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DISCLAIMER


This book is a work of fiction. Any similarities to any person, living or not, is purely coincidental and should - for numerous and obvious reasons - not be compared to anything in real life. Any opinions expressed in this work are those of the characters, and should not be confused with those of the author.

Also, there is plenty of blood, guts, swear words, and difficult or triggering topics present in this book. This is NOT a book for children.

No, seriously, please don’t let your kids read this.
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PREFACE
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This book began as a passion project born from my deep love for immersive storytelling, initially inspired by the richly woven worlds of The Witcher and The Lord of the Rings. What started as a simple fan-fiction evolved over time into something entirely my own—a story with its own characters, world, and heartbeat.

However, I must first state that this particular book is the Second Edition. I’ve had to revise a lot of lore, grammatical mistakes, and other such bullshit. However, I’m doing this on my own, so please bear with me if you notice any mistakes I might have missed. It’s a lot to go over.

Keep in mind that I’ve planned for six books, but that doesn’t mean there couldn’t be others... do with that information what you will.

Sincerely, Nooburai







DEDICATION


To my mother, siblings, and close friends who have constantly challenged me and pushed me to be the best version of myself. To you, the reader, who decided to give my humble book a chance out of all the others in the “Fantasy” row of the bookstore.

To the many authors who inspire countless others to pursue their dreams of writing via their incredible stories.

To those of you who doubted me in the beginning, I don’t think I have to say anything, do I?

Finally, to those who have since joined the adventure, I hope I can make you proud.
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Prologue: Left Behind
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I heard my mother’s voice grow increasingly distant, her features much less defined now than a moment ago. She walked through the main entrance to our house as my eyes began to blur and my heart began to pound.

“Where are you going? Why do you have to leave?” I shouted. Tears streamed down my face, and snot fled from my nostrils as I called out after her. I couldn’t have been much older than five when I saw my mother for the last time; her steel-colored hair was stuck close to her body from the rain as she walked out into the twilight.

There was no warning, no sign of anything being wrong, or of anyone at fault. I wept, but I didn’t know for how long. It felt like an eternity, though, as I didn’t know what would happen to me. The only thing I knew was that my life was about to change forever.

An older man with a scar on the left side of his face and silver hair walked in the door, but I didn’t recognize him at all. For a few moments, he argued with my father, who was a plump piece of shit, though all I can recall is their stuttering silhouettes bouncing off the walls just as angrily as their tones of voice.

“That monster of a mother of his is finally leaving, and you think you’re going to take care of him better than I will?” my father said, his jowls shaking just as much as the light bouncing off the wall. “Absolutely. You’ve already sent his older brother to me out of spite for her, and yet you have the gall to believe that I’m going to believe you will take care of this child?” the scarred man asked with a twisted and angry face, but that wasn’t what I was focused on.

As he glanced at me, his eyes glowed like twin suns against the dark of the room that the fireplace’s light couldn’t touch.

“W-well, yes,” my father said, his voice trembling as the scarred man growled before speaking. “You’ve done enough already. You’ve gone against her will and done the unthinkable, and yet you expected her to forgive you for it?” the scarred man asked, his anger was evident and almost tangible in the thickened air.

I could feel a strange pressure emanating from him, like the world was itching to bend to his will. I wiped the tears from my eyes, trying to make sure it wasn’t just the light of the fire being blurred in my vision, but it wasn’t.

What is that glowing stuff? Is that fire? I thought, trying to understand what I was seeing.

Oh, how wrong I was.

The scarred man looked at me. He couldn’t have been much older than my father, or at least, he didn’t look like he was. There was, however, something about the way he carried himself that told me he was strong.

Extremely strong.

He was in the middle of saying something I either couldn’t understand or chose to ignore; I don’t remember which. I reached my hand out, and these odd hair-like strands of his aura that surrounded him came towards me. I felt it gathering in my palm and around my hand like a warmed glove.

He stopped mid-sentence and stared at me more intently. Whatever it was I was doing had certainly drawn his attention. I remember laughing as the warm cloud of golden... whatever it was began to move fluidly around my arm and chest.

Suddenly, it halted all movement, and a sharp pain riddled my body that started in my chest. I couldn’t figure out what in the realms had just happened, but whatever it was, my father clearly took some delight in seeing me suffer.

I blinked and immediately saw a smoky arm materialize in front of me. It grabbed my father by the neck and pinned him against the wall, making sure his feet were off the ground.

“What the fuck did you do to him?” the scarred man growled through clenched teeth as spittle flecked my father’s face. “I did the only reasonable thing to do to him,” my father said through his tightened throat. He began to chuckle, though the sound wasn’t clear and cheerful. Instead, it was more like a wet gurgling, as the large, smoky claw tightened even further.

With a heavy sigh, he tossed my father aside, slamming him into the wall. The scarred man walked over to me, and after having seen that display of power, I could only wonder what would come for me next.

“Hello there. You’re Thoma, right?” he asked in a much warmer voice than he had used when he first arrived, wrinkling the scar on his face as he smiled. I could only nod out of fear of saying something that might anger him. “Gods above, he’s done a real number on you, hasn’t he?” he glanced over his shoulder to make sure my father was still unconscious.

“Yes,” I said, the only words I could muster in my confusion. “Yes to what, exactly?” he asked, keeping the same warm tone as if he’d somehow forgotten I was only a small child. “I-I’m Thoma,” I said bashfully. He chuckled lightly and tousled my hair. “Yes. Of course, you are. So, can you do me a favor, young man?” he squinted his eyes as if he was going to challenge me somehow, or doubted my abilities to do whatever he was going to ask.

I nodded my head.

Just as I did, my father groaned in an apparent regaining of consciousness. The scarred man sent another fist of what I could only describe as hardened smoke, smashing my father’s face into the ground without him even bothering to look, keeping the warm smile on his face.

“Like I was saying, I need you to do me a favor, Thoma,” the scarred man said. He paused, almost as if he was choosing his words carefully, and I thought I almost saw his smile fade for a moment, but he recovered before any significant change was made. “I need you to grab some of your things and grab your best cloak,” he said.

“But why do I have to go? Are we going after my mother?” I asked, but the man shook his head. “I’m sorry, but we can’t go after her now. Things are... complicated, and she’s going somewhere we can’t follow right now. I’m sorry,” he said dejectedly.

I sniffed back some snot as the tears began to well in my eyes again as his words set in.

The man seemed unsure of what to do, so he conjured a swirling sphere of light in front of me. It looked a lot like the fire dying down behind me, only far more controlled and compacted into a sphere not much larger than an apple.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked. “N-no. Is that like the shining stuff that  I was playing with earlier?” I asked, almost reaching for it. “This... stuff is called mana,” he said softly. He began to mold it into a few different but easily recognizable shapes.

“All things have mana in them, Thoma; you, me, your mother. Some of us even learn to control it with special abilities we can train and develop,” he said, turning the sphere into an arrow-like shape which he quickly sent barrelling through the room.

It turned sharply and avoided all kinds of objects in the room, then came to a quick stop in his hand, where it turned back into a sphere. “Ooh! That was amazing! Can you teach me to do that?” I asked, rubbing my eyes to see more clearly, if he had decided to do more with it.

“I can, but remember that favor I asked you to do for me earlier?” he said, dispelling the mana and putting a hand on my shoulder. I nodded my head quickly. “Good. Grab your things. I’ll deal with your father in the meantime,” he said.

I raced upstairs and grabbed the items he asked for, failing to notice the note left on my pillow, and ran back downstairs. When I came down, I saw that my father was loosely tied to a chair. Not so tight that he couldn’t have escaped on his own, though it was more to hold him upright than anything else. The scarred man had sat him down on a chair near a small table with an open bottle of wine on top of it.

“Ready to go?” he asked me from over his shoulder. “I’m ready,” I said, still unsure what to call him or even who he was. He merely grunted a response and jabbed something into my father’s leg. I could hear the drops of blood hitting the ground from where I stood. As the sound reached my ears, I noticed a letter attached to the cheese knife my father always used, which was now embedded in his upper thigh.

“Sorry about that,” the man said softly, turning my head away. “Your mother made me promise I would do what I can to protect you, and this is my version of it,” he continued. “Why couldn’t she do it herself?” I asked, accidentally forcing him to struggle for words. “That’s a difficult question that I can’t answer right now, Thoma,” he replied, looking down at the floor. “Oh... okay,” I said, feeling my facial features slump slightly.

“Come on. We need to get going. I know it’s dark and rainy outside, but we need to leave tonight,” he said, ushering me out the door. Just before we stepped outside, he bent down and ensured that the small notch around the neck of my cloak was clasped correctly, then patted me twice on the shoulders.

He grabbed an iron cage with small panes of glass embedded into it from just outside the door. He opened one of the glass panels that had a small knob on it, and pushed a sphere of pure mana inside, and closed the door. The cage sealed shut with a sheen of blue, translucent mana, allowing the light to shine through cleanly.

“Where are we going?” I finally asked. I’d trusted the man until now, but that was more out of survival instincts than anything else. I didn’t know much about him, but something felt familiar about him that I couldn’t quite place. He helped me onto his horse, then mounted the beast behind me, making sure I was secure in the saddle before kicking his heels into the horse’s sides.

“We’re going to my home in the northwestern corner of Coltend,” he replied, having to use a bit more of his voice since the rain had worsened. We rode silently for a few minutes while I tried to piece together everything that had happened until this point. My chest was hurting a little bit, but I couldn’t tell if that was from all the crying I’d done or something else entirely.

“What’s your name?” I finally asked. I’d spent the better part of an hour trying to figure out what it might be, but when nothing of the conversation that I recalled held the information I was looking for, I decided I had to ask that question myself. In response, the man chuckled and patted my shoulder again.

“You can call me The Master of Codrean,” he said warmly.
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Chapter 1: Thoma Fayren
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Cold, piercing rain fell from the sky.

It was late in the afternoon, and I stood at the entrance to the stables of Codrean waiting for my older brother, Bernar, who promised me a gift on the day I turned eighteen. After about an hour of waiting and shivering, he finally showed up. I felt a sense of relief as I watched him lead a large dark figure through the thick mud and horse shit that lined the path to the stables.

