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      To Fernando.

      It is my greatest joy to journey through life alongside you.
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        A note on the English language

      

      

      

      Before you read, please note that my flavour of English is Australian. I apologise to everyone in advance. Please don't be concerned if you realise something is wrong, or think I've committed an offence. Who knows, you may even get used to it while travelling through the pages.

      "Oh, no!" Someone may exclaim, but rest assured, the quotes remain double… at least when someone speaks aloud.

      However, alchemists mind-whisper, ‘Speaking directly into someone’s mind,’ while someone’s thoughts are presented without quotes: Just thinking, in privacy. Maybe.

      Also, shall alchemy seem unreachable, you may enquire the Alchemical Glossary at the end.

      That said, I'm honoured that you're interested in my work, and hope you'll enjoy it.

      

      Livia, a writer with Aussie grammar.

    

  


  
    
      
        Regarding content warnings

      

    

      

      This story is told from the point-of-view of millennia-old, non-human, non-gendered beings—the alchemists. Therefore, the text uses the singular they/them for these characters. Likewise, to somehow convey this non-human nature, the prose leans towards being lyrical. You may find the alchemists’ descriptions somewhat odd and surreal, and their morals and goals different from humans’.

      Overall, there are mentions of induced panic attacks and other extreme emotions. One storyline follows a healer, and there are mild descriptions of an array of wounds, including amputations, severe burns, and children choking. You will NOT find mentions of gender or racial violence.

      Reader’s discretion is advised.
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      The pursuit of knowledge is an interminable quest, the most exhilarating pathway towards elusive outcomes, often yielding more questions than answers. It brings, at any point, certainty over a single and perennial fact—awareness of one’s own ignorance. There is always more to learn, so much more to comprehend, so many facets to unveil, and so many new questions to unravel.

      To any alchemist, the pursuit of knowledge is the most enthralling crusade upon which to embark. The only worthy quest for an endless existence.

      To The Rector, the pursuit of knowledge was the very reason to be.

      Amidst nowhere and nowhen, The Rector assessed the universe. Neatly classified in alchemical elements—alive, half-alive, non-alive. Easily manipulated due to possessing the four transfigurations available to alchemists—Soul, Matter, Protean, Machina. That structure was believed to be complete, round, and whole, so thoroughly known it had not changed in aeons.

      The Rector chuckled at the lie. All knowledge was, by definition, incomplete and erroneous, always meant to be expanded.

      Exactly as they were aiming to do.

      It had taken more time than any other mind could comprehend—but The Rector, through several manipulations, had finally found two clues of something more, of something new, of something different that could redefine The Orders of alchemists. One clue was waiting precisely outside The Towers, wishing to become an alchemist. The other lived in Amberina and needed to be studied to unlock his secrets.

      With the appropriate guidance, these two humans could advance alchemy and, with it, The Orders.

      The Rector would ensure it happened.

      “After all, I’m the spear piercing through knowledge and guiding evolution,” they whispered, vanishing back into a human world.

      The genesis of change was near.
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      The thunderstorms were Élan’s sustenance, their joy and excitement; a perfect moment in which nothing else but their thoughts existed, colliding with the world around and about. They coiled between the currents, the shadow tendrils of their alchemical form extending, reshaping, breaking and spawning to mimic the lightning that so fed them. Élan laughed, and their mirth rippled through their soaring shadows just before they emerged from the storm wall. The remnants of clouds circled The Towers—two edifices of obsidian and starlight, connecting dimensions and embodying the bastion of The Orders.

      Yet the alchemist halted airborne and glanced down, enthralled by the woman sitting outside the Tower’s main entrance. Fearless, they plunged towards her, shadows spreading just in time to glide near for a better view.

      She was middle-aged, with walnut skin and long black hair tied in a bun. Her knees were sinking into a puddle of mud, yet she kept her back straight, sitting on her heels. Her fingers laced atop her lap, worn by manual work and calloused like a scribe’s. She wore the staples of the peasants of Strezia; peeling, worn-out boots, muddy trousers patched haphazardly, a blouse that may have once been white, and all the signs of long-term food deprivation.

