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The fire crackled and flared as the old wizard rose to his feet.

"Oh-ho, my friends," he called, his voice warm as spiced wine and just as inviting. "Don’t lurk in the shadows like guilty apprentices. Come closer. Feel the fire on your faces, the ache ease from your bones, and the comfort of a cup that’s at least half full."

He made a lazy circling motion with his pipe.

“Good. Now gather in. Crowds like ours are made of a hundred kinds of hearts, and every one of them can listen. Sit. Squabble for a log if you must, but find a place. The fire’s burning, the pipe’s lit, and I’ve held this tale too long to keep it to myself.”

He drew on the pipe, the ember at its bowl glowing like a captured star. When he exhaled, the smoke curled upward in slow, thoughtful spirals. His eyes, half-hidden beneath wild white brows, gleamed in the firelight with a familiar, unsettling kindness—the look of a man who knew more than he ever said, and enjoyed it.

"A tale," he said at last, "about a young man."

He let the words linger, weighing them.

“A boy born into this world was swaddled not in blankets, but in expectations—a weight heavier than any armor. For being told you must be great... is a curse in itself.”

He shifted his weight, boots scraping softly on the stone.

"The world will tell you that greatness is a ladder—built from power, or applause, or the size of the shadow you cast. Climb fast enough, grab hard enough, and you might reach the top... only to find there is nothing left of you but the grasping. Greatness, I have found, is a trickier thing. It is not in what you hoard, but in what you are willing to lose. Not in what you hold above others, but in what you hold out to them."

His voice dropped, losing none of its warmth, but gaining weight.

"Our hero is a wizard. A student, a fool, a marvel, and a dear friend of mine. His name is Drakon James Evergold."

At the mention of his name, his expression softened, affection threading through the lines time had carved into his face.

"He lives in the kingdom of Adrya," Eldyen went on, "broad and bountiful, the bright heart of Kastras. Elves, dwarves, humans, gnomes—folk of every sort jostle for elbow room there. And above all else, they prize the Art."

A few listeners leaned in. The wizard’s tone took on a quiet reverence.

"They call it magic," he said, "but that word is too small by half. It is the breath beneath the world. The pulse in the stone, the shimmer in the leaf, the invisible thread that ties star to sky and river to sea. From the high snows of Al-Kaleer to the tiniest spark in a tavern hearth, it runs through all things—seen and unseen."

He lifted his hand; the smoke from his pipe twisted into a fleeting circle of runes, then unraveled in the night air.

"Through that mystery, we shape, and we mend. We stitch flesh, soothe fever, and bind wounds. We also topple walls, split mountains, and make any number of spectacular mistakes." His eyes crinkled with wry amusement. "It binds us together even when we would rather it did not—race to race, nation to nation, rival to rival. None of us quite escapes its reach."

He caught himself, chuckling.

"Listen to me—rambling like a tutor on the first day of term." He tapped his pipe against his boot heel, ash scattering like gray snow. "You did not come for a lecture. You came for a story... and, if you are wise, another drink."

He straightened, and for a moment there was something almost theatrical in the way he spread his arms, as though taking command of an unseen stage.

"Now then," he murmured. "Where were we?"

The fire chose that moment to leap higher, as if in answer. Its light flashed in the old wizard’s eyes.

"Ah. Yes." His smile thinned—not cruel, but knowing.

"This is the tale of a young wizard who wished to be great... and of what that wish cost him, and those who walked beside him."

He lifted his pipe in a small, solemn toast.

"The tale of a Wizard’s Folly—a tale of Drakon, the boy who reached too far.”
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​Chapter I: Every Glory Has Its Price

“The world will cheer your victories and forget their cost. You must not. Every glory has its price—and the bill always finds its way home.”

— Eldyen Whitemane, scribbled in the margin of a victory song.
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Boom!

A fireball slammed into the bell tower.

Bricks crumbled and glass shattered—yet before they hit the ground, the entire structure shimmered with golden light and dissolved into fragments of raw magic that floated upward like fireflies against the morning sky.

Dong. Dong.

The bell tolled, and a roar of cheers thundered from the stands.

“Yes! There goes Filly’s team.” Bastion laughed, shaking his wild mop of curly hair until grass and twigs flew out of it. “That bastard owes me five coppers and lunch. ‘Final three,’ my butt.”

Lying low in the grass beside him was Kael’rae Vairnsar. Half-buried in brush, the dark elf’s silver-white hair shimmered in the light, her ash-gray skin a cool contrast against the pale silk of her robes.

Hidden beneath her composed exterior, she reminded herself to keep her breathing steady. Determined not to betray nerves to her teammates nor to the spectators beyond the illusion walls. No matter the chaos unfolding around them, she resolved to remain focused—failure, as always, was not an option.

Her bright violet eyes flicked to the last member of their trio—Drakon Evergold.

“Professor Inkwell will be so distraught about the tower,” Kael’rae whispered. “She spent all week making the illusion nearly identical to the one she modeled after in Elder.”

“We focus on winning first,” Drakon snapped, eyes scanning the scarred battlefield. “Comforting Professor Inkwell and collecting our bet winnings comes later.”

The entire arena was a masterwork of illusion, conjured by the most skilled practitioners of illusion magic from across the globe. At the outset, the conjured city gleamed with intricate towers, bustling squares, and avenues alive with shimmering façades—so vivid that even the morning light seemed to swirl through stained-glass windows and gilded spires.

Now, after an hour of relentless magical combat, the atmosphere had transformed: dust and smoke lingered heavily in the air, fractured cobblestones and scorched timbers littered the streets, and every echoing cheer from the stands mingled with the distant rumble of collapsing buildings. The cityscape had become a testament to chaos and spectacle, with only a handful of battered structures still upright—and even fewer teams clinging to survival amid the shifting, illusory ruins.

“All right, students!” The bright, slightly too-cheerful voice of Professor Celia Albatross projected across the arena. “We are now down to three brave teams: the Arcane Aces!”

A roar of cheers poured down from the stands—students, parents, and citizens of Wimbledon City stomping and clapping.

Her voice climbed even higher—so shrill, Bastion clapped his hands over his ears. “The new and upcoming Gilded Griffins!”

More cheering—far more than Drakon expected for a first-year team.

“And,” Professor Albatross continued, drawing out the words, “the five-time reigning champions... the Stormwardens!”

They received a standing ovation so loud the illusory walls around the arena glitched for a heartbeat.

“All right, Mr. Ninth Year, what’s the plan?” Bastion groaned.

“Third year,” Drakon muttered under his breath. He pulled a handful of small green flags from his pocket. “We have an impressive three flags. Certainly not enough to win.”

“I blame Bastion’s stupid plan of waiting and hiding the entire game,” Kael’rae said sharply, shooting him a glare.

Bastion scoffed in mock offense. “We’re alive, aren’t we? Still in the game? You’re welcome—don’t thank me all at once.” He shoved up his rounded spectacles. “Besides, we’re first-years. At least you and I are. The other teams have third- and fourth-years—hell, some of them have already graduated and come back as proper wizards.”

He jabbed an elbow into Drakon’s side, a smirk growing on his face. “And our third-year is still an apprentice. We’re lucky we made it this far.”

“Enough,” Drakon said, voice firm. “If we’re going to win this, we have to work as a team. It’s the only way.”

Kael’rae and Bastion exchanged a look, then gave him a silent, affirming nod.

Drakon pushed himself up. He felt the faint weight of the ward the instructors had cast at the start of the match. His ward glowed bright yellow—Kael’rae’s shimmered green. Bastion’s flickered an anxious red.

“One more hit from a spell.”  Drakon shoved a finger into Bastion’s chest. “And you’re disqualified,”

“It was stupid of you to jump in front of that ice bolt for me,” Kael’rae added bluntly, eyes still vigilant.

Bastion lifted a shoulder. “You’re more important to the team than I am. And doing stupid things is kind of my whole shtick.”

Kael’rae looked away, trying—and failing—to hide the flush creeping across her cheeks.

“You’ll take the flank,” Drakon said, slipping into command. “I’ll take point. Kael, you’re in the middle.”

“Do you actually have a plan?” she asked.

Drakon pointed up at the glowing scoreboard floating overhead.

“The Aces only have five flags. The Wardens have nine. Even if we steal all of the Aces’ flags, we still won’t have enough to win.”

“So... you want to attack the reigning champs?” Bastion shuddered. “Did you drink a potion of Stupefy that fried your brain? We’ll lose. Like, badly.”