Bernar and I have an age difference of about five years, give or take a few months, but he is much stronger and taller than I am. Granted black hair like a raven’s feathers, golden glowing eyes, and a generally athletic build, he also wore a pendant around his neck which he often kept tucked away.

The black leather jerkin, with hose and boots to match, was shrouded by a rain repellent cloak. The heavy downpour made it a little tricky to see whatever it was he had behind him, but as he approached, it became evident that it was, in fact, a giant horse.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t immediately become ecstatic with the gift.

“Gods above and below, this thing is massive,” I said, not bothering to hide the excitement in my voice. “Yes, he is! I figured it would probably be a good gift for your horse-caster certification today,” he shrugged. “By the way, what kind of psychotic turd decides to do something like this on their birthday, huh?” he raised an eyebrow.

His voice sounded a lot like mine, if not a little higher in pitch, making it somewhat challenging to tell apart by just hearing our voices.

“Haha, well, about that...” I trailed off as I rubbed the back of my neck beneath my hood. “He cost me three months’ worth of my salary, but I’m glad you like it,” he patted the horse’s neck, cutting me off slightly. “Go on then; get him saddled and get ready for your exam,” he gestured dismissively.

I did as instructed and threw the saddle over its back. I did what I could for the leather bindings, but since my father had used this saddle for a long time before passing it down to Bernar, the holes and buckles were well worn and difficult to tighten.

Seeing as I was a little too short to get my foot in the stirrup, Bernar dragged a nearby shodding stool my way. I crawled up onto the horse's back with difficulty, as the size of the damned creature was much larger than the one I was previously used to.

This, in turn, also meant I struggled to get my right foot to the other side.

Bernar cackled while watching me fumble-fuck my way about the giant quadriped; infinite mocking was his prerogative as the older brother, after all. “I should have considered this as a possibility. It’s true that you’re a good sword-caster, but if Mom had seen you struggle like this, there is no way she would have let you try to become a horse-caster,” he said between laughs.

I felt my mouth grimace as I squinted my green eyes. “Oh, just lay it on thicker, you derisive thundercunt. It's my first time trying to mount a horse this large. My old horse was much shorter than this one, and that’s not even mentioning the fact that you put the stirrups a little too high,” I replied with a sardonic sneer.

Bernar shook his head, still chuckling a little to himself. “That's because our rotund father had used this saddle for decades until it was passed down to me. I’m not sure how much you remember much about him, but he cared almost as much for this saddle as his own sons,” he replied with a tongue click. “Sounds about right,” I chuckled, recalling the night I was brought to Codrean.

“After having kept it in storage for so long, I had forgotten about how sad a state it was in,” he continued with a sigh. “I meant to get it repaired before giving you the horse, but I had already drained a lot of my savings,” he shrugged. “It’s still a mighty horse. I don’t know how to repay you for it,” I said with as much gratitude as possible.

“You can repay me by not fucking your exam up and making father, the shit nugget that he is, eat his words,” Bernar snorted. “If worse goes to shit, at least you’ll have a horse worthy of the gods themselves. Just, uh, make sure your spell doesn’t backfire, okay? That would suck,” he added with a wry grin. “Sure, sure,” I waved dismissively.

A spell was the simplest form of magic we, the Synners, used primarily to augment our combat abilities. Sure, some druids and mages solely relied on their mana manipulation skills, but we were monster slayers to our cores.

However, unlike mages or druids, we gained improved mana-based abilities by consuming a plant known as Gwynnleaf. While this wasn’t the only reason we could control mana, it certainly aided the process. We’d earned our moniker of Synner due to the Church of Mideia branding us such, as we, according to their cult-like views, thought we opposed the natural order between gods and men.

It was laughable at best.

“And what if I do pass this certification? Do you think the Master will finally train me to become an all-caster?” I asked, openly displaying my hopes and dreams for the future. Bernar sat on the question briefly, placing a soaked glove on his chin.

“Well, you’re still missing your spear and bow-casting certifications, and that’s not to mention reaching the next stages of mana manipulation, so I can't say for sure,” he lifted a finger for each point. “But, if he accepts you for all-caster training, I would suggest you dig deep and dedicate yourself to succeed,” he tilted his head seriously.

“All-casters are rare enough as it is, and we Synners are likely to become a dying breed. There are even some in other nations that have become outcasts, living like nomads or bandits for hire because of their skills,” he began, spreading his arms. “But why? What the hell could they possibly have done to get that title?” I raised an eyebrow.

This wasn’t the first I’d heard of these outcasts, after all. There were several rumors among the other New Bloods and Juniors, like me, of Synners turning their backs and betraying their kinsmen over conflicting ideals or other such reasons. According to them, those rumors had reached the far corners of the Continent.

“Beats the fuck out of me, little brother,” Bernar shrugged. “However, the Master told me that we must always do our best to avoid following in their footsteps, because when all is said and done, we were created for ridding the world of evil; not adding to it,” he continued, giving his best impression of the Master.

I chuckled at the accuracy of his imitation, but I also knew the depth of what my brother meant from his history lessons over the years.

“In any case, let’s begin,” Bernar waved his hand. I nodded and stuck my heels into the horse's side. Hoof-fall like rolling thunder whipped up a splash of mud, and I could feel the strands of my hair flowing in the wind.

I held onto the reins as tight as I could, focusing on breathing in rhythm with the horse's gallop and relaxing my mind to focus on the challenge ahead.

Casting from a solid stance is relatively simple, but this is a whole new devil I'll have to manage, I thought.

I was closing the distance to the target quickly, and knew I had to begin gathering mana. The enchanted ring, which all junior Synners wore, served as a magical ward that helped to stave off, but not entirely block, the heat produced by the condensed mana just before casting a spell. I focused on the one I had to produce, and reviewed the training I'd had since I was only five years old.

First decide, transfer, then conduct, and finally, release! Never mix the order up or the spell won't work, the Master’s words echoed in my head.

For whatever gods-forsaken reason, I decided it would be fun to try to impress my brother with a bolt of lightning that could be cast from my fingertips. The target was well within striking range for the spell’s effect, and I took a deep breath before the channeling process.

This process required anyone who wished to use a spell to draw mana from the Ethereal; The invisible realm surrounded all things, both living and inanimate, which, to my knowledge, was the origin of mana itself. I began to focus intensely, while still trying to maintain my posture in the saddle.

I forcefully closed my eyes for an instant, using all of my willpower to divide my attention, sending my consciousness into the other realm. My eyes reopened as the familiar feeling of my dilating pupils covered the olive green irises and the whites of my eyes, as my consciousness went from the Between into the immaterial world.

The Ethereal was a realm of pure and plentiful power where bright, colorful shafts of light circled a glowing sphere of pure power in the sky. Stars of all sizes wheeled overhead and meshed with the shafts, releasing a blue and yellow flare whenever they merged.

I looked around and observed the ongoings above me as I did every time I drew mana from the realm. I never had any need to rush this process, as time was not something the realm took into consideration, the only one I knew of to have such a characteristic.

It was filled with life forms that roamed the vast forest of magnificent trees. A stone’s throw away, the shimmering lake glistened and reflected the light produced from the sphere above it.

The river that flowed beside me constantly changed its shape and color, according to the stars that merged with the tendrils of power. I outstretched my right hand towards the sphere, spreading my fingers as wide as possible. The mana responded to my call and began to flow in tendrils towards my hand, warming the air around it wherever it went.

They wrapped around my fingers, and my connection to them began harnessing and transforming them into a nebula of raw mana. As I drew more from the sphere, it encased my body like a flowing, gaseous cocoon, which began to show itself in the Between.

Exerting my will on the mana in my mind, I quickly absorbed it into my body and mind, where it could be molded into the spells I'd already learned. I then condensed what I had gathered into my hand to cast the spell out in front of me.

The mana cloud surrounding my body suddenly condensed in the palm of my right hand, moving with the fluidity of a river as it rushed toward it. As it moved, it warmed what little armor I was wearing, making the hairs on my arm stand on end as it went.

The warmth gathered into an opaque indigo sphere that glowed brightly in the palm of my hand. The heat it generated grew rapidly and began seeping through the minor ward from the ring.

Time to cast. Otherwise, my ward will fail, and my hand will melt from the heat, I winced, feeling the heat begin to seep through my meager protection measures.

I found my target and whirled my arm the same way I’d practiced so often in the late-night hours. With the casting hand, I whirled my arm in a clockwise circle, followed by a pull-push motion, making quick work of the spell’s release. The heat that threatened to burn through the ward went along with it. The best way I can describe it would be like quickly removing my hand from a campfire.

All of this happened in a fraction of a second as the bolt of indigo lightning shot out from the fingertips of my glove.

The mana-bolt, now traveling through the air, vaporized the raindrops near it as it flashed. The difference in temperature from the bolt and the air around it was so great that the resulting boom kicked up large clumps of mud as it careened towards the target.

Charred bits of the exploding target flew everywhere as it struck, with more than a few passing by a little too closely for comfort.

The unfortunate chicken pecking at the ground behind the target was, unsurprisingly, turned into little more than a pink feathery mist.

Bernar's jaw dropped as he looked on in astonishment. “Haha! I didn’t think you had that in you, sneaky little shit,” he shouted. I looked over my shoulder as I turned the horse. “Didn’t you have some kind of wager with Roburn on whether I was going to fuck it up?” I scoffed with no small hint of sarcasm.

“N-no, why would I have that?” he chuckled nervously. “I was actually hoping you would be able to do it, though, as for the others...” he trailed off with a shrug.

Yeah, he definitely had a bet with Roburn, I shook my head.

I rode to my brother's side and dismounted with more grace than I’d had when I tried to mount the large horse. Bernar embraced me firmly and patted me on the back with matching force.

“Finest use of the Kyr spell I've seen in a while,” he smiled brightly. “Well executed, but dangerous,” his tone shifted, prompting me to raise an eyebrow. “Horses get spooked easily, and most horse-casters recommend using quieter spells while riding. Luckily for you, this one’s well-trained to handle surprises like that,” he continued.

