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1. Haunted In His Sleep

Black shadows shifted and twisted through the dark air, hissing and whispering as they passed.
The walls contracted and expanded, and a loud moaning could be heard reverberating through
the darkness at each deliberate movement. Drifting deeper into the lightless abyss, the
whispers grew louder and louder as the descent grew longer, until they cultivated to become
deafening shouts and shrieks for escape. Sinful groans and shrills of spite echoed, bouncing off
of each other until one was in a hell of screams. Under the sickening screeches, faint voices
belonging to unknown people could be heard from beyond the receding walls, one from above
and another lower down. Falling deeper still into the shadows, the voice below began to slowly
rise until elevating above as the voice from above grew weaker as the distance became greater
until finally disappearing. Suddenly, what felt to be a vacuum of dark fog pushed the shadows
upward. The shaft of darkness whipped back and forth violently before slamming down onto an
invisible surface. The shadows drew back and a very dull, grey glow was visible, blocked by a
huge dune of inky black, atop which stood a figure, dressed in a flowing, brown cloak and
overcastting hood.

Is that me?

The boy opened his eyes, cold sweat running down his face and glistened in the sunlight that
broke through the wooden frame window at the left wall. He pulled off his thick, silken red
covers and slid over to the edge of the mattress which was tucked into the roomé&rsquo;s
corner, holding his face in his hands as he bent over in perplexity. Ruffling his snow white hair,
he then looked to the elaborately carved door, which stood some ten feet before the bed, just a
crack open, sunlight flooding in from the opening. He rubbed his eyes and lifted himself from
the bed, hunched over slightly from lassitude, and slowly made his way to the wardrobe at the
other side of the room. Grasping its golden knobs, he creaked its double doors open and looked
up to the assortment of illustrious-looking clothes and capes and shoes that were aligned along
its width. He randomly pulled out a lavender vest with a high-collar cloak and black trousers,
threw them on, laced his shoes, and stepped out the door.

As the boy sleepily dropped his feet down the staircase against the stone wall, he saw a man
with jade-colored hair and donning a scarlet coat and cape laced with golden thread. The man
was seated at the wooden dining table in the room below smiling up at the boy as he
descended the steps.

"Well, well. Here he comes," Gai announced, smiling as he stood from his chair, setting the cup
of steaming coffee he held in his fingers onto the table. "Looking even more majestic than
yesterday, | might add." He walked up to the boy with open arms and held him tightly, his chin
just over the boy&rsquo;s ivory shock of hair. "A handsome young man youé&rsquo;ve become,
Albeo. Just like your father." He released his hold on the boy to see him smiling tenuously back
up at him.

"Honestly, Gai. | wish you wouldn&rsquo;t call him that,” said a beautiful woman with long, dark
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hair and bright, blue robes set a plate of eggs and sausages onto the table. "He does have a
first name, you know."

"But, Haruka, the name Albeo ran in his father&rsquo;s family. He of course would&rsquo;ve
wanted it to continue, do you not agree?" Gai defended himself, turning to the woman with a
friendly smile. "You should&rsquo;ve honored him with it as his first, rather than giving him the
title of &lsquo;Akihiro&rsquo; and letting &lsquo;Albeo&rsquo; to be his middle, so that it could
hidden away as a mere initial. Regardless..." He turned back to the boy. "Happy Birthday,
Albeo! Not every day that a young man turns fifteen."

"Thanks," Albeo spoke, smiling, his weariness evident in his weak voice. He leaned his head to
the side to look past Gai, who stood in his immediate vision, and looked to the dining table, its
cushioned chairs empty.

"Is Fuyuka here?" he asked, still looking to the table, the warm scent of a delectable breakfast
pleasantly filling his nose.

"She refuses to come in," said Haruka as she set a glass of orange juice beside the plate of hot
food. "She said she doesn&rsquo;t want to...Get away, Ossy! No!" She flicked her wrist, waving
away the small, shaggy dog that was poking its nose over the sausages on the ceramic plate.
As Haruka lightly flicked its snout, the dog jumped off of the table and ran past Albeo and Gai,
scampering up the staircase. "Now eat." She pulled out the chair in front and smiled at him
warmly. "I made a special birthday breakfast for you."

"Sorry, mom, | can&rsquo;t,” Albeo stated, although he seemed tempted, his eyes resting on
the delicious-looking meal. "l&rsquo;ll be late for school.”

"Oh. Alright," Haruka spoke, sounding a bit disappointed. "Have a good day, then. Don&rsquo;t
get into trouble with the school.”