“We also don’t get third-place prizes if we lose all our flags...” Kael’rae added.

“Yeah, that too,” Bastion said quickly.

Professor Albatross’s voice boomed again. “Fifteen minutes, students—fifteen  minutes until we declare a winner!”

Drakon cleared his throat. “You’re right,” he said. “It would be easier to sit here and wait. We all know Gale Gnats and his Aces will sit tight and happily walk away with second place.”

He smiled—warm, infectious. “But—”

“There’s always a ‘but,’” Bastion groaned, face-planting into the grass.

“But,” Drakon repeated, grin widening, “we’re not the type to sit back and let someone else take the glory. We don’t roll over and let other people decide what we’re worth. We fight.

“Just like you, Bastion—boy from a non-wizarding family who clawed his way into the most prestigious college in the world. And you, Kael—prodigy of our generation. Never failed a test, never lost a duel, never backed down. So why start now?”

“I don’t know how...” Kael’rae murmured, a shaky laugh escaping her, “but every time you open your mouth, you make me feel like I could take on a dragon bare-handed.”

She smiled, nervous but bright. “I’m in.”

“Bastion?” Drakon raised a brow.

The young man rolled onto his elbows with a long, theatrical sigh. “Of course I’m in,” he said. “What are you two without your glorious meat shield?”

​



​

The Stormwardens had claimed the heart of the ruined city.

From behind a half-toppled clock tower, Drakon, Kael’rae, and Bastion watched them hold court over the central plaza—a ring of broken stone, shattered statues, and the largest concentration of floating flags in the arena.

There were six of them, older students in matching storm-blue cloaks, wards glowing a steady steel-gray. Lightning crackled lazily around their wrists, hopping from knuckle to knuckle like tame sprites. Above their heads hovered a gleaming banner of pure light—a stylized thunderhead with a spear of white lightning driving through it.

At the center stood their captain: a tall human with close-cropped dark hair and a jaw that looked like someone furious at marble had carved it. His ward glowed brighter than the others, shot through with silver veins.

“That’s Darius Stormwell,” Bastion muttered. “Top of his class. He earned the title of Wizard in his first year. He’s probably nearly a Magus by now. Specializes in lightning and making first-years cry.”

Kael’rae narrowed her eyes. “He has six flags on his belt,” she whispered. “The others have the remaining three. They’ve stacked their haul on the captain.”

Drakon’s gaze flicked to the scoreboard in the sky:

Stormwardens — 9

Arcane Aces — 5

Gilded Griffins — 3

“If we knock him out,” Kael’rae continued, “they drop to three. If we grab even half of what falls—”

“We win,” Drakon finished softly.

Bastion swallowed. “You’re both very calm about the part where we have to get close to the man who treats chain lightning like a party trick.”

“Details,” Drakon said. “We’re in a school. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Public disintegration. College-wide humiliation. Maybe a permanent mutation?” Bastion whispered.

The other two glared at him.

He squeaked out an awkward smile. “Sorry. I rhyme when I’m nervous.”

The arena hummed with tension. Above, the announcer’s voice rang out again.

“Ten minutes remaining!”

Drakon’s mind raced, tracing routes through the rubble—broken walls, collapsed roofs, jagged alleys of shattered stone.

“All right,” he whispered. “We can’t out-muscle them. But we don’t need to. We need one opening.”

Kael’rae looked at him, sensing that familiar shift—when the joking fell away, and the planner woke up behind his eyes. “What are you thinking?”

He exhaled. “We hit them from two sides. Kael, you and I come in from the left, through that collapsed tavern. There’s enough cover to get within casting range. Bastion—”

“Oh, good,” Bastion said weakly. “Here comes the bit where I hate this plan.”

“—you’ll go right, along that broken aqueduct. It leads to the statue plinth behind them.”

Bastion peered at the toppled statue—once a proud, cloaked figure, now a beheaded sorcerer lying sideways in the plaza. The plinth rose just behind Darius’s position, a natural high ground.

“You want me to climb that?” Bastion squeaked. “In front of them?”

“Invisibly,” Drakon said. “Kael?”

Kael’rae nodded, already pulling her wand. “‘Cloak of Vanishing’ should keep you hidden. It won’t stand up to a direct hit, but if he moves fast and keeps low, they’ll have a hard time noticing him.”

Bastion hesitated. “And once I’m up there... I do what? Fall gracefully to my death?”

“You take out Darius.”

There was a beat of stunned silence.

Bastion stared. “With what, Drakon? My winning personality?”

“You’ve been practicing that Overcharge spell,” Drakon said. “The one you’re not supposed to use because the instructors say you ‘lack impulse control.’”

“The Resonant Burst?” Kael’rae hissed. “Bastion, last time you tried you blew half the training dummies into orbit and set your own robe on fire.”

“Thank you for bringing that up,” Bastion muttered.

Drakon fixed him with a steady look. “You said if you could ever land it point-blank, it would shatter any ward below Master level.”

Bastion’s gaze slid to Darius’s gleaming gray ward. “He’s... probably below Master level.”

“Probably,” Drakon agreed.

Kael’rae’s eyes widened. “Drakon. If Bastion gets that close, he’ll be in the middle of the blast radius.”

“I know,” Drakon said quietly. “But the wards will trigger before it hurts him. Worst case, he’s out of the game and fed pastries by the healers. Best case—we get every flag on that man’s belt.”

Bastion stared at his own trembling hands.

“So the plan,” he said slowly, “is to turn me into a magical firework, detonate me on the reigning champion, and hope I explode productively.”

“In fairness,” Drakon said, “there are few things you’re better suited for than controlled chaos.”

Kael’rae bit back a laugh, then sobered. “Bastion... you don’t have to do this.”

“Of course he doesn’t.” Drakon placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “If you don’t feel comfortable, we can swap places.”

Bastion looked between them—between Kael’rae’s worried eyes and Drakon’s steady, burning gaze.

“Are you kidding?” he said, forcing a lopsided grin. “If we pull this off, they’ll be telling stories about us for years. ‘Remember the idiot first-year who tackled Darius Stormwell off a statue and blew him sky-high?’ I’ll never have to pay for lunch ever again.”

He shoved his spectacles up his nose, hands still shaking. “I’m in.”

Drakon’s relief was brief but real. He clapped a hand on Bastion’s shoulder. “All right. Kael, veil him and send him along the right. Once he’s halfway up that plinth, we draw their attention from the left. Hit them hard enough that Darius has to face us.”

“And when Bastion goes off?” Kael’rae asked.

“We fight, survive, and run,” Drakon said. “I’ll distract them, and when I give the signal, we take as many as we can out. Cast like our lives depend on it.”

“Technically, they don’t,” Bastion muttered.

“Then imagine they do,” Drakon replied. “It will improve your form.”

Kael’rae took a breath, centered herself, and whispered, “Pallium Evanescentis — Cloak of Vanishing.”

Soft green light washed over Bastion, his outline blurring until he was little more than a shimmer in the air.

“Stay low,” she said. “Move fast. And by the love of the gods, keep that ever-moving mouth of yours shut.”

“I hate all of this,” Bastion said cheerfully—and then vanished into the brush.

Drakon watched his faint outline slip from cover, skirting crumbled walls and broken pillars toward the right flank. The Stormwardens stood relaxed but not careless—wands loose, eyes scanning. Darius barked a few quiet orders, pointing toward the last known positions of the other teams.

“Six minutes!” Professor Albatross’s voice sang. “Six minutes remaining!”

“Time to make fools of ourselves,” Drakon murmured.

Kael’rae smiled tightly. “After you, oh fearless leader.”

They moved left, slipping through the skeletal remains of a tavern—broken tables, toppled chairs, an illusory bar still polished and gleaming despite the destruction. Drakon’s heart hammered, but his focus narrowed to a single point: Darius Stormwell and the six flags at his belt.

They reached the edge of cover. Just ahead, the plaza opened—broken stone, scattered debris, and the Stormwardens in the center like the eye of a storm.

Darius rested further back on what looked to be the roof of some collapsed building. The other five lounged around, talking about coursework, summer plans, and girl problems. Not a care in the world. They knew no one would be stupid enough to take them on.

Kael’rae inhaled. “Ready?”

“Not remotely,” Drakon said, and gave her a nod.

He stepped out of cover and walked toward them. Their eyes nearly popped when they saw him; a few even started laughing.

“Who is this?” one of them laughed, jerking a thumb in his direction.

“A suicidal idiot, here to deliver his flags?” another snarked.

