voice was softer, but it carried. “Risk? Or fear? The wards are steady again. The Veil sits where it belongs. If not for him, we might be rebuilding from ash.”

      Galerius cast a look toward the ceiling, as if the wards themselves were an audience he could sway. “Safety built on spectacle is brittle. You felt what he unleashed in the West Tower. The entire wing rattled. We cannot anchor defenses to a student we still don’t understand.”

      Heat pricked at my sternum, a reflexive answer from somewhere deeper than breath. I pressed my palm flat against cool stone and counted—four in, hold, four out—until the urge to step out and argue dulled at the edges.

      Althea shifted her books, the corners of her mouth pulling down in a quiet frown. “Then help him understand. Enroll him in Wards Harmonization. Pair him with a faculty sponsor. If the academy is a place for learning, let him learn.”

      “And if his learning curve sets the dome on fire?” Galerius’ tone didn’t rise, but it sharpened. “We are already fielding petitions to restrict his access to the Vault corridors, to limit his movement during night hours. Parents write. Envoys whisper. They do not want a dragon at the center of our ward matrix.”

      “He didn’t ask to be at the center,” Althea said, and the restraint in her voice thinned. “We put him there the second we decided he was either our champion or our catastrophe. He’s a student, Galerius. A child of a people who were lied to for a century. Whatever this… rogue faction… is doing out there, they are counting on us to make him the problem.”

      Rogue faction. No name. The academy’s way of acknowledging the shape without giving it teeth.

      Galerius’ gaze swept the hall, and for a breath it snagged on the column where I stood. I couldn’t tell if he’d seen me, or if he just felt a presence. He lowered his voice anyway. “Hero worship distorts judgment. So does righteous defiance. We need neither. We need quiet, competent hands. Wards that hum because we’ve tuned them properly, not because a dragon burned a corridor clear and everyone applauded.”

      The words slid under my skin, not because they were unfair, but because they weren’t wrong. Quiet, competent hands. That was what Torren valued most in Woland training: the warrior whose fire did only what was needed and nothing more.

      Althea’s reply softened. “Then hold him to that. Offer him the work, not the pedestal. Don’t punish him for coming back when his people turned away.”

      A beat of silence. Paper rustled. Somewhere deeper in the hall, a bell chimed the first quarter to class.

      I stepped out from the column before I could talk myself into skulking off like a guilty rumor. “Professors,” I said, keeping my tone even. “Good morning.”

      Galerius turned, expression schooled into neutrality so fast it almost made me smile. Althea’s surprise flickered, then warmed into something like relief.

      “Rhyden,” she said. “You’re up early.”

      “Couldn’t sleep,” I answered, because anything more complicated would turn into too many words.

      Galerius inclined his head a fraction. “How are the wards this morning?”

      “Humming,” I said. “Even. They feel…alert, not strained.”

      Althea’s eyes darted up, as if she could see the dome through the stone. “Good.”

      I should have walked on. I should have let the moment pass as politely as it began. Instead, I heard my own voice add, “If there’s a way to fit me into Wards Harmonization or… whatever keeps the dome humming because of tuning, not fire, I’ll take it.”

      Althea blinked, then nodded once, crisp. “I’ll speak to Seraphina. There’s a practicum block this week.”

      Galerius studied me, something unreadable moving behind his eyes. “Practicum is tedious,” he said at last. “Thankless. No applause at the end.”

      “Perfect,” I said, and meant it.

      He held my gaze for a heartbeat longer, then clicked his books tighter to his side. “We’ll see if your schedule allows it.”

      “We’ll make it allow,” Althea said, not quite under her breath.

      Silence settled among us, filled with the ordinary sounds of morning—the shuffle of students in the east corridor, a distant laugh as someone’s illusion popped like a soap bubble and left glitter in the air. I found the place in my chest where the heat lived and let it settle, small as a candle, steady as breathing.

      “Thank you,” I said, and stepped aside to go around them rather than cut between.

      Galerius didn’t move for a moment. Then, as I passed, he said without looking at me, “Prince Rhyden.”

      I paused. “Professor?”

      “If you intend to stay at the center of this place,” he said, still speaking to the air ahead of him, “learn the shape of it. Not just the parts that applaud.”

      There was no malice in it. No praise either. Instruction, plain and hard-edged.

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see it. “Yes, sir.”

      Althea’s mouth curved, just a little. “And, Rhyden—” I glanced back. “If the wards feel wrong, trust that before you trust the instruments. Come find me.”

      “I will,” I said.

      I left them at the alcove and let the hall take me toward the central stairs, toward the suite where the others would still be asleep or pretending to be. The intruder’s warning rustled at the back of my mind, trying on its old menace.

      This is only the beginning.

