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1

CLOUD TO GROUND





I loved any moment when my opponent believed he was about to win—right before I crushed him. 

Griff Cadigan, the Earthshaker, was one such opponent, a champion born of rigorous strength training and innumerable protein shakes. I had faced him only once before, back when we were both adepts vying for the rank of champion. Now, we were vying for something far more illustrious: the right to compete in the Invocation, the ultimate test of casting skill.

Spotlights mercilessly delineated our figures on the field as we circled each other, priming ourselves for another offensive. In any other fight, I would’ve landed at least a few strikes against my opponent by now, but Griff proved far more fleet-footed this time around, even with his stocky wrestler’s build. He had prepared for me.

And I had prepared for him.

In the span of a breath, I shaped a spear of lightning between my hands and unleashed it, relishing the white-hot flare of heat against my face. I followed it up swiftly with additional spears, pouring on the pressure. While Griff darted from side to side, dodging my assault, he pumped his arms, excavating a massive shield of stone from the ground. Dirt fell in wet clumps from the earthen aegis as it swerved to guard Griff’s front, leaving his flanks and back exposed.

I knew better than to keep Griff out of my line of sight. Rather than retreat from him, I charged directly toward him and flung myself into the air, alighting on top of the stone shield with two fistfuls of lightning sizzling at my sides. But just as I was ready to hurl them down at Griff, a spire of rock erupted out from behind the shield, punching me square in the stomach and sending me flying in a hail of gravel.

I landed hard on my back several feet away from Griff, swearing. Not even seconds later, the earth trembled beneath me and abruptly vanished. I plunged into a dark pit of putrid soil, clawing at the edges in a vain attempt to slow my descent. Once more, my back collided with the ground, and I immediately twisted onto my side, hugging my bruised gut.

The commentator’s urgent voice blared over the stadium. “Earthshaker grounds Stormbringer with a nasty hit! Will that be enough to keep him down?”

Keep me down? In their dreams.

Spine and stomach protesting, I pulled myself to my feet, fighting my way past collapsing dirt as I focused my magic into a condensed point. A surge of air cast me out of the pit and far above the field. The crowd’s sudden clamor was the only warning Griff had before I rained hell down upon him, arc after arc of ravenous lightning. Griff had lowered his guard after burying me, and now he ran for cover, his stone shield trailing behind him.

As long as I was in the air, I had the upper hand. But I couldn’t stay airborne forever. I needed to end this quickly before Griff could wear me down. That was a common Earthcaster strategy: erode the opponent gradually until a well-timed blow finished them off.

I expected Griff to wait me out—maybe fling a few projectiles my way. I didn’t expect him to pursue me into the air using his boulder as his mount. He came barreling toward me, ascending with startling speed, forcing me to focus entirely on keeping myself aloft. That’s when I realized just how determined Griff was to win. He couldn’t afford to play it safe—not with a spot on the Invocation roster at stake.

“And Earthshaker is airborne, folks! I’ve not seen a display of Earthcasting quite like this before,” the commentator’s voice boomed.

Strategies raced through my mind in a blur as I led Griff on a merry chase through the air above the field, wind whipping my face and hair. Stone shards jetted past me, grazing my limbs. I knew exactly what I had to do, but I had only one shot to pull it off.

Static rolled down my arms into my fingertips. I risked a few glances over my shoulder to assess Griff’s position and was promptly punished by another rain of dust and shards that Griff pried off his boulder. As much as I loathed this filthy tactic, I was glad to see the ease by which his platform crumbled; it assured me my plan would work.

I compressed lightning between my hands, condensing power while Griff attempted to bully me out of the air. Magic primed, I feinted downward, and then, certain Griff had pursued me, shot back up into the air. I had the pleasure of witnessing Griff’s expression of triumph collapse into horror seconds before I thrust my magic down in a blinding spear.

With a loud crack and a burst of white-blue, the spear struck Griff’s stone platform, shattering it like glass. Griff’s eyes snapped open wide, and his arms windmilled as he plummeted down fifty feet or more to the field. It was a drop that would have likely killed him had I not positioned the strike directly over the arena pool.

Griff plunged into the water with a sizable splash, stone remnants raining down around him like giant hailstones. The audience howled in shock and excitement, exhilarated to have finally glimpsed a decisive blow.

“Stormbringer blasts Earthshaker out of the sky!” the commentator cried. “What a masterful display of Stormcasting. This may be the end, folks!”

I descended from the air with what remained of my energy, staggering when I touched the ground. I had overexerted myself dealing with this Earthcasting menace, and part of me feared the match wasn’t over yet. But Griff, when his head finally crested above the water, only dragged himself up onto dry land and collapsed onto his back, chest heaving. The referee, clad in his bright scarlet uniform, jogged over, took one long look at Griff, and blew his whistle, signaling defeat.

The commentator’s voice rang across the stadium. “And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen! Griff Cadigan, the Earthshaker, has been defeated by the Stormbringer, Nikkeah Taranis! Stormbringer will advance to the finals to face off against one more opponent in the Invocation preliminary trials.”

Wild shrieks and screams reverberated across the field. Threads of holographic lightning flashed across the dark ceiling, casting the arena in flickering shocks of electric blue. Mounted above the stadium seats were four massive television screens, each one emblazoned with my name and face. I raised my fist in triumph, blood pumping, basking in the crowd’s contagious energy.

This. This was what I was made for. What I lived for.

With the match won, I was free to make my way over to Griff, who peered up at me from the ground, dazed. His plunge into the water had purged the dust and grime from his body and plastered his hair to his skull. Luckily for him, he had had the foresight to wear sturdier gear; otherwise, his fall would have inflicted serious damage on his skin. I offered him a hand, and he took it, pulling himself to his feet.

“You nailed me good,” he said hoarsely. His voice was barely audible over the pulsing music and raucous crowd. “Man, I thought I had you. What a waste of training time…”

“Not a waste,” I assured him, tucking my protective eyewear into the collar of my jacket. “You had me on the edge there for a while. Definitely caught me off guard with your flying trick.”