Albeo gave her a nod and a slim smile at her joke, grabbing his books off a tall stool by the
kitchen sink and stepping out the front door. The sky was clear with small patches of cloud
drifting over the flowery meadows. Albeo squinted slightly in the sudden radiance of bright
sunlight. Closing the door behind him, he took notice of a rather attractive girl with long, jade
hair that extended to her waist and sky blue cast down over her ankles. She looked a bit
impatient, standing before him and looking on him with tumultuous, green eyes and tightly
holding a stack of leather books to her chest with one arm.

"Good morning, Fuyuka," Albeo greeted with an innocent smile.

"You&rsquo;re going to make us late again,” Fuyuka stated sternly, her eyes unflinching.

"We could&rsquo;ve left earlier if you&rsquo;d have come inside to get me," Albeo spoke softly
as the two began their walk down the open path that stretched through the grassy hills and

stone houses.

"And get attacked by that murderous hound of yours? Are you mad?" she snapped, looking
more resentful than ever.
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"Ossy is not &lsquo;murderous&rsquo;,” he said hastily but faintly in his dog&rsquo;s defense.
"He&rsquo;s my mother&rsquo;s loyal dog. He was there since before | was born, and
he&rsquo;s never killed anyone before."

"I&rsquo;m sure he&rsquo;s killed something," she muttered under her breath.

There was silence for a while as the two continued down the bare path towards school. The
trees were now almost bear as autumn was drawing to a close, the last of their red and yellow
leaves detaching from their branches and being whisked away in the crisp, fall breeze. Fuyuka
broke the silence after looking down to her left hand which was being held tightly by Albeo. She
jerked her head slightly and gave his hand an affronted look as her face turned a light shade of
pink. She then shifted her eyes up to look onto Albeo, who was facing forward as though
nothing was unusual or out of place.

"D-Doné&rsquo;t you think it&rsquo;s time that you stopped holding my hand, Akihiro?" said
Fuyuka, irritation quite apparent in her voice despite her brief stutter.

"Huh?" Albeo said, turning his head almost immediately to her with a puzzled expression.
"What? What was that?"

"Stop holding my hand whenever we go outside,” Fuyuka said as bluntly as she could, raising
her voice a little, jerking her hand away from his.

"What? But why?" Albeo asked with a concerned expression on his face, his eyes a bit larger
than before.

"l don&rsquo;t want people getting the wrong idea, alright?" she immediately answered him, as
though she had prepared saying this the previous night. "After all," she began, brushing her
long, streaming her over her shoulder. "I am a highly desirable young woman."

"You are?" he questioned legitimately, receiving a whack on the back of his head as a reply.
"Ow! What was that for?" he asked, rubbing the spot where she had struck him.

"Just hurry up,” she said a bit angrily, pacing ahead of him. "God, are you really older than me?"

Looking confused and distraught, Albeo nevertheless hurried his feet to catch up with her as
she distanced herself away. He had never been the most confident student at his school. Not
only did he have a problem with nerves, but he also became frightened at things quite easily. If
someone were to disturb him at his desk while he was reading a book and tap him on his
shoulder, he would immediately jump up and shout, falling to the ground and having the entire
class laugh at him. All except for Fuyuka, who would often come to his rescue, helping him up
and shouting away anyone who dare make fun of him. Their relationship was pretty much like
that. Of course, having a girl for a bodyguard only seemed to make the taunting worse, and the
fact that she was younger than him by five months didn&rsquo;t exactly help, nor did the fact
that he wasn&rsquo;t exactly the tallest boy in his school either.

In English class that day, Albeo asked the teacher if he could go to the Nurse&rsquo;s office.

When she asked what was wrong, he said that he had gotten a paper cut. Fuyuka buried her
head in her textbook as she sent him back to his desk, a few students in the front row
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shickering in their seats. During Biology, the class was dissecting parasite toads. As Albeo was
holding a small knife in his trembling hand over the toad&rsquo;s belly, it suddenly jumped up
and leapt onto his face, sucking on his nose at which Albeo screamed for help. Fuyuka and the
teacher had to come to help pull the amphibian off. To his great dismay and shock,
Albeo&rsquo;s nose had shrunken two sizes, and was sent to the nurse for examination. She
said that his nose was fine, but he spent the rest of the morning rubbing it to make sure that he
had not received any warts. At lunch, Albeo and Fuyuka were sitting beside each other at one
of the tables (though not too closely, at Fuyuka&rsquo;s request) next to a group of boys, one
of which was apparently a spellcaster and had turned his soup into a frog, picked it up, and held
it up to his nose, pretending that he was being attacked by it. Fuyuka ignored him, although
Albeo seemed a bit unsettled.