      Her gaze was what Élan liked the most. Emotional, consuming, fierce. Fixed on the immense double-sheeted doors of The Towers but tracing the movements of the surrounding shadows.

      “You inspect me, shadow?” Her voice was half-whisper, half-growl, respectful but challenging. A blend of tones only an alchemist could concoct—except she was none. “I'll wait until those doors open. I'll become an alchemist.”

      Élan’s laughing caw ricocheted through their shadow-made form, and in the same instant, they soul-linked her. Through that ability, the alchemist deep-dived into her present emotions and thoughts, scavenging her mind until they perceived even her unrecognised feelings.

      Áurea. So filled with hatred for the Strezian nobility she now belonged to that her memories sailed on the waves of her wrath; they shaped into her father’s countenance, into the loophole that forced him to become a Nova Noble, into the despair of the ivory cage of Strezia’s palace. A desire raged like a maelstrom in her furious sea of emotions. Power. To craft a key to her own future, to change Strezia and perhaps the world. A thousand other cravings harassed her, but exhaustion took the forefront, fed by the painful emptiness of starvation, the mirage-inducing dryness of prolonged thirst, and the cramps of a body forced into a single position.

      Élan interrupted the soul-link after that, amused. Clearly, Áurea had sat there for days, waiting and wishing—but only a single being could grant her permission to enter The Towers, and it was not Élan.

      Ignoring the woman’s wrathful gaze, the alchemist slithered away in their ringlets of shadow. They crossed the long distance towards the main entrance and slipped through the slivers between the Towers’ doors.

      Power froze them once inside.

      It compressed the world, it twisted dimensions, it blended time and space. It went beyond descriptions, piling quarters of identities to shape them into the only alchemist who’d performed the four transfigurations. The one commanding The Orders. The one beyond comprehension, even for the most seasoned alchemists. The Rector.

      Unsettlingly tall, transcendentally eternal, timelessly ubiquitous. The Rector hovered above the marble floor, hooded with an obsidian cloak, wings sprouting from their temples. Feathers cascaded from the golden pauldrons, the pattern of existence engraved on their breastplate. They wore a sash of fabric-like wood, faulds of silk-like prairies, legs of copper armour and wires, sparkling to machinery. One blade hovered parallel to each forearm, metal-made and unfathomable.

      Immediately, Élan reshaped their hazy tendrils, twisting and contorting into a shadow-made raven body of black beak and silver eyes. They dipped their head in silence, wings spread in a bow; it was a rule, never to speak in front of The Rector unless explicitly asked to.

      “What do you think of her? She has sat there for four days,” The Rector's voice was as sharp as the scimitar hovering above their forearm.

      Élan folded their wings, while mind-whispering into the leader’s thoughts. ‘There is enough wrath in that woman to change the world.’

      The Rector’s answering smirk threatened to curb the universe with plans only their endless existence could exploit. “Harness that chaos, Élan. It will be useful to me. She’ll be a good Soul Transmuter.”

      Their multitudinous voice slipped off the empty, opulent hallway, and its echoes spiralled around the raven-bodied alchemist. After a moment, that command moved past them and pulled at the double-sheeted doors, aligning them with the world where that human, Áurea, awaited.

      Élan straightened, watching as the doors reshaped, mechanisms clicking in place, elements recombining until the doors opened quietly and swiftly. Unfazed, the raven-bodied alchemist hopped towards that entrance and watched Áurea. She was still kneeling, resilience and vengeance coating her features, hope struggling to surface.

      Their gazes met for a heartbeat, and as soon as Élan curled one wing inwards, inviting, she sprang to a stand and darted inside.

      There was potential in that woman, a thirst for revenge and a desire to reforge herself seldom seen in others. But as they watched her run, panting and traipsing in the mud, Élan nursed their curiosity. The Rector had subtly implied she wouldn’t fail her transfiguration, but their wording… was too purposeful. Too specific.

      Áurea halted past the entranceway, gaze etched on the alchemist as she whispered, “A shadow-made raven. Are you that presence from bef⁠—?”

      Her words died off when the doors hushed closed behind her, and she noticed the dark hall. Streams of light emanated from the floor, the columns coiled on themselves, and mechanisms ticked in the background, louder the longer their silence prolonged.

