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The portal shimmered like liquid glass, spilling pale light across the courtyard stones. Kael stumbled through first, breath catching as his boots touched familiar ground again. Behind him, the others followed one by one, the glow fading until only the night sky stretched above Hollowlight’s towers.

“I can’t believe the first day back is tomorrow,” Kael muttered, running a hand through his hair. His voice carried the mix of exhaustion and relief only someone who’d fought too long could have.

Rixa smirked, brushing dust off her sleeve. “Better than ruins and shadows. I’ll take it.”

Mira stood a little apart, eyes fixed on the spires rising against the stars. The sight of Hollowlight always stirred something in her—safety, responsibility, the weight of coming home.

“I’m headed back to my family,” she said at last, adjusting the strap of her bag. “I bet they’re worried about me.”

“Same,” Selena echoed quickly, and Ari nodded in agreement.

Kael and Rixa exchanged a glance. “Yeah,” Kael said lightly, “us too.”

But Mira knew that look. Mischief glinted in their eyes. They weren’t going home at all. Still, she let it go. Some lessons, they’d have to learn on their own.

She left them at the gates and took the winding path toward the village. Lantern light glowed in the windows of her home, warm against the night. The smell of herbs and baked bread drifted faintly into the air.

The moment Mira stepped inside, her mother’s arms wrapped tightly around her. “Mira!” Elira Solen’s voice was breathless with relief. “You’re home.”

Her father appeared from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a cloth. “We’ve been waiting for you. Set the table, will you?”

Mira obeyed, lining the silver plates in their usual order—one, two, three, four, five... Her brow furrowed. Six.

“Why six?” she asked, looking up.

Her mother’s smile turned secret. “Because we’ve invited a guest.”

The door creaked. Mira turned, heart stalling.

Lira stood in the entryway, pale hair shimmering in the lantern glow.

Her father’s face lit up. “So this is Lira. Welcome to the Solen home! Tonight, you’re family.”

Her sisters, Selena and Arianna, whispered behind their hands before Selena smirked outright. “She’s pretty. Mira, is she your best friend?”

Mira shot her a glare, cheeks warming. “Selena, hush.”

Ten-year-old Arianna bounced in her chair. “Do you do magic tricks? Can you shoot fire? Or fly?”

“Ari,” Mira muttered, but her father only chuckled.

“Dinner,” Elira called, setting down steaming bowls of creamy penne pasta. A basket of warm rolls followed, butter already melting into their soft crusts. The scent filled the room, chased quickly by laughter and clinking forks.

Sparkling berry juice caught the light as it was poured into glasses, leaving a faint shimmer on their lips when they drank. For dessert, a golden fruit pie steamed on the counter, Ari nearly leaping from her seat when her mother finally cut into it.

Lira ate quietly, answering questions with care. Mira watched her closely, noticing how tense she sat in the middle of the chaos, how unfamiliar she looked with the warmth of a family buzzing around her.

Later, when the table was cleared and her sisters ran off, Mira led Lira upstairs to her room. She closed the door behind them, arms crossed.

“Alright,” Mira said. “Why are you here?”

Lira’s fingers twisted together. She hesitated, then whispered, “Because I can’t control it. The visions, the whispers, the power—it’s all slipping. And you’re the first person I thought of who could help me.”

For a moment, Mira said nothing. Then she sat beside her, voice steady. “That’s asking a lot. But fine. I’ll help. On one condition—no secrets. Not from me.”

Relief softened Lira’s face, her shoulders finally easing. For the first time all evening, Mira believed she wasn’t here to cause trouble. She was here because she was scared—and because she trusted Mira to be strong enough for both of them.
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The halls of Hollowlight were never meant for running, but that didn’t stop Kael and Rixa. Their laughter echoed off stone walls, bouncing around the portraits of long-dead scholars as their footsteps pounded across the marble floor.

“Faster!” Rixa hissed, tugging his sleeve as the glow of a lantern swung around the corner behind them. A guard’s voice thundered:

“Stop right there!”

Kael nearly tripped over his own feet, choking on laughter as they darted past the Hall of Charms. “You’re going to get us caught—”

“You’re the one mimicking the guards, not me,” Rixa shot back, grinning.

They shoved through a heavy oak door and burst outside into the night air. Cool grass stretched under their boots, the courtyard wide and empty except for a scattering of fireflies. Both of them collapsed onto the lawn, gasping for breath.

“That—” Kael wheezed, clutching his chest, “was way too close.”

Rixa flopped onto her back, hair spilling across the grass. “Too close? That was fun.”

