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Prologue

THE BURNING CHILD

Smoke curled from the newborn’s nose and mouth. His chest pumped hot; every breath glowed like steel beneath the blacksmith’s hammer. Puffs of smoke continued to form a white cloud against the ceiling.

Lina stared wide-eyed, knowing her son’s life fueled that fire. Desperate to lower the boy’s heat, she rushed to the kitchen and brought a wet cloth and placed it on his chest. The heat of the baby brushed against Lina’s face; her son’s life dwindled with each breath. He shifted and twisted in his bedsheets, crying in agony.

Couldn’t he be just a smoker? What have we done to deserve this?

The mother kneeled, hands raised. “Smoke spirit, I beg you, not my son.”

The door squeaked open, and a tall man with a frosted beard stepped in. The shivering wind tugged at his coat. He dropped the bundle of logs, placed his axe on the stool, and kneeled beside his son’s crib.

Lina stared at her husband with swollen, wet eyes. “It’s only getting worse, Fadric.” She paused, grappling with the reality of their situation. “At this rate, his death is certain.” She touched his shoulder gently. “The village women have told me… it’s mercy for him… and us.” Lina’s voice shook with every word as she crawled towards the axe. “We have to be realistic.”

She picked up the axe; her hands trembled. “A burning child is for nobles to keep, not us.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “As tradition goes… the mother must… Step aside, Fadric.” Lina raised the axe.

Fadric stood and faced his wife. “We are not killing our son.” He grabbed the axe handle.

Lina pulled with full force to free the axe. “Don’t be naïve, Fadric. I won’t watch my son suffer before my eyes.” The grip of the woodcutter didn’t break.

“You don’t have to. I’ll get the crimson wine we need.”

Lina’s shoulders sagged, and with a deep breath, her hand slipped from the axe handle. “How? We can barely sell enough wood to meet our needs.”

Fadric stared at his son, then moved towards the door. “The Colosseum. I’m a smoker too—I can fight.”

Lina blinked. “Colosseum! Entertaining those—”

“I thought about it over and over. It’s the only place that would pay enough to afford crimson.”

Lina placed her hand on Fadric’s cheek. “If you die, I will lose both of you.”

“I won’t,” said Fadric. “I’ll survive there until our son can control his power, then you will have two smokers under this roof.”

“Two smokers in one house; cursed indeed.”

I knew I could rely on him. Fadric would find another way.

Her husband grabbed the axe and closed the door behind him, leaving her alone in this cold village.


CHAPTER ONE:

WORLDS BEYOND THE SMOKE

A nudge dug into Kayn’s shoulder; his eyes opened—a blue-eyed, short-haired girl loomed before his bed.

“Get up; we don’t want to be late for the ceremony,” May whispered.


Dawn’s faint sunlight shone on the small flagstone. Kayn peeked through the blurry glass—silhouettes of mountains, trees, and smoke. One more year, and I’ll see the outside of this shelter. He checked the other beds; both lay empty.



He stared at his reflection in the bucket of water—dark hair tousled and unkempt despite the shelter’s appearance rules, deep brown eyes filled with curiosity—before splashing some on his face. Damn, it’s cold. Kayn took a deep breath; his nose filled with the scent of earthy ground and wood. On the table behind him lay two neatly tied outfits and one scattered. He picked the scattered one and replaced his white shirt and trousers with identical gray ones. Out in the corridor, May and Elan leaned over a smooth stone wall. Elan had one leg slung over it, his hair dark like Kayn’s—except well combed. Kayn could see the comment brewing in his eyes.


“Five minutes late this time,” Elan snorted. “An improvement.”

“If you don’t want to wait, you can wake me up next time,” said Kayn.

Elan shrugged. “I’m not your instructor; take care of yourself.”

May clasped her hands together. “Now that we are all here, can we please move to our breakfast?”

The breakfast area stretched before them; a cavernous hall filled with long wooden benches and tables. The smell of boiled milk and baked bread filled the air.

Elan joined a long queue that ended with a man—an administrator—serving breakfast. All administrators covered themselves in white robes, head to toe. White represented order in the place. Clean clothes, food. Flawlessly arranged tables lay aside; at each table sat two boys and a girl.

All groups wore the same gray outfit. Kayn recalled May wishing for something prettier. He, however, could not picture something else. The gray outfit represented unity, the king’s salvation, and a blessing.

Soon enough, Kayn’s group’s turn came. They received a cup of milk and a piece of bread each and sat at their usual table. May and Kayn raised their hands, while Elan followed after they stared at him.

“Oh, smoke spirit, be a witness that we have not burned our lives,” said May. “We have not sinned like those beyond these walls, so bless us and be with us.”

Elan rolled his eyes and drank his milk as soon as she finished.

“You should be more grateful,” said Kayn. “People outside would kill for a meal.”

“Is that what our instructor told you?” asked Elan. “Don’t talk about what you haven’t seen.”

Kayn fell silent. The fact that he only knew what lay within these walls bothered him, and Elan always used that.