      Fine. Then I’d start at the beginnings that mattered—runes, intervals, the dull work that made a dome sing without a dragon’s roar. If I wanted the academy to stop seeing me as either a miracle or a threat, I had to give it something better to look at: quiet, competent hands, tuned to the hum above our heads.

      I flexed my fingers once, feeling the heat sit where I’d told it to. Then I took the stairs two at a time. Fenrick wouldn’t appreciate being dragged out of breakfast, but he was about to learn more about ward harmonics than any kitsune ever asked for.
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      The Convergence Suite always smelled faintly of saltwater and cinnamon tea—a strange blend of Kairo’s ocean magic and Fenrick’s obsession with late-night snacks. When I pushed open the door, the wards hummed faintly through the walls, a reminder that for now, at least, the academy still stood whole.

      Fenrick was perched upside down on the couch, his feet hooked over the backrest, tails twitching in lazy rhythm. Illusionary foxes—half a dozen tiny, translucent creatures made of amber light—scampered across the ceiling. One dove through the air like a comet and landed on my shoulder, flicking its illusory tail against my cheek.

      “You’re late,” Fenrick said, voice muffled by his inverted position. “We started the meeting without you. The foxes voted to sleep in.”

      I rolled my eyes, brushing the glowing creature off. “You’re holding a summit with imaginary animals now?”

      He grinned, righting himself in one fluid motion. “Someone has to run things around here while our fearless dragon broods in courtyards and terrifies first-years.”

      “Still hearing that, are you?” I asked.

      “Oh, constantly,” he said with mock drama. “Half the school calls you ‘hero,’ the other half hides their sandwiches in case dragons snack on bread.”

      Before I could respond, the door to the smaller suite opened, and Kairo stepped out, strands of wet teal hair clinging to her shoulders. Her uniform sleeves were rolled up, and faint droplets shimmered on her skin like jewels.

      “Morning,” she said, offering a faint smile. “Sorry, I’m late too. I was checking the water channels again.”

      Talyssa looked up from the table, where a stack of handwritten notes covered in crisp runes spread in neat rows. “And?”

      Kairo’s smile faded. “Something’s wrong. The currents are… distorted. It’s not visible on the surface, but the flow beneath the academy feels like it’s pulling sideways.”

      Fenrick frowned. “You mean magically?”

      “I mean unnaturally,” Kairo said. “Merfolk near the western passage say it feels like the sea is being stirred from below, like a tide with no moon to guide it.” She hesitated. “If the wards anchor through the water network, that could weaken their balance again.”

      I leaned against the back of a chair. “But the Veil’s secure. We checked it yesterday.”

      “Then maybe it’s not the Veil,” she murmured. “Maybe it’s the world around it shifting.”

      The words hung in the air for a beat.

      Talyssa cleared her throat, trying to redirect the tension. “I’ve been reviewing the sabotage logs from the older archives,” she said, flipping through her notes. “When the wards first flickered last term, there were recorded instances of misalignment—minor illusions interfering with the central harmony. But this isn’t random. It follows a pattern.”

      “What kind of pattern?” I asked.

      “A recursive sequence,” she said, eyes glinting. “Each disruption mirrors an older one—like someone repeating history to learn from it.” She slid a page toward me. Elven script spiraled across the parchment, lines interlaced with what looked like heartbeat tracings. “Every hundred years, something tests the wards. And every hundred years, someone blames the dragons.”

      Fenrick whistled. “So we’re on schedule for disaster, then?”

      Talyssa gave him a flat look. “It’s not funny.”

      “I wasn’t joking,” he said. The fox illusions flickered dimmer, their playful glow subdued.

      Silence filled the suite for a heartbeat too long before Lirien spoke. Her voice was soft but carried in the quiet, like the echo of a wind chime. “There’s a hollow behind the wards,” she said, wings shifting faintly in the light. “I can feel it when I meditate—an emptiness tugging at the magic. It’s subtle, but it’s there.”

      Kairo frowned. “A hollow?”

      She nodded. “Like something that was there… isn’t anymore. As if the wards are trying to fill a missing piece.”

      Talyssa tapped her quill against the table, brows furrowed. “Or something is feeding on them.”

      I crossed my arms, glancing toward the ceiling where Fenrick’s last fox illusion flickered out with a soft pop. “Either way, it’s not just nerves. The wards might be stable, but something’s testing them again.”

      Fenrick exhaled slowly, his usual grin nowhere to be found. “Then I guess this is our new normal. Dragons, mermaids, elves, fairies, kitsune, and one very cranky dome over our heads.”

      “Better us than no one,” I said.

      Lirien’s eyes glowed faintly gold as she looked toward the window, where dawn light filtered through stained glass. “This quiet feels like a held breath,” she murmured. “And breaths don’t last forever.”