“I see,” I muttered pensively. “I just hope the Master will be surprised once he hears about this,” I shrugged. "I don’t doubt it, little brother," he smiled, tousling my hair. “I know I wasn’t pulling these stunts at your age. Hell, he might even train you to be the best all-caster of all of us,” he grinned. My eyes widened in surprise when I heard him say that. “You really think so?” I asked, hardly containing my excitement.

“Why wouldn’t I? After all, he does sense that you have much more power than most other boys here,” he shrugged nonchalantly. “I really hope you’re not just saying that to make me happy, brother. You know damn well I would do my best to be the best he’s ever seen,” I said with ironically little self-confidence.

My brother smiled and put a gloved hand atop my shoulder, tilting his head slightly and looking at me from beneath his dark eyebrows. “I'm sure you will be, and I'll help you in that endeavor wherever I can,” he said warmly. “Does that mean you’ll let me kick your ass during training?” I asked, making him laugh heartily.

“You're more than welcome to try, but I guarantee you won't land a blow if you don't pack on some muscle and learn a few new tricks. Your arrogance far outweighs your flagpole build as it is,” he lightly punched my arm. “I might not have your strength, but I'm at least twice as fast as you,” I grinned as I nursed my arm.

“Sure, sure,” he waved his hand dismissively. “But what is speed when your legs are sore, arms are tired, breathing heavy, and all that after only 10 minutes of having it out with one of those damned-ugly creatures outside?” he asked, the smile slightly fading from his face.

“No, shit bird. You'll need both to survive out there. Being good with mana will only get you so far,” Bernar said with a seriousness that I had never seen in him until that point.

I began to think about the reality of the world outside the fortress’ walls, which I had yet to explore.

He never did explain why I haven’t been allowed to go on expeditions yet, has he? I thought, trying to remember any conversation we’d ever had about the topic.

“But, enough about that for now. We should head back to the dorms and celebrate your accomplishment today,” Bernar flicked the back of his hand on my chest. “It's colder than a witch's tit out here, and pissing more than the sea goddess herself can muster,” he grinned. “Yeah, and I’ve been standing out here waiting for you since lunchtime,” I added, prompting him to roll his eyes at my sarcasm.

“We still have some time before supper, so we should change our clothes before the Master rips us both a new one,” he continued. “I guess you’re right,” I agreed reluctantly because I loved the rain and cold. “I’m always right, fuck-ass,” Bernar flicked me again.

“Not always...” I said, grinning slyly. “If you’re going to mention that incident with the Dawn Nymph...” he trailed off, his arm rearing to punch my shoulder again. “I didn’t say anything,” I raised my hands placatingly. When we both started chuckling, I shook my head in disbelief as I recalled the story he’d told me. “Alright, let’s get back inside. I’ve had enough rain for one day,” he glanced upward.

I brought my new horse into the stall and removed the saddle. Thankfully, the treated leather didn’t absorb much water, but I still struggled under its weight.

It truly is a beautiful horse. I wonder what I should call it, I thought as I closed the gate behind me, patting its neck before I left.

“I suppose we could try this again, or perhaps spar with each other tomorrow?” I asked expectantly. Bernar shrugged and displayed a one-sided smile “I suppose we could do some sparring tomorrow, but we'll have to deal with whatever the Master has planned first. I hear he wants to give us his version of a surprise test tomorrow,” he replied.

I held a pensive expression for a few seconds, but quickly dismissed any ideas that came to mind. “You don’t happen to know what that might be, do you?” I raised an eyebrow, hoping to get more information from him.

“I do, actually, but I’m not allowed to talk about anything coming from the Master that he doesn’t clearly state himself,” he groaned. “Ah, damn. I'd rather like a challenge,” I said, blissfully unaware of the reality outside the fortress. “I’m sure you would,” he grinned.

I had no idea just how much of a challenge we would all be facing in the coming weeks.

A half hour and a change of clothes later, we arrived at the mess hall. A long wooden house, with well-thatched roofing where two massive pillars supported the front of the roof above the main entrance, both engraved with tales of past Synners and their heroic actions. We walked under the tall doorway and were relieved at seeing the feast before us.

Typically, the food we would eat during our days at Codrean tasted little better than watered-down nasal mucus, which held all of the necessary nutritional value we needed. However, the feast that awaited us was certainly a surprise to be remembered for the next few months.

There were slaughtered pigs on the tables with apples in their mouths amid platters of deer and lamb haunches. There was more than enough vodka and ale to go around, and the Synners, seniors and juniors alike, were just going in for their second round when we walked in. The New Bloods, as we called the youngest members, weren’t allowed to drink for obvious reasons.

Many of those sitting at the tables acknowledged our presence, since Bernar was one of the few there whom the Master had recognized at eighteen.

I never told him back then, but I’d always hoped to match it.

Since our daily training often consisted of various different types of exercises, sword and spell drills were modified to fit each Synner's style, while still honing the core basics. Some preferred more flashy styles, whereas others preferred the more conservative movement types.

Bernar was one of the few who had mastered four styles of blade-and-spell work, which led him to be recognized as a prodigy by the Master.

Although we would all spend hours each day, training, polishing and perfecting our techniques for our preferred weapon systems, we would also have to face the rigorous physical conditioning part of it all; league-long runs in minimal amounts of time, lifting and tossing tree trunks, and endless weapon swing repetitions to name a few.

This all had to be done in full gear so that there wouldn't be a difference in performance when the time came to fight. In turn, it made us formidable warriors who were nearly unmatched in our physical capabilities.

Usually, there was no such feast waiting for us at the end of a long training day. The habitual gruel we would eat sufficed to supply their bodies with nutrients. However, today was a day unlike the rest, as our eyes glistened at the sight of the feast before us.

We walked towards the long hearth running down the center of the barracks, which heated the general area to a fair temperature, and chose some empty seats that our comrades had saved for us.

“Ah! There you are,” the Master, who now stood at the far end of the hearth, exclaimed. His voice rang across the mess hall like a tidal wave of sound. Everyone’s hearts skipped a beat, and they sat still with eyes peeled, but the scariest part was that no one had seen him enter the hall.

He was not a man any of them would have liked to have annoyed or anything of the sort. Rumor had it that he had killed a Synner long ago for insubordination in the mess hall. At other times, he was known to beat future Synners, or new bloods as we called them, for being even a single minute late.

“I’m glad to see you're all enjoying yourselves, and you aren’t wrong to do so,” he said in a voice much warmer than most were used to. His audience was quiet and attentive, holding their breath as our white haired, glowing-eyed master spoke.

“I believe everyone present heard the sound of a single thunderbolt strike near our home this afternoon. I thought the thunder god would have brought more with him. Disappointing, really, given the amount of rainfall we’ve had today,” his piercing gaze fell upon the two of us.

Oh, fuck! We’re dead, I glanced at Bernar, who raised both his eyebrows and shifted his gaze away from me.

Surprisingly, the Master didn't dally on the subject, but a thin-lipped grin managed to escape the corner of his mouth, wrinkling the scar on his cheek. He waved his hand and decided moving on to what was most important was better.

“I digress. I expect you all know that at the end of every day, we have our briefing for the following day. Now, I know that many of you have more than obviously noticed that something is very different from any other day up until now,” he leaned forward, interlocking his fingers.

Here it comes, I anxiously elbowed my brother’s rib cage.

“We're having this lovely feast for one reason: tomorrow we're going on an expedition,” he observed carefully as some of the younger Synners shifted in their seats. “I expect all of you to be looking sharp as ever at first light. We'll head southeast to Coltend Castle to participate in a war council,” he said, making me wonder if this was the surprise test.

“We have received an invitation from King Truls himself to attend, but only a handful of representatives of our section will be present at the meeting. If you have any questions, now would be the best and only time to ask them. Otherwise keep your shit to yourselves,” the Master glanced around the room for any raised hands.

A few of the young ones grew uneasy, some anxious to go on their first expedition, while others out of pure fear. There was no way of knowing what they might encounter on the road that could make some seniors shake in their hardened leather boots.

However, this would be my first time being so far from the fortress I called home.

I abruptly raised my hand, and in the same instant, the Master raised an eyebrow. “Yes? What is it, young Thoma?” his gaze snapped to me. “I've never been to Coltend, Master, and I was just wondering what sort of beasts or monsters we could encounter on our way there,” I said with a slight tremble.

I know others have similar questions, but hopefully I can get enough out of him right now to help them out, I assured myself I hadn’t just made a mistake.

The Master must have sensed that I was as nervous as a whore in church, and wrinkled the scar on his cheek once more. “I've only ever been there a few times myself, and I still don't know every monster or beast that lies on the path towards it,” the Master replied nicer than usual, giving me a slight sense of relief.

“However, the one thing I can tell you is that if we do encounter any threats along the way, you'll need all the skills you've learned until now,” he said with an air of caution.

“Does that mean there’s a high chance of that happening, Master?” I asked the moment the last word left the Master's mouth. He looked at me with a warm stare I could only assume was a nostalgic one; eager to get into a battle and show my prowess as a Synner. He chuckled lightly through his nose in response to whatever he was thinking.

“I’m not saying it’s not unlikely,” he grinned. “In case any of you forgot, the creatures we have long since trained to deal with are rarely ever alone. I wouldn't count on there not being in a skirmish at some point along the way,” he looked around the Hall.

“Just be prepared and remember your training. You'll do well enough from what I’ve heard, Thoma,” he said, prompting everyone to stare or scowl at me.

Shit, now I’ve got another target painted on my back, I curled into myself, as even some of the seniors glared at me.

Thankfully, Bernar glared back at them, nearly making me laugh as I watched them buckle beneath his intense glare.

The reason for the glares was relatively simple. The Master rarely complimented anyone above the rank of New Blood, and while I couldn’t read minds, their expressions showed the jealousy stirring within them.

“Thank you, Master. I'll do my best,” I said with more excitement than I had initially intended. “I know you will,” the Master said calmly, and sent a small chill down everyone's spine.

However, I froze solid.