A tall man in clean white robes stood at the table. This one didn’t cover his pale face and smile. “It’s time, my children.”

May lowered her cup. “Yes, instructor.”

They headed to their designated class, where several groups were seated in their wooden chairs, and more arrived after Kayn’s group.

The instructor stood on the platform, glanced over at the groups, and cleared his throat. “Within these walls, his majesty provides shelter, protection from a world of sin.” His eyes darted over the groups, making sure everyone paid attention. “A world outside where people burn their essence—their life—for a fading moment of power. Polluting our world with smoke.” He shook his head, disapproval written on his face. “Your youth shall not last; you’ll face the world and must spread righteous values as the smoke spirit and our father the king taught us.” He gestured at the older groups seated on the left side.

The eighteen-year-olds shouted in unison, “Yes, sir!”

“You have reached that age to venture beyond these walls,” said the instructor.

A few administrators stepped into the class and guided the older students, who were standing, up onto the wooden platforms.

One year and it’ll be me.


Among the lifelong familiar faces stood a tall girl with dark hair, marked by a scar beneath her eye. Kayn often wondered how she got it but never asked; communication between groups remained rare, only occurring under the instructor’s watch. Perhaps once I leave, I’ll see her outside.


“I vow to always serve the smoke spirit and to remember the father’s favor upon me,” she said before an administrator escorted her out.

What will they see out there?

The vows were repeated with smiles as they marched out.


Who wouldn’t smile? Now their true lives begin.


***

Kayn stretched his muscles, ready for his favorite part of the day. The training yard spread open, a dusty expanse with patches of worn grass and trees on the outer edges, providing shade to rest between exercises. The shelter lay enclosed by walls that towered like prison sentinels, with ceilings that robbed them of sunlight, leaving this yard the sole place open to the sky. Beyond these walls, the shelter itself covered one side of the view—cold, lifeless stone and steel—and another side opened to the rugged mountain face. Kayn loved staring at its rocky shapes and the endless stretch of blue sky above.

May’s gentle elbow push brought Kayn back to the present. “We are about to start.”

He could hear the instructor talk about fitness and exercise, words repeated a thousand times, but it sounded distant, as thoughts of what the eighteen-year-olds did now lingered in his mind. A whistle signaled the start of training—everyone jogged.

“Shouldn’t we learn more about the world out there?” asked Kayn.

May raised an eyebrow; perhaps she didn’t expect him to question the shelter. “They taught us all we need.”

“A world full of sinners except for the nobility and those whom the king saved and put in shelters,” said Elan.


Kayn scanned Elan’s expression for mockery—none.



Now that I think about it, Elan always gets serious in training.


Kayn’s gaze swept over his surroundings. A few white-robed men observed them and took notes.

Is it because of them?

After a twenty-minute jog, the whistle blew again, and the groups scattered to catch their rest before the next exercise.

Exhausted with ragged breath, Kayn crawled alone to a space below a tree where he could get some alone time. He sat down, eyes scanning the yard; May sat alone beside the barrels, the instructor stood beside her and extended a cup of water to her—May had always been his favorite.


Kayn turned, facing the green foliage before the wall. Something unusual lay ahead. Smoke?


He jumped back up.

Fire?

Behind another tree up ahead, faint, small puffs of smoke twisted in the air. Kayn prowled towards the source until he glimpsed who stood behind that tree. Elan! No doubt about it; as the smoke exited his nose and mouth, his chest pumped in rapid succession. Kayn’s eyes went wide.

Elan, after all that we have been taught!

He took a step back, out of sight, returning to his spot, pale as a ghost.


Elan is a sinner—like those outside these walls.


***

In the dim light of a candle, with the tip of her finger, Malina flicked to the next page. Her hand moved back to grab the silver cup set aside on a stool wide enough to hold an inkpot, a paper for notes, and a bottle of crimson wine, since Malina’s drinking habits required constant refills.

She held the cup between two of her fingers and reclined in a plush armchair by the window. Her long auburn hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders; her eyes scanned the content on the page as she took another sip of the red wine. Dressed in a simple yet well-tailored kirtle of silk, a flowing cascade of soft maroon fabric. With a heavy yawn.

I’m weary, yet I must finish this book before night’s end.

Malina placed a finger on her chin.

Ten minutes, perhaps? Either way, I won’t sense it burning.

She shut her eyes, inhaled a deep breath, and exhaled a thin trail of smoke. Warmth waved inside her as her heart pumped faster, veins surged with energy, and she winced with sharp burning pain like a bee sting as her life diminished.

I suppose that’s a reason to refill.

She reached for the cup of crimson again; with a sip, the sour taste stretched her life.


This feeling…intoxicating.



With regained strength, her eyes lingered on one passage again: “The fault of philosophers is their lack of action; they observe the world rather than shape it.”


It rang true for Malina.