“Yeah? Well, that’s something, I guess.” He probed at his face with a few cautious fingers, grimacing. “How bad’s the damage?”

“No worse than usual.”

Griff nodded. “Well…congratulations, Stormbringer. I’m fucking pissed, but there’s just no competing with you.” He offered his hand, and I gripped it in a show of camaraderie.

“Don’t beat yourself up too much,” I said. “There’s always next year.”

“Next year.” He scoffed. “Not getting any younger, though, am I?”

The referee approached us and directed us to opposing exits. I made the march to the door with as proud a bearing as I could muster, hoping my internal injuries weren’t obvious to cameras and onlookers. Griff, on the other hand, required assistance from a cluster of medics who came spilling out into the arena in a frenzied line.

The door, manned by two security guards, slid shut behind me, sealing me off from the stadium’s commotion. Upbeat electronic music still pulsed in the floors and walls, following me down the dimly lit corridor into the locker room.

In the center of the room stood my coach, Micah Evans, his arms crossed and his attention fixed upon the wall-mounted television screen. A few other competitors of varying ranks had installed themselves here, lounging, pacing, or enjoying last-minute pep talks from their own coaches.

Micah leveled his gaze on me, his full expression hidden behind a pair of black sunglasses. “Sit down,” he ordered, and before I could protest, a trio of medics ambushed me, herding me to the nearest bench and trapping me there as if they expected me to bolt. Hands swept over my face and arms and down to my stomach, where one medic fought to free me from my jacket.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said, curling my arms protectively over my middle. “Do we have to do this here?” I was all too aware of the curious looks being directed my way.

Micah sighed quietly. “Can we relocate?” he asked the medics.

“The infirmary,” one answered. “No farther.”

And so I endured the humiliating escort from the locker room into the infirmary down the hall. The medics situated me on a semi-private cot and gingerly undressed me while Micah waited on the other side of the curtain. My sleek black jacket and leggings, riddled with scratches and small punctures, fell in a dusty heap on the floor.

“Hey, careful with those,” I protested as the medics laid me back on the cot. “They’re custom-tailored.”

“Nikkeah,” Micah warned from behind the curtain.

One medic, after examining the condition of my legs, drew a cotton blanket up to my waist. The other two congregated around my stomach, poking and prodding at the area, interrogating me on the intensity of my pain. They consulted with one another in low murmurs and then informed me, “Muscle contusion. You’re lucky. Any higher, and you’d have broken a few ribs.”

“Will it heal in time for my match next week?” I asked.

“Assuming you take it easy following our treatment, you should be fine.”

“What treatment?”

“A resident Bloodcaster will be along shortly to attend to the bruising. She will likely prescribe a cold compress and plenty of rest following her care. Try not to overwork those abdominal muscles for at least the next few days.”

I dropped my head back onto the pillow. “All right.”

With that, the medics took their leave, though not before shoving a small pile of paperwork under my nose. Micah drew up a chair beside me and observed me in silence.

“Go on,” I said with a lazy gesture. “I know you’re dying to rail at me.”

“You already know what I’m going to say.”

“Do I? Because in case you didn’t notice, I won that match.”

“By the skin of your teeth,” Micah pointed out sourly. “What did I tell you about close quarters when you have no line of sight?”

I worked my jaw, frustrated. “The alternative was too predictable. We wasted too much time trading blows that never hit. I had to do something.”

“And by ‘doing something,’ you nearly forfeited your chance at the Invocation four minutes into the match.”

I clamped my teeth down on my tongue before I could fire off a vehement retort. Micah capitalized on my silence with his own rebuke: “Your impatience will be the end of you.”

His words, however, carried an undercurrent of concern that blanched my rising temper. Before I could think of a civil reply, we were interrupted by another medic, this one emblazoned with a scarlet badge that publicly identified her as a Bloodcaster within the walls of Spectrum Stadium.

She smiled knowingly at us and pulled up her own rolling stool, settling beside me with a digital tablet in hand. “So I hear we got a little overzealous in our match today,” she began, scrolling through my chart. “How are we feeling?”

Overzealous. I resisted the urge to correct her; there was no point defending my split-second decisions on the field. “Gut and spine feel the worst,” I said briskly. “The rest is fine.”

“Any dizziness? Vision problems? Trouble focusing?”

“No.”

“Nausea or numbness?”

“Nope.”

Her head bobbed in a satisfied nod. She appeared at least several years older than I was, and while I recognized her, I could never recall her name. Then again, it was uncommon for me to suffer injuries severe enough to warrant a Bloodcaster’s attention.

“So here’s what we’ll do,” she informed me companionably. “I’ll perform a quick examination on the affected areas, just to see what we’re working with, and then I’ll do some light mending on the damaged blood vessels to speed up the recovery process. You’ll be free to go once I’m finished, but try to avoid overworking those core abdominals for a few days. A cold compress will also help. Just apply it a few times a day, no more than fifteen minutes at a time.”

When she was sure I understood, she tugged on a pair of gloves and commenced her work, examining me with minimal physical contact. Her palms hovered a couple inches over my skin as her magic conveyed to her the extent of my injuries. I felt the brush of her Bloodcasting inside me like the cool touch of a feather. It was far better than being poked and prodded, at least.

Examination complete, she turned her attention to mending. It was difficult to describe the sensation of her magic knitting together my damaged tissues and vessels, coaxing excess blood away from the surface of my skin. I shut my eyes as she worked, mostly to avoid the heat of Micah’s gaze.

“That should do it. If you run into any problems, just give us a call,” she said kindly, peeling off her gloves and tossing them into a nearby bin. “Do you need any help getting dressed?”

“I’ve got it. Thank you for your time.”

“Thank you, miss,” said Micah.

She flashed us a warm smile. “My pleasure.”