For a moment, they just lay there in silence, staring at the stars. The night sky above Hollowlight shimmered faintly, constellations tangled like silver threads.

Kael turned his head toward her, a crooked grin tugging his lips. In the guard’s exact, gravelly voice, he barked, “You there! Halt!”

Rixa burst into laughter, rolling onto her side. “Stop! You sound exactly like him.”

“That’s the point,” Kael said, smirking. His mimicry had always been sharp, but something about using it now, here, made it feel lighter, less like a burden.

Their laughter faded into quiet. Their hands brushed in the grass, just barely, but neither of them moved away.

“It’s late,” Rixa whispered.

“Yeah,” Kael agreed softly, eyes fixed on the stars.

They rose together, still catching their breath, and started back toward the dormitories. Their shoulders brushed as they walked, close enough to feel the warmth between them. Neither spoke, but the silence that lingered wasn’t uncomfortable. It felt like something new.
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Morning sunlight spilled through the tall windows of Hollowlight’s dining hall, catching on the silver trays and rows of clattering plates. The room buzzed with chatter—new robes, new schedules, everyone bragging or complaining about what the year might bring.

Kael slid onto one of the benches with a heavy sigh, tray in hand. He picked at the bread roll sitting beside his bowl of porridge. Across from him, Soren sat stiffly, already halfway through his food.

“You always eat like the world’s ending,” Kael muttered, watching him chew.

Soren shrugged. “Maybe it is.”

Kael rolled his eyes, but the smirk tugging at his mouth gave him away. He let his gaze drift over the hall—students flooding in, laughter echoing, the energy of a new year heavy in the air.

A few minutes later, Rixa entered. She walked casually, shoulders loose, the same lazy grin she always wore when she wanted to look like she hadn’t been up to anything. She dropped her tray on the table and slid in beside Soren instead of Kael, making sure not a single glance gave her away.

“Morning,” she said breezily, scooping eggs onto her fork.

Kael didn’t look at her, though he felt the corner of his mouth twitch. Nobody suspected. That was the point.

The noise of the dining hall shifted as Mira entered. Even in her plain Hollowlight robes, there was something steady about the way she carried herself—shoulders squared, chin high. She approached the table with someone trailing just behind her.

“Hey, guys,” Mira greeted, sliding into the space beside Kael. “You all remember Lira.”

Heads turned.

Lira stood there, pale and uneasy under the morning light. She gave a small nod, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

“I’m going to be mentoring her this year,” Mira announced, her tone calm but firm. “She’ll be with us.”

Kael blinked. Rixa’s fork clinked against her plate. Even Soren paused mid-bite, his expression unreadable.

Lira’s eyes flickered nervously between them all, as though waiting for someone to argue. Mira reached out, resting a hand briefly on her shoulder. “She’s with me,” she repeated.

And just like that, Lira had a place at the table.
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The four of them sat in a loose circle around the table, trays cluttered with half-eaten rolls and plates scraped clean. The hum of voices filled the dining hall, but here at their corner, the air settled into something familiar.

“So,” Rixa said, stabbing her fork into a slice of fruit, “what did everyone do while we were gone? Don’t tell me you all just sat around twiddling your thumbs.”

Mira straightened in her seat, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “I went home. My parents were relieved, of course. My sisters nearly smothered me.” Her eyes softened at the memory. “It was... nice. Normal. We had dinner, talked, and laughed. It reminded me why I fight so hard to protect this place.”

Kael gave her a small smile, then turned to Soren. “What about you? Let me guess—locked in the library all break?”

Soren lifted his cup, unimpressed. “Not exactly.” His voice dropped, like he didn’t want the whole dining hall to hear. “I found something. An old book, buried in the restricted archives. It wasn’t supposed to be there.”

Rixa leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “And what did our resident scholar discover this time?”

Soren hesitated, his gaze flicking toward the group before settling on his tray. “It spoke about... remnants. Fragments of magic left behind when realms fracture. They don’t disappear—they fester. It warned that those who touch them risk being... consumed.”

Mira frowned. “Consumed how?”

“Lost,” Soren said simply. “Body and soul.”

The table went quiet. Even Kael’s usual grin faltered.

Rixa broke the silence with a laugh that was just a little too loud. “Well, that’s a cheerful bedtime story. Thanks, Soren.”

Kael leaned back, pretending to stretch. “As for me... I just stayed at school. Walked the halls. Kept busy.” He shrugged, casual, though his mind flashed back to lying on the lawn with Rixa, starlight glittering above them.