Even among nobles, always sidelined—listening to debates, watching bureaucrats shuffle power like coins, creating a city infected by greed, corruption, and incompetence, each serving to further their power. What wonders she could make if she held that power. Uncover the kingdom’s forgotten history and the lost knowledge mentioned within old book pages, and turn this city into a hub of discovery. Yet doomed to spectate, she was—her father made sure of that.

A knock shook her from daydreaming.

Who dares interrupt me at such an hour?

None besides her father. Rare for him to come personally, but when it happened, he made sure to interrupt her favorite activity.

The door swung open, and Ladric Vork marched toward his daughter, eyes glaring over the book-filled shelves. “My beautiful daughter, have you considered any pursuits beyond books and wine?”

Malina rolled her eyes. “You would undoubtedly suggest mingling with high noble heirs, the Katic family, or maybe the Artak family?”

Vork kept a straight face—he never enjoyed sarcastic responses. “I would suggest building alliances for our family—a suitable husband.”

Everyone is a mere tool for your political schemes.

She stared at her book and shrugged. “I’m blind to how that’s a better allocation of my time. Besides, you’re working hard enough for the both of us on that.”

Vork’s face twitched at that comment. “That’s no request; there will be a Colosseum event tomorrow—you will be there.”

Malina set her wine cup aside and stood, displaying an elegant bow. “As my father commands.”

***

The Colosseum stood as a centerpiece, the beating heart of Crystal City, where white marble and obsidian gleamed under the morning sun. Banners bearing the sigils of noble houses hung on the walls of the Colosseum center section—the nobles’ section. The rest carried commoners reeking with the sour stench of filth and sweat carried by the wind for miles.

Cheers grew louder as steel clashed on the dusty ground. Smoke curled from one fighter’s mouth as he swung his blade in a lethal arc. It thrummed through the air, meeting the opponent’s blocking arm. The severed limb spun away, spraying blood. Fingers still twitched as the head toppled to the dusty ground and rolled.

Commoners cheered and screamed for the victor, while the nobility clapped as blood poured, feeding the insatiable thirst of the fighting ground. The victor stepped forward to fall as light snuffed out of his eyes; a final wispy plume of smoke escaped his lungs.


Malina rolled her eyes. Pointless risking their lives for a bit of wine.


On the podium beside Malina, Perrin sat, a tall but slim figure, known for spending most of his time in inns and whorehouses. He looked the furthest from a fighter in all of Crystal, and they both knew it.

“Fool.” Perrin, the heir to the Katic family, chuckled. “Utilized his entire life span to swing only to die after killing his opponent,” Perrin explained.

“Is that so? He wouldn’t get his prize if he died.” Malina pretended not to understand the fighting mechanics, even though she had read extensively on the topic. Perrin’s laughter echoed in her ear.

How could he laugh arrogantly? He wouldn’t survive a second down there.

“I expect such mediocrity from commoner skills.” Perrin ran a hand through his hair. “For me, it’s more of a comedic show than a display of fighting capability.” He straightened. “Naturally, today I’m here after hearing—” he cleared his throat. “That Malina of the Ladric family would attend the event. I heard rumors of your beauty, and they fail to capture it.” He leered over her red and black gown, eyes trailing over her tailored body and curves.

Malina fought the urge to recoil under his gaze. “I’m flattered to receive such praise from a great fighter.”

That took Perrin aback. “Great fighter?”

“Indeed, the Katic house is renowned for its hold on the economy of steel and weapons. With such a reputation. It would only make sense to train their heir to the utmost degree.”

“Of course. Of course,” said Perrin, after regaining his composure.

“Excuse me, I can’t see this much blood; as a lady, you know,” said Malina. Another obvious excuse to escape, but she didn’t care as long as she went out.

“I understand, my lady,” said Perrin. “I will escort you—” Perrin reached out to offer his hand, but Malina drew away.

Her sleeve slid down as she pulled back with exaggerated motion. Two noblewomen nearby exchanged glances, and one let out a muffled laugh behind her fan.

Perrin’s smile froze, eyes flickering toward the two noble women, who now contained their giggles and stared toward the fighting arena once more.

“Thank you, no need, however. My carriage is waiting for me.” She stepped away before another idiot from the high noble families interrupted her. Thankfully, her father, Vork, busy with his advisors, didn’t notice her exit.

***

“That is him, the fighter I told you about,” said the advisor.

As the announcer declared, “Fadric from the northern land stepped into the arena.”

Fadric’s opponent: a stocky man with a hammer for a weapon, known for his barbaric fighting style. The fighters both walked towards the center. The stocky man burned; smoke drifted from his nose. Fadric, however, didn’t.

“Fadric won many fights in the last six years,” said the advisor to Vork. “But he had sent most of his gains of wine and silver to his family north. Leaving him to fight at a disadvantage.”

Vork raised an eyebrow. “His opponent, I heard, has over thirty years of reserve. What about Fadric?”

The advisor squinted. “It’s hard to be precise from this distance, but I’d say within two to three years.”

Vork stroked his chin. “If that is the assessment of an inspector of your skill, then Fadric is in trouble.”