Drakon raised his hands. “I come in peace—with an offer and a warning.”

The five of them looked around at each other, confused.

“A warning?” one asked. “About what?”

“The Aces are on their way. They plan on launching a surprise attack in the last minute when you let your guard down. And they have a secret weapon,” Drakon said dryly.

They paused, trading skeptical looks.

“And you’re telling us this, why?” another asked.

“Logically, they wouldn’t have enough time to recover all nine of your flags,” Drakon said. “But they’d have enough time to take three from you. That gives them the lead with eight.”

Silence. A few of them started peering into the ruined city, as if ghosts might leap from the rubble.

“But,” Drakon continued, “I’m offering you two of my three flags. Even if you cannot fend them off, the worst you can do is tie.”

One of them stepped forward. “Why in Merdoth Crow’s knickers would you do that?”

Drakon spoke with a cool calm. “I’ll hand over my flags if you promise to launch a counterattack on the Aces. You can keep their flags; that doesn’t matter. Us holding a single flag will still grant us the second-place prize once they’re dealt with.”

“What’s stopping us from taking your flag and keeping you here?” a warden barked.

“Nothing,” Drakon said with a shrug. “But you don’t know what their plan is, or what their secret weapon is. I do. Besides, my team is hidden along with our third flag. We can’t be eliminated. Take my flags, leave them behind with you and Darius—either way, it’s a win-win for you.”

Silence again, followed by hurried whispering as they huddled together.

“Five more minutes!” Albatross yelled.

“Fine!” one shouted, walking toward Drakon, hand outstretched.

Drakon placed two flags in his palm. The warden held them for a moment, a wicked smile on his face.

Suddenly, something was wrong.

The flags shimmered with orange light, then faded into their proper form—not flags, but a bundle of sticks and leaves with a bright red rune carved into them.

Boom!

The fire rune exploded in his hands, hurling him back into two other wardens. His green ward flashed to yellow, then settled into a flickering red.

In a quick draw, Drakon pulled out his wand. “Ignis fulmine—Firebolt!”

A bolt of fire leapt from the tip like a streaking comet, slamming into the flagpole just behind one of the Stormwardens. The blast showered them in flickering sparks.

“Contact!” someone shouted.

Kael’rae emerged beside him, far more graceful, her wand slicing through the air. “Minor singularitas—Minor Singularity!” A swirling black ball appeared between the three fallen Wardens; it was as if gravity had turned sideways, and the three floated in an uncontrollable orbit around the sphere.

Lightning cracked in response. A jagged bolt lanced through the dust, striking Drakon’s ward and sending a jolt down his spine. His yellow barrier flared to red, then flickered, dangerously thin.

“That’s one,” Darius’s voice rang out as he rejoined his team. “Lock them down—watch for flanks.”

Another Stormwarden cast a displacement spell, sending the black sphere half a mile above them. Well out of its radius, the three trapped wardens dropped onto their rears.

“Ventus Orbis—Raging Wind!” Kael shouted. A swirling ball of wind slammed into the ground at their feet, kicking up a choking cloud of dust and grit that obscured half the plaza.

Through the swirling dust, Drakon caught fleeting glimpses—Stormwardens fanning out, wands crackling.

He risked a glance toward the statue plinth.

Bastion’s shimmer was halfway up, clinging to the carved folds of the stone robe.

Good.

“Kael,” Drakon said, “on three, drop the dust. Give them a clear look at us.”

“That seems counterproductive,” she hissed.

“Trust me,” he said. “One... two...”

On the plinth, Bastion hauled himself up, boots scraping stone, every muscle burning. The surrounding spell wavered.

“Three!”

Kael’rae snapped her wand. The wind sphere dissipated, the dust cloud tearing apart in an instant.

Drakon and Kael’rae stood exposed in the open.

“There!” cried one of the Stormwardens.

“Focus fire!” Darius commanded. “Save the wood elf for later—take the dark elf first. She’s the control mage.”

Three bolts of lightning and a buzzing net of crackling force arced toward them.

“Scutum Ancorae—Anchor Ward!” Drakon shouted.

He slammed his wand into the ground. A golden disc flared around them—thin, trembling, barely enough to redirect the barrage. The spells crashed against the shield and cascaded upward, tearing through the sky like shooting stars.

The impact drove him to one knee. The disc shattered, falling away like glass.

“Shield’s gone!” Kael’rae warned.

“I noticed,” Drakon wheezed.

Darius strode forward through the fading sparks, cloak snapping behind him, wand leveled at Drakon’s heart.

“Bold,” the older wizard said. “Suicidal, but bold. Surrender your flags, little griffin, and I’ll make your disqualification painless.”

Drakon managed a grin. “Tempting. But we were hoping for something a bit more... dramatic.”

Darius’s eyes narrowed. “What are you—”

He never finished the sentence.

Bastion erupted from behind him with a hoarse yell, dropping from the top of the plinth like a sack of poorly packed potatoes. He hit Darius full in the shoulders, knocking the captain staggering forward.

“Hi,” Bastion grunted, clinging like a limpet. “Big fan.”

He jammed his wand point-blank against Darius’s ward.

“Resono Frangere—Resonant Burst!”

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Drakon’s stomach lurched.

Then the world exploded.

Sound tore through the plaza like a physical force—a reverberating thrum that set Drakon’s teeth on edge. A shockwave of compressed air and magic rippled outward from Darius’s ward.

Gray light shattered like glass.

Drakon saw Bastion flung upward in a glowing red flash as his own ward triggered—and then the boy was gone in a swirl of teleportation light, disqualified and whisked to the healer’s stands.

Darius’s ward failed with a deafening crack. His flags burst free, spinning into the air like a flock of startled birds.

For a half-second, everyone froze.

Then Drakon moved.

“Go!” he roared.

He sprinted forward, Kael’rae matching him stride for stride. Spells flashed around them—panic shots, unfocused. A bolt grazed Kael’rae’s shoulder, but her ward held; it dimmed from green to a thin, pale hue.

She flicked her wand. “Ligo Vex—Vexing Bind!” Bands of shimmering force snapped around the nearest Stormwarden’s legs, sending him crashing to the ground.

Drakon dove into the shower of falling flags, snatching at glowing scraps of green and blue. The air hummed with suppressed power—each flag a little reservoir of stored spell work.

Hands grabbed his arm. He twisted, ducking under a lightning bolt, then slammed his shoulder into a Stormwarden’s chest, knocking the older wizard back.

“Students, three minutes remain!” Professor Albatross called, her voice shrill with excitement.

Cheers of amazement rained down from the onlookers.

Darius, dazed, lunged for his scattered flags.

Kael’rae got there first.

She slid to her knees, scooping up a handful of glowing tokens, then flicked her wrist. “Transitus Parvus—Swift Transposition!” The flags vanished from her grasp—and reappeared, winking into existence on Drakon’s belt.

He staggered under the sudden weight.

“How many is that?” he gasped.

“Enough!” she shouted. “Run!”

They didn’t need telling twice.

With half the Stormwardens tangled, stunned, or shaking off the shockwave, Drakon and Kael’rae bolted for the nearest alley, flags humming at their hips like captive fireflies.

Lightning chased them, striking the cobblestones at their heels. A force bolt slammed into Kael’rae’s back; her ward flared green to red and then shattered—and she vanished in a swirl of disqualification light, eyes wide but triumphant.

“Drakon!” she managed to yell as she disappeared. “Don’t you dare drop those!”

Then she was gone.

Alone now, Drakon tore through the broken streets, lungs burning, every muscle screaming. The scoreboard overhead flickered, numbers spinning.

Stormwardens: 3

Arcane Aces: 5

Gilded Griffins: ... 11

The crowd went wild.

“A massive upset!” Professor Albatross shrieked. “The Gilded Griffins have surged into the lead! If Drakon Evergold can hold on to those flags until the timer—”

A spell detonated against the wall beside him, showering him with illusory stone. He ducked, sprinting harder, clutching the flags at his belt as if they were his own beating heart.

“Sixty seconds!” the professor cried.

He burst out into the open at the edge of the arena—a wide, empty street leading toward the safe-zone circle glowing at the far end. If he reached it with the flags intact, the points would lock in.

Behind him, he heard footsteps, spells, someone roaring his name in fury.

Ahead, the circle gleamed.

Drakon grinned, wild and breathless.

“For once,” he panted, “let the plan actually work.”

He dove.

The moment his boots crossed the glowing line, the world flared white.