      Élan soared, alighting onto her shoulder. Pointing a wing towards the rightmost corridor, they mind-whispered, ‘Go there, tot. I’ll teach you alchemy. I’ll mentor you.’

      The woman stilled, fleeting panic dashing through her eyes, understanding dawning on her face—Élan’s voice had echoed in her thoughts, clearer than if physically spoken.

      The alchemist soul-linked her immediately, drawn by her curated and modest gestures; yet they only found a maelstrom of questions too reasonable for a human, too unreasonable for an alchemist—where, what, how, who, what if, how come, when, why. Enquiries swarmed her, theories distracted her, current experience contradicted past evidence… but she pursed her lips, breathing harshly as her gaze flew through the hall. Eventually, when the shock faded, she ambled carefully through the indicated path, and Élan interrupted the soul-link; they had seen enough.

      “My name is Áurea,” she murmured, peering at the raven with curiosity.

      ‘Not for long,’ Élan mind-whispered back, beckoning her to a mirror-filled corridor. ‘After your transfiguration, you’ll find a new name to better represent you. Alchemists’ identities are not like humans’.’

      “Therefore, you must have a name,” she stuttered, following the instructions, and crossing the sloped corridors into the lifts. “What should I call you? Mentor?”

      The raven cawed, leaping into the levers and back onto Áurea’s shoulder. ‘I’m Élan, one of the ten Full Transmuters; these are alchemists who transfigured both into Soul and Matter. Humans would refer to me as a Chimera-Mason.’

      Another hop and the lever bounced, gears clicking as the doors closed.

      “Never heard of double alchemical types before…” She mumbled, referring to transfigurations with the human jargon, a slight frown curling her brows. “I met a Chimera once; the alchemists that rulers call for assistance during political distress… I want to become one.”

      ‘I’ll train you for it,’ Élan mind-whispered, curious. Few mentees arrived knowing whatever transfiguration they wanted to pursue; instead, they were scouted or prepared beforehand by the alchemists themselves.

      The lift unlocked with a soft screech, gently accelerating to displace the pair through space. Curious, Élan watched the new mentee as she mauled her bottom lip, chewing it with dedication, her scowl so tight it seemed barely able to contain her thoughts.

      “If you are a Chimera-Mason…” she whispered after a while, the words decanting thoughtlessly out of her. “—that means that two types are possible. In that case, I want to be both a Chimera and a Warlord.”

      Élan stilled, head cocking to gaze at her with one silvery eye. She hadn’t the faintest idea of what she was wishing for. Had she possessed the slightest clue of what an alchemical transfiguration implied, she wouldn’t even be there, least of all craving two.

      For a fleeting shard of existence, Élan wondered whatever schemes they were now involved in, especially given The Rector’s nuanced command—yet they promptly discarded the thought. Whatever the leader ordered was factual; it would happen, and was already happening, as per their designs. Dwelling on it was pointless.

      The lift stopped abruptly, and Élan mind-whispered a long-due answer, ‘One transfiguration at a time, tot. Few did it twice like me, and that combination, Chimera-Warlord, has been achieved by only two alchemists. Now—’ The doors chaffed open into the internal, spiralling gallery, and they pointed left with a wing. ‘Go there.’

      Áurea ignored the request, instead stumbling forwards, shaken and gawking at The Tower's central well. Reaching the balcony's living hallway, she leaned to glance at the sky-universe far above them.

      “Is that the ceiling?” She stammered, lips pursed into a dot as she frowned. Clutching the guardrail, she peered down towards the ground-blackhole, thousands of storeys below them. “There is no floor!” A scowl contorted her features towards the tip of her button-like nose—and she gasped, watching the unending staircases branching from the spiralling balcony. “Those staircases… are the alchemists walking on the ceilings and floors?”

      Élan sighed, having long forgotten the shock of witnessing the entrails of The Towers. The structure anchored into the human reality via two edifices on an island, traversing this world side-to-side and ultimately beyond the confines of physical laws. Young alchemists barely comprehended it, so a human wouldn’t even fathom how it worked. Explaining would be just a waste of time.

      ‘I’ll take you to your chambers.’ The raven pinched her chin, hoping to refocus her. ‘Sleep. Wash yourself, tot. Your lessons have already started.’