      Her words left a chill in the air, one the sunlight couldn’t chase away.

      Fenrick broke the uneasy silence first, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, if we’re done predicting doom before breakfast, maybe we should do something useful. Preferably something that doesn’t involve ancient prophecy or creepy hollows.”

      Kairo gave him a sideways glance. “You mean training?”

      He grinned. “Exactly. The wards are steady for now, but if they start sputtering again, we’ll need more than charm and sarcasm.”

      Talyssa closed her notebook, sliding it into her satchel. “I have archery drills after lunch, but the courtyard’s clear this morning. If you two are going to play with fire again, do it somewhere open.”

      “‘Play with fire,’” I muttered, already reaching for my gloves. “You make it sound like a children’s game.”

      “Sometimes it is,” Fenrick said, tails flicking as he stood. “Except when the toys explode.”

      Kairo smirked. “Then we’d better make sure they don’t.”

      We gathered our things and filed out into the cool morning light. The hum of the wards followed us, a low thrum just beneath hearing. It sounded steady, but after what Lirien had said, I couldn’t shake the sense that something beneath that rhythm had gone off-beat.

      Kairo led the way to the small practice yard behind the Convergence Suite—a patch of open grass bordered by rune-carved stones that glimmered faintly blue. Steam drifted off the mermaid channels nearby, curling lazily through the air. Fenrick stretched his arms and cracked his neck like someone about to perform on stage.

      “All right, Dragon Boy,” he said, sketching glowing lines through the air with his claws. The illusions solidified into narrow, shifting rails of light, forming a rectangular path between us. “Let’s see if we can keep your embers inside the lines this time.”

      Kairo stepped beside me, summoning a curtain of water that hovered in a thin, rippling wall. “I’ll handle the temperature control. You focus on precision.”

      I nodded, rolling my shoulders to ease the tension that had lived there since dawn. The memory of heat clawed at me—of the tower fire, of my wings tearing through skin, of students frozen in terrified awe. I pushed it down and exhaled slowly, opening my palm.

      A faint glow flickered to life between my fingers.

      “Steady,” Kairo murmured. “You’re not fighting the flame. You’re guiding it.”

      Fenrick crouched just outside the rails, eyes narrowing. “And no hero moves. Keep it small. I like my tails unsinged.”

      I managed a half-smile. “No promises.”

      The ember brightened, and the rails shimmered in response, catching the heat like glass refracting light. For the first time since that night in the tower, I let the fire bloom without fear.
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            WHISPERS IN CLASS

          

        

      

    

    
      Illusion Theory wasn’t my strongest subject—too much finesse, too many rules about tone, texture, and emotional resonance. Fire was simple: it burned. Illusions? They thought. They tricked. They lied.

      The classroom smelled faintly of chalk dust and foxfire oil, faint wisps of blue smoke curling from the practice rings etched into the floor. Professor Maris, a silver-haired kitsune with a sharp jaw and sharper patience, paced in front of a mirrored wall that rippled with shifting reflections.

      “An illusion,” she said, her tails flicking in perfect rhythm, “is not a lie. It’s a suggestion. A truth that exists in potential form. To master it, you must believe in the possibility, not the deceit.”

      Fenrick nudged my elbow from the next row, grinning. “Translation: it’s like telling a half-truth that doesn’t get you in trouble.”

      “Fenrick,” Maris said without looking up, “please save your commentary for your autobiography. You’ll have ample time to embellish later.”

      Snickers scattered through the class. Fenrick gave me a mock bow, as if being caught was part of the act. I smothered a smile and focused on the shimmering circle in front of me. The assignment was to project a harmless sensory illusion—a flame that looked real but gave no heat. I could manage the opposite easily enough.

      The first-years along the left wall whispered as I tried to focus. I didn’t have to listen hard to catch the word that made my stomach knot.

      “Farros.”

      It rippled like a current through the room, soft and poisonous.

      One of the older students—a sleek-haired elf I vaguely recognized from the upper division—spoke in a low voice to his partner. “They say the Farros used illusion magic to hollow people out from the inside. Puppets that smiled while they burned.”

      His partner shuddered. “Don’t. You’ll jinx the wards. Besides, that’s old legend stuff.”

      The elf’s gaze flicked to me, lingering just a beat too long. “Legends come back when people invite dragons to class.”

      Fenrick’s tails stiffened beside me, but before he could open his mouth, a faint ping of light flared from Lirien’s station near the window. Her usually steady hands trembled, the illusion of light she’d been weaving unraveling into jagged streaks that blinked out.

      “Lirien?” Maris frowned, stepping closer. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said quickly, wings shifting uneasily. But her voice—normally soft and melodic—sounded brittle. “Just… lost focus.”
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