The illusion city dissolved. Towers, rubble, flags, and opponents all blew apart into showers of harmless light, drifting upward like countless tiny stars.

The noise hit him next—an ocean of cheers crashing down from the stands.

“Time!” Professor Albatross announced, nearly squeaking with delight. “And by a margin of two flags, the winners of this year’s Captus Arcanum Tournament are—against all statistical probability—the Gilded Griffins!”

The sound was deafening. The city seemed to shake.

Drakon lay flat on his back in the now-empty arena, chest heaving, sweat cooling on his brow. Above him, the scoreboard blazed their team name in bright, triumphant gold.

A shadow fell across his face.

He blinked up into Bastion’s grinning, slightly singed features and Kael’rae’s relieved, exasperated smile.

“You’re insane,” Bastion said happily. “We won.”

Kael’rae offered Drakon a hand. “You sacrificed your meat shield.”

“He volunteered,” Drakon wheezed, taking her hand and letting her haul him upright. “And he was magnificent.”

Bastion puffed up. “I was, wasn’t I? Did you see how far I flew?”

“Hard to miss,” Drakon said. He looked between them, warmth settling in his chest beneath the adrenaline. “We did it. Two first-years and a third-year apprentice, against the Stormwardens.”

Kael’rae squeezed his hand once before letting go. “Don’t get used to it, Evergold. Next time, I’m not letting you blow up Bastion unless necessary.”

“I feel strangely reassured by that,” Bastion said.

As the crowd’s roar washed over them, Drakon glanced toward the staff box high above the arena. For just a moment, he caught sight of a familiar figure in deep robes—white hair, sharp eyes, a small, knowing smile.

Eldyen.

The old wizard inclined his head, just a fraction.

Drakon’s heart flipped.

He wasn’t sure if it was from pride, fear, or the sudden, dizzying realization that today—the glory, the victory, the wild, impossible win—might be the last straightforward day of his life.

But for now, surrounded by cheers and his friends’ laughter, he let himself enjoy it.
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The new reigning champions sat just off the edge of the now-vanished arena, the illusion city gone, the stands emptying slowly as students and families filtered out in excited knots of conversation. The scoreboard still hovered overhead, slowly fading, the words Gilded Griffins lingering in bright gold.

Bastion held his prize across his knees—a tall staff of dark wood banded with silver, the crystal at its head swirling faintly with blue-green light.

“So,” Drakon said, eyeing it. “Have you introduced us to your new beloved yet?”

Bastion puffed up, patting the staff. “This, my tragically under-equipped friend, is Voxmir the Peerless. Enchanted focus of the third circle, storm-tuned, rune-locked, and—” He grinned. “It talks.”

The crystal pulsed. A dry, faintly offended voice echoed in their minds.

I prefer the term ‘conversationally capable arcane conduit,’ it remarked. Also, your grip is atrocious.

Bastion beamed. “Isn’t he perfect?”

Kael’rae laughed, shaking her head. “Just what you needed—another voice encouraging your grave decisions.”

Her own prize sat neatly folded in her lap: an ornate vellum envelope stamped with Cylipto’s sigil—an eye crowned with seven stars.

“A blank voucher?” Drakon whistled. “Anything you want from Cylipto’s?”

Kael nodded, trying and failing to hide how pleased she was. “Any single item in the shop. No price limit. The clerk nearly fainted when Albatross handed it to me.”

“Careful,” Bastion said. “If you choose another wand, the rest of us will just retire early. What’s left to live for?”

Kael’rae smiled down at the envelope, her thumb brushing the seal. “I was thinking... something more subtle. A focus, or a grimoire. Maybe a spatial codex.”

“Of course you were,” Bastion groaned. “I ask for a staff that yells at me. You ask for more homework.”

Drakon chuckled, but his attention drifted to the object resting between his boots.

Nestled in a simple wooden crate lined with straw was a large, mottled egg. Its shell was a deep storm-gray shot through with veins of silver-blue, faintly warm under his fingertips. Now and then, it gave the softest, nearly imperceptible thrum—like a distant heartbeat.

“You could have picked anything,” Kael’rae said softly. “Enchanted armor. A masterwork grimoire. A teleportation focus. And you chose...”

“An egg,” Bastion finished. “A very fancy egg.”

“A griffin egg,” Drakon corrected. “From the Albatross Aerie. They only hatch two or three a decade.”

“Still an egg,” Bastion said. “You planning on becoming a full-time bird dad instead of a wizard? Because I’ll support you, but I am not cleaning up after it.”

Before Drakon could answer, a familiar voice chimed in behind them.

“Mr. Evergold?”

Professor Celia Albatross approached, her robes still shimmering with the faint residue of arena magic. Her hair—always slightly wind-tossed, as if she’d flown in from somewhere moments ago—was pinned back with a silver feather clasp.

“I wanted to thank you again,” she said, her eyes going soft as they dropped to the crate. “Most students who choose an egg as a prize do so for prestige. But to turn around and hand it back to the Aerie...” She shook her head. “That’s rare.”

Drakon felt his ears warm. “It didn’t feel right, Professor. I might be too caught up in schoolwork. I didn’t want to bond with a griffin I didn’t have time to raise properly.”

“And yet you chose it in the first place,” she said, amused.

He shrugged. “Seemed wrong to pass up the chance to help the Aerie. And... I liked the idea of it. A future that could have been.”

Albatross studied him for a moment, something proud and a little sad in her gaze.

“Well,” she said at last, “know this: when that egg hatches, the hatchling will be registered under the Evergold Aerie-Patronage. If you ever need it—or perhaps even wish to keep it one day...” Her smile warmed. “We’ll make arrangements.”

Drakon blinked. “Truly?”

“Truly,” she said. “Griffins have long memories for kindness. Professors do, too.”

She lifted the crate with surprising ease, tucking it against her side.

“Enjoy your victory, all of you,” she added, her gaze sweeping over Kael’rae and Bastion. “You’ve earned it. And Drakon—” She met his eyes. “Good luck today.”

His heart stuttered. “You... know about—?”

She just winked. “We are faculty, Mr. Evergold. We tend to notice when Eldyen starts rearranging his schedule.”

With that, she turned and strode off toward the faculty halls, the griffin egg cradled carefully in her arms.

For a moment, the three of them sat in the quiet that followed.

Then Kael’rae exhaled, almost a sigh. “Well,” she said. “Since we’re making announcements...”

Drakon looked up. Bastion rolled onto his side to face her.

“I passed my Anaugur last week,” Kael’rae said, the words tumbling out faster than usual. “They’re letting me graduate a year early. I’ll be a full-fledged wizard.”

Bastion’s jaw dropped. “That’s—Kael, that’s huge!”

Drakon’s smile flickered, pride and something heavier tangling in his chest. “That’s incredible,” he said—and meant it. “Truly. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” She glanced away, almost shy. “Valenzaar signed off personally this morning. Before the tournament. I didn’t want to say anything until it was official.”

“Valenzaar himself?” Bastion whistled low. “You’re practically a legend already. ‘Kael’rae Vairnsar, prodigy of Wimbledon, terror of written exams, destroyer of illusion towers.’”

She laughed under her breath. “It still doesn’t feel real. Feels like yesterday you and I were wandering around the halls, no idea how to find our next class. And then this ridiculous wood elf shows up, maps half the college from memory, and drags us to the right lecture.”

“And then to midnight dueling behind the observatory,” Bastion added. “You know, for educational purposes.”

“And getting caught by Eldyen,” Kael’rae said, eyes glinting.

“—who somehow knew everything,” Bastion went on. “Probably used that fancy time magic of his.”

“Or maybe,” Kael’rae said, “you two are just terrible at sneaking.”

Drakon huffed a laugh. “You say that like it isn’t an art form.”

“It is,” Bastion said solemnly. “We just failed the practical portion... So, Mr. third Year, when are you going to take your Anaugur? Or are you opting to be the college’s first fifth-year apprentice?”

Kael’rae shot him a look. “Bastion. We all grow at our own pace. Drakon is just... savoring the journey.”

Drakon managed a tired grin. “I prefer to think of it as perfecting stress-induced enlightenment.”

Bastion snorted, but kept his next joke to himself.

“Well, now that you mention it,” Drakon said, running a hand through his short curls, “I actually have a meeting with Eldyen today. About my Anaugur.”

Both of them went still.

“It was supposed to be a big secret,” he added quickly. “I wanted to surprise you after I passed. But—”

“Kael stole all the glory?” Bastion cut in. “Yeah, she does that. Imagine my life. I’ve been stuck in class with her all year.”