      Still shocked, Áurea stepped away from the guardrail and followed the alchemist’s instructions while muttering questions Élan didn't bother answering.
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        * * *

      

      Áurea’s agape mouth disclosed her renewed shock—but as most Strezian Nobles, she deftly swallowed her questions, schooling her face. Perched on her shoulder, Élan cocked their head, a silver eye watching her physical body. She had changed into the provided clean black trousers, tucked white blouse and leather boots fastened up to the calves, having bunned her hair.

      “How is this possible? How were The Towers built?” The human whispered, studying the training room.

      It had walls of melted marble and metal. The ceiling opened to a galaxy’s edge, and the glassy floor was built above a waterfall’s descent.

      ‘By blending elements into the dimensions, and forcing time out of the structure,’ Élan stated, waving her off with a wing to prevent an interruption. ‘You won’t understand the how now. Perhaps in a few thousand years. Now focus there…’ They beckoned at the fireballs and airballs dancing around them. ‘The first of the three alchemical elements, half-alive. Fire, water, air, plants and spores, thunder, and smoke, among others, are created, destroyed, and manipulated by a Protean Reshaper’s will. As with any element, such coercion is only possible after acquiring an intrinsic understanding of the element itself. Therefore⁠—’

      The human’s lids twitched erratically. “Protean Reshapers. We know them as Warlords. The legends speak of their power.” She paused, thoughtful, and rubbed her shivering arms. “If these are half-alive… there must be alive and dead elements.”

      ‘Clever, tot,’ Élan cawed, spreading the wings; her questions moved in the right direction—yet they paused, mind-stating, ‘Your frown is not thoughtful.’

      Áurea’s cheeks puffed in embarrassment, and she averted her gaze. “I’m forty years old. Yet you… keep calling me tot.”

      Élan cackled, amused. Evidently, for all her carefulness and curated expressions, this simple sobriquet had exasperated her.

      Delighted at the furrowing sprout, they mind-whispered, ‘Your handful of decades is but ephemeral compared to the boundless, frameless existence of an alchemist, never representative of any yet all eras in equal parts.’ Lingering, they fluttered the wings to forbid yet another interruption, and soared to fly away. ‘Follow! I’ll introduce you to the other elements!’

      Áurea ran behind them, exuding questions and stumbling through the elements. She raised an arm as the raven approached a perceivable collision—but the wall slid open to let them cross into the next room. Granite tables occupied the area, covered with fragments of metal, wood, stone, and gemstones, alongside gears, levers, slithering wires, and objects Élan couldn’t define but were common to them.

      Another alchemist stood among the tables. They had wings of pole arms, a metallic arm protruded from between their shoulder blades, and their ink-made garments flickered as they assembled a contraption with incredible speed. They paused, greeting the newcomers with a nod.

      ‘Áurea, meet Hark,’ Élan introduced the metal-winged alchemist, returning the cordial bow. ‘Hark is a Machina Reshaper, who⁠—’

      “I recognise you!” Hark chuckled, gears clicking with the motion. “The woman sitting outside! I thought you had potential. We haven’t had a human apprentice… in quite a while.” Their voice chafed like metal, a gentle smile curling their oil-coated bronze-made mouth. “Are you mentoring her, Élan?”

      The Full Transmuter assented, mind-whispering to both, ‘As I was about to explain…’ They gestured with a wing to the parts scattered around. ‘—those elements are⁠—’

      “Oh, let me explain!” Hark interrupted again, catching Áurea’s bewildered gaze before indicating a pile of dust with a seven-fingered hand. “I present to you: non-alive elements. Look!” They murmured unintelligible words, and the dust melted into liquid mercury. “Non-alive elements are those whose chemical composition can be altered by a Matter Transmuter’s will; Masons, as humans call them. However, Machina Reshapers like me can combine existing half-alive and non-alive elements by will and knowledge.” Commands sneaked from their mechanical mouth, and the mercury blended with the surrounding air, reshaping into a set of mechanisms. “See what I did? The elements are intrinsic to me; therefore, I will them to change.”