“W-What do you think he meant by that?” I quietly asked Bernar after we’d left the mess hall as we headed back to the dorm that was in the main fortress of Codrean. “Fucked if I know,” he shrugged. “The Master's been awfully strange these days and I'm not too anxious to find out what’s been eating him,” he sighed as I eyed him curiously.

That’s because you already know, don’t you? I raised an eyebrow, but he never noticed.

“Besides, it's not like he'd let us figure it out anyway, right? I mean, the bastard's creepy as hell, smart as can be, and meaner than my friend's ex-wife when she's on those days of the month,” he chuckled, scratching the back of his head with a shit-eating grin across his face.

I smiled and felt a little calmer at the last comment, knowing it was aimed to cheer me up and remove the chill that still rolled down my spine from dinner.

“Ah, screw it,” he blurted out. “At least we'll get to truly see what you're made of if we do face any creatures along the way,” he said excitedly. “I'm sure that if you can prove yourself to the Master, then you'll soar up the ranks,” he said confidently. “I sure hope so,” I muttered, averting my gaze slightly.

“Well, we should get some sleep, little brother. Got a long day tomorrow, and not enough time to sleep or women to keep us company through the night,” he sighed. “I have to review the spell I've created. It's best to always keep it fresh in mind,” I shrugged.

“Oh, you practice that thing every night?” his eyebrows raised in surprise. “You were the one who taught me not to neglect practicing it,” I scoffed. “I did, but not at the cost of sleep,” Bernar sighed as we reached the entrance to the large, stone fortress.

“Just don't stay up too late, you mischievous little turd,” he said, pushing the wooden door open and scuffing up my hair. “Alright, alright! I won’t,” I replied with a smile from ear to ear.

My brother tilted his head and raised an eyebrow, obviously expecting me to add something I’d forgotten. “Okay, I promise I won't,” I groaned. “Better not,” he scoffed. “Otherwise, I'll make you drink a bowl of goat's piss,” he brought his finger to the tip of my nose.

Nooooo, thank you, I smiled nervously.

“Rest well, brother. Tomorrow's a big day... for both of us,” he continued, patting me on the shoulder, and turned down one of the stone hallways that led towards his own quarters.

I proceeded down the opposing hallway, reaching one of the rooms where I found the others drunkenly snoring in their beds. I removed my clothes, avoiding a bucket of someone’s piss along the way, and got into my sleeping attire.

I did my best to stay quiet as I tucked myself under the covers and lay awake, staring into the dark shadows of the thatched roof above me, and wondering what sort of things I might encounter the next day.

As my imagination ran freely, I pictured myself in the middle of a flat, grassy meadow at twilight to review my new spell, calculating how powerful it might be, and how much mana I would need to cast it.

Obviously, I knew of the dangers of casting an untested spell in battle, as they were frequently addressed during training. I just hoped that whatever happened the next day wouldn’t force my hand to use it.

However, that answer would only come the next day when I’d depart on my very first expedition at first light.
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Chapter 2: Eve of the Expedition
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Ugh, this sucks, I thought as I writhed beneath the covers of my bed.

I could still hear the pouring rain outside, but there was a distinct drip every few seconds, helping me keep track of time and the sleep I was no longer getting.

I closed my eyes again and held them shut for a few minutes before giving up and smacking the cold stone wall behind me with a balled fist. It had hundreds of individual scratchings, with names, dates, and carvings of all sorts that turned the plain granite wall into a grotesque canvas.

I’d even added some of my own over the years, though nowhere near as profane as some of the others.

Doesn’t look like I’m going to be getting much sleep tonight anyway. I should probably use this time to review my spell, just in case, I thought.

Even though Bernar was originally the one to help me create this spell, it still demanded a dangerous amount of mana. I couldn’t fault him for trying to teach me such a high-level spell, but the difference in abilities between us was staggering.

He is a fifth-stage all-caster, after all, I reminded myself.

I knew it would be devastating if used correctly, so I took the time to hone it as close to perfection as I could. I lay there, calculating and recalculating every movement to the single-digit degree, the amount of mana needed to condense the spell, how it would react with the ring's ward, and whether it would hold.

As time passed, I continued tossing and turning, probably more times than a dung-beetle would roll a turd-ball back to his home.

I absolutely hate waiting to try this out. Although if I go out and test it now, the lack of sleep is going to kick my ass and I'm sure the Master will pick up on the mana because of it, I sighed.

I decided against going outside and tugged on the woolen blanket I was using to keep warm in the cold night.

Gods above and below, it’s fucking cold in here and this new blanket is itchier than I thought it was going to be. I can’t seem to find a comfortable spot around my neck for it, I huffed, nearly giving up on the idea of sleep entirely.

The gray, cotton pajamas I wore to sleep also did little to stave off the cold, and what little hair I had on my limbs stood on end as gooseflesh riddled my skin, causing me to shiver.

Should I try that spell Roburn was using earlier this morning? It didn’t seem to do any damage to his gear, so it should be fine, right? I asked myself as my teeth chattered.

Roburn was another Synner who had graduated some years before that fateful night. He often liked to show off his abilities with mana-cloaks and masterful sword-casting techniques. Although I had never tried to cast a mana cloak before, I had read about them in the dark hours of the night.

Fuck it. I’m too cold to give a damn right now. What’s the worst that could happen? I shrugged as I peered through my memories to recall what it looked like.

My eyes darkened, coating my sclera in the black as I stretched out my hand to draw from the sphere in the sky. I knew I only needed a little and used my will to control the flow from the spiraling rings of light above me, even though I wasn’t fully attuned to just how much was needed.

That was mistake number one.

The tendrils wrapped around the tip of my finger, down my arm, and onto the rest of my body, encapsulating me in a cloud of mana. I severed my connection to the realm, and my awareness of the world lurched as my consciousness returned.

I could still feel the swirling cloud of mana around me, warming the air around my entire body like the heat of a small hearth.

Hmm, not quite there yet, I thought, drawing the mana in closer.

In truth, I was unsure of exactly what I was doing, but whatever it was seemed to be working, so I thought it would be okay if I continued.

Mistake number two.

I condensed the mana lining my entire body, creating a small barrier between myself and the blanket. I stupidly flicked my index finger against my thumb, as though I were lighting a flint and tinder kit. The result, which I hadn’t yet considered, sent sparks of mana from inside my palm towards the barrier.

Mistake number three.

As soon as the sparks touched the barrier, it began to burn like the coals at the end of a wood fire’s life. However, instead of dying out, it quickly gained copious amounts of heat in such a short period of time that I could feel the heat coming through my pajamas.

Ah, there it is! The Fuckening has begun, I thought, accepting my inevitable death.

The heat from the barrier rapidly set the blanket ablaze, forcing the protective coating to disappear about as quickly as it was formed.

Shit, it was too hot! I can’t just lie here and die! I have to do something, I panicked, knowing I wouldn’t withstand the heat for much longer.

My eyes darkened again as I drew more mana to shield myself from the ever-intensifying heat. It surrounded me once more and acted as a shield between myself and the blanket. I tried to swat out the newborn flame with my hand, but to no avail. The fire engulfed the blanket, and I threw it to the floor beside my bed.

Shit, shit, shit! That was too close for comfort, I thought far too soon.

The fire spread onto my bed, and I began to panic even more so than before, given the fact that I’d just lit something on fire at an hour when he should not even have been awake. The fire spread as I desperately searched for a way to extinguish it.

This is probably the second worst idea I’ve had today, I sighed as I got out of bed, moving toward a piss bucket I’d noticed next to one of the other boys’ beds.

The smell quickly reached my nose as the bucket’s contents sloshed around when I picked it up. In a fruitless, last-ditch effort, I threw the piss in the bucket onto the blanket now fully engulfed in mana flame.

Mistake number four.

The evaporated piss quickly filled the room, making my eyes and nose sting with the stench.

Congrats, dumbass! You’ve made matters worse! Well, if I can’t stop the fire itself, I can at least prevent the others from dying in this hellish sauna, I coughed and mentally kicked myself for thinking that would work.

“Fire!” I shouted. After noticing my mistake, the three other young Synners in the same dorm abruptly woke up and displayed little more than pure, unadulterated panic. The flame had now spread to the bases of their beds. The three were just as, maybe even less, experienced than I, prompting them to mimic my shout sporadically.

The fear in their eyes was real enough, for none of the three had ever seen a fire-based spell in such close proximity, as they would only begin to meddle in such matters the following year. The others desperately attempted to douse the flames with their blankets. However, since this was a mana flame, it quickly spread to their blankets and induced more panic.

Oooooh, this is bad. This is really bad, my eyes widened in realization of what I’d done. Bernar’s going to kill me, and there’s no telling what the Master will do. You're a fool, Thoma Fayren. You could probably have a more intelligent conversation with a fucking rock than with me, I felt my stomach churn, heavily influenced by the panicking trio.

The three boys were wailing, but I heard a distinctive command through their desperate cries. "Keep away from the door!" the voice shouted.

It was the Master.

We hurried and pressed our backs as hard as possible on the wall adjacent to the doorway, assuming the door would have swung open the other way, leaving us untouched.

Just how much mana is he pulling that even I can feel him drawing it through the door? I thought, feeling the hairs on my arms and neck standing up.

I sensed the rippling mana stop as quickly as it began, allowing a split second of pure silence. As the air became still and the pressure grew, it compressed our bodies like we were at the bottom of a lake. The pressure was released, and the resulting boom cracked the air around us. It bent the door inwards, releasing screws and nails from their positions, as a turquoise wave of mana smashed through the door, obliterating it.

Even though my ears rang, I was glad to see that my accident was fully extinguished.

As we recovered from the shockwave, we noticed all of our bedding had been redecorated in our room, like some scary story a parent would tell their child. Overturned bunk beds, mattresses, pillows and sheets were strewn about the room, and the palpable smell of evaporated piss didn’t help the situation either.

We stumbled back from the doorway, looking back in awe. Honestly, I don’t think any of us had ever seen such destruction inside the living quarters before, and I knew that whatever came next would not be a pleasant experience.