"Well, if it isn&rsquo;t Toad Snogger," came a voice from behind the two. They turned to see a
tall, handsome young man with fox ears poking out from his head of amber hair standing behind
them, smiling smugly as two girls giggled quietly at his sides.

"Just because you&rsquo;ve never kissed a girl, Feodore," Fuyuka addressed him, unfazed.
"And his name is Akihiro Albeo Baryk, if you don&rsquo;t mind."

"Oh, right," he said, looking to Albeo, who sat next to her a bit nervously. "Sorry, Albeeoh."”

"lIt&rsquo;s Al-bay-oh," Fuyuka sternly pronounced for the seemingly slow young man. "Maybe
if you would pay attention in English more, instead of picking your nose, you would learn to
pronounce names correctly."

"l told you, | was checking for unkempt nostril hair!" Feodore snapped at her. "Some of us care
whether it&rsquo;s just hanging out or not." He gave Fuyuka an incriminating look. It took all of
Fuyuka&rsquo;s self-restraint not to give him a good punch in the jaw, leering at him fiercely.
Albeo merely hung his head, avoiding eye contact with him. Feodore, looking at him in his
weakened state, merely grinned. "You&rsquo;d best stop being such a thumb sucker, Albeeoh.
You&rsquo;ll never make it like that in man&rsquo;s world."

"I don&rsquo;t know if he&rsquo;d want to make it in man&rsquo;s world if you&rsquo;re like
what all the men are like," Fuyuka said sharply, coming to Albeo&rsquo;s aid once again.

"You&rsquo;re just snippy because you don&rsquo;t have a man to yourself,” Feodore
commented, his smile souring a bit. "Or is that little lump of meat there your new boyfriend? So,
how much is his mother paying you to date him and be his body guard?"

Fuyuka immediately stood up from her seat, furious. The two girls at Feodore&rsquo;s sides
jumped out in front of him, as though they were going to protect him, trying to leer down Fuyuka
who stood full to the tip with rage. Feodore&rsquo;s smile returned to his handsome face. He
was able to get her to angry enough to stand up from her seat, and that was all of the
satisfaction he needed.

"Those ears of yours are so cute,” Fuyuka said, staring hatefully at him. "It would be a shame if
| were to tear one of them off."

"With your teeth?" Feodore suggested, grinning, rather pleased with himself. "Come on Andrea.
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Yumi." He nodded to the two girls in front of him, their eyes still set onto Fuyuka. "Let&rsquo;s
leave these two lovebirds alone. See you, Fuyuka. Toad Snogger."

And with that, the three left, making their way through the crowd of people walking around the
lunch room with their lunches. Fuyuka gave a huff and took her seat, looking positively enraged.
Albeo gave her a brief, concerned glance and then continued eating his now cold soup.

"That stupid, fox-eared crossbreed," Fuyuka muttered, not touching her meal. "Thinks he can
act however he wants, just because he&rsquo;s the son of the Head Spellcaster.”

Like you&rsquo;ve never boasted about being the daughter of the Village Premier thought
Albeo. He didn&rsquo;t say it aloud, of course. He would never have the nerve to. He looked up
to the old, wooden clock, ticking away on the wall at the far end of the room. He hastily drafted
down his soup, picked up his books, and got off his seat, walking through the crowd of people.

"Where are you running off to?" Fuyuka called out to him under the drone of all the blathering
students.

"l&rsquo;ve gotten an appointment with the counselor,"” Albeo replied as he looked back, and
then vanished into the multitude of people.

He walked through the school halls with a slightly rushed pace, swinging his feet around each
corner. He would, occasionally, brush past a student or two, to whom he would nervously
apologize and quickly turn away. He reached the main hall, and began marching across its
great length, the cracked, stone walls tall and distantly apart from each other. Against them
leaned the portraits of the school&rsquo;s past principals and famous teachers and students, as
well as a large trophy case from various sports, musical competitions, and literary contests. As
he reached the end of the hall, he stopped before the large, grey double doors, and turned to
his left, facing a much smaller, wooden door, at the top of which was a small, rectangular sign,
reading in raised letters:

STUDENT COU SELOR

The "n" from the word "counselor" on the sign had fallen off a few years ago, and nobody in the
faculty had ever really made any movement or shown any interest in replacing it. Therefore,
whenever a student was troubled or needed to discuss something private, people would
suggest that they go to the "Student Cow-seller".