And then she was off, tapping away at her tablet as she updated my chart. Slowly, I sat myself upright, folding back the blanket, my nose full of the stench of antiseptic and metallics. Micah circled the bed and snatched my clothes off the floor, saving me the hassle of bending over for them. He offered me the leggings first, wordlessly, and when I managed to put those on, he helped me into my shirt and jacket.

“Gods, I hate Earthcasters,” I lamented. “Can’t go a single match without ruining my gear. Look how filthy I am.”

Micah opened his mouth to answer but was interrupted by a muffled ringtone—my ringtone. He opened his denim jacket and pulled my phone from an inner pocket. One look at the caller ID and his expression flattened. He held it out to me.

DARREN, read the screen.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered. Reluctantly, I took the call, answering, “It’s me.”

“Cygna’s fucking tits, Nikkeah,” blared my publicist’s voice through the speaker. “You nearly gave me a goddamn heart attack. What happened, man? Nerves get the best of you?”

I cradled the phone awkwardly against my shoulder as I picked dirt out from under my nails. “I’m fine, thanks for asking,” I said dryly.

“Of course you’re fine. You’re talking to me, aren’t you?” Darren paused to compose himself, and when he spoke again, his tone had taken on a humorous air. “I need you to win these preliminaries, man. I can’t make you a superstar if you’re off making rookie mistakes.”

Irritation seethed through me. “It wasn’t a rookie mistake,” I said tightly, and Micah’s eyebrows shot up over his sunglasses. “And I recovered, didn’t I? I’m in the damn finals. One match left. You do your job, and I’ll do mine.”

“Yeah, yeah, all right. Where are you, anyway?”

“The infirmary.”

“Oh.” Surprised silence. “Was it that bad?”

“It’s fine now. Just need to chill for a few days.”

“Okay, okay. That’s good. We can talk about the finals later. Get some rest, man. You earned it.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, ending the call with a swipe of my thumb. At Micah’s knowing expression, I added, “Don’t even.”

The corner of his mouth curled upward, partly in amusement, partly in distaste. “Come on,” he said, helping me off the cot. “Let’s get you changed.”


      ***We took the elevator to the upper floors, which housed all manner of exclusive rooms and event spaces accessible only by Spectrum champions. Decadent lounges, luxurious spas, and even a private suite were among the many indulgences offered to Spectrum’s elite. Having ascended to the rank of champion back in spring, the novelty hadn’t yet worn off for me. I wasn’t sure if it ever would; this world, with all its prestige and opulence, represented the pinnacle of my success. I had been gunning for this since I was a pre-teen, and I had earned every inch of it. 

All that was left was to conquer the Invocation.

The elevator doors opened, and Micah led me down the sprawling corridor of private suites, each one labeled with a golden plaque bearing its respective champion’s name. I recognized many of them—after all, we faced each other fairly often in the arena—but others were unfamiliar, likely recently ascended. There was never any shortage of fresh blood at Spectrum.

Upon reaching my suite, Micah flashed his ID to the reader and granted us access, shutting the door behind us. Judging by the faint scent of lemon cleaner permeating the room, housekeeping had recently paid a visit. I shrugged out of my dirty jacket and hung it up on the rack just inside the door, making a beeline for my duffel bag. I snatched it up from the living area and retreated to the bathroom.

Gods, did I look a mess. Griff’s onslaught had ruined not only my clothes but my hair, as well. The long, dark strands fell past my shoulders, frizzed and floured with dust. Tiny scrapes nicked my face where debris had struck. I spent several moments dusting myself off before relocating into the shower.

Twenty minutes later, I emerged from the bathroom fresh and fragrant, dressed in my change of clothes. Micah was installed on the couch in front of the television, rewatching my recent match. Loath as I was to join him—I was bracing myself for more of his criticism—I set aside my duffel of soiled gear and dropped onto the cushion next to him, heaving an exhausted sigh.

“Watch the gut,” Micah warned me without taking his eyes off the screen. His sunglasses were parked atop his head. After a moment, he reached over to his right and grabbed a cold bottle of lemon water, which he passed to me.

“Thanks,” I said, cracking open the bottle and drinking greedily.

Micah gestured to the screen. “Tell me what you would’ve done differently,” he instructed me.

I watched myself charge Griff and alight on his shield, fistfuls of lightning at the ready. Two seconds later, his stone spire sent me flying, and I cringed, feeling the echo of pain in my bruised gut.

Sullenly, I answered, “I would’ve thrown a spear at that shield the moment he had it up.”

“It was a great tactic, but don’t expect the same outcome every time. What else?”

“I’d have had a spear waiting for him when he lowered his guard. That, or I’d have scoped him out from the air.”

“It’s always good form to put distance between yourself and your opponent, but try not to rely too heavily on staying airborne. The longer you’re up there, the less energy you have to expend on a finishing blow. As for the spear, waiting for him to lower his guard would’ve likely ended with you smeared across the field. Never give him a chance to cast out of your line of sight.” He muted the television. “Any other ideas?”

I gave that some thought, then shrugged. “Blind pressure? Force him to lower his guard through area effect?”

“Now that would’ve been the most ideal strategy,” Micah said. “Shake up his footing, keep him moving—anything to stop him from casting. I know how tempting it is to deviate from your training, but that training is what’s going to carry you through the Invocation.”

I rose to my feet, carrying my water to the windows, which offered a wide and unobstructed view of the arena far below. From this high up, Spectrum looked like a jewel, a shell of candy red and midnight blue enclosing ten thousand seats. Only a third of those seats were currently occupied, but the stadium would reach full capacity for the Invocation.

The thought sent a nervous thrill circuiting through me. The Invocation was reserved only for the best of the best; it was the most competitive series of fights Spectrum offered and culminated in its most extraordinary rewards, including a sizable cash bonus of a hundred grand. Only champions were permitted to compete, which meant this would be my first attempt since joining Spectrum three years ago.