The stocky man dashed—a blur of muscle—and reached Fadric in a second, leaving a cloud of smoke twisting in his wake. His hammer slammed the ground like thunder.

Fadric sidestepped the blow; the smallest puff of smoke escaped his nostrils. Slow and measured movement, a stark contrast to his opponent, who swung that hammer with fury; each blow sent pockets of dust rising in the air.

Fadric slipped out of each swing, his sword tucked to his side, yet to make a single attack.

The stocky man brought the weight of his hammer crashing down, smoke curling out his nose as he flared for extra power. The impact—a massive thud—echoed across the Colosseum ground; a cloud of dust mixed with white smoke from the flaring power choked the view. As it thinned, Fadric stood victorious, his sword slicing through the skin and buried deep in the man’s thick skull.

The hammer slid from the man’s hand, hitting the ground—the crowd erupted into screams.

Vork’s adviser leaned closer to him. “Did you see that? Not a puff of smoke more than it’s necessary.”

“Precise and elegant … for a commoner,” said Vork.

“Now, his skill level might hover around the rank of ash-marked. Supply him with crimson wine and training; he could rival a cinder, perhaps a steel guard.”

“A deal indeed,” said Vork. “Fine, we will offer him a contract.”

The advisor rubbed his hands together. “Plus, having a servant near Malina would be an excellent source of information on her whereabouts.”

Vork waved a dismissive hand. “Too obvious. Besides, I don’t trust the word of his kind. As for training him—if she’s half as clever as she thinks she is, she’ll figure it out.”

***

Fadric’s diary, year 995 of the third era.

“Today, I killed another man. I had nothing against him; I didn’t even know his name. He simply stood on the opposite side of the Colosseum arena. In my first year, I hated the nobility as always, but recently I noticed whenever a man bleeds. Commoners cheer the loudest.

“Some noble offered me a contract to serve as his daughter’s guard. Perhaps, I could keep my hatred for nobles aside if this meant I didn’t have to kill men that situations out of their control had led them here—just like me.”

***


CHAPTER TWO:

THE SINNER AND THE GUARD

Elan scored high points on every physical test: sprinting, jumping, and combat. He always excelled in these tests—he’d always sinned.

“Close your mouth,” May said. “I know you two don’t get along, but you don’t have to watch his every move.”


Kayn shut his mouth, not realizing it had hung open. Do I tell her the truth, or maybe the instructor? What would happen to Elan if I did?


May stood waiting for a response, her foot tapping against the dusty ground. None came. “You’re acting weird, and you look so pale.”

“I’m fine, just tired.”

The instructor clapped his hands. “Now it’s time for the inspection. Line up.”

The inspection occurred every year. Dust rose in thin clouds as a dozen groups lined up beside the barrels used for the jumping test. The inspector—a white-robed man unlike their instructor, whose face held a familiar, fatherly warmth—stood indistinguishable from the other administrators, yet they addressed him differently.

The inspector leaned close to the first kid in line until Kayn wondered whether this man could stare into their souls. After a few seconds, the inspector whispered to the administrator beside him, who noted those words on paper.

The paper recorded their physical performance, but the inspection’s true purpose remained a mystery. The process repeated itself for each group in the long line until he reached Kayn’s group. It went smoothly for Kayn and May, but when the inspector’s eyes fell on Elan, a skeptical look crossed his face. The inspector exchanged whispers with the administrator.

Why are they taking so long on Elan? Do they sense his impure soul?

Kayn’s heart skipped a beat as he shifted his focus to Elan’s relaxed posture—a hint of a smirk painted across his face.

The quill moved, marking something on the paper, and they moved past them, allowing Kayn’s heart to slow its frantic beating.

The instructor clapped. “Those of you whom the inspector has checked may return to their rooms.”

***

Kayn’s night offered him no peace. The events of the day clouded his mind.

Why sin to gain meaningless points?

He splashed cold water onto his face. The chill tingled through his skin, marking the dawn of a new day.

Unless Elan knows something I don’t?

He stepped into the hallway, where May and Elan leaned against the stone wall. No remarks about how late he was today. The corridor stretched wide as they walked abreast, passing rooms of other groups—each room mirrored its counterpart. The walk lasted about five minutes, like a recurring nightmare worsened by the awkward silence. Room fifty-five, fifty-six, fifty-seven. Kayn had never voiced this feeling to anyone. After all, to be ungrateful for the shelter was a sin.

The long corridor opened onto a wider hall. A wall faced them ahead, the left side hosting an administration room while the right led to the breakfast hall. They sat at their usual table. After a while, May put down her cup.

“You know I’m used to your arguing. What’s up with the silence?” She stared at them.

Kayn looked away while Elan shrugged. May sighed and stood, hands planted on the table. “Fine, have it your way. I’ll be at the lecture.”


“Our king had lived through millennia, and his wisdom is beyond any man’s understanding,” the instructor rambled about the king and nobility until, in an unusual turn, two administrators walked in. Administrators never entered the lecture hall unless someone reached eighteen. Kayn scanned the class—a month remained before anyone reached that age. The administrators exchanged whispers with the instructor. They always whisper. I’ve never heard their voices.