Albeo turned the rusty knob with a steadied hand and opened the door. He entered a room
which, if you had never set foot in it before, looked like a very small, stuffy library. The walls
were completely hidden away under the shelves and towering piles of old, leather-covered
books that stood at every side and corner of the room. The only things visible of the actual room
were the ceiling, the floor (and even that was covered from partial view by piles of more text
and paper with illegible writing on them) and a small area of wall in the back, on which was a
four-panel window, through which the sunlight shone brightly. Sitting at the desk at before the
back wall (which was also cluttered with books and papers) writing on a small notepad with a
black pen, was a man. He had neatly combed, silky azure hair and a rather fetching face. He
wore a grey vest and white, long sleeves with wrinkled cuffs. He looked up from his writing at
the sound of his door shutting to see Albeo, who was standing at the other end of his small
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office.

"Ah, yes, Albeo. Please, take a seat," the man said, smiling welcomingly and setting his pen
down onto one of the shorter stacks of texts. "I almost though that you weren&rsquo;t going to
come."

"Sorry, Professor Sapphire. Feodore gave me and Fuyuka a visit while we were eating lunch,"
Albeo said quietly, talking a seat in the uncomfortably small chair in front of the desk. He
didn&rsquo;t much like talking about people behind their back. Especially not something rude or
insulting. He supposed that he could make an exception in Feodore&rsquo;s case, however.

"Yes, well, Feodore can be a bit of a handful at times. Like father like son, | suppose,” the
counselor admitted, flapping his notepad shut and placing it aside. "But enough of that, Albeo.
How have your social skills been coming along? Working on them, | hope?"

"Yes, sir," Albeo responded. "I&rsquo;ve been trying really hard to speak up in class. So far,
though, it&rsquo;s only led me to make a fool of myself." He recalled the incident in English
class earlier that morning. "lI&rsquo;ve really made an effort trying to talk to people, though.
Except for Feodore..."

"I&rsquo;m glad to hear it, Albeo. Keep working at it, and you&rsquo;ll be surrounded by close
friends in no time," the counselor gave him a smile. Albeo doubted that was possible, but he
listened on. "And as for Feodore, well, perhaps he one who you should be better off not talking
to, hm?" the counselor suggested, moving their conversation along. He then put his hands
together, resting his elbows on his desk and lowered his voice slightly. "What about your
nightmares, Albeo? Anything new?"

"Yes, actually..." Albeo answered, scratching the side of his chin. He knew this question would
come. "Well, first, | had one about a fight."

"The one with Lord Gai and the old man?" asked the counselor, his keeping his voice low.

"No, not this one," Albeo spoke, shaking his head a little. "It had the old man, but he was
younger. And he wasné&rsquo;t fighting G--...er, Lord Gai. He was fighting..." He took a deep
breath. "...my father."

"Your father, you say?" the counselor questioned, his eyebrows raised with intrigue. "But, as |
take | took it, you never knew what your father looked like. How do you--"

"I don&rsquo;t, really,” Albeo cut him off, still speaking quietly. "I just...can kind of tell. |
don&rsquo;t know why or how..." He pressed his fingers to his forehead as though he had a
headache. The counselor cast a curious look onto Albeo at his out-of-character interruption. He
then set his hands down and drew them to the edge of his desk as Albeo went on. "It was dark.
The sky was all clouded. | think it took place in a city. But there were no people, except for the
man, my father, and a woman."

"A woman?" the counselor asked.

"Yes," he answered. "She was lying on the ground. It looked like she was asleep or something."
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He stroked his forehead again with his fingers. "Anyway, the man and my father. They were
fighting; shooting beams of light at each other. | think they were using magic. And there was
this huge monster that the man was standing on."

"What did it look like?" the counselor asked once more.

Albeo described the features atrocious-looking monster, revisited by unpleasant and uncared-
for images. When he was finished, his body shivered a bit. The counselor simply nodded along
his explanation.

"l see,"” the counselor said casually. "And then?"

"Well, the man, he placed his hand onto the monster&rsquo;s head," Albeo continued his story.
"And then there was a big flash of light. That&rsquo;s where the dream ended."

The counselor looked down to his desk for a moment to ponder, and then looked back up to
Albeo, who sat in the small chair before him, looking a bit tense.

"You said "first", did you not? | take it you have another dream you wish to discuss with me
then?" the counselor spoke.

"Yes, | do," Albeo replied. "It happened right after the first dream, since | woke up from it and
then fell back asleep like | always do." He rubbed his forehead again. "This one...it&rsquo;s a
bit harder to really explain, Professor."