“You think I can do it, then?” I asked Micah, watching the groundskeepers tidy the field in preparation for the next preliminary match. “You think I can smoke the finals and the Invocation?”

“I know you can,” he answered. “As long as you stick to your training and keep the showmanship to a minimum, your chances are good. Really good.” He switched off the television. “How many more practice sessions do you think you can manage before your final?”

“Three, maybe?”

“That should be enough. Hard to say who you might be up against.”

I turned as he peeled himself off the couch. “As long as it’s not another Earth,” I said. “Or a Flame. I’d like to come out of a match relatively clean for once.”

“Sometimes I wonder whether you chose the wrong career,” Micah remarked. “Are you ready to go?”

“I guess so.”

I retrieved my duffel and strode to the door, tossing the empty water bottle in a bin on my way out. Micah locked up behind us and then dropped his sunglasses back over his eyes. The walk back to the elevator was swift, though we encountered another champion—one I didn’t recognize—on our way there. He must have been fairly new, for he bobbed his head in greeting at us without stopping to interrogate me. Veteran champions, it seemed, were always eager to confront their competitors with thinly veiled criticisms.

As the elevator slowed to a stop on the ground floor, Micah stepped forward, a bastion ready to part a crowd. The doors slid open on the massive stadium lobby, a confluence of competitors and spectators alike. Here, patrons and media outlets flocked in plagues, hoping to glimpse their favorite competitors or nab a few candid photos. Fortunately, our section of the lobby was enclosed behind a crowd control barrier and patrolled by security guards—measures that were installed a few years back following several instances of harassment.

Even now, as Micah escorted me to an adjacent elevator, a few dozen patrons, journalists, and cameramen congregated behind the barrier, phones and mics at the ready. In shrill and brash voices, they called me by title, begging for autographs, photos, and quick interviews. Darren Powell, my publicist, had always advised me to pay heed to these people, even if only briefly. “The best thing you can do for your fans is to notice them,” he had told me a couple seasons back.

And so I approached the barrier with a pleasant smile and indulged several of my fans while Micah played the role of bouncer, disentangling me when some of them got too clingy. Micah himself was even asked for a photo, though he politely declined and offered an autograph instead. The journalists were the worst of the bunch; they attempted to snipe me with cutting remarks about my ‘near miss,’ as they called it. These, I ignored entirely.

When Micah decided I had had enough—three minutes, tops—he gently detached me from the ravenous masses and guided me back to the elevators. I offered one last wave to the onlookers before the doors closed around us.

“Those fucking vultures,” I muttered.

“They’re only going to get worse the closer we get to the Invocation,” Micah replied, knowing full well I meant the journalists, not the fans. “All we can do is ignore them. As much as I hate saying it, leave the publicity to Darren.”

The elevator dumped us out at the lower level of the employee parking garage. We picked our way through rows of cars before arriving at Micah’s. It was a sporty little thing, a nine-year-old relic of his younger days. Like him, the car was more understated than flashy, with a metallic blue coat and a velvety black interior trimmed with silver. The seats and carpets smelled like cedar with an underlying note of cigarette smoke.

After all the times I’d ridden in this car over the years, it felt like a second home, comfortable and familiar. I settled into the bucket seat and stuffed the duffel bag in the footwell.

The engine purred to life. Micah sat for a moment, hands at rest on the bottom of the steering wheel. He propped his sunglasses momentarily on the crown of his head and spoke at the windshield.

“You did good today,” he said. “You bounced back and used your opponent’s defenses against him. I should give you more credit for that. I just… I don’t want to see you fail before you even reach the Invocation.”

“I won’t fail,” I assured him. “I was taught by the best.”

He glanced askance at me. In the darkness of the car, his eyes looked almost black as opposed to their usual copper. “I didn’t take you for an ass kisser,” he said, amused, and he pulled out of our parking spot, dropping his sunglasses back into place.
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BENEATH HIS WING





It was almost sunset when Micah dropped me off at my apartment with a bag of takeout from Farina Fresca and a reminder to ice my healing contusion. I made the trek up to my door burdened like a pack mule and settled in for a night of relaxation. 

Highland Court was a high-rise apartment building nestled in the business district near downtown. I had moved in shortly after ascending to the rank of champion, delighted to have finally been able to afford the rent. Prior to that, I had lived uptown with Micah in his quietly wealthy neighborhood—an offer he made me when we met. Convenient as the arrangement was during my formative years, it had always been my dream to live in a luxury apartment of my own, one with a breathtaking view of Eth Nalore and Mount Fenra, our local stratovolcano.

I was halfway through my meal when my phone buzzed out a notification. Dread compounded in my gut as I remembered Darren’s insistence on calling me later. But when I glanced at the screen, I saw not his name, but my sister’s, accompanied by a brief message: Just saw your match. Are you okay?

Gahera was the only family member with whom I kept in regular contact after I left home. Growing up, we were inseparable, the two youngest scions of House Taranis eager to escape our parents’ oppressive and unrealistic expectations. Now, we were both making our own ways in the world, unlike my brother Cathaire, who, as the firstborn child, wholeheartedly embraced the life our parents projected onto him.

I’m fine, just bruised, I texted back to Gahera, picking at the remnants of a flatbread. Then, forestalling additional probing questions, I added, Resting for a few days. Outside my window, the setting sun gilded neighboring high-rises and the stout, pale body of Mount Fenra on the horizon. Halfway through autumn, snow had already capped its peak.

Oh, good, she wrote. We should have tea soon, or lunch. I have some things I need to work on this week, but maybe after your next match? Can’t believe you’re in the finals!

Have more faith in me, sister dearest, I teased. Let me know when you’re free.

For the next three days, per doctor’s orders, I took things easy, icing my bruised gut in brief intervals while watching recordings of my most recent matches. Even after seven years of training with Micah, he still insisted I review my fights in this manner. It’d keep me sharp, he said, and help me identify my weaknesses. By now, I had squared away most of my flaws—or so I believed—but with the final preliminary match looming around the corner, I found myself glued to the television screen, dissecting every movement my digital self made.