The instructor clapped. “Well, today is a special day. We have someone selected to be sent on a mission.”

A mission? This has never happened before.

“Elan, come here, my son,” the instructor called with his perpetual smile. Elan stood on the stage beside the instructor. They chatted among themselves for a while.

Elan faced his classmates. “I vow to always serve the smoke spirit and to remember the king’s favor upon me.” His face unbothered by the sudden announcement—he even smiled before stepping down. The administrators guided him out.

One last glimpse of Elan’s back as he made the corner surrounded by white-robed men; he didn’t even look back.

Kayn blinked. “What just happened?” A tight knot tangled in his chest.

Is that it? No goodbyes?

“But why him?” May’s eyes watered.


Kayn attempted to comfort her. “Elan is smart and gets good points.” But the voice inside him called; they must know about his smoking.


May paused and stared wide-eyed.

Did I say something wrong?

He even doubted himself if he said the last part out loud. Kayn extended his arm to pat May on the shoulder, but she shoved his hand away.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Just don’t touch me.” She faced the other direction for the rest of the lecture.

Kayn puzzled over May’s strange reaction.


Perhaps she just deals with Elan leaving in her own way. I should give her time. They sat in the middle of the class, one group missing a member.


After all, our world just changed.

***

Four days of Kayn waking on his own, since May had abandoned her habit of nudging his shoulder. Questions swarmed his mind with no answers. He stared at his reflection in the water bucket and splashed the cold water on his face again.

Either way, there’s nothing I can do. We’ll meet him in a few months outside.

He stepped into the corridor, where May leaned against the wall alone, waiting.

She walked ahead of Kayn until he grabbed her arm. “What is it? You don’t think Elan leaving is difficult for me too?”

“I’m sure it is,” May said.

Kayn waited for more, but May simply kept walking.

“I never saw eye to eye with Elan,” Kayn said, “but he’s still one of the closest people to me, just like you are.”

May paused and clenched her fist. “Just like I am, you say?”

“Of course.”

Her face flushed red, then she sighed, regaining her composure. “Kayn, I’ve known you my whole life. You think I wouldn’t know when you’re lying?” Her voice soft again.

Kayn blinked. “Lying? When did I lie?”

“Why did they choose Elan?” She stared at him with unblinking eyes. “I saw your face. What are you hiding?”

Kayn bowed his head. “I only said that to comfort you. It doesn’t mean I’m hiding anything.”

May shook her head. “You’re still lying.” She stepped forward.

“He’s a sinner,” Kayn said.

May’s movement came to a halt. “What?” Her face lost all color and life.

“I saw him in the training area.” Kayn didn’t raise his head, afraid to see May’s face again. “He was smoking.”

“They can’t send a sinner to save other sinners. They might hurt him.” She murmured. Her face paled. “We have to save him. Wherever they sent him, it can’t be good.”

Kayn raised his head. “Save him? We can’t. It’ll be months before we—”

“We escape now,” May said. A rash decision indeed. “You said it yourself. We’re the closest people to Elan.” May took a step toward Kayn. “Don’t you want to save your friend?” She extended her hand to him.

Kayn stepped back. “Escaping is a sin—a grave sin.” He shook his head. “No, no… You’re not thinking straight.”

“Kayn?” Her voice barely reached him. His horror must have shown—he knew, staring into her eyes, what she thought of him. A coward placing the shelter’s teachings before friends.

She lowered her hand with the expression of a stabbed friend, and Kayn held the knife of betrayal. He wished for a hole to swallow him.

“Then I’ll go alone.” She stepped closer to Kayn. “Or will you tell on me?”

Kayn swallowed. “I—”

A sudden shock wave swept through the building. Kayn’s ears rang as dust clouded his vision. The ground shook beneath their feet.

“Kayn!” May shouted as the ceiling crumbled, chunks falling toward him.

She jumped forward. “Look out!” Then everything went dark.

***

Malina’s room screamed of opulence. Residing in the east wing of Keep Ladric, dark wood paneling carved with various symbolic motifs matched the frame of her bed, which was draped in light curtains. In the air, oak wood mingled with leather-bound books lining the shelves, giving the room a mystique atmosphere—the perfect setting for her reading sessions. By day, she read under the arched window where heavy white curtains filtered sunlight to a golden hue. By night, she studied under the glow of candles set in a crystal chandelier.


She woke to a knock on her door. Who could it be? She knocked over the pile of books beside her bed in the process of getting up. “Damn it!” She stretched her white sleeping dress and straightened herself—shoulders back, chin up. “Enter.”


A servant entered wearing a clean white apron and displayed a masterful bow. “My apologies for disturbing you at such an early hour, but your father—”

“What’s the matter?” Malina asked.

“He asked me to escort your new personal guard.”

“Personal guard?” Malina arched her eyebrow. “Funny, I don’t recall requesting one.”