We coughed due to the pungent steam and smoke from the now-charred blankets, making our eyes tear up as a result. The Master's silhouette stood in the doorway, backlit by a wall lamp that caused it to flicker. Two pairs of yellow eyes glowed in the doorway's frame; one was his, while the other was Bernar’s.

Doo-do-dooo, I’m dead. Long live the Dipshit, I played the fanfare in my head as soon as I felt his gaze on me.

As he stepped through the doorway, I saw the Master wearing a loose white shirt with laces around the chest and neck, with his sleeves rolled up to the middle of his forearm. His gray cotton pants were tailored perfectly to his height, preventing any material from dragging on the ground as he walked. He also wore leather-soled slippers that muffled the sound of his footsteps.

He moved forward, his hands clasped behind his back, holding his head high like a walking statue. We looked at him in fear, not knowing what came next. Bernar, his right-hand man, stepped in behind him with a noticeable amount of less grace and fluency than the Master, nearly knocking over a cup that had been on a bedside table nearby.

He wore the same style of clothes as the Master, though they were a little dirtier. The thick, smoky air was filled with the sounds of our heavy breathing and coughing. I caught my brother's eye, but he only sighed in response. The Master flinched his right eye at the sound behind him, but decided not to turn around.

“Boys,” his voice rang out. “I understand the mischief youngsters find themselves in more often than not. However, I would like to know who attempted the Pyrus spell," his eyes quickly landed on me.

Ah, shit, I felt my pulse quicken, already knowing he’d traced the residual mana back to me.

The others gazed at each other, bug-eyed and shaking nervously. “It was me, Master,” I sighed, accepting my fate. “I was the one who attempted the spell and lost control of it,” I bowed, staring at the ground beneath me.

While I didn’t see his expression, I heard the Master give a small grunt after shifting his weight to look at Bernar, who I knew would shake his head as subtly as he could. The Master said nothing, but turned and faced us again.

“That was very foolish of you, Thoma. However, I won't give you a lecture here. Follow me to my quarters,” he commanded firmly. The moment the word quarters left his mouth, I knew I was in for it, shuddering at the thought. “Yes, Master,” I quickly replied. As the Master turned on his toes, I looked over at the others who were just as shocked as I was.

This is it. This is how I’m going to die. Goodbye, gentlemen, I tried to transmit with a pained, thin-lipped smile, which earned me a few crisp salutes in response.

I looked at my brother, who showed mixed emotions of awe and shame. I stepped forward and followed the Master and my brother through the destroyed doorway, avoiding the small splinters in my path. The stone hallway was cold and barely lit, with large corner stones at every angle.

Wooden torches wrapped in cloth and liquified troll fat hung on the walls in iron sconces, dimly lighting the cold corridor. Due to our heel-toe walking technique, the sound of our footfall was nearly inaudible on the cold stone floor.

On a real mission, one could walk silently across almost any surface while moving quickly. Our leather-soled boots aided in silencing our steps. However, the thin slippers I wore out of bed didn’t do much to keep the cold from the stone floors from reaching my feet.

As we walked, Bernar glanced back at me and sighed inwardly before seemingly returning to an unspoken conversation between him and the Master.

I know what I did was wrong, but why do I feel like I’m going to be executed over this? I felt my stomach turn in an unnatural way. I think it’s trying to send the remnants of dinner back the way they came, or perhaps toward the other end at this point, I grimaced.

Either way, I just have to calm down. I’m sure things will work out... right? I thought, feeling guilty enough as it was, with my heart beginning to race as we climbed a flight of stairs.

Ah, yes. The executioner’s chamber, I nodded as I saw the heavy cedar door that marked the entrance to the Master’s study.

My mouth was dry and I could swallow nothing but a cotton ball of spit. The heavy door creaked open and I hesitated to go inside. Bernar, however, put a reassuring hand on my shoulder and led me into the room, following closely behind the Master.

As we crossed the threshold, I caught my brother’s grin out of the corner of my eye. Torches immediately appeared to light themselves in a clockwise circle around the room, revealing the interior fantastically.

Did he use mana to light those? A bit dramatic, but still impressive to say the least, I wondered.

The room had eight walls, four of which had bookcases taller than the average man, all fully loaded with countless books and scrolls. Some were old, dusty, and covered in cobwebs, while others appeared to be newer, or at least more frequently used.

I noticed a green-banded book on the third shelf from the ground, near the border of the bookcase itself. Other weathered books surrounded it, yet it seemed to have been used recently. However, before I could draw any conclusions, Bernar gave me a light shove forward as we walked toward the furthest wall where the Master's desk was.

“Sit down, Thoma,” the Master gestured to the wooden chair in front of me. I shot my older brother another questioning glance, but he simply nodded and urged me toward it.

The maple chair had been hand-carved in Hjalfar, far to the North, by an old boat maker who had given it to the Master as a token of his gratitude for slaying the Mother Ochelon of the town.

I stared at the detailed carvings, utterly befuddled by their accurate depiction of the creature.

The ochelons were tall, humanoid creatures, whose thick fur and skin helped keep it alive during the winter months in the Northern Countries. Their sharp claws were excellent for hunting, and they generally resided in deep caves near bodies of water. This posed potentially hazardous conditions for anyone who decided to settle near such a place.

I hesitantly sat down, analyzing the carvings as I ran my finger along them. They told the story of the battle between the Master and the Mother Ochelon in intricate detail. From stances to displaying movement, the carvings had almost appeared to come alive as I looked over them.

It was at that moment that I realized my feelings were mixed, and I couldn’t decide whether it was awe or fear of the Master. After all, I had just followed the Master to his chamber to have what I knew to be more than a little midnight chat.

“I’m glad to see you like the chair, but do you remember how the Synners first came to be?” the Master asked calmly, snapping me out of my musing. “I vaguely remember the legend, but no specific details, Master,” I slowly shook my head. “Then allow me to refresh your memory,” he said with a chagrined smile.

“A little over one thousand years ago, when monsters first slipped through the cracks of the Underworld, the gods descended from the heavens. They came not as angelic beings, but as humble beggars to avoid unwanted attention,” he began, folding his hands atop the desk.

“The six who descended found themselves close to a town near ruin, with only a few formidable warriors remaining after the monsters had razed it to the ground,” his face shifted slightly.

He talks about it as if he were there, I noted, maintaining my outward attentiveness.

Bernar shuffled. “I had always heard it said that one of the monsters was so heavily encased in mana that it blew into little red chunks after an arrow had struck it,” he interrupted, causing the Master to purse his lips and lift an eyebrow at him. His brow furrowed, and his irises instantly went from an intense yellow to a flaming orange, making Bernar flinch.

“Please do not interrupt me while I'm schooling a young pup who just so happens to be your younger brother,” he sighed, relieving the sting with a small smile that caused the scar on his right cheek to wrinkle. “Forgive me, Master,” Bernar instantly replied, bowing his head and stepping backwards.

“Now, where was I?” he asked no one in particular. “Ah, yes, the town. So, the gods found themselves at the ruined town, where the remaining survivors found them wandering outside the few standing wall stones. The leader of the warriors went out to meet them in the low grassy field just outside the town,” he continued.

“The eldest of the beggars bowed as low as he could to the tall leather-clad warrior, and the man responded by picking him up off the ground. The beggar didn't quite seem to understand what had just happened, after all, what warrior would have a beggar stand as his equal?” he asked.

“Anyone with half a brain and heart would have done the same, I'd imagine,” I shrugged as if stating the obvious. “That’s where you’re wrong, Thoma,” he shook his head. “For this was no ordinary grunt you'd find on the battlefield. He was the Lord of Codrean and a very powerful mage,” he said in an honorific tone.

My father was a supposed lord, but I don’t know what became of him once I was recruited into the Synners, I avoided saying that part aloud.

I raised my eyebrows. “The Lord of Codrean, Master? I thought lords weren't supposed to do battle,” I cocked my head. “As far as I know, they generally sit in their comfy castles and large rooms surrounded by whores and wine while the lowly soldiers get thrown into the shitstorm of a battlefield,” I said bitterly, but his nod of agreement was a surprise to me.

“This lord, however, was well known for being able to see the true nature of people. While he didn’t know who they were, he could tell they were no ordinary beggars the moment he saw the first bow lower than anyone before,” he continued, leaning back in his chair a little. “Doesn’t sound like much to me,” I muttered.

Obviously, he’d heard my comment, but chose to say nothing. “In any case, he happily invited them for supper, making the first gasp in surprise given that food was notably scarce. The disguised gods agreed before he led them to the makeshift tents they’d constructed after the attack in preparation for the next,” he continued.

“The following morning, the beggars decided to leave the small settlement but wanted to speak to the lord first. The first beggar revealed that they were, in fact, gods and that each one would bestow a single gift to him and five of his bravest warriors for his altruism. Taken aback by the gesture and revelation of their godhood, he immediately fell to his knees in reverence,” he leaned forward once more.

“But what were the gifts, Master? I’m sure they must have been powerful artifacts,” I felt my interest peak as I leaned forward. “Of course, they were,” he chuckled softly.

Wait, he can laugh? I desperately tried to hide my surprise.

“To the Lord of Codrean, the leader gave the Realmwalker Blade, capable of cutting through the fabric of reality if the wielder infused mana into it,” he began almost reverently.

“To the largest and strongest of them, the second goddess gave the Fate-bearer Shield. She had forged it from the bones of a great serpent, which negates all magic used against it. It could even use the negated spell’s mana to heal the bearer and those around him,” he continued.

“The third god gave the Night-kissed Mantle to the woman who had been an assassin for the Lord for over a decade. This mantle coated the user in mana, making them virtually undetectable,” he grinned with the last word, but I couldn’t figure out why.

“The fourth goddess approached the archer, and she granted him the Nethersong Mask, which allowed for a vast improvement in eyesight, as well as produced an autonomous bestial claw made of pure mana for offensive or defensive purposes,” his face contorted slightly this time. Still, like before, I couldn’t figure out why.

“The fifth god took pity on the most severely wounded of them and, after healing his wounds, granted him the Dreambinder Jerkin. It would allow the wearer to phase through any physical attack not infused with mana,” he continued with a hint of jealousy.