When I wasn’t doing that, I was browsing articles for updates on the Invocation, frequently checking the names of all the finalists. To my surprise, one finalist was a Bloodcaster; only a handful of Bloodcasters existed across the ranks at Spectrum, partly because of cultural prejudice and partly because their magic was more difficult to observe at a distance. Spectrum officials made a point of ensuring competitors didn’t kill each other on the field by installing referees and spotters at each match. Since Bloodcasting was a surreptitious school of magic, performed beneath a subject’s skin, Bloodcasters were often winnowed out through stricter requirements such as additional licenses and training.

All this, and a Bloodcaster still made it to the preliminary finals. Millan de Cora. I was impressed.

On the evening of the third day, Micah sent me a text claiming he’d reserved one of the fields at Spectrum Park for the following morning. I was relieved to finally get back into training after idling for so long. I craved action.

And so, on the morning of the fourth day, I sprang out of my bed at six in the morning and ushered myself into the bathroom. I changed into my training gear, inhaled a protein shake, tied my hair back, and was out the door twenty minutes later with my duffel slung over my shoulder.

Micah was waiting for me out front, engine purring, wipers ticking a slow metronome over the windshield. I slid into the passenger’s seat.

“How’s the gut?” Micah asked me in lieu of a greeting.

“Good as new. I’m glad to be out of the damn house. I was getting restless.”

“Nobody said you had to confine yourself to your apartment,” Micah said, amused.

“And here I thought I’d behave for once.”

Micah glanced at me knowingly as he pulled away from the curb. My nerves were as obvious to him as the freckles on my face. Mercifully, he let the subject drop.

Eth Nalore bustled with the energy of working folk. It was drizzling, but only a small percentage of pedestrians carried umbrellas, and they were all likely foreigners. Levanoris wasn’t exactly a country known for endless sunshine; visitors had a hard time adapting to that, especially if they came from sunnier climes like those of Skaara and Ethura. With the frequent rainfall, however, came a temperate climate that suited me perfectly. I despised sun and swelter.

On a massive lot behind Spectrum Stadium sat Spectrum Park, one of few caster training sites in Eth Nalore. I began training here with Micah the day I officially became a rookie. The facility was built to withstand magical wear and tear, and it catered to each school of magic, allowing rising and existing champions to hone their skills in both interior and exterior environments. No one but Spectrum competitors and their coaches were allowed access.

Micah parked in a small garage adjacent to the main building and retrieved his own duffel bag from the backseat. Together, we walked the short distance to the building and checked in at a desk in the lobby. Echoed here was Spectrum’s bold color scheme, candy red and midnight blue intertwined with light gray and black. Enlarged photos of celebrity casters offered moral support from every wall.

Micah ushered me down the hall toward the outdoor practice fields. “Is there anything in particular you want to focus on today?” he asked.

“Target practice,” I answered after a moment’s thought. “And area effect.”

He nodded, holding the door open for me at the end of the corridor. We stepped out onto a gravel path and proceeded toward our reserved field. Walls, easily twenty feet high, kept our activities relatively private from the outside world. Here, it was just me and Micah and the drizzle collecting on our hair and coats—though we could hear other casters training in the adjacent fields.

Micah shed his jacket and jeans, revealing his lightweight training gear underneath, and tied his hair back into a tiny ponytail. I set down my bag on the nearest bench and warmed up with the usual breathing and circulation exercises, which Micah insisted on before every session. In fact, he joined me in moments, letting the static run freely through his veins.

I enjoyed our training sessions, if only for the opportunity to cast alongside Micah, who had a rigid no-magic policy outside of Spectrum. He was too afraid of being arrested, too afraid mundanes or Caster Enforcement agents would jump him at the first sign of sparks. I had watched countless recordings of Micah’s old matches over the years, but they never held a candle to the real thing. Here, I got to witness the Shockhunter in action.

Micah set up small targets across the field, dozens of yards away from where I stood. It was a standard exercise for honing precision; he usually had me strike the targets with a lightning bolt, ball, or spear—a feat that increased in difficulty the farther away I was from a target. I worked magic into my palms and set off at a run, nailing each target while on the move. We repeated this exercise multiple times from increasing distances until I finally missed one. Then, Micah set them back in order and instructed me to strike them from the air. I wheeled above the field, trusting my power to keep me aloft, and smote one target after the other. Let the bolt follow your eyes, as Micah had taught me.

Once satisfied, we switched gears to area effect casting, where I practiced various ways to strike the targets without a clear line of sight. I rarely hit the target directly, but that wasn’t the point of the exercise. I alternated between utilizing wind and lightning, calling down bolts from the sky or buffeting the targets with wild gusts. Every unique application of casting I could think of, I attempted.

After a quick break, during which I chugged half a bottle of lemon water, I faced off against Micah directly. In the arena, dueling another Stormcaster often felt like twice the competition as we vied for the right to claim dominion over our element. Who wielded the storm to its full extent? Who lived it, breathed it, embodied it?

Dueling Micah, however, felt like dueling a god. He was my maker, after all. He had reached down from the heavens and taken me beneath his wing so that he might pass down his ancient wisdom. Shockhunter, they called him, in honor of the lightning spears he so expertly conjured. To be on the receiving end of one of those spears was a blessing as much as it was a curse.

At this point in my training, I was well-equipped to evade most of what Micah threw at me. He was relentless, his speed and precision honed from two decades of competitive casting, but I was young and fit and determined to prove myself worthy in the face of the greatest challenge of my career. I pushed myself to my limits, forced him to give ground. I suspected he was holding back, though, as he was never keen on risking injury before an upcoming match.

By the end of our session, we were both winded—me more than him. We polished off our waters and retreated into the locker rooms to shower off the morning’s sweat and grime.

On our way out to the lobby, I was halted by a familiar voice.