"Try me," he said, waving his hand slightly off of his desk in a welcoming gesture.

"Well..." Albeo began, having difficulty determining what words would be of best use to describe
his nightmare. "I couldn&rsquo;t really see anything. Only darkness. But it looked as though it
was moving. And | could feel that there were walls, moving in and out. And I&rsquo;m falling,
slowly, like I&rsquo;m in a parachute. And | hear all these voices and whispers. And then there
are these screams and moans. And the next thing | know, I&rsquo;m being pushed back up,
like 1&rsquo;m being sucked through a tube. Then | feel like I&rsquo;m being slammed against
something. Then | look up and | can see the man, the one who was fighting my dad, standing
above me and looking down at me. Only..."

"Only what?" the counselor asked, his eyes seemed more intrigued than ever now, but his voice
remained calm and casual.

"Only...I don&rsquo;t really recognize him as the man who fought my father. When | looked at
him...] saw him more as..." Albeo paused for a moment, certain that he wanted to continue.
"..me."

"You?" asked the counselor.

"Yes," he responded quietly. "He doesn&rsquo;t look like me or anything, but when | looked at

him, it was like | was looking in a mirror. Then | woke up, and it was morning. | know it sounds
strange, but..."
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"Not at all," the counselor spoke, leaning back against his chair and setting his hands onto his
lap. "We can see, hear, and be the strangest things when in the deep depths of our
subconscious. I, for instance, once dreamed that | was singing on stage in a musical before
quite a large audience in my undergarments. 1&rsquo;ve never actually sung before in my life,
I&rsquo;ll have you know, nor do | ever intend to. Still, | put on a moving show, if | do say so
myself, and was applauded greatly for it."

Albeo gave him a weak smile as he heard the bell from outside ringing loudly to signify the end
of lunch. Footsteps and talking could be heard from outside as students passed through the
corridors, hurrying to their next class.

"Well, we didn&rsquo;t get too much done today, 1&rsquo;m afraid to say," the counselor spoke,
wrapping up their meeting. "But | think you are improving, Albeo. Just keep working at it, and
things will be fine. As for your dreams, don&rsquo;t think too much of them. It doesn&rsquo;t do
the mind good to dwell on things which we have no control over. Until then." The counselor
gave him a smile and a wave, as did Albeo as he got up from his chair and opened the door.

"Oh, and Albeo?" the counselor addressed him once more.
"Yes, sir?" Albeo replied, turning away from the door to face him.
"Happy Birthday," the counselor said, smiling.

"Thank you, sir," said Albeo as his smile widened. He then steeped out the door and shut it,
scurrying to class.

History class was quite a bore. Fuyuka slept through most of it, already having heard most of
what the teacher said about the village from her father and Haruka, resting her head on the
table, hidden behind the textbook which she learned to hold up in front of her face even as she
was dozing away. Albeo diligently took note of what the teacher had to say, forcing himself to
nervously ask a question whenever he didn&rsquo;t hear or understand something, which
made the entire class groan because now, of course, this made their teacher repeat his entire
speech to make sure that everyone had gotten it to the punctuation mark. When the bell for
dismissal rang, Albeo lifted his head from his textbook in bewilderment to find that everyone
else had left in the split second he had looked away, and Fuyuka was now waiting impatiently
by the door.

As the two left the school campus and were walking across the stone ground before its entry
doors, they saw Feodore with a small group of students crowded around him, as he was
holding a frog he had picked off from the ground and was holding it to his face, thrashing
around as though he were being attacked by it, the other students laughing hysterically.
Apparently, as Feodore had called it, "Toad Snogging" was now the new trend.

"I wish | was a spellcaster just so that | could give him zits, or set his trousers on fire, or...or
something!" the outraged Fuyuka said to Albeo, who merely looked away as though he were
not there. She then looked at him with sharp eyes. "You&rsquo;re not just going to let him keep
doing this to you, are you?" Albeo didn&rsquo;t answer. "I mean, he&rsquo;s making you look
like a total fool. Just because he&rsquo;s one, doesn&rsquo;t mean you should let him drag
you down with him."
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"lI&rsquo;m not letting him drag me down," Albeo spoke in his defense, his head still turned. "He
can do whatever he wants. | don&rsquo;t care."

"That&rsquo;s a lie," Fuyuka immediately responded. "You know that it bothers you, Akihiro. |
can tell!”

Albeo said no more. She looked at him for a while, then turned her head and let out a huff, as
though she was just trying to reason with a kindergartener. She then looked down to beside her
to see that Albeo&rsquo;s hand was still gripping hers.