Kael’rae opened her mouth to snap back, then hesitated, a flicker of something like guilt crossing her face. “I didn’t mean to—”

“Kael.” Drakon shook his head. “You stole nothing. You earned it. And if I pass today, it’ll be because of you two, not despite you.”

Bastion blinked. “Wow. That was almost sincere.”

“I can go back to sarcasm if it makes you more comfortable,” Drakon said.

Before Bastion could answer, a shrill voice cut across the quiet.

“DRAKON. JAMES. EVERGOLD!”

They turned as one. They all knew that voice.

Striding toward them—tail lashing, wings half-furled in indignation—was a long-horned Eastern Lowfar Vulpiryn. He looked like a fox carved from russet feathers and soft fur, with taloned paws, a bushy tail nearly twice the length of his body, and two pairs of narrow, elegant wings folded along his back. As formidable as their larger cousins, these little griffins were no bigger than the average wolf pup.

Talonor skidded to a stop in front of them, golden eyes blazing.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” he snapped. “I have been searching for you all morning. The dormitory, the library, the dueling hall, the roof of the west tower—”

“Talonor, easy.” Drakon lifted both hands. “We just finished the tournament. I wanted to catch up with my friends before the grand inquisition.”

“Yeah, Tally, relax.” Bastion grinned. “The infamous senior-citizen student was just securing eternal glory for the Gilded Griffins.”

“Oh, really?” Talonor’s feathers ruffled dangerously. “And I suppose you three have a permit to be detonating experimental overcharge spells in front of witnesses? I will not look the other way like the professors did today. That stunt could have killed you, Mr. Greymire.”

All three of them went very quiet.

“Well, technically...” Bastion began, “Kael did most of the detonating. It was her flame rune, too. Drakon and I are innocent bystanders with excellent hair.”

Kael’rae elbowed him sharply. “Bastion.”

“I am not finished,” Talonor growled, all four wings flaring. “Do you have any idea how many variables you failed to consider? Resonant Burst at point-blank range, unchecked singularities without supervision, in a live-field arena? The angles alone—”

“Talonor,” Drakon said gently. “We won.”

“I am aware you won,” Talonor snapped. Then, softer, “I know also that victory is harder to enjoy if one has been turned into a fine magical mist.”

His gaze flicked between the three of them, anger tipping toward worry.

“You were brilliant,” he said grudgingly. “Reckless. Short-sighted. But brilliant.”

Bastion grinned. “Can you say that louder? I don’t think the healers heard.”

Talonor ignored him and hopped up Drakon’s leg, climbing with practiced ease until he settled across his shoulders like a living, indignant stole.

“Unfortunately,” the Vulpiryn said, “we do not have time for a full lecture on your questionable survival instincts. Eldyen is waiting. Your Anaugur is today, and you are late.”

Drakon’s stomach did a small, anxious flip. “Already?”

“Do I look like Merdoth Crow, god of trickery, to you?” Talonor said sharply. “Yes, already. Do you think the greatest wizard of the millennia enjoys having his schedule disrupted?”

Bastion and Kael’rae both stiffened at that.

“Go,” Kael’rae said quickly. She stood and smoothed her robes, swallowing her own nerves. “If Eldyen is calling you in personally, you don’t keep him waiting.”

Bastion pushed himself up as well, staff thumping against the ground. “Yeah. Knock him dead. Metaphorically,” he added. “Please keep all wizards alive.”

Drakon rose, adjusting the Everhold’s strap on his shoulder. The weight of it felt suddenly different—heavier, more real.

He looked at his friends. At Bastion, singed and grinning with his talking staff. At Kael’rae, voucher in hand, eyes bright with pride and worry.

“I’ll be back before dinner,” he said, trying for lightness and landing somewhere closer to hopeful. “With a shiny new title. Or a spectacular story about how I failed.”

Kael’rae stepped forward and squeezed his arm. “You’ll pass,” she said. “And if you don’t... We’ll still be here.”

Bastion nodded. “Just, uh, try not to blow yourself up this time. That’s my job.”

Drakon laughed, the sound a little thin but honest. “Deal.”

“Come along, sire,” Talonor said, nudging his cheek with a sharp little beak. “Destiny waits for no wizard.”

“Nor do grumpy familiars,” Drakon muttered.

He took one last look at the emptying arena—the fading scoreboard, the lingering echo of cheers—and then turned away, following Talonor toward the tower and the meeting that would change everything.
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The college stretched vast as a city, but nowhere within its countless halls stirred Drakon's heart as deeply as what awaited him now.

They turned down a long corridor veiled in quiet reverence—the Hall of Everlasting Wizardry. Even now, his feet slowed on their own—as if reverence had its own gravity. This sacred passage led to the chambers of the elder wizards, and no matter how many times Drakon walked it, the awe never faded.

The walls were carved from deep-blue marble veined with silver, and floating lanterns cast a golden light that never flickered nor faded. Along the walls, portraits of legendary wizards watched in solemn silence—some smiling gently, others gazing with piercing intellect. Their eyes, enchanted and all-seeing, seemed to follow passersby, weighing their potential, remembering their names.

Above, the arched ceiling displayed a mural in constant motion—living stardust flowed through scenes of incredible magical feats, as if the heavens themselves had taken root within the college. Grand duels, ancient rituals, moments of triumph and sacrifice—all painted in light, shifting like dreams just out of reach.

Drakon’s footsteps slowed. This was his favorite part of the entire college, not because it held the most power... but because it felt like walking through history itself. Through legacy. Through endless possibilities.

Talonor, perched on his shoulder, gave a soft hoot. "Still dreaming of seeing your own portrait here someday?"

Drakon smiled. "Not someday, Talonor. Soon."

The hall commanded reverence in that quiet, magnificent way that only age and magic could achieve. Pillars of silver-veined stone rose into arching ceilings enchanted to shimmer like twilight, while the walls displayed relics whose power still hummed faintly within their crystal casings. A crimson runner stretched across the marble floor, drawing the eye straight down the chamber’s center toward an array of portraits separate from the others—tall, solemn, and gilded in arcane goldleaf.

These weren’t just any faces. They were the honored mages whose contributions had shaken the very fabric of history. Wizards elevated beyond legend, immortalized as members of The Circle of the Eternal Astral Flame. Some say the Circle meets only once a year, in a chamber untouched by time, where even gods dare not whisper.

Drakon paused when he saw a man standing at the far end of the hall, positioned before two particular portraits—neither placed at the center, but not tucked away either—side by side, yet a world apart.

Drakon approached him, but Talonor steered clear.

He flapped his wings and soared to the rafters, seeking higher ground. As he reached the top, a sudden commotion stirred — a small flock of crows, tucked unseen in the beams, erupted into the air with a chorus of harsh caws, scattering like smoke into the morning light.

The man wore robes of sable velvet, embroidered with starfire silver, flowing around him like storm clouds with tailored hems. His stride was leisurely but deliberate—like someone accustomed to being late yet always forgiven. He carried no staff. He needed none. Power clung to him like perfume—cold and cloying. He spoke without turning around.

"Mister James."

Drakon gave a courteous bow. "Professor Valenzaar."

The man finally turned, his face regal yet rigid—like a marble statue of a king, unchanging and eternal. His eyes were soulless black, holding a perpetual look of judgment. His skin, flawless and pale, made him appear younger than his years—surprising even for an elf. This was Noctis Valenzaar, Elder Wizard at the college and High Arcanist of Conjuration. Most importantly, he was a member of The Circle of the Eternal Astral Flame.

They shared a silence as both gazed at the two portraits before them.

The first showed a wood elf—stoic, battle-worn, and proud. His earth-rich skin was aged like leather parchment, and long silver hair framed a face marked by a great burn sweeping across his left cheek and temple. The scar didn’t dim the intensity in his eyes—sharp and calculating, as if he were sizing up even the painter who dared capture him. The placard below read:

"Sir Embers Evergold – The Blazing Dragon of the West, Savior of Hetchcoth City, Elder Wizard, Archsage of Destruction, Warden of the Unseen Wall, Member of Eternal Astral Flame."

The second portrait, however, held both their gazes longer. A high elf woman—elegant beyond compare, with a cascade of brownish-blonde curls that framed her fair features like falling autumn leaves. Her eyes, an unusual and enchanting mix of violet and green, sparkled with wit and warmth. The faint curl of her lips suggested she had just thought of something clever—and hadn’t yet decided whether to share it. The inscription read:

"Lady Priscilla Evergold–Knower of over a Thousand Spells, Champion of Wimbledon City, Elder Wizard, High Arcanist of Conjuration, Metamancer of the Veil, Grand Magister of Eternal Astral Flame."