The servant bowed his head. “I’m only obeying orders, my lady.”

Malina sighed. “Fine. Where is he?”

“Fadric,” the servant called.

Fadric stepped into the room covered in dust, his trousers filled with holes and cuts, his chest bare where his shirt buttons had been torn off, and blood stained his skin.

Malina covered her nose. “Where did you find this rat?”

“I believe your father made a contract with him last night.”

“The Colosseum?” Malina sighed and waved her hand dismissively. “At least have him wash up first.”

“He wasn’t released from the Colosseum until this morning, and your father had already ordered…” The servant clearly realized that Malina wasn’t looking to hear excuses. “At once, my lady.”

Fadric rolled his eyes as the servant guided him toward the washroom.

“Give him decent clothes!” Malina called as they exited.

She turned to pick a dress from her wardrobe.

I’m the family heir, and he picks me, a commoner from the Colosseum, as a guard.

She stared at the dresses hanging on the wall behind her.


He sure wants me to come and beg him. She placed a hand on her forehead dramatically. “Oh, please, Father, I don’t feel safe with this commoner. I want a real guard—I’ll attend any event you want.” She shrugged.


If he wants me guarded by this common dog, fine. We’ll see who breaks first.

By the time she had dressed, the servant returned with Fadric, who now wore a clean, dark tunic. Strapped to his side was a steel sword with a gap in the fuller and holes in its grip—a hollow sword. Most importantly for Malina, the smell had vanished.


Malina leaned close and examined him: gray eyes, high cheekbones, and long, light hair. With these features, you could mistake him for a noble—if you ignored the thick beard and the scar across his cheek. “Not bad—beneath that scruff. You’re not from here, are you?”


The servant opened his mouth to respond, but Malina lifted a hand. “He can speak, I hope.”

“I came from a village called Varen. You wouldn’t know it,” Fadric said. “And I’d rather keep the beard.”

“Varen…Darkash Province? A Northman, then. That explains your distinct look.”

Fadric’s eyes widened at her recognition of his village.

She looked into the Northman’s eyes. “This isn’t Varen anymore. You’re my guard—your appearance will reflect on me.” She settled back in her plush armchair. “It’s customary for a guard to kneel when greeting his lady.” Malina’s tone soft but commanding.

After a moment of hesitation, Fadric took the sword from his side and kneeled before Malina, leaning on the sheathed blade with his knee hovering just above the ground.


Is that supposed to be an act of defiance? She considered whether to press the point.


She faced the servant. “Did we run out of armor, or what?”

The servant lowered his head. “I tried, but he refused.”


Refused? That’s right—many smokers preferred to stay light rather than wear armor that wasn’t hollow. But he was a Colosseum fighter, not skilled enough to make use of lightness over protection.


Well, the more this idiot makes mistakes, the more my father will grow concerned, putting an end to this mockery.

She faced Fadric and smiled. “As you wish, then. Wait for me at the gate.”

Fadric didn’t smile back.

He stepped out, and Malina leaned toward the servant and whispered, “I’m going to the market. Send three cinder guards after me, but tell them to keep their distance unless something happens. And don’t tell my father about them.”

The servant nodded. “As you wish, my lady.”

The room opened onto a wide corridor filled with paintings and statues of ancient history. The staircase descended to the main floor, where towering stone columns displayed the grandeur of Ladric Palace. Servants kept the marble floor so polished that Malina’s reflection appeared crystal clear on its surface. At the center, a fountain’s crystal waters cascaded over a sculpture of the family crest—a silver wine cup. On one side, an arched doorway led to the grand hall, a place for gatherings and feasts. Beyond that lay the master bedroom, relocated to the ground floor since her father’s aging, nonsmoker body couldn’t handle the agony of staircases.

Malina’s path led out to the garden, where Fadric stood amazed by it all—from the gardeners tending the bushes and plants to the guards patrolling the perimeter in their shining armor.

Malina placed a hand on her forehead.

If he gawks at everything like a four-year-old, this day will stretch endlessly.

***

Stalls lined the streets, their tables overflowing with goods—gleaming weapons, colorful fruits, and fresh vegetables. The throng of people in the market split, making passage for Malina and Fadric. They stared at her bright, silky white gown.

Mutters echoed, “The Ladric family’s daughter.”

“What’s the matter with them?” Fadric asked.

“It’s not common to see a noble in these markets.”

“Is that so?”

Malina stared at him—his relaxed posture, hand in his pocket, as he kicked a small rock on the ground while watching his feet.

“Isn’t it your job to keep an eye on your surroundings?” Malina asked.

Fadric kept his head down. “I’ll protect you from danger when needed.”

“A market filled with commoners is dangerous,” Malina said.

“You’re right, my lady.” Fadric placed his hand closer to his sword and stared alertly at nearby beggars. They had slim bodies, pale faces, and bare feet. They scattered once they caught sight of Fadric’s determined look.


Is he trying to mock me? Malina thought. “I didn’t mean for you to do that.”