"Will you stop that?" Fuyuka said annoyingly, her face turning pink once more. As she tugged
away her hand from his, Albeo turned his head to her. "I told you | don&rsquo;t want other
people getting the wrong idea! Or are you the one getting the wrong idea?"

"No, I&rsquo;m not," Albeo snapped, although his voice was still quiet and not at all aggressive
sounding. "l just...need to feel safe when I&rsquo;m outside. You know | have a...a problem.”

"Fine. Then have your mom walk to school with you so she can do it,"” Fuyuka said with no
sympathy apparent in her voice. She was sure that Feodore would get a load out of it if he did
that.

"l...I can&rsquo;t do that," said he apprehensively as he shook his head lightly.

"Why not?" she asked, taking advantage of the irony that she saw in his response. "Would it be
too embarrassing?"

"No, that&rsquo;s not it," he responded, his voice drifting off a bit.

"Well, then what is it?" Fuyuka questioned him, honestly curious this time as they both
approached his house.

"You&rsquo;re..." Albeo hesitated for a moment, but then continued. "You&rsquo;re the only
person | can feel...safe with."

Fuyuka&rsquo;s pink face transformed to a bright red. She hastily turned away and walked up
the stone steps to Albeo&rsquo;s door. Upon opening it, Ossy had already made it to the dining
room and was now barking enthusiastically at them. Fuyuka could only hold the door slightly
open, as the small dog seemed like he was tiny enough to squeeze through the crack
underneath. She kicked at the door, yelling at it to go away. Akihiro walked up the steps and
pointed, through the small opening between the door and its frame, to the stairs, looking down
at Ossy, sternly. The dog immediately ceased barking and scampered across the dining room
and up the steps. Fuyuka then looked at Albeo with some level of astonishment. For someone
who had very poor skills at dealing with people, he was quite skilled at dealing with animals.
Fuyuka began to wonder if he was suited for a profession as a veterinarian. Albeo stepped
through the now fully open door and gestured for Fuyuka to come inside, but she declined.

"I promised my dad that l&rsquo;d help him rearrange furniture at the Tower,"” Fuyuka
explained, sounding a bit irritated with her father. "Honestly. What do we have all of those
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workers there for? To take up space? Oh, wait." She took out a small package from beneath
her robe. "l&rsquo;m dressed in layers, so don&rsquo;t get any weird ideas," she said as she
handed it to him. Albeo noticed that her tone was now quite different and not as stern as it was
before. It was poorly wrapped, a red bow on its top held down by tape. She had obviously
wrapped the package itself. "Happy Birthday, Akihiro."

"Thanks, Fuyuka,” he said, taking the crudely assembled gift, smiling quite sincerely. He
didn&rsquo;t dare make a single comment.

They both said their goodbyes and parted. Later that night, after having a dinner of several
servings of roast, Haruka presented Albeo with a small cake with chocolate frosting and fifteen
candles which burned brightly with an orange glow. He made a silent wish and blew out the
candles. Ossy had jumped onto the table and took a sniff at the cake when Haruka shooed him
away. He had received, as a present, a rather expensive-looking golden pocket watch. The gift
was marked as "from Gai and Roxanne", but he knew that it was Roxanne who had picked it
out for him. If it had been Gai, he probably would&rsquo;ve just given him another dagger, or
shield, or something else he would probably never use.

"Here you are," Haruka said cheerfully, presenting her son with a small, thin box.

This box was wrapped quite beautifully: the wrapping paper was neat and tight around the box,
looking as though it were painted on, and the golden ribbon was tied in such an elaborate style
that Albeo had a bit of difficulty untying it. He would have just cut it off, but his mother liked to
recycle things a lot. He had many outfits that she had made after modifying some of his clothing
after it had been torn or damaged. He gently unfolded the wrapping paper and uncovered the
box to find a small, wooden rod, resting on velvet cushioning. He picked it up, delicately taking it
in his hand, and admired it. It was a very fine wand. Not crooked or rough like many of the other
wands he had seen spellcasters use in their incantations. It was smooth to the touch and
almost glowed with a light shade of mahogany.

"It was your father&rsquo;s,"” Haruka spoke, looking on Albeo with serene, blue eyes and a
small smile as he examined the wooden scepter. "lt&rsquo;s one of his few possessions that
still remain with us." She put her hand over the golden heart-charm attached to the silver chain
around her neck. "l want you to have it."