Drakon stood in silence for a long moment, caught in the chasm between fire and starlight.

Noctis clearly wasn’t so star-struck. He broke the silence with sharp words.

"What brought you here? The semester is over. You should be home, enjoying your summer. I believe you’ve already submitted your assignments to me, and all grades are final." He spoke as if he were a king addressing his subjects.

His eyes burned into Drakon—not asking, but demanding.

Drakon didn’t respond immediately. His gaze shifted back to the portraits, drawn like a moth to flame.

He didn’t need to read the names or titles; he had memorized every letter, every title.

His eyes lingered on her portrait first—that knowing smile, those impossible eyes.

Then, slowly, they drifted to the man’s.

"I have a meeting with Eldyen. Today is my Anaugur."

"Ah," Valenzaar said, his voice low, refined, and dripping with sardonic amusement. "So the rumors were true. The Evergold boy would try to ascend." His eyes—unnatural, like endless pools of darkness—swept over Drakon like a curator appraising an artifact.

"Of course, sir. I figured I’d get a head start picking out my wall space," Drakon laughed.

Noctis’ expression remained unchanged, and Drakon immediately regretted the laugh.

"Sir? Still so polite. Your mother would be pleased." A pause, then: "Your father, however, would demand straighter shoulders and more authority in your voice."

Drakon straightened and cleared his throat almost instinctively.

"I wasn’t expecting to see you here again until next semester," he said carefully.

"Nor was I," Valenzaar replied, arching a brow. "There’s a Circle meeting today, and all members must attend."

A Circle meeting? Something important must be happening, I wonder—

Drakon’s thoughts scattered when he realized Valenzaar was still staring at him.

"Try not to look so impressed. It ill-suits your bloodline. The Circle isn’t the council of gods they pretend to be. Half those fools aren’t worth half their titles," he said, glaring at the other portraits.

Drakon remained silent.

"Especially not Eldyen," he continued. "He dislikes being reminded that not all brilliance bows to bureaucracy."

Drakon’s jaw tensed, but he said nothing. Speaking ill of Eldyen—even in jest—was blasphemy in these halls. Yet Noctis spoke with such cold certainty that doubt felt... reasonable.

"I suppose," Drakon said slowly, "you’d say the Circle has lost its way."

"You tell me, child," Noctis replied, voice sharp as a blade’s edge. "The Circle fears what it cannot control. Your father was one of the few who understood that true power doesn’t ask permission. Peace isn’t made through talks, but through action."

He let those words hang—like a spell left unfinished.

"If you had the power to stop those who harm others, would you use it? Or would you let petty lawmakers, worthless ancient treaties, and outdated traditions hold you back?"

He placed a hand on Drakon’s shoulder.

"Yet they cloak their fear in tradition—in robes and rituals. But the flame is dying, Drakon. And we—we are the flint."

Drakon met his gaze at last. "Is that why you stayed? To reignite it?"

Noctis’ mouth twitched—something between a smile and a snarl.

"I stayed because someone must remind them what magic was meant to be and not shackled by ethics and not bled dry by politics. But wild. Terrible. Eternal."

Talonor gave a soft, uneasy flutter from his perch in the rafters above but still refused to come closer. The miniature griffon sensed it too—beneath the polished exterior, a storm raged inside this man. Not madness... but clarity pushed beyond all reason.

Drakon stepped forward, his eyes drifting back to the portraits.

"The people... they believe in the Circle. They believe it protects the world."

Noctis scoffed, the sound soft as falling ash.

"Your mother believes in people. That is her strength—and her weakness. As for your father..."

He touched Embers Evergold’s portrait frame lightly, almost reverently.

"He believes in power. And power believes in him. Let the people cling to whatever they want, boy. Mindless sheep. Pawns. All of them. They wrap themselves in stories of heroes and hope, while we sharpen the blade that carves the truth."

His voice grew softer, more venomous, as if he’d forgotten Drakon was even there.

"Their faith was a coin—easily spent, easily stolen. We could be their savior, their monster, their god—whatever mask the moment demanded. In the end, it was never about what they saw. It was about what we chose to show."

Heavy silence settled between them, thick with unspoken history.

Then Noctis turned and walked away, his cloak sweeping like a shadow across the crimson runner. He paused only once at the edge of the twilight-lit corridor, without glancing back.

"When your path grows dark," he said, voice distant and deep, "and you must choose between what’s right and power—you can either fumble around in the darkness with the fools... or seize the power to shine bright enough to light a new path."

And with that, he vanished into the hush of the hall, leaving only the scent of myrrh and ozone in his wake.

Drakon stood motionless for a long breath, unsure if he’d just been warned... or invited.

Noctis had always been theatrical—but this... this was different. Open contempt for the Circle? That was new.

The rumors, though—those were old. Whispers of forbidden rituals, shadow pacts, even dealings with devils—they’d haunted the college halls for years. And yet... he’d always been oddly kind to me. Like some grim uncle lurking just beyond every corner. Never warm, but never cruel either.

I’ve known him since I was small. He was always with Father—tucked away in the study for hours, locked in debate or laughter, or that strange quiet they both shared when words failed, but thoughts still burned. Theories. Politics. The college. The Circle. Gods, they could argue for hours.

Mother couldn’t stand him. Said he stank of secrets and too much pride. And I believed her—until I caught him once, staring at her portrait. Not with disdain. Not even grief. Just... silence. As if the painting might speak back, if he stared long enough.

Fluttering his wings, Talonor descended from the rafters to rejoin him.

"A snake in the grass," the griffon muttered. "To speak of his peers in such a manner... it’s—it’s disgusting."

A faint smile curled Drakon’s lips.

"Yes, well. He’s always had a flair for theatrics. Though today... His aura felt darker than usual. I wonder if it has to do with the Circle meeting? They only convene once a year—and they already met a few months ago, so this must be—"

"Enough!" Talonor snapped, stretching his wings indignantly.

"We have a meeting to attend, and I refuse to be late."

"Fine," Drakon chuckled.

Talonor pointed a wing forward. "I’m sure Eldyen will have more answers, anyway."
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As the two continued down the hall, they finally reached Eldyen’s chambers. His door was magnificent—though it looked less like a door and more like a living wall of wood, leaves, and vines. The entrance itself was massive, framed by beautiful marble trim. Dark wood from some far-off forest only Eldyen would have visited formed the base, while dark green vines hung down like a natural barrier against unwanted guests. Flowers bloomed along the vines and branches. The wood looked ancient, yet flawless.

At the center of it all was a face, carved deep into the wood. As they approached, its large yellow eyes snapped open, and it spoke.

"Who dares approach? Why has thou come to thee? For I am Oakin, the once respected and feared elder tree!" boomed the door in a rumbling voice that nearly shook the entire building.

Drakon gave the door a courteous bow. Talonor did so as well; the winged fox was so terrified his feathers almost shook off!

"It’s just me. Drakon Evergold," Drakon said.

The elder tree fixed him with a hard, scrutinizing stare. Drakon straightened instinctively. Oakin may have been carved from bark, but his gaze still made him feel ten years old and caught red-handed stealing pie.

"Ahh, so it is, young Master Drakon Evergold! My eyes aren’t what they used to be. Once, I was a sapling, and now I am far too old," replied the elder tree.

His sour scowl melted into a warm smile. "It is always good to hear your voice, full of youth, adventure, and cheer. Now tell me, boy, why have you come here?"

Drakon’s heart swelled with pride. "Eldyen has summoned me. I’m here on important wizardry business." The words filled him with pure joy.

Today, he would finally become an official wizard. He tried not to grin too wide. It was the kind of sentence he waited his whole life to say.

"Before I can let you pass, there is one such question I must ask."

"A test you must answer to win. A riddle created by the one and only Eldyen," announced the doorman.

"Could you please refrain from making unnecessary conversation with the talking door, sire?! I’d prefer it keep its giant mouth shut as much as possible!" squeaked Talonor, now cowering behind Drakon.

"Ohh, have no fear, my feathered friend! Let’s end this quarrel and make amends!"

"True, I once feasted on your kind. But now I serve Eldyen, the world’s greatest wizard, and by far its finest mind!" roared the door with obvious delight.