“Stormbringer!”

Micah and I turned in unison. Stepping in from outside were two ladies I instantly recognized: Hydrocaster champion Lidia Merante and her coach, Carina Lovera. The pair of them were just as flushed as we had been, surely from a vigorous training session.

“Hailstorm,” I shot back, flashing a grin. “I didn’t know you had a field booked. I saw you’re a finalist. When’s your match?”

“In two days,” she said. “You?”

“Three.”

“Imagine if we both compete in the Invocation,” she mused, smoothing back dark strands of hair that had escaped her bun. “I admit, I worry. You are not an easy opponent.”

Her voice carried a slight Hadrian accent with clear vowels and melodious intonation. Vaguely, I recalled that she had lived across the river in Rivento before deciding she wanted to be a Spectrum superstar in Eth Nalore. I’d heard dozens of similar stories from fellow competitors. Spectrum was no longer an oddball fixture for Eth Nalorean locals; it was an international destination.

“No one will be easy,” I reminded her, though a glimmer of satisfaction coursed through me. “It’ll be tough, that’s for sure.”

“Tough and bloody,” said Carina. “Everybody shows their teeth in the Invocation. Best be careful, champ.”

“I will, Carina, thanks. Best of luck to you both.”

“We’ll see you on the other side.”

The pair disappeared into the women’s locker room, leaving Micah and I free to return to the car. I all but collapsed into the passenger seat, calm and sated.

“Better?” Micah asked, turning the key.

“Better. I’m starving, though. Wanna hit up that little sandwich place around the corner?”

“It wouldn’t kill you to cook every once in a while, you know.”

I scoffed. “We live in the country’s food capital. Why should I waste my money on shitty, home-cooked fare when there are so many superior options around me?”

Micah couldn’t argue with that.
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COLDSNAP





It had all begun with an eighteen-year-old runaway scouring the city for a place to call his own. 

I planned well, or so I had thought. With high school behind me, I was free to pursue my dream of becoming a Spectrum champion—something my parents, both politicians, disparaged as fatuous and self-serving. All throughout my childhood, I had suffered diatribe after diatribe criticizing my interests and passions and reinforcing the need for a ‘career with substance,’ as my mother had often said.

A young person could only withstand so much abuse before they snapped. One night, a month or so after I graduated, I weighted down a suitcase and backpack with as many clothes, valuables, and necessities as I could carry, phoned in a taxi after midnight, and escaped the Taranis estate while the rest of my family slept on, oblivious. I didn’t know where I was going; I only knew I had to get away from my parents before the noose closed around my neck.

At that time, I had about a thousand dollars to my name, funds that my parents had granted me in case of an emergency. In the backseat of the taxi, with the dark wooded acreage surrounding the estate whipping past my window, I couldn’t help but recognize the irony of my situation, running away from my parents on my parents’ dime. I knew, however, that the money would not last—not with the cost of living in Eth Nalore. Apartments and hotel rooms were a no-go. Too expensive. Nor did I trust hostels, which I suspected were largely reserved for mundanes. My pride did not allow me to consider rooming with a friend, either.

No. I had to do this alone. I would show my parents how capable I was, even if it meant forsaking all the luxuries I was accustomed to at the estate. And I believed I knew where to start: the Burial Pit.

Most locals knew Eth Nalore had been built—or, rather, rebuilt—on the bones of a preceding city. Old Eth Nalore, as it was now officially called, had been established by our Volcaic ancestors over three hundred years ago as a hub for trade along the Alora River. As with any town built beside a major waterway, Old Eth Nalore swiftly flourished. Immigrants, new and profitable industries, hearty appetites for money and power—the whole package. The City of Spires swiftly grew from seed to sprawling oak over the course of decades.

This changed when, in the winter of 2959, the Volcaic Council of Houses abandoned Old Eth Nalore in an event now known as the Winter Burial, a complete and systematic interment of the city into the bowels of the earth. No one alive in the modern day can quite agree on what exactly had happened to convince the Council to take such extreme measures. Countless theories and urban legends later arose as explanations for the city’s demise, but an official statement from the Council declared the caster population at fault, citing their involvement in dangerous magics that rendered the old capital toxic and structurally unsound.

Rather than rebuild Eth Nalore away from ground zero, however, the Council chose to plant their new flag over the buried remains of the so-called ‘tainted’ city, declaring a new era of remembrance and rebirth for surviving citizens. Decades-old sources suggested casters were among those employed to complete the grim task of interring the city—Earth and Hydrocasters for excavation, Flamecasters for torching all evidence of a preceding civilization. All the materials that could’ve been reused or recycled for the new city were left to rot like bodies beneath the earth.

Mundanes declared the underground city treacherous, but for casters who now felt burdened or threatened by a prejudiced society and its stricter regulations, it was a haven, a sprawling expanse of subterranean streets, passages, and hideaways unvisited and unregulated by the Caster Enforcement Agency and the Council of Houses. Within a decade, the undercity—later known as the Burial Pit—became the safest destination for casters seeking refuge from the hostilities and injustices of their mundane neighbors.

It was, in the mind of an eighteen-year-old, the optimal destination for a caster runaway seeking opportunity.

So there I was on the rain-soaked streets of Eth Nalore, somewhere well past midnight, losing all the feeling in my face as I navigated the freezing autumn night in search of an entrance to the Pit. I had heard at least a dozen or more existed, but they did not appear on any map accessible to topsiders. I scoured alleyways with my drenched luggage, miserable and ticked off, dreaming of a hot shower and a soft bed.

As the night dragged on, cold, fatigue, and frustration brought me low. I bought a hot coffee from a convenience store and situated myself in a covered alley between a hole-in-the-wall Askari restaurant and a dingy mattress shop. Electronic club beats flowed down the neon-lit street. The occasional car rolled past, tires hissing across damp pavement. I clung to the comforting scent and flavor of coffee for as long as my insulated cup allowed and then huddled up beside my luggage to wait out the night. In the haze of cigarette smoke, passing headlights, chatting revelers, and persistent rainfall, I began to regret my decision to forgo a hotel room. I had not expected the search for underground access to go so poorly—the presumptuousness of a teenage mind, no doubt.

