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The sun glares down mercilessly, its rays reflecting off the polished marble floors of the academy’s training grounds. Sweat prickles at the back of my neck as I adjust my grip on my staff, the cool metal a stark contrast to the heat radiating from the fire mage across from me. Rin. Just thinking his name makes my jaw clench. He’s smirking, of course, his fiery red hair seeming to glow with an inner flame that matches his personality. Reckless. Arrogant. Annoying.

“Ready to get burned, Ice Prince?” Rin taunts, his voice dripping with mock sweetness. He twirls his staff casually, the flames dancing at its tip like eager puppies.

I ignore his provocation, focusing on the task at hand. Sparring. That’s all this is. A chance to prove my superiority, to show him that discipline and precision trump brute force any day. “Focus, Rin,” Master Zhao booms from his observation platform. “This is a training exercise, not a playground brawl.”

Rin rolls his eyes, but the smirk remains. “Don’t worry, Master. I’ll be gentle with the little snowflake.”

My fingers tighten around my staff. Snowflake. He’s been calling me that since our first class together, a nickname that grates on my nerves like nails on a chalkboard. I’m not a snowflake. I’m Shiro, top of my class, a master of ice magic. I don’t need to resort to petty insults like him.

The bell chimes, signaling the start of the match. Rin lunges forward, his movements explosive, a whirlwind of fire and fury. I dodge his initial attack with ease, my body moving instinctively, years of training guiding my every step. I counter with a swift ice shard, aiming for his exposed flank. He deflects it with a burst of flame, the clash of our elements sending a shiver down my spine.

The fight intensifies, a dance of fire and ice, each move calculated, each strike precise. But Rin’s recklessness is his downfall. He overcommits to a powerful flame blast, leaving himself vulnerable. I seize the opportunity, summoning a wall of ice to block his attack and sending a barrage of ice shards his way.

He stumbles back, his smirk faltering for the first time. Victory is within my grasp. I raise my staff, ready to deliver the final blow, when a strange sensation washes over me. A tingling, like a thousand tiny needles pricking my skin.

“What the—?” Rin’s voice cuts through the air, his expression shifting from surprise to confusion.

My body feels heavy, my movements sluggish. I try to raise my arm, but it’s like trying to lift a mountain. Panic claws at my throat. What’s happening to me?
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