In his previous life, the creature had been a forest Dryad—a 30-foot-tall humanoid tree folk who lived to serve and protect the forest and its subjects. Their diet consisted mainly of large insects, birds, and tree-dwelling animals, but a Tree Dryad’s favorite meal? Vulpiryn.

Drakon nodded to the doorman. "I’m ready for Eldyen’s riddle," he said confidently.

The old tree flashed a wicked smile before reciting the riddle:

"I tell a thousand stories, yet I cannot speak,

I hold endless knowledge, though I cannot think.

Some judge me by my cover, by what they see outside,

But only those who search find the truth I hide.

What am I?"

Drakon thought for a moment, but not too hard. To him, the answer was obvious.

"Here I thought he’d have an actual challenge for me today," he told the ancient Dryad. Eldyen always loved theatrics. Even his riddles came dressed in rhymes and robes.

"The answer is a book."

Once again, the old tree flashed that wicked smile, though he said nothing. The vines on the wall shifted, and the wood contorted. Behind the Dryad, a large mirror emerged—a mirror unlike any other.
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This was no ordinary mirror. It was a gateway to Eldyen’s wizard tower. The study of magical portals was restricted to Elder Wizards alone, and even then, few Elder Wizards dabbled in creating portals by hand or wand. The most commonly used magical mirrors are called Elysiums for traveling vast distances. This mirror was precisely that—a gateway straight to Eldyen’s office.

As they approached the mirror, Drakon and Talonor gazed into their own reflections. The Elysium shimmered faintly, but when Drakon stepped closer, his image wavered—for just a heartbeat—like a ripple in still water. Too quick to notice... or so he told himself. Maybe it was just nerves. Or a warning. Either way, he wasn’t about to turn back now.

A low hum filled the air as their reflections began to twist, and purple mist swirled from the glass like smoke.

Drakon reached toward the mirror. As his fingers touched the surface, he pulled himself through, stepping into the unknown.

With breath held tight in his chest, Drakon crossed the threshold—not just of space, but of fate. The air thickened with magic, ancient and wild. He felt it on his skin—like static, like a half-remembered dream.

No turning back now.
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​Chapter II: The Calling of Adventure

"Greatness isn’t something one achieves by merely wishing for it, nor is it earned through actions taken to better oneself alone. No—greatness is forged through the actions one takes to uplift those around them, and to better the very world they live in."

— Eldyen Whitemane, torn from the back of a hero’s biography.
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As he stepped through the mirror, one of the most magical places in all the lands greeted him: Eldyen’s Wizard Tower.

The room stretched impossibly high, filled with shelves that climbed to the ceiling, each lined with countless books, scrolls, and magical texts. Ancient artifacts hung on the walls and in glass cases, glowing with ethereal light. Whiteboards covered with mysterious equations, complex theories, and cryptic questions scattered throughout the space—evidence of the wizard’s endless pursuit of knowledge.

It was more than a study—it was a sanctum. The kind of place that made you feel small, but hopeful. Like maybe, just maybe, you belonged here.

The room was perfectly round, and in the center stood a circular balcony. Below, nine more floors stretched downward, each crammed with tomes, scrolls, and ancient relics. Scribes and apprentices scurried through the levels, performing their daily tasks. Falcon-like messenger birds flitted from floor to floor, carrying documents, books, and magical heirlooms in their talons with practiced ease.

One of the creatures swerved suddenly as it passed Drakon, letting out a sharp screech before darting away—its wings beating frantically, as though fleeing from a predator.

Yet, the most intriguing sight was Eldyen himself, hunched over a cluttered desk. He remained entirely oblivious to Drakon’s presence as he sifted through papers, mumbling to himself.

The wizard was an older man, clearly human. Long white hair flowed down his back, and his well-kept beard matched—though stubborn streaks of black refused to surrender to age. He wore a stunning golden robe and the classic pointed hat that marked his station.

As they approached, the old wizard finally noticed them and gave a curious look while adjusting his glasses.

"Is it that time already?" he questioned, his voice slow and thoughtful.

"Oh, how time flies when you’re my age. One moment, you’re lecturing your fledglings and scribes about the importance of teamwork and camaraderie. The next, you’re trying to squeeze in a little reading before meeting with your favorite student."

He closed three of the four books on his desk and sighed. "And don’t get me started on those damn birds. I tell them to bring me a book on Flame Dryads, and they bring me one on Fire Elementals."

He let out a hearty laugh and snorted. "Some days, I swear they lied on their resumes. Then, of course, it wouldn’t be a day in my life if I could find my—"

"You’re rambling again, sire," Talonor interrupted, his voice tinged with amusement.

The old wizard looked up and smiled, a glint of mischief dancing in his eyes. "I’m sorry, once I get going, it’s hard for me to stop."

"No worries," said Drakon, giving a slight bow. "Keep calling me your favorite student, and I’ll listen to your rambles until the sun itself burns out."

"Haha!" Eldyen chuckled heartily. "I may take you up on that offer one day, Mister Evergold. Now, please, sit. And may I give you my congratulations on today's victory."

He let out a long whistle, “The Captus Arcanum Tournament, a long-standing tradition here in Kastras. Perhaps you and your friends will be invited to the national team, hmm? Then you will really be able to test your skills.”

“Thank you, such praise means the world, especially from you.” Drakon said, “ If I recall, I think I saw your name on quite a few Captus trophies.”

Eldyen let out a big laugh and smacked his desk so hard the stacks of papers nearly toppled over.

“Ho-ho! Those trophies are probably more ancient than the moon itself.”

The senior wizard began sorting through the stockpile of papers scattered across his desk. When it became clear he couldn’t find what he was looking for, the wizard yelled, "CULLEN!"

Shortly after, a young dwarf, maybe around fourteen, came running up the stairs from a lower floor. Drakon smiled to himself. He remembered when Cullen couldn’t even hold a wand straight—and now here he was, delivering files like a proper apprentice. Time really did move fast inside these halls.

"Yes, master. Sorry, master. Here’s the file you asked for. Sorry for the delay. One of the birds, they—"

Eldyen raised his hand and placed it gently on the boy’s shoulder. "It’s okay, child. You did well. Thank you," he said with a warm smile. The boy beamed from ear to ear, bowed quickly, and scurried back to his workplace.

"Was that Cullen Buckburrow?" Drakon asked. "The last time I saw him, he was still in the junior division at the Mages Guild. He’s grown so much since then."

"Ah, yes—the Buckburrows," Eldyen said, dumping the file’s papers on his desk. "A pompous lot, and with some cause. Their blood has run through the veins of the wizarding world since its earliest days. To my knowledge, most of them still pass through this very college."

“Cullen had been Drakon’s partner in the ‘Big Brother–Little Brother’ program a few years back,” Talonor added. “He was probably too focused on his task to notice us—which is for the best, sire. Remember all the trouble and chaos you two caused back then?”

Drakon let out a loud, exaggerated gasp. “Trouble? Me? Preposterous. My duty was to help him with his schoolwork—a duty I fulfilled to the highest degree,” he said, a wide grin spreading across his face.

“Talonor’s feather-fur bristled with frustration, his long tail flicking like an offended banner. “You two turned me into a snake,” he growled. 

“Oh, come now,” Drakon said, failing to hide his amusement. “It was a perfectly harmless little transfiguration.”

“Harmless?” Talonor muttered something deeply unrepeatable under his breath, then huffed, ears flattening “I caught sight of myself in a mirror and nearly launched myself out a window. I couldn’t even look at my own reflection for a week without feeling my wings curl.”

"Teaching spellwork is a core stepping stone in a wizard’s development."  Eldyen said, glossing through his papers. "Magic is best served with a side of fun, don’t you think?"

"I will never understand you humans," the vulpiryn muttered.

"Speaking of the spellwork," Eldyen said, placing a golden pipe in his mouth.

"May I do the honors?" the young man asked.

"Of course, my boy," replied Eldyen, leaning forward.

With a wave of his wand and the chant of "Imperium Ignis—Command fire," a flame appeared at Drakon’s wand tip, gently lighting the pipe. Eldyen took two large puffs and blew out smoke clouds in wondrous shapes—a dragon, a castle, even a dog (which Talonor quickly dispersed with a flap of his wings).

Curiosity flickered in Drakon’s eyes. "I spoke to Professor Valenzaar before I arrived. He said there’s a Circle meeting today. He seemed... off. As if something were bothering him."

The older man laughed. "Hmph! There’s always something bothering that one. But yes, there is a meeting. And yes, something grave has caught our attention. Finally—no, I cannot tell you what it is."