Sharp laughter cut through the gauzy fatigue clouding my senses. My attention snapped down the alley, where three men stood silhouetted against the greenish-orange glow of shop lights across the main street. Their conversation halted as they considered me—an unknown shape veiled in black—and then picked up again as they murmured to one another.

Unease pooled in my belly as they stalked closer, predators on the hunt. One pointed his phone’s flashlight at me. I raised my arm to shield my eyes.

“Oh, damn,” another one laughed. His fist was curled around a booze bottle wrapped in a paper bag.

The third one had a voice as greasy as he smelled. “You lost, sweetheart? What’re you doing hiding back here?”

“Fuck off,” I muttered. I was used to being harassed at school by pubescent boys—not grown men on the street. I didn’t know how far I could go to defend myself.

“No need for that,” said the first man. “It’s not safe out here, love. Come with us. We’ll get you warm and dry.”

“You seriously think I’m gonna fall for that?” I snapped. “Get the hell out of my face.”

I learned early on in life that men with damaged egos respond poorly to rejection, especially when issued from people they assume are defenseless. To deny these bastards their delusions meant invoking their wrath—something I, as a budding Stormcaster, felt I was capable of enduring.

So when they advanced on me, reeking of drunken rage and fractured masculinity, I flung a ball of lightning into the face of the closest man.

He staggered back with a shriek, lost his balance, and fell flat on his ass. His booze bottle slipped from his grip and smashed into the pavement. Fearful and enraged, the two remaining men charged me, and while I did strike one in the leg with a second burst of lightning, the other man barreled into me. My spine collided with the alley wall; my breath left me in a rush.

“You vicious little bitch,” the man snarled as his forearm crushed my windpipe. Salaciousness and savagery went hand in hand, after all. He would demonstrate his superiority the only way he knew how.

The edges of my vision grew dark. I couldn’t breathe. No matter how much I struggled, I could not physically oppose this man. He was soon joined by his friend—the one I’d struck in the leg. At that point, I couldn’t tell whether they were trying to assault me or kill me. I was concerned only with my survival.

Then, after what felt like minutes, the pressure on my throat vanished. I felt myself topple sideways, where my luggage broke my fall. The air felt colder than it ever had that night; my panicked breaths came out in thick plumes. I mapped out my surroundings with groping hands while my vision slowly returned to me.

“Next time, I’ll freeze more than just your extremities,” I heard someone say quietly. A silhouette dropped into my line of sight, crouching at my side.

“Are you all right?” the stranger asked me.

I blinked rapidly, clearing the last of the fuzz from my vision. A young man, perhaps a few years older than me, pulled me carefully to my feet. I steadied myself against the wall and surveyed the scene. All three men lay sprawled across the alley, unmoving, their limbs encased in solid ice.

“I think so,” I answered hoarsely. My throat ached something fierce. “You certainly have good timing. Thank you.”

“It won’t stay that way. The CEA will swoop in soon enough.”

Dark-haired and wiry, the stranger stood a head taller than me, a windbreaker draped over his shoulders and a pair of thick-rimmed glasses perched halfway down his nose, the lenses dotted with raindrops.

When I didn’t immediately answer, he prompted, “Will you be okay? You look like you’re out of your element.”

His bluntness caught me pleasantly by surprise. I choked out a laugh, heat flushing my cold-numbed face. “That obvious, huh? I guess you could say I’m lost. I was looking for…sanctuary.”

“Sanctuary,” he repeated slowly. A thoughtful pause. “You’re looking for the Pit.”

“I didn’t realize the entrances would be so hard to find,” I said sheepishly. “All the stories made it sound like they were obvious.”

“They can be if you know what you’re looking for. Most are marked. Some aren’t. I’ll show you one. I was headed there anyway.”

I was surprised by my luck. “Really? Thank you. This is all new to me.”

“We’d better go. Someone will find these idiots soon enough.” He gestured lazily at the fallen men.

On our way out of the alley, I verified that the men were still breathing. Bad enough that this charming young stranger and I had wielded magic against other people. Killing them would have certainly resulted in jail time for us—or worse.

But the thought of consequences was far from my mind, for I was being escorted straight into the lawless wilderness of the Burial Pit, where the CEA couldn’t touch me. There was practically a skip in my step as I navigated the streets alongside my savior, basking in the thrumming pulse of The City of Spires. Even the rain, dreary and oppressive as it had felt that night, did not dampen my spirits—nor me, it seemed.

For despite the steady downpour, I had kept unusually dry, as though an invisible barrier had shielded me and my belongings. I recalled my attackers, bound in cocoons of solid ice, and finally registered the obvious: this stranger was a Hydrocaster.

He said, “Rowan.”

“What?”

“My name. It’s Rowan. Rowan Lucca.”

“Oh! Sorry. I’m Nikkeah.” My surname, I had decided, would remain a secret. No one in the Burial Pit needed to know I belonged to one of the city’s historical houses.

We walked for twenty minutes or so, during which the rain finally relented. We had ended up in the historic district, where the city’s oldest buildings congregated in the traditional Volcaic style, dark and austere, the skyline brimming with spires and stained glass and elegant tracery. Rowan led me down a vacant street of dilapidated storefronts, each one long abandoned, and stopped before one such building that, according to the weathered signage, used to be a small grocery.

“We tend to mark the entrances with skulls,” he informed me, trailing his fingers over the door. “Here. It looks like this.”

“Oh, I get it. Burial Pit. Skulls.” I cracked a smile.

Rowan shouldered open the door, pausing on the threshold to check the store’s interior. “Seems clear. Come on.”