“The sixth goddess noticed one of the warriors wielding dual-blades, and thus produced the Benevolent Ring, which could populate items placed within its storage spell at a moment’s notice,” he grinned, obviously hiding something. “Those all sound incredibly useful,” I noted, getting a quick nod of agreement.

“Yes, they are. However, the leader of the gods decided to bestow a second gift, not just for the warriors but for everyone, producing a brightly glowing plant and instructions on how to correctly use it from a ring on his finger.

To say that I was confused would be an understatement.

“A plant, Master?" I asked, unsure of what I’d just heard. “Naturally, after hearing about these magnificent weapons and such, one must wonder what a plant has to do with all of this,” he chuckled again, only adding to my confusion.

“A plant?” I asked again. “Y-yes,” the Master replied curtly. “As unlikely as it seems, that plant helped make us what we are. Both gifts are almost useless individually, but if the instructions are followed carefully, drawing mana from the Ethereal is much less risky," he explained. “What do you mean by risky?” I cocked my head.

“It’s not impossible for one to connect with the Ethereal without the plant’s blessing, but it does speed up and simplify the process,” he shrugged slightly. “But this gift is what sets us Synners apart from other warriors, as we can train with mana from a young age as opposed to the decades of learning normally required,” he continued in a more serious tone.

“While the ability can be passed down through direct bloodlines of those who have consumed the plant, you must never take this gift lightly. It was bestowed upon us by the gods to help us defend our homeland. Do you understand, Thoma?” he tilted his head downward to look at me from beneath a slightly furrowed brow.

“I do, Master,” I swallowed dryly. “Good,” he nodded before leaning back in his chair. “Now, I want you to listen to me very carefully,” he said in a voice that made the hair on my arm stand up like a wooden palisade.

“I have two things in store for you, but only after we visit Coltend, as I would not have you do anything tonight. I would like to give you a choice,” he almost grinned as he spoke. “A choice?” I asked weakly.

What the hell is that supposed to mean? I thought.

“I want you to know that I must either punish or test you for your insolence tonight. However, since this was more of an accident than a willful happening, I will tell you the two options,” the Master said.

I felt more scared than I had ever been. The Master and Bernar, standing two paces behind my chair, sensed it but showed no sign of doing so.

“One is to spend a week in solitary confinement with only bread and water as sustenance, and the other is to hunt down the creature in the cave that lies just outside our fortress," he said methodically.

I still couldn’t understand why a hunt was considered a form of punishment.

“So, which will it be?” the Master asked. I looked to Bernar again for answers, but he simply shrugged and upturned his bottom lip. I thought for what seemed like an eternity, but eventually came to a decision. “I'll go with the creature, Master," I said with as much courage as I could muster.

“Are you sure? Do you even know what you’ll be fighting?” Bernar urged. “Well, I've studied the bestiary a lot, and I don’t think the Master would send me on a mission he didn’t think I could accomplish,” I shrugged.

The Master looked at me inquisitively, then nodded to my brother shortly after.

“Very well, then. Study what you have to take with you, be it knowledge, spells, or otherwise. You'll need your sword sharpened, your mind well-rested, and you shouldn't forget to be mindful of your surroundings,” the Master said.

“I will, Master,” I nodded firmly. “Good. Once we've returned from Coltend, Bernar will help you prepare for your first solo hunt. That is all I have for you tonight, Thoma. You may go now,” he waved dismissively.

I swallowed another dry ball of spit before I rose and bowed, turning to leave his study as quickly as I dared without being rude. “Oh, one last thing, Thoma,” he called out, making me flinch.

I was wondering when the air was going to sour, I thought.

The color fled from my face as I turned back around to face the Master slowly as I could. “Find another blanket, and do try not to set this one alight,” he said wryly. “I'll do my best to keep it from happening again, Master,” I replied nervously. I walked out of the chamber and proceeded down the steps with Bernar just behind me.

I almost died, but why did he give me a choice? There’s probably more to it than just a punishment, I thought, feeling a bead of sweat drip down my cheek.

“You got lucky, you lanky little shit,” Bernar said, nudging me with his elbow. “Don't think I've ever seen anyone actually given a choice of punishment before tonight,” he said pensively, though I could only shrug.

"Now don't get me wrong, I know just how frightening it is to go on your first hunt, especially if your first time is going in alone,” he chuckled, likely reminded of his first time. “Most junior Synners don't get to go on their first hunt alone since that's only allowed for seniors,” he continued.

“I just don't understand why he'd even give me the option between solitary and a solo hunt. It simply doesn't add up,” I shrugged again. “Ah, don't go getting your hose in a knot over it,” he swatted the air. “I've been to solitary before, and believe me, that was anything but a pleasant experience,” he cautioned, making me shudder at the thought.

“Worms and maggots are everywhere, and there's nothing but a pile of dirt that serves as a bed. The walls are covered in scratchings of past visitors, while the small confinement smells like years of accumulated piss and shit,” he said, a wave of relief washing over me since I knew I wouldn't be going there.

“Well, at least now I know what I should expect to happen the next time I fuck up,” I chuckled as Bernar joined in. “Should that ever happen, I'll be sure to leave you a nice runny present,” he said with a wicked smile. “Besides, it's been a while since anyone's been sent to solitary, and by a while I mean a few days,” he grinned.

“That still doesn’t answer my question, though. Why would he bother giving me a choice?” I asked. "Beats the hell out of me," he replied with an indifferent shrug as we walked down the corridor towards the dormitory, seeing the remnants of destruction caused by the fire and the blast from the spell.

We both stared at it blankly for a moment before chuckling lightly at the ridiculousness of the whole situation.

“Seeing as things currently stand, or don't for that matter, I suppose you could sleep in my room for the night,” Bernar suggested. “Guess I'll have to,” I sighed. “What of Irun, Batch, and Edryd?” I asked, noticing they were nowhere to be found.

I was still concerned about my roommates whom I'd almost just killed in an accident, after all.

“I’m sure they're alright. They’re tough little bastards; quite possibly tougher than you,” he replied with a grin. I looked up at my brother and tilted my head. “Is that so, big brother? Do you remember when I pinned you to the ground for five seconds?" I prodded him with an elbow before heading down the hall to his room.

“I had passed the fuck out because I tripped on that stupid meditation stool of yours and hit my head on the floor,” Bernar snapped back with a laugh while I scoffed. “My stupid meditation stool is what got me recognition for my casting abilities,” I returned mockingly. “It helps me to think and focus better than ever,” I explained, but Bernar only squinted his eyes and pursed his lips.

“Uh-huh,” he squinted dubiously. “Whatever, let's get some sleep. It's already the second hour of the morning, and we're to be up and out the gate at first light,” Bernar suggested.

We walked softly and quickly, like the shadows we left behind in the torchlight. We soon arrived at Bernar's dorm room, which wasn’t unlike my own, though perhaps with less charring and fewer bits of the door lying across the floor.

I made a bed of fallen straw from my brother's bed and an old potato sack for a pillow. We bid each other goodnight, and Bernar stretched out his hand to put out the bedside candle by absorbing the small flame into his hand. I saw it happen and was anxious to try it.

I think I've had more than my fair share of fire for one night, I chuckled.

Soon after, I rolled onto my back into the same position I was in when all of this began, closed my eyes, and returned to the grassy field in my dreamscape once more.
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Chapter 3: The Road to Coltend Castle
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Three and a half hours later, I was being shaken awake by my older brother.

With dark circles like a fighter's black eyes, and a drowsiness that could kill a moose, I rose out of my makeshift bed and began getting into harness. My brother, of course, needed far less sleep than I did, what with being a fifth stage and all, leaving him in much better shape than I was.

“You should have let me die,” I groaned when I opened my burning eyes, getting a chuckle, then a sudden light kick from my brother. “Hurry up or you’ll be late,” he chided. I lazily dismissed him with a wave before mustering the strength to escape my impromptu bed.

The black leather jerkin, hose, and boots I was attempting to put on hadn't thoroughly dried from my horse-casting certification from the day prior. This made them heavier than usual and, compounded by the lack of sleep, brought my regular pace to little faster than a child’s crawl.

Bernar, on the other hand, had used the rain-proof cloak to stave off the rain, leaving most of his equipment unsoiled. He got into his jerkin and hose quickly, though his boots were still caked in mud and smelled of horse shit.

“You look like hell, little brother,” he said. I, who was far too tired to give the slightest amount of a shit, lazily rolled my eyes in his direction, slowly turning my head and saying nothing in the process. “Never mind, I'll take that back. You look worse,” he jeered.

“I feel worse than I look, to be honest. It’s like my entire body has been encased in a heavy metal,” I groaned as I bent over to get my foot into the boot. I moved at half speed that morning, and finding my equipment in what remained of the charred, piss-smelling dorm was easier said than done. I found my equipment chest under a large piece of the door, a stark reminder of my fuck-up the night before, and lifted the piece with some effort.

I opened the oaken chest and was relieved my equipment had not been reduced to ash. I began by pulling out my sword and belt and lacing them to my waist through loops in my hose. I buckled it tightly so it wouldn't jolt around as I walked, and patted it twice. He turned my back to the door and walked towards the opposite end of the room.

As I looked out of the charred window frame, I heard light footsteps coming from behind me at what sounded like a run.

Edryd, my best friend and one I had nearly killed the night before, stormed into the room, tripping over the bucket that still lay on the floor. He wasn't usually clumsy, but it seemed he was in too much of a rush to be cautious this time.

“Thoma!” Edryd cried out from down the hall. I lazily turned to face the boy standing in the doorway, excitement clearly showing on his face. He had deep, brown eyes that could pierce even steel, and dark brown hair tied behind his head in a short ponytail. He had a toned jawline and a slightly upturned nose, and the first few whiskers of his beard were beginning to sprout, which was widely respected for a boy of seventeen.

“Thoma,” Edryd said again, panting in the doorway. “Hullo, Edryd,” I returned. “What is it? Why are you in such a rush?" I asked, curious as to why he was so sweaty. “Don't you remember? We're about to head out towards Coltend, and our scouts have returned saying that they've seen a few monsters on the prowl about a league out on the road,” he said, jittering with excitement and fear.