“I misunderstood your order. My apologies,” Fadric said, his tone flat, eyes scanning their surroundings.

She paused for a moment, watching the beggars scatter.

Massive workforce potential lost for nothing. Imagine how much research I could fund with that capital.

Malina sighed and strolled forward. They walked past a wide range of vendors, the scent of spices filling the air, merchants calling their wares through the streets.

Fadric’s eyes widened as he stared at each table and what it offered.

“Never seen a market this big, Northman?” Malina asked.

“There are only a few vendors in my village market,” Fadric said.

“There’s more.” They stepped into a store where dust filled the air. It had an ancient feel that came with the smell of old wood. Shelves filled with books surrounded them—like Malina’s room, much less clean, however.

“Old man, are you here?” Malina called.

An old, hunched man rose from behind the counter. “Ah, there you are…”

Malina leaned towards the counter, pausing the moment she noticed the dust. “Malina. I came here before—you remember me.”

“Oh yes, yes, Malina, I remember you.” The old man clasped his hands together. “Oh, darling, I found you something.”

Malina’s eyes perked up. “Really? What is it?”

“Let’s see, it was here somewhere.” The old man searched among his shelves and pulled out a book. “This one is by the same author as the book you took last time.”

Malina tapped the old man’s shoulder. “Thank you, old man. You don’t know how much this means to me.”

She cleared the dust off the book cover.


Alchemy and Glass, by M.K.


She tucked the book into her purse and placed four silver coins on the counter. “Take care of yourself, old man. I’ll be back whenever I can.”

She stepped outside with a wide grin on her face. “Let’s take a less crowded route back home.”

Fadric nodded. They walked into an alleyway where Fadric paused and placed his hand on his sword’s handle.

Malina’s grin faded. “What’s the matter?”

“The guards you sent after us,” Fadric said.

Malina smiled. “Oh, you noticed them. You are paying attention despite how you look. That’s—”

“I haven’t seen them since we came out of the store.” Fadric took a wider stance, his eyes scanning the alley. “Do you usually take this route?”

With a dismissive, careless tone, Malina said, “First, don’t interrupt me again. Those guards are actual fighters. It was impressive that you noticed them at first.” She waved her hand. “But now you can’t see them because that’s how it was meant to—”

A spark ignited before her eyes, and a metallic clang echoed through her ears. “What the—?” she gasped. Fadric had deflected something right before her eyes. Her gaze darted to the ground—a dagger, embedded in the earth mere inches from her foot.

Someone just tried to kill me.

Panic clawed at her throat as a figure dashed from the shadows—a blur of motion.

Fadric shoved her back as he blocked the incoming swing and kicked the man in the green cape.

A resistance fighter?

Two more emerged from the opposite direction. “We’re surrounded.”

Her eyes went wide as the weight of her situation sank in.


These are no amateurs; if they dealt with my cinder guards, then… He doesn’t have a chance. Her fingers trembled. I’m… dead.



CHAPTER THREE:

A DREAM COMES TRUE

Faint humming echoed in Kayn’s ears, and a sliver of light cast down on his face.

Light? I was in the corridor… No?

His eyes fluttered open; the blue sky above peeked at him through a hole in the ceiling.


Damn, it looks beautiful. Kayn blinked twice. A hole in the ceiling?



The image of May jumping towards him flashed in his mind. May!



His body jerked, leading him to realize that something heavy pinned him down. He lifted his head despite the pain that shot through his spine. “May!” She lay on top of him, unresponsive, while rubble and debris covered them both. What happened here?


Panic crawled at him as he wiggled to free himself, then he paused. Something warm and wet spread across his body.


I’m bleeding? Another drop and another. No—it’s May’s blood.


“Help! Help!” he shouted. The humming in his ears faded, replaced by the sounds of his surroundings: cries and screams.

What’s happening?

Confusion compounded when a man jumped over them and ran along the corridor, sword in hand, a green cape flapping behind him, leaving a trail of smoke.


Kayn’s eyes went wide. We are under attack—by outsiders—sinners.



The trail of smoke slowly drifted and faded. Burn life for power. That’s right, power enough to move the rubble and save May. A pool of her blood formed under him; he swallowed. But I would be a sinner.



He clenched his fist and closed his eyes as warmth surged through his body. Those who pollute our world with sin for selfish gain brought the wrath of the smoke upon us, causing our world to crumble into destruction. The words of the instructor swam through Kayn’s mind. He opened his eyes and relaxed his grip.


Nothing can be fixed with more sin.

The warmth within him faded, replaced by the wetness of being soaked in his friend’s blood. May’s body grew colder. Screams from farther down the corridor echoed along with the clang of steel. “My children, run, hide!” The familiar voice of the instructor.

Kayn’s eyes watered at the voice of his concerned instructor.

Smoke spirit, please be with us and save us from these sinners.

Prayer was the hopeless last resort. The pile of dirt and rocks shook, and smoke rose from beneath its cracks. Had the spirit smoke come to rescue this sinless child?