“Same,” Rixa added quickly, her tone matching his. “Stayed here. Nothing exciting.” She popped a grape into her mouth before anyone could question it.

Mira gave them both a suspicious glance, but said nothing.

It was Lira who spoke next, her voice quiet but cutting through the hum of the hall. “Maybe you all should have been studying with Soren. If the realms are fracturing... none of us are ready.”

The group looked at her, surprised by her sudden bluntness. Mira laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “That’s why I’m helping her this year. She won’t be facing it alone.”

Kael forced a grin, reaching for his bread roll. “Well, here’s to the third year. May it be less terrifying than the last two.”

Rixa clinked her cup against his. “Not likely.”

Soren just muttered, “Not likely at all.”
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The bell tolled through the halls of Hollowlight, a deep, resonant sound that silenced the chatter in the dining hall. Students rose from their tables in waves, books clutched under arms, robes swishing as they hurried toward their first lessons of the year.

Kael groaned, dragging himself to his feet. “Here we go again.”

“Try not to nap through the first day,” Mira said dryly, straightening her bag.

Together, the group joined the current of students flowing through the corridor until they reached the classroom doors. Carved runes glowed faintly along the frame, the hum of magic vibrating in the air.

Rixa shoved the door open, and they stepped inside.

The room smelled of chalk and candlewax, tall windows flooding the space with pale morning light. Rows of desks stretched toward the front, where a blackboard was scrawled with looping script.

But what caught their attention first were the new faces. Four students already sat scattered among the desks, each with an aura that made them stand out immediately.

A tall boy with storm-gray eyes leaned back in his chair, tapping a quill against his desk as if impatient for something to happen. His dark hair fell across his forehead, sharp and deliberate.

Beside the window sat a girl with short-cropped hair the color of copper fire, her arms crossed as though she dared anyone to speak to her.

Across the aisle, another girl with soft, hazel eyes had a small animal perched on her shoulder—a squirrel, bright-eyed and twitching, as if it belonged in the classroom as much as she did. She whispered to it, and it chirped back as if it understood.

And near the back, a lanky boy with inky-black hair scribbled furiously in a journal, lips moving silently as if he were reciting a spell only he could hear.

The buzz of whispers filled the room as more students piled in. Kael slid into a desk near the middle, Soren beside him, Mira and Lira a row over. Rixa plopped down last, stretching like she hadn’t a care in the world.

“Guess the rumors were true,” Kael murmured under his breath. “New blood this year.”

“Looks like trouble,” Rixa muttered, eyeing the copper-haired girl with a smirk.

The teacher hadn’t arrived yet, leaving the tension to crackle quietly between old students and new. Mira glanced at Lira, then at the four strangers. “Stay sharp,” she whispered. “First days have a way of showing you more than you expect.”
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The classroom door groaned open, silencing the low hum of whispers.

A man in a dark coat strolled in, hair a messy black tangle that looked like it hadn’t seen a brush in days. He carried no books, no staff, not even a chalk stick—just a crystal phone glowing faintly in his hand.

He didn’t look at the students at first—just swiped across the screen, expression blank. Then, without much interest, he muttered, “Everyone, quiet.”

The room obeyed, more confused than respectful.

“Name’s Mr. Black,” he said, dropping into the chair at the front like it had personally wronged him. “This is Elemental Convergence. Pair up and do today’s assignment.”

Kael raised an eyebrow. “Uh... what’s the assignment?”

Mr. Black flicked his eyes up briefly, unimpressed. “Figure out how your powers work together. Try not to blow up the room. Or do. Just clean it up after.” He shrugged, attention already drifting back to his crystal-phone.

Rixa leaned toward Kael, smirking. “I like him already.”

“Names,” Mr. Black said, waving vaguely at the class. “Say them out loud. Helps me know who to yell at later. Go.”

Voices echoed one by one.

“Kael.”

“Soren.”

“Rixa.”

“Mira.”

“Lira.”

Then the new students followed.

“Dorian Vale,” the storm-eyed boy drawled, spinning his quill between his fingers.

“Kiera Flareborn,” the copper-haired girl said, tone sharp as a blade.

“Kena Wynn,” came the soft reply from the hazel-eyed girl, her squirrel twitching its tail as though echoing her words.

“Tovan Parks.” The lanky boy didn’t even glance up, still scribbling furiously in his journal.

“Great,” Mr. Black muttered, already back to scrolling his phone. “Partners. You’ve got the rest of the period. Show me something impressive. Or don’t. Doesn’t matter.”
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