They've never come this close to home before, I thought.

“Hm, that is odd,” I replied, lightly scrunching my cheek with the corner of my mouth. “In any case, it's a chance for us to show our skills! That is, of course, contingent on there being anything left for us to kill,” he said with a smirk and a gleam in his eyes. “I know I might sound like a psychopath, but I can't wait to kill my first monster finally,” Edryd began. “After all, it's what I've been training for for most of my life,” he said, spreading his arms widely as he finished his sentence.

Come to think of it, he’s never been on an expedition either, has he? I thought, recounting the number of them in recent years.

There hadn’t been many, at least not around Codrean anyway.

“I don't blame you,” I chuckled lightly. “I’ve been itching to try out a spell I created, but I haven't even tested it out of battle, yet,” I lowered my head a little in dejection.

“Oh, I wouldn't worry too much about that,” Ed waved a hand in front of him. “There's not a shadow of a doubt that you're the most adept caster of our age group,” he shrugged. “Even if you're not the most physically strong,” he added after a short pause. We both laughed at the final comment and stopped when we heard a blaring noise coming from outside.

The Dragon Horn, I recognized the sound.

It was carved from a dragon's tooth, and passed down through the generations to signal that it was time to leave. While it was felled by one of the first Synners, there haven’t been many sightings of dragons since then, making the one we had especially rare.

We looked at each other, and we knew exactly what that meant. “Time to go. Do you have all of your stuff?” I asked, grabbing the last of my things and bundling them under my curled arm. He nodded his reply just before we both took up our gear and headed out the door, making our way down the hall that led to the outer courtyard.

The sun was just beginning to show the tip of its face over the distant Frellen Hills, the warmth from the few rays that slipped between the peaks greatly contrasted with the cold of the previous night. The birds began to sing in the nearby oak and cedar trees, while the other creatures were slowly crawling out of their holes and dens to greet the sun as if it were a long-lost friend. The cold morning wind began to blow, gently swaying the trees in all directions.

I couldn't have imagined a more beautiful morning, even if I'd dreamed about it for a hundred years, I thought, breathing the morning air deeply as I looked over the tops of the trees.

I shifted my gaze from the trees down into the courtyard where all the other Synners, the Master included, had gathered; tightening harnesses, checking stirrups, feeding the horses their morning apples, and checking equipment against a list.

I walked over to my horse, Celer, which I had so adequately named due to his speed that had been proven the day before, and checked my saddle. I tied much of my equipment onto the left side of the saddle, ensuring the loop I’d made wouldn’t hurt my mount in the long run.

Looks like you’re ready to go, too, friend, I patted my horse’s nape.

“Listen up!” Bernar yelled from atop a beam where the Master's horse was tied. The Master was sitting on his horse, idly fiddling with a chain around his neck, but as Bernar’s words left his mouth, he suddenly jumped up and stood on his horse's saddle, getting a better view of the group of Synners.

He stood there for a few moments, without movement, waiting for everyone to quiet down. He did a headcount: twenty Synners with him, Bernar, and me included.

“As I am sure you remember, today we ride southeast towards Coltend Castle, to answer King Truls' summons,” he began. “I expect nothing less than exemplary behavior from all once we arrive at the castle, for they are not so lenient as I am over insolence,” he said, glancing over at me.

If he’s lenient, we’re all fucked, I lifted my eyebrows in unison with Edryd, who was probably thinking the same thing since he stared back at me with widened eyes.

“I believe these summons to be for a trivial matter, which shall be dealt with quickly and thoroughly. Although I suspect we will stay within the castle walls for at least a day or two, perhaps longer depending on how things go,” he announced, getting quiet whispers among the Synners before him.

They knew exactly what that meant, at least the older ones did.

“On this most beautiful morning, bear in mind that there are very real dangers out there, as our scouts have already noted a handful of the ugly bastards a little way from here. Remember, one must always be watchful and attentive, understood?" he asked. “Yes, Master!" we roared. “Good. Now, mount up!" he shouted.

We got into our saddles immediately, starting from the left side, throwing our right legs over the horse and placing our feet in the other stirrup. After adjusting our seating and gathering our reins, we silently awaited the Master's signal.

My anxiety must have bled into Edryd's, since he was showing mild signs of either unease or excitement. Perhaps it was both, but I couldn’t tell. They glanced over at each other with wide, nervous grins and nodded.

Let’s show them we’re ready, I thought with a grin.

The sword-casters, myself included, carried two swords: A bastard sword mainly used on horseback, and the other a longsword for ground combat. They clanged about on our backs and hips but were otherwise reasonably secure.

We all wore thick, leather jerkins, with thicker seams at the joints than there would typically be to lessen wear and tear. Our boots were mostly made from elk or bear skin, and the few, more experienced sword-casters had glick or ochelon-skin hoods and riding cloaks.

The younger, less experienced sword casters wore regular, weather-proof cloaks and were usually in the middle of the group, surrounded by the more experienced ones to avoid unnecessary losses.

Of course, Ed and I counted ourselves among their numbers.

The few bow-casters, who could infuse their arrows with mana drawn from the Ethereal, were on both sides in the middling ranks. Their unstrung bows hung from hooks and were tied down with a singular leather strip for easier access on the side of their saddles. Most of them wore woodland green cloaks, attached with many different kinds of brooches and hooks. Some were more intricate than others, although it usually depended on the bow-caster's rank.

We went under the stone overpass and between the great wooden doors, facing southeast and moving at a steady trot. The Master was at the head of the group, closely followed by Bernar to his right, and Garett, the master bow-caster, to his left.

He was a quiet man of, what I could only guess to be, eighty winters. He didn't very much enjoy the company of others. Instead, he often spent his time in the woods, tracking deer instead of dealing with blundering idiots, as he liked to call nearly everyone. He wore a griffin-hide cape, with its feathers still attached even after years of use, a griffin talon-skin jerkin, with boots and gauntlets to match.

The road the Master decided to take to leave was well worn. Over the years, it had been used to transport both supplies and Synners to their contract destinations, and within the few hundred years, it had proved to be ever more helpful than before, since the road was wide, flat, and held few rocks for wagon wheels to break upon.

Batch and Irun, my other roommates, were two horse-lengths in front of me, likely what sort of things they might discuss whenever they thought no one would be eavesdropping. Irun was about my age, while Batch... well, we didn’t know much about him, but we guessed he was around our age.

At least according to how he acted, anyway.

“I'd wager they're talking about all the whoring they'll do once we get to Coltend Castle,” Irun nodded to the three leaders of our group. “Shut up, you red-headed dolt,” Batch snapped with a finger to his lips. “If one of them hears you, it'll mean both of us being discharged for spreading false accusations,” he continued hushedly.

“Well, well, Batch, I'd have never taken you to be one who worries so much about that,” Irun sneered sarcastically. “Just like I’m sure that you are truly too much of a dumb-fuck to understand why I do care,” Batch retorted. “As much as I find the Synners to be little more than mercenaries with special abilities, it’s the life I’ve decided to continue living. Not for gold, but glory, you goat-plowing turd,” he said with a disgusted look on his face. “Oi, take that back!” Irun growled, prompting Ed to roll his eyes after overhearing their belligerent conversation.

“You two never know when to shut up, do you?” he spat. Batch looked over at Edryd on his left and shrugged. “What? Don't look at me,” Batch shook his head, attempting to deflect Edryd's piercing gaze. “It's not my fault he has the brain of a field mouse and the mouth of one of them damned harpies,” he said. “While you have shit for brains,” Irun sneered with a scoff.

“What was that? I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you over the shit pouring out from between your teeth,” Batch chuckled. “I have the best grades in timed logical reasoning, mind you. Besides, mocking someone’s intelligence often means you have very little, yourself,” he continued as though comparing grades might have helped his case.

“It's not that your grades don't mean anything, it's just that you really are an idiot who loves running his mouth,” I grinned. We chuckled at the last comment, but Irun scoffed, white knuckling over the comment for the next few minutes, praying his beloved Isla wasn’t listening.

In the end, knowing she had heard it wasn’t a large stretch of the imagination.

I watched as Irun caught her gaze, blushed, and immediately fumed over our laughter. He had never really enjoyed being the ass-end of our jokes, but it’s not like he didn’t make any at our expense. In reality, he was a bit of a shit-head who didn’t know how to laugh at himself, though that didn’t make him any less our friend.

“Don’t worry about them,” Isla’s voice came behind him. He turned to face her, the woman of his dreams, or so he called her. He felt warmth coming from her radiant, blue-eyed stare. He tried, and failed miserably, to shift his gaze away from her, but her golden hair flowed in the breeze in a dreamlike fashion. “I’ll do my best,” he flushed a bright shade of red as he nodded.

“I pray that you do,” she returned with a warm, friendly smile that he embedded in his memory like an engraving in stone. He considered everything from his recent mishaps to his faults, and this most recent attempt at trying to fit in with the other Synners, of which none had succeeded, and felt at a loss.

While I couldn’t fully understand what was running through his mind, I felt empathetic toward him.

He must be ridiculing us in his head. Poor bastard never learned that it’s not that we don’t like him, he’s just a bit out of touch, I thought, watching him click his tongue and shake his head in our direction.

I knew he wouldn’t stay angry forever, for the image of Isla seemed to nullify any feelings of anger or hatred the more he thought about her, or so he would always tell us.

After our banter, I looked around excitedly, for I had never left Codrean's walls before on an expedition since becoming a Synner. Not to say that I hadn’t left the fortress, but it wasn’t as if we’d ever gone much further than a kilometer or two.

The only exception to this, of course, was my childhood.

Still, I was in awe to see so many different kinds of trees lining the road. Cedar, oak, elm, redwood, pine, spruce, and hickory were just a few of the trees I recognized from the books I’d read within the fortress walls.

Seeing these magnificent beings up close and personal is like nothing I've ever felt. It's almost as though I can feel them pulsating with the same mana we Synners draw from the Ethereal, though on a much more tangible level, I thought as I gazed at my surroundings with my jaw just slightly agape.