May’s cold body grew hotter, sending warm waves against his skin. Her chest pumped harder and faster. “May! Are you awake?”

She stood in a burst, sending shards of rubble flying in all directions. She loomed above him, ripples of smoke billowing outward from her nose and mouth. Her arm twisted at an unnatural angle, and her thigh was crushed under the weight of a stone slab. Dust and blood smeared her face. She was unrecognizable—broken. How he had escaped unscathed was a miracle.

Kayn’s heart sank; his mouth dried out as words refused to exit his cracked lips. “May I—”

May’s voice came, a shaky, wet murmur. “This is my limit… Kayn, survive.”

“Survive?”

With a barely audible voice, she uttered. “Promise me…help…Elan.” Her smoke faded, her body swayed, and she collapsed.

She sinned to save me.

Kayn crouched down beside her body, still warm but with no pulse.

I’m alone now.


His finger shivered as he brushed against her cheek. Fear crawled up his spine, along with a black, empty hole. I wouldn’t have done that for her.


Footsteps echoed down the corridor, but Kayn kept his head down, his vision blurry with tears.


Perhaps someone like me, who didn’t lift a finger to save a friend, deserved death. He closed his eyes. Yet she wanted me to live.


Unsure of whether his actions came out of commitment to her wishes or simply his own desire to survive. He spun back and faced the coming danger.

A dark-skinned woman with long dark hair and a green cape approached, leaving a long, slender stream of smoke. Sword drawn and pointed at him, the trails of blood that ran along the blade sent shivers across his body.

“Why do commoners join the ranks of the king’s army?” asked the woman.

Army?

“No answer then? You traitor.” The trail of smoke behind her thickened.

Her determined eyes screamed with murderous intent. Before Kayn realized it, he spun on his heel, flared his power, and surged into a dash at ridiculous speed. The walls of the corridor stretched before his eyes. Faster than anticipated, his usual five-minute corridor walk ended. The moment he spotted the wall at the end, a wave of pain shook his body upon impact. He hit the ground and rolled over, sending stone bricks flying.

I need to stand. She will kill me.

He planted his hand on the ground, his arm wobbled, and his vision faded into darkness.


He opened his eyes once more. How long have I been out?


His whole body ached with pain, and his head throbbed as his vision cleared. Dark brown boots stood in front of him. He attempted to stand, but pain radiated through his bones. The boots turned to face him.

“I suggest you don’t move.” She squatted down. “You are in horrible condition.”

“Why am I still alive?”

The woman sighed. “Because we found this.”


His pulse quickened. Is this it? Will she drive that sword through my back?


She grabbed him and lifted him to a seated position against the wall that he had run through.

“This changes everything,” she said, gesturing at the contents of the room. Kayn resisted the urge to vomit as the color vanished from his face.

A room bathed in bright sunlight. Above, the ceiling featured a massive circular opaque pane of glass shining down on a rectangular wooden table that held intricate glassy equipment—tubes and strange instruments whose purpose was unclear. Alongside the table were rows of bodies, naked, cold, and lifeless.

Why have you done this?

Kayn wanted to scream, but he stopped himself as he recognized a corpse: a tall girl with dark hair and a small scar beneath her eye. She took her oath last week. This girl, unlike the rest, hung by ropes threaded through her shoulder blades. An odd sight made more disturbing by the bloodless gaping hole in her chest.

“What…what happened here?” asked Kayn.

“I hoped you would answer that.” The woman put her sword back into its sheath as more fighters with green capes entered the room.

One marched toward the dark-skinned woman. “What’s this, Luran?”

Luran shrugged. “Some sort of lab, a hidden room for experiments, maybe.”

The man looked around for a second. “So, you’re telling me this isn’t a recruitment camp?”

“Maybe half recruit, half experiment.”


Kayn’s eyes scanned the bodies for the third time now. Elan, Elan, Elan. He didn’t find him.


The man pointed towards Kayn. “Maybe he knows.”

“He seems more confused than we are,” said Luran.

“Or he’s acting. I’ll help him talk.” The man pulled out a dagger and placed it right against Kayn’s face. Cold steel on his skin made his heart jump out of his chest.

“What is it you do here, huh? Why are your friends here dead?”

Kayn stared at the tip of the knife. He thought hard about his next word, but nothing came out. His mouth and throat dried out.

“Captain,” said Luran. “We made a mistake, let’s face it. Have we captured any of the robed men?”

“They all had knives under those robes and stabbed themselves the moment we closed in on them,” said the captain.

“The same happened with me,” said Luran.

“Gather everything here. We’ll think about it back in our camp,” said the captain.

“Captain, the kid,” Luran said. “Let’s take him with us.”

The captain’s eyes darted from Kayn to Luran. “You’re responsible for him.”

“Of course, Captain.”

Luran carried Kayn on her back and moved through the corridor.

Kayn had neither the strength nor the will to fight. He watched as they passed through the corpses of shelter children, administrators, and even his instructor.

He had always wished to leave and see the outside world. Today, dreams come true.
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