He looked to his mother with surprise, and then looked back to the wand. Although he
wasn&rsquo;t a spellcaster himself, he knew that his father was. That was about all he knew
about his father, however. His mother would not tell him much. Whenever he asked about him,
she would only give quite vague, unequivocal answers. To have something that had actually
once been in possession of his father meant more to him than even he could ever know.

"Thanks a lot, mom," he said, looking up at her from his seat with a smile. He looked on the
wand again, and, out of the purest intent and just for the-heck-of-it, gave it a graceful flick
through the air. Unfortunately, this was not as inconsequential as he thought it would be, as he
soon heard the sound of wooden cabinets swinging open and the crashing of dishes.

Unclenching his eyes after the shock, he opened his eyes to what looked like the remains of an

earthquake that was isolated to within the confines of the kitchen. Taking a gulp, he slowly and
apprehensively turned to his mother. Haruka gaped as she looked onto the kitchen, her face
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showing an uneasy mixture of emotions which kept her from saying anything. Albeo took this
moment of silence to his advantage. He shoveled down the remainder of his cake, grabbed his
things, and bolted out of the dining room, saying, as he darted up the staircase,
"G&rsquo;nightmomthanksforeverything."”

Albeo, once he was in his darkened room, plopped himself down onto his bed which sat in the
corner and turned on the lantern atop his bedside drawer desk. He lifted up his father&rsquo;s
wand, looked at it for a moment, and then placed it back into its box, covering it, and putting it
beside the lantern. He then looked down beside him and, lying on the bed, was
Fuyuka&rsquo;s gift, which he had forgotten to open. He picked the gift up, its bow dropping to
the ground, and began tearing the wrapping paper away (there was no use in trying to remove it
neatly, as it had already been mangled and covered in tape to hold the paper together).

He lifted the top of the slightly dented box and pulled out a violet scarf with black stripes and
Albeo&rsquo;s initials in fancy, golden lettering at its end. He realized that Fuyuka
must&rsquo;ve made the scarf herself, looking over to the scrunched up, tape-covered ball of
wrapping paper that sat next to him in slight disbelief. He wrapped the scarf around his neck
and felt that it fit him rather nicely, and was quite warm and cozy at that. It was at that moment
that he realized how sleepy he was, putting his hand over his mouth as he yawned. He neatly
folded the scarf and tucked it away in his drawer, setting his new pocket watch next to the box
containing his father&rsquo;s wand. He changed into his night robes, got under his covers, and
extinguished his lamp.

He had not gotten a peaceful sleep in days, being plagued with nightmares of duels, strange
places, and monsters. He hoped that tonight would be different. It was not. Albeo found himself
somewhere high on a mountain at night, being attacked ruthlessly and viciously by a giant,
loudly buzzing swarm of black insects which were gnawing away at his flesh. He tried to run or
beat them away, but he couldn&rsquo;t. He found himself frozen and unable to move, as
though he were without arms or legs. Just as he thought he was certainly about to be devoured
completely by the horde, a thunderous roar sounded with a great flash of orange light,
scattering the insects away. The rest of the dream was quite fuzzy. The environment became
blurred and shifty in his vision, until everything blacked out.

Albeo awoke alarmingly, jerking his head upwards and gasping for air, his face broken out in
cold sweat. The room was quite dark, other than the faint, silver moonlight that came in through
the window above his bed. He picked up the pocket watch at his bedside and held it up to the
moon&rsquo;s rays. Both hands were pointing straight up at the number twelve. He heard a
knock at his door and turned to see his mother, her hand on the knob, looking at Albeo with a
perturbed face.

"Could you come downstairs for a second?" Haruka asked in a disquieted voice.

She then withdrew from the doorway and made her way down the stairs. Albeo sat in the dark
room, looking both confused and overwhelmed from his nightmare. He pulled off his covers, got
up from the mattress, and made his way to the door. As he stepped down the staircase, he
immediately took notice of three men standing in the dining room, all beside each other with
Haruka waiting by the bottom steps. One of them, he knew right away, was Gai. The second, to
his surprise, was his counselor, Professor Sapphire. The third man he did not recognize,
although the man was looking up at him with rather spiteful eyes. As Albeo touched down to the
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floor, the counselor pulled out a chair from the dining table and turned it so that it faced
outwards.