The trees moved and swayed in the cold wind, like some ancient, freely-moving Dericoed of Caegwyn. The rain from the day before had washed away most of the fresher tracks along the road, though the deeper cart-wheel grooves could still be seen. Birds sang and flew overhead, aiming towards their nests in the canopy.

I never would have guessed it could be this peaceful out here, I thought as I breathed in the fresh air.

I finally decided to look ahead and saw a significant fork in the road with a waypost standing between the two paths. “Take the right,” Bernar shouted back to the company. The company pulled on the right side of their reins, and everyone flowed down the path as one body. I rode by the worn-down oak post, with deeply scratched markings in its planks pointing toward other distant cities.

The first board pointed to the North of its current position toward Elvsbyen, a town of tradesmen and fishermen who lived along the Elv Avliv River. The second board pointed towards our current destination, Coltend Castle, where the king had summoned us for an, as of yet, unknown reason.

I can't help but wonder what Coltend looks like; after all, I've only heard stories and tales of its grandeur. Some of Coltend’s most outstanding leaders have also come from there, from what I’ve read, and now that I’m finally on my way, I can’t wait to see it for myself, I felt an anxious smile grow at the thought.

We continued down the well-worn path for a few more kilometers when Garett spotted something a few hundred meters down the road.

“Master,” he began. “What is it, Garett?” the Master asked. “I count thirty or more glicks converging on a single wagon just ahead of us. We need to investigate the matter, as they have never been seen this close to our home,” he stated.

The Master simply nodded. “Ill news, indeed. Take eight of the more experienced Synners with you, and four of the lesser experienced; give them a chance to prove themselves,” he said wryly, glancing back at me.

“Very well, Master,” Garett replied, looking back at the nearest members and giving a silent command for them to fan out. “Edryd, Batch, Irun, and Thoma; you’re with Roburn,” Garett said as if reading items off an itemized list.

We four looked at each other with a fair amount of surprise before I began looking for my brother, praying he could give me some final advice about the dangers we were about to face. Bernar spun his horse around when he heard my name called out and rode back towards me.

“This is your chance, little brother. Don't fuck this up by trying out your spell just yet,” he said quietly, reining his horse in beside mine. “Don't worry; I'm smart enough to know that one should never use an untested spell in open combat, unlike someone I've heard of,” I finished my sentence with a grin. Bernar chortled and grinned back before riding over to the Master's side.

Edryd, Batch, and Irun were already becoming nervous, and some of their nervousness began to bleed onto me, too. Their palms and foreheads began to sweat, even in the cold of the early morning, and it was easy to see that things could go very wrong very quickly.

“We’ll be fine,” I said more to myself than to the others in my group. We looked at each other briefly, each seeking reassurance in the other, though there was not much to be found, since we were all just as scared. Irun turned to take what he thought might be his last look at Isla, and she returned his frightened stare with a warm, encouraging smile.

Must be nice, I thought, admittedly jealous that he had someone like that in his life.

“The rest of you lot back over there, with me,” Garett pointed to the corner of the triangular formation. The eight Synners, equally split between bow and sword-casters, nodded in agreement and kicked their spurs into their horses’ sides. “Let's move,” Garett ordered, and as soon as those words left his mouth, my heels found themselves in my horse’s sides.

The thirteen of us rode off towards the downed cart at a gallop. I looked back at my older brother, who simply grinned and nodded as though he were encouraging me onward.

“We're in it now,” Batch said, spurring his horse to catch up to mine. “Let's not put all that training to waste,” he said, obviously trying to sound much braver than he was outwardly showing. “Did your training involve running your mouth? Or, maybe, you have some kind of master plan that you could share with the others?” Garett spat back towards him, to which Batch could only respond with dejected silence.

“Oh, you don’t? I thought not. Now shut the fuck up, and focus!” Garett said, looking back at the rest of us, too. “Smooth,” Irun said under his breath with a smug look, making me chuckle even as nervous as I was.

“Listen up,” Garett began. “We've a decent grouping of the ugly bastards out there, so don't get too far ahead of yourselves,” he began. “Sword-casters, you shouldn’t need to expend yourselves by using spells. Use the techniques you should have drilled into your souls by now, and you will survive. Remember your training and do not panic, no matter how bad things get,” he shouted, but I knew his words were aimed at the four of us.

His words hit me like a bucket of cold water, as the realization set in. The four of us had never been in an actual fight, and our inexperience was evident enough in how we spoke with each other. Of course, he was right; we had no choice but to focus and follow our training.

It was the only thing that was the likeliest to keep us alive, after all.

I glanced at Ed and the others momentarily, each of them meeting my gaze with likely the same thoughts behind their eyes: this could be our first battle of many, or our last.

No one said a word.

“Archers,” Garett called out to the ones behind the sword-casters. “Stay within bow-shot, and infuse if necessary. Otherwise, aim for the gaps between their scales around their shoulders. That should slow them down enough for one of the sword-casters to take it down fully,” he barked.

They pulled back and spread out two to a side, while the rest of us organized ourselves to make a miniature boar’s head formation. Garett pulled back towards the rear center to better view the battlefield, while one of the seniors took his place. The glicks were still approaching the downed cart, moving incredibly fast. The four of us rode in formation just behind the more experienced Synners.

As we got closer, I got my first look at one of the glicks in person. There was something to be said about seeing something like that in a drawing in a book versus seeing one in real life. Nothing in a book could ever have prepared me for the smells, sounds, or anything about their existence.

It was a humanoid creature, with olive green scales that ran from the top of its head to the base of its feet and down its back, forming an external spinal cord that ran from its hip up to the base of its neck, fanning out towards its arms and running down their lengths. Its mouth was primarily covered in needle-like teeth that dripped poison to aid digestion of its prey, and lined the inner part of its mouth.

Is there even an antidote for that? I tried to recall the lessons I’d had since childhood, but nothing came to mind as I drew nearer to the creatures.

Its strong leg and arm muscles underneath the scales made it a formidable enemy for any young Synner, I noted, and with those thoughts, I began feeling something I’d never truly felt before.

That feeling was fear.

It came over me like a blanket of ice being unrolled on my abdomen and flowed throughout my body. I could feel my hands shaking and heart beating faster, while my lungs were desperately trying to pump enough air to compensate for the thumping in my chest. As my palms began to sweat, I felt my leather gauntlet beginning to be soaked with sweat. Strands of my brown hair began to stick to my face under the force of the wind.

It was comforting to know that my swords were withstanding the sheer force of Celer’s gallop. He kept his pace without missing a beat, his hooves thundering and shaking me as I forced myself to focus, though I was still nearly two hundred meters away from the creatures.

“Draw your swords and get ready!” Garett barked, knocking me out of my head and back into reality.

With my right hand, I drew my riding sword from over my shoulder, and assisted with my left to help it clear the sheath, wrapping the reins around the horn of my saddle. The blade gleamed in the morning sunlight and was sharp enough to shave. I tightly gripped the blackwood, wire, and leather-wrapped hilt as tightly as I could, ensuring it wouldn’t slip out of my hand on the first strike.

Since the relatively short blade was primarily used on horseback, the well-designed hilt was a decent bit lighter than my longsword, making it easier to deal damage using only one arm. I shifted my grip slightly, realizing I hadn’t adequately spaced my hand beneath the gently upward twisting guard. The pommel, which had my initials inscribed into it, swung beneath my wrist as the weight shifted into the correct position.

One hundred meters, I gauged briefly.

I looked over at Edryd and saw he was already getting into a good striking position, leaning forward with his sword's hilt at the height of his chest with the point aimed forward, and decided to get into the same position.

“Alright, boys, remember their weak spots: shoulder blades, armpits, backs of their legs, groin, and under their chins,” one of the older Synners said, as if he were sounding off items on a grocery list.

Roburn, I recognized the voice.

His charcoal black hair, shaved on the sides and with a long interwoven braid running down the unshaven part, had been his trademark for the past decade.

“Thanks for the advice,” I nodded. “Eh, no need to thank me. I’m sure you’d do the same if our places were swapped,” he grinned. I nodded sincerely and looked ahead towards my approaching foes.

Twenty meters, I felt my shoulders tighten as I began to search for my target, which proved more challenging given the others riding so close to me.

Remember to lean into the cut to prevent the bastard from getting back up, I heard the Master’s instructions in my head again.

Ten meters, I felt my grip tighten even more than it already was.

I followed the muscle tension in my lower back and briefly shifted my weight back in the saddle for extra momentum. The sword in my right hand was beginning to rise up behind me, my arm now slightly bent and flexed, preparing itself for the impact to come.

Five meters, I thought, taking a deep breath before beginning my swing.

My target had approached just as I’d calculated it would. I knew the added momentum from the Celer's speed would add much more force to the blow than simply swinging on the ground, and I banked heavily on this fact, given my lack of physical strength.

Time seemed to slow as I leaned my head forward, my chest almost pressed against Celer’s nape, and swung with all my might.

The sword cut through the air, finding its target. I grunted in exertion as the sword bit into the scales on the glick's forehead, splitting them wide open and releasing their sickly, green ichor. My sword, slicing through the scales, bone, and the underlying fleshy material that was the monster's brain, gave a sound akin to an egg being crushed, emerging on the other side lathered in thick, green blood.

I breathed heavily, feeling the copious adrenaline flowing through my veins. The glick had been my first kill as a Synner, and I knew, right then and there, that the fire born inside after that first kill hungered for more. I continued riding forward, and another two targets emerged, feeding the ravenous flames within.

I swung again at one target, then another, followed by a third, hearing the same egg-crushing sound from the strikes, while a fourth was crushed under Celer’s hooves. Batch, Edryd, and Irun were also feeding their swords, and in the first few seconds of battle, the three had already killed at least seven glicks between them.

Roburn, not wanting to miss out on the killing, quickly dismounted with a leap and began his sword song, charging at his first target. Just before he swung, an arrow struck his target squarely between the eyes. The glick let out a ghastly squeal like a slaughtered pig, and Roburn glanced backwards to the general direction the arrow had come from.
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