"So much for your favorite student," Drakon jested.

A faint smile flickered across Eldyen’s face, then faded into a frown. "Shadows move around the Circle, and not all of them have names. But for now, that’s all I can say. Perhaps later I’ll be able to share more, one day."

Raising his hand in mock surrender, Drakon said, "Ah, I understand. Afterwards, you’ll share all the juicy gossip from your meeting. I’ll even bring some vintage Velanthir Nocturne tea."

"Mister Evergold," Eldyen said, his smile stretching cheek to cheek, "are you trying to butter me up?"

"Me? Butter you up by mentioning your favorite beverage? Never."

"You’d fit into the Circle perfectly—more politicians than mages these days."

The two shared a laugh.

"Word to the wise, Mister Evergold," Eldyen said, his tone turning grave, "keep your distance from Valenzaar. He’s bad news, that one."

Drakon gave an affirming nod, but the words echoed in his mind:

When your path grows dark, you must choose between what’s right and power—you can either fumble around in the darkness with the fools... or take the power to shine bright enough to light a new path.

“Now, let us begin,” Eldyen said, a hint of impatience threading through his warmth as he opened the newly received file and adjusted his reading glasses one last time.

“Drakon James Evergold. third year... going on his fourth.” His brows rose slightly. “Most students reach the title of Wizard in their second year.”

He lowered the file, studying Drakon with that unsettling, kindly precision of his.

“Not every shooting star crosses the night sky at the same pace as the others,” Eldyen said softly. “But that does not make it any less spectacular.”

He returned his gaze to the parchment. “Admitted at the ripe age of fifthteen... three years before most students leave the Mage’s Guild. Very impressive.”

His eyes skimmed further down the page.

“Hmmm... oh... hmph... very nice,” he murmured, half to himself, half for Drakon’s benefit.

The old wizard’s mutterings sent butterflies swarming through Drakon’s stomach.

Eldyen raised his head finally.

"So, it seems we are at an impasse. Your written exams are flawless — very impressive," Eldyen said.

Drakon tried to stay composed, but inside, pride swelled in his chest.

"However," Eldyen raised a brow, and a flood of doubt washed away all of Drakon’s pride.

"It appears you struggled quite a bit in the physical spellwork exams, especially in the early years."

"Well, if I may add," Drakon interrupted nervously, "my first two years weren’t ideal, but recently this year I’ve passed all written AND spellwork exams— with flying colors."

Eldyen paused, his face twisting with curiosity and concern.

No. I’ve worked too hard, learned too much... sacrificed more than they’ll ever know. Drakon’s mind raced, his hands gripping the edge of the desk. I didn’t come this far to fall short now.

Eldyen stroked his long beard — a telltale sign he was deep in thought — before smiling.

"It would be uncouth of me to deny you the title of wizard over a few classes you took over two years ago," he said. "But it would also be unethical of me to pass you when you’ve shown a lack of skill to perform such spells."

Drakon scoffed, feeling insulted. Yes, early on, he could barely cast enough fire to light a candle while others hurled firebolts the size of his head — but he had grown immensely since then. His knowledge of spells, enchantments, and all things magic was second to none in his class.

"Now, before you cast a spell of ‘instant disintegration’ at me, allow me to finish," Eldyen laughed, raising both hands as he sensed the growing frustration in the boy.

Drakon realized he must have looked furious; he forced a smile and bowed his head slightly. "Sorry, master."

"I can pass you — and I want to pass you," Eldyen said warmly. "But I need proof you possess the true skills of a wizard. So I’ll give you one final exam."

"Now!?" Drakon asked. "Like, right here?" Great. A mystery trial with no preparation. This keeps getting better.

"Yes, if you agree to my terms. Your exam starts immediately," Eldyen replied.

This is extremely untoward and unprofessional, Drakon thought. What school of magic will it cover? What spell must I cast? More importantly, do I even have a choice? No, I don’t. I must become a wizard, no matter the cost.

The young man cleared his throat, straightened his back, and asked, "May I ask what the exam covers before I accept?"

"Hahaha! Now, where’s the fun in that, Mister Evergold?" Eldyen exclaimed with a mischievous wink.

Drakon sighed, nodded, and the two shook hands.

"SPLENDID! Now I have something for you!" Eldyen cheered. He jumped from his seat and went rummaging through the cabinets on the far side of the room.

"Now where is it?" the old man muttered to himself, his voice tinged with mild frustration.

For a minute or two, Eldyen rummaged through his cluttered cabinets, then through his desks, and finally reached into an old chest. His eyes scanned the piles of books and scrolls. Is this my exam? A scavenger hunt? Please don’t let it be another cursed quill test, Drakon thought.

Finally, with a triumphant grunt, Eldyen pulled out a large backpack. He carefully brought it over and gently placed it on the table in front of Drakon.

"Young man, do you know what this is?" the wizard asked, his voice carrying a mix of mystery and amusement.

Drakon stared at it for a moment, trying to place its significance. On the surface, it appeared to be just an ordinary hiking pack—well-worn, with faded straps and a few scuffs along the bottom. Just a pack... but no, not just any pack. Something familiar tugged at him—like catching a scent from childhood or hearing the first note of an old song as he studied it more closely, a memory stirred within him. He remembered a story his mother had once told him.

When she went on her grand adventures, she’d carried a large brown—and most importantly—magical backpack. She called it "The Everhold," and it could hold endless supplies, no matter how much she packed inside.

Drakon’s breath caught in his throat. "The Everhold," he whispered, his voice filled with awe.

Eldyen nodded, a knowing smile curling at the corners of his mouth. The young man could see the glimmer of nostalgia in the wizard’s eyes, and he realized then that his mother’s stories were true.

"How did you get this, and why in the Nine Hells are you giving it to me?" Drakon questioned, his curiosity piqued.

The wizard’s smile grew wider. "Well, to answer your first question: A previous student gave it to me after she retired from her exploration days. As for your second question... you’ll need it for your exam."

​

As the conversation drew to a close, a subtle but unmistakable shift marked the transition from the secluded wizard’s tower to the unfolding events that awaited Drakon elsewhere. The focus of the narrative moved outward, signaling a change in setting and tone. This transition prepared the stage for what was to follow, guiding the reader from the intimacy of the academic chambers into the next phase of Drakon's journey.​

A backpack and an exam don’t usually belong in the same sentence. Unless the test is a camping trip through a cursed forest, he thought to himself.

Traditionally, exams are held in a ceremonial chamber before the entire class and professor, involving tasks ranging from casting a specific spell to solving complex puzzles with wit and magical ability. Yet Drakon could not recall any exam that required a hiking pack.

Eldyen’s smile faded, replaced by a solemn stillness that drained the warmth from the room. With deliberate care, he turned to the tall, rune-carved cabinet nestled between two towering bookshelves. From within, he lifted a great scroll—broad as a tower shield and bound in deep violet velvet, its fabric etched with shifting runes that pulsed faintly with hidden power. An emerald clasp the size of a clenched fist sealed it shut, glinting like dragonfire in the candlelight.

He carried it as one might have an infant or a relic of immense consequence—reverently, without a word. When he laid it upon the desk before Drakon, the wooden surface groaned beneath its weight. The air seemed to hush, as though the very room held its breath.

"This," he said, his voice low and deliberate, "Is my Soulscript. It must be delivered to the High Archivist in Caerthus. No portals. No shortcuts. Only the road. You must rely on your magic and the knowledge you’ve learned. Understand?"

​



​

There it was. The word that silenced everything else—like the name of a god whispered in a temple.

Drakon stared at the scroll in silence. He stopped listening after he heard "Soulscript." Why in the name of the gods would he trust someone like me with such a priceless artifact? Drakon wondered as he gazed at the ancient relic.

The Soulscript was a relic of legend, whispered about in the highest circles of magical study. It was no ordinary scroll, but a sacred vessel capable of containing the entirety of a wizard’s knowledge, experiences, and magical mastery. Only the most accomplished mages—those who had reached the absolute pinnacle of their craft—could perform the Rite of Inscription. This secretive and grueling process transferred the very essence of their mind onto the vellum.

Yet, reading a Soulscript was just as dangerous. Only the most powerful sorcerers could survive the flood of ancient wisdom without losing themselves. Many who tried to unlock its secrets either went mad or were changed forever, losing themselves to the overbearing weight of knowledge. People said each Soulscript held more than just spells and theories—it carried pieces of the soul itself, keeping the most excellent old masters alive in some way. For most, it remained nothing more than a legend.
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