      The human gawked, stuttering, “You will them? Because of… your understanding?” Áurea’s mouth trembled with other restrained questions, muttering a few hows and whys. She scratched her chin, frowned at the objects, and gestured nonsensically before returning to her mentor. “You said existing elements.”

      Hark chuckled in a shrieking rumble, mind-whispering only to the raven-alchemist. ‘She thinks! She sparks! I can see why The Rector let her in. Would you take her to the Empty Room?’

      ‘Soon,’ Élan replied, still taming their curiosity surrounding The Rector’s command. Then, they fixated on the mentee, openly mind-whispering, ‘You have seen two elements by now, and three alchemical transfigurations. Matter Transmuters can create, combine, and convert non-alive elements with their will and knowledge; likewise, Protean Reshapers have a similar connection to half-alive elements.’ They lingered, letting the words sink in before adding, ‘However, Machina Reshapers are the only single-transfiguration connected to two types of elements, half-alive and non-alive; thus, they cannot create, just combine.’

      Within the timeless Towers, the explanation continued.

      Somewhere, Áurea frowned.

      Somewhen, she asked her questions.

      Somehow, Hark answered and Élan taught, but not yet.

      Simultaneously, Élan opened their shadow-feathered wings and surged. Their will reached Áurea’s with a purposeful, irrefutable command—to soar into The Towers’ dimensions alongside the mentor. Thus, the alchemist flew into the galaxy-ceiling, past the barriers of that room. Áurea didn’t resist but followed closely, sprinting without realising she was climbing through the air, her hand stretched to reach for the alchemist’s shadowy tendrils. The pair left Hark behind, travelling through corridors and rooms until The Towers delivered them into the Empty Room. A nothingness visually devoid of anything, sunk in darkness but full of intangible alive elements—as terrifying and distressing as only emotions and thoughts can be.

      Áurea gawked at the surrounding pure blackness, but Élan willed a cluster of misery and distress, and slung it at her. The emotion hit the mentee, and she scowled, enveloped by a barrage of foreign depression—and the alchemist watched as her sadness decanted into the pitch-black pools of a death wish. When tears trailed through her cheeks, Élan summoned an opposing emotion, and flung it at her. Áurea’s sorrow evanesced immediately, and she chuckled with the unmarred hope of those who haven’t lived enough.

      ‘Alive elements,’ the raven introduced, melting into pure shadows. ‘These are mental states like emotions, including thought patterns and social constructs, both conscious and unconscious. This is the element only Soul Transmuters can retrieve, read, reshape, and ravage with their will, as enabled by their knowledge. No other transfiguration can work with alive elements.’

      Their tendrils coiled around the woman, who stood amidst that blackness. Her thought patterns flared from her as well, one over the other, contradicting like her questions, incessant like her doubts, shouted so strongly they rendered her speechless—but she detached from them, letting calmness overrule every other emotion. Élan marvelled at Áurea’s unconsciously practised composure, so trained and refined because a schooled countenance was a matter of life or death among Strezia’s nobility.

      ‘To transfigure into a Soul Transmuter, a Chimera as humans call us, you must understand alive elements,’ Élan explained, shadows coiling around her. ‘Alchemists are shaped by the elements they control; therefore, you can only transfigure the moment you master a frameless, reasoned comprehension of alive elements.’

      “Now I see why Soul Transmuters are political advisors. These alive elements must give them an understanding of someone’s mind, and of society, that is otherwise unattainable.” She smirked, eyes closed, her voice trembling softly under the weight of all the emotions in the Empty Room. “Teach me about alive elements. Guide me to become a Soul Transmuter. Please.”

      Élan’s shadows rippled to mimic the audible pattern of never-spoken words. ‘The process is dire. We tap into the limits of existence and the shapelessness of past and present. During that process, while tending towards comprehension, you will lose your human identity to reform your self. The more you learn, the more Áurea will vanish until you are ready to transfigure.’

      Enabled by The Towers, past the conglomeration of realities that weren’t for an alchemist but were for a human, Élan existed, unrestricted and timeless. In that state, they explained the same process to a tripartite Áurea that had been, was, and would be—different words, more or less nuance, but always the same concept.

      “I will learn,” those Áureas promised, over and over. Then, now, and long after.
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