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Chapter 1: The Crystalline Wand and the Warning Wind

The village of Thornmere sat nestled between two ancient ridgelines in the heart of MarBryn, where copper weathervanes spun atop stone chimneys and alchemical lanterns — glass globes filled with luminescent gas — lined the cobblestone streets in amber rows. It was a place where old-world blacksmiths worked beside new-world pneumatic forges, where horse-drawn carts shared dusty lanes with steam-wheeled carriages, and where the smell of sulfur from the nearby refinery mixed pleasantly with the scent of baked bread from the market square.

It was here, on a cool morning when the mist still clung to the lower ridges like a second skin, that Hetha the Alchemical Wizard descended the crooked steps of her laboratory tower.

She was not a towering figure, nor was she the kind of wizard who announced herself with booming thunderclaps. She was slender and swift-moving, with a cascade of copper-red hair that caught the morning light and threw it back in warm, glowing ribbons. Her skin carried that faint luminescence that made people look twice, as though she had swallowed something magical and it had not quite settled. Which, truthfully, was closer to the truth than most people realized. Her eyes — sharp and vivid blue, like a gas flame burning at its cleanest — scanned the street with the same curiosity they had carried since childhood. She wore her royal blue robes today, gold buttons running in a neat line from collar to hem, a broad golden brooch clasped at her throat. Her sturdy brown boots, decorated with fine gold filigree at the toe and ankle, clicked against the cobblestones as she walked.

In her right hand, she carried her wand: a golden rod with a flawless crystal of solidified helium sealed at its tip behind reinforced alchemical glass. The crystal caught the morning light and scattered it in tiny prismatic bursts across the walls of nearby buildings.

Beside her, trotting with the slightly exaggerated dignity of a creature who believed himself very important, was Pim.

Pim was a Flarkin — a species of small, fox-like magical creature native to the northern marshes of MarBryn. He stood roughly knee-height to Hetha, his rust-orange fur interrupted by bold streaks of white along his flanks, and his three bushy tails flicked rhythmically behind him. His amber eyes were large and extraordinarily expressive.

"You forgot your compendium again," Pim said, in a voice that was smooth and slightly theatrical, as though he had once studied at an academy for formal speech.

Hetha patted the satchel at her hip. "I did not. I moved it to my satchel last night."

"Ah." Pim paused. "I was hoping to feel useful this morning."

"You can feel useful by telling me whether you noticed anything strange on the ridge last night. I heard howling that wasn't wolves."

Pim's three tails went still — a sure sign of unease in any Flarkin. "I did notice something," he admitted. "Around the second bell. A light, high on the Greyvane Ridge. The color was wrong. Too green. And it moved against the wind."

Hetha slowed her pace. The market square was waking up around them — a merchant was loading pressurized canisters of alchemical gas onto a cart, their identification runes stamped in red, while a pair of apprentice chemists in leather aprons argued over a brass instrument neither of them could calibrate. The ordinary life of Thornmere proceeded as it always did.

But the green light troubled her.

She unclasped her satchel and drew out the compendium — a thick volume bound in deep green leather, its spine reinforced with brass rivets. The pages were a hybrid of ancient parchment and modern chemical notation, filled with her own cramped handwriting alongside printed diagrams of molecular structures and arcane formations. She flipped to a section near the back, running her finger along an annotated margin.

"A green displaced light moving against wind currents," she murmured. "That matches the signature of forced elemental disruption. Someone interfered with an atmospheric node last night, Pim."

"Deliberately?"

"The wind doesn't make mistakes," she said grimly.

She looked up at Greyvane Ridge, where the morning mist was already beginning to thin — and where, she now noticed, a single black bird circled in a patient, waiting spiral.

"Pack your things tonight," she told Pim quietly. "We leave at dawn."


Chapter 2: The Alchemist's Road and a Stranger Named Corvin

The road north from Thornmere was called the Alchemist's Road, and it had earned its name honestly.

Along its thirty-mile stretch toward the mountain city of Caldervane, travelers passed sulfur springs that bubbled at the roadside like natural laboratories, deposits of raw mineral crystal jutting from exposed rock faces in colors that ranged from deep amber to electric violet, and iron mile-markers engraved not with numbers but with elemental symbols — a tradition begun by the old Guild of Wandering Chemists two centuries prior. The road itself had been treated at its founding with a mineral sealant developed by a long-dead alchemist named Wreth Dunmore, and it had not cracked significantly since.
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