I wheeled my luggage after him, spinning a ball of lightning in my free hand to light the way forward. The air reeked of dust and mildew with a hint of rot. Rowan headed straight to the back room, past warped shelving units, moldering cartons, and all the other detritus of a failed business. At one point, I had to maneuver my way past a collapsed ceiling tile.

A thrill of excitement shot through me. Here it was, the first chapter of my new life, kicking off with a plunge into the city’s underbelly.

In the back room, Rowan revealed a staircase that descended into a cellar of sorts, likely used for cool storage back before air conditioning became more widespread. At the bottom landing, I turned to survey the room and found, to my surprise, that it was tidy—if not a little dank—and stocked with various supplies. Necessities, I realized upon closer inspection. Blankets, water bottles, canned foods, toiletries, and more sat packaged in cardboard boxes and milk crates, free for the taking.

When I asked Rowan about this, he explained, “They’re donations. I think they’re intended mostly for the kids, but anyone is free to take what they need as they come and go.” His brows scrunched together. “Not everyone in the Pit is virtuous, though. Scalpers often prey on this stuff since it’s in high demand.”

That didn’t surprise me. I wasn’t entirely naive; I expected there would be unscrupulous individuals dwelling in the city’s bowels. I didn’t let that deter me, though.

From the cellar, Rowan led me through an adjacent passage that descended sharply into the earth. Every so often, a hanging lantern offered us scant illumination to guide our way forward. Paving stones spared our feet from the dirt and offered us a measure of stability, though they tore up the wheels on my suitcase.

By the time we reached the end of the passage, I was shivering. My clothes were still damp from the earlier rains, and the chill of the tunnel had deepened the farther we’d gone. Rowan had silently offered me his windbreaker, which I accepted if only to stop myself from looking like a nervous wreck.

For we had arrived at the Burial Pit in all its grungy glory.

I had expected a replica: crumbling city bones preserved neatly beneath a thick layer of dirt and rock, perhaps reminiscent of the historic district somewhere above our heads. I hadn’t expected to see a dystopia of stone, steel, and refuse. In a span of seconds, the romantic allure of an old, buried city was obliterated. I stood gaping at the sprawl of worn passages, decrepit storefronts, and graffiti-laden walls. Denizens lurked in the hazy light, conversed lowly, sifted through garbage piles and salvage, or paced the alleys like street dogs in search of their next meal.

Rowan must have identified the expression of horror on my face because he murmured, “Do you want to go back?”

Yes, I thought in a panic. This place was filthy and reeked of days-old trash and piss and dampness. Back at the estate, I had a spotless room with a fresh, soft bed and en-suite bathroom, all its fixtures polished to a shine.

I was miles out of my comfort zone, and Rowan knew it. But I answered, “No. I can’t go back. How big is this place, anyway?”

Rowan’s gaze scanned the cavernous chamber. “Big. Hard to estimate the full size. Casters have expanded it over the last century—claimed it as a proper caster city.”

“Is there power? Running water?”

“In some places. Living next to a river has its perks.” A tactful pause. “It’s not like topside, just so you know.”

“I know. I wasn’t expecting it to be like…like what I’m used to.”

He turned to me, expressionless. “What were you planning to do when you came down here?” he wondered.

My confidence retreated from my body like a tide from shore. After the dose of reality I’d had that night, my dreams abruptly felt insubstantial, farcical, like those of a rebellious child.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I came down here intending to hone my casting skills. Now that I’m here, I…don’t know where I should go or what I should do.”

“You can stay with me for a while,” Rowan offered.

My stomach somersaulted in hopeful delight. “Seriously?”

“It takes time to adjust down here. Better to have some company while you do.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, but in that moment, I was already smitten with Rowan. I followed him through the Pit like a duckling, drawing intense stares from inhabitants lurking nearby. At this time of night, the only people out and about were those who thrived in darkness—not that the locals ever saw much daylight down here. Rowan and I passed countless little shops packed with junk and salvage, boarded with plywood, or barred with iron grating to protect shopkeepers. Propaganda was plentiful, expressing deep-seated hatred of the mundanes, the CEA, and the Council, but so was the street art, the vibrancy and creativity of which reminded me all too well of the arts district in the upper city.

It occurred to me as we walked that the Burial Pit was not simply a large, underground bunker like I had previously imagined. Casters who had flocked here over the last several decades had transformed these tunnels and soulless ruins into a flourishing city suitable for both habitation and recreation. From makeshift homes and businesses to neon-lit lounges and library nooks, casters had reclaimed Old Eth Nalore and shaped it with every ounce of stubborn persistence they possessed. I had nothing but respect for these people.

By the time we reached our destination, fatigue had caught up with me. I watched in weary interest as Rowan led me up to a massive, half-buried structure with shattered stained glass windows and relief work scrawled into the black stone exterior. This could have been a town hall, I thought, or perhaps a library; it was difficult to determine when so little of the original structure remained. Propped up against the wall was a sign that proclaimed in bold red letters DO NO HARM.

Rowan pushed open the heavy door and ushered me into the building. Candles flickered into view all around the room, dimly illuminating ornate columns, archways, and rib vaulting that had either collapsed or been swallowed by the earth in the Winter Burial. The black marble floor, similarly, had suffered its fair share of strain, cracked as it was in so many places. I stood and gawked and tried to wrap my mind around the notion of casters and mundanes dismantling this beautiful building and burying it far beneath our feet as if it were nothing more than a casket full of bones to inter. It didn’t seem possible.

And yet, here it was, sound and sturdy enough to host nearly a hundred people within its walls. My eyes roved over them all as they sat scattered across the floor, heads bowed, hands lifted as if in prayer.

Because this hadn’t been a town hall or a library. At the back of the room stood a silvered statue of the goddess Cygnus, her figure curled around a large, shallow basin of water reminiscent of the full moon.

I could barely spit out the words. “This is…”

“Her old cathedral,” Rowan murmured reverently.

Candlelights glittered in his eyes.
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