"Please, take a seat, Mr. Baryk," the counselor spoke, smiling at him. "I want to talk to you
about something."
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2. Old Acquaintances

The house was still and silent in the mid of night, punctuated occasionally by the howling of the
autumn wind which brushed against the stone walls. The moon shone a faint, white light
through the silhouetted clouds of the blackened sky, casting itself onto the house and bleakly
into the glass windows. The rest of the room was illuminated by the fiery, orange glow of the
lanterns at each corner. Haruka looked up at Albeo, wearing a face of worry, her hands placed
over her chest, clasped together. Albeo stood at the bottom steps and glanced questionably at
the three men who had gathered in his dining room before setting his eyes directly onto the
counselor, his hand placed firmly onto the wooden chair that faced him, as though the empty,
cushioned seat was strangely inviting him to sit.

"Professor Sapphire, why are you here?" Albeo asked, looking directly into his hazy, gray eyes.

"All will be explained, Mr. Baryk,” the counselor vaguely answered, staring back into
Albeo&rsquo;s eyes with a warm smile. "Please, take a seat before we do so. It may be a while."

Albeo glanced over the three men once more. Gai with his slightly long, emerald hair; Professor
Sapphire with his neat, dark azure hair; and the third man, whose hair was much longer than
Gai&rsquo;s and much more unkempt than the counselor&rsquo;s. It was black and riffled with
vertical streaks of white running down their length. He had a worn, thin face that displayed
spiteful, silver eyes. He wore a long, black cloak with tattered and slightly torn ends that
matched his face. Albeo, after looking over the three men, looked to his mother, then the
counselor, and then finally walked over to the chair and, with slight reluctance in his expression,
took a seat.

"There we are,"” the counselor said pleasantly. He took his hand off of the chair and slipped it
into the large pocket on the left of his formal, brown coat, taking out a light-brown, wooden rod.
Albeo looked at the rod and instantly recognized it as a wand. The counselor held it up to his
face, stroking it with the tip of his index finger, and spoke to him, "Have you ever been
interested in the art of spellcasting, Albeo?"

"Er, no, sir,” he said in response. "l&rsquo;ve never really ever been interested in learning
magic myself, although | think Fuyu--er, Lord Gai&rsquo;s daughter may be interested in taking
it up." He recalled that moment after school in which she was tempted to ignite
Feodore&rsquo;s pants.

"l don&rsquo;t think so,” Gai contradicted, shaking his head slightly. "Magic is a very delicate
thing, and my daughter...well...isn&rsquo;t."

"But | understand that your mother here has given you your father&rsquo;s wand as a gift?" the
counselor nodded towards Haruka, who stood against the wall at the bottom of the staircase,
still looking concerned and a bit weary.

"Yes, but | don&rsquo;t practice any magic,"” Albeo said, shifting his eyes briefly to look at his
mother. "My father did. 1&rsquo;m just interested in him, that&rsquo;s all." He looked at the
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wand held in the man&rsquo;s fingers, its tip pointed unlike his father&rsquo;s rather dull-ended
wand. "Is that your wand sir? Are you a spellcaster?"

"l&rsquo;ve been known to cast a charm or two," the counselor replied, not looking away from
his own wand which he whisked through the air casually. "Your father was the impressive one.
He could conjure the most incredible sorcery, and at such a young age, too."

"You...you knew my father?" Albeo asked, his face now kindling with interest and a touch of
surprise.

"Yes, long before you were born Albeo. Your father, Cane, and | were comrades, so to speak,”
he answered, gesturing to the thin, black and white haired man that stood across from him,
beside Gai. "We fought together in the Great War. Did your mother never tell you this?"

"No," he looked to his mother for a moment. "She didn&rsquo;t.”

"He was a grand recruit for Bruma, your father,” the counselor went on. "He was a skilled
warrior, a brilliant military strategist, and a quite masterful spellcaster. Almost the perfect
soldier, really." He withdrew his wand, tucking it back into his pocket as he spoke. "He was
always a favorite of Basilias...probably why he was accepted into the Martial Council at such a
young age."

"Doné&rsquo;t speak too highly of him, Lividus," the thin, fierce-looking man spoke in a grim
voice, looking over to Albeo&rsquo;s counselor sharply. "Neo had his faults just like every other
man: seeking revenge and chasing after that dead fianc&eacute;e of his."

"My father was engaged to someone?" Albeo asked Lividus, his counselor, who did not give so
much as a glance at the man.

"Yes, he was betrothed to a woman that he had known since...childhood, as | understand it,"
Lividus answered, his smile slipping from his face.

"What happened?" he asked, looking, for a moment, at his mother, who was clutching the heart-
shaped charm that hung from her necklace.

"She was murdered," Lividus said darkly. His warm smile had vanished. "by the very man who
had raised your father and taught him the arts of spellcasting--Mavros.

Haruka shivered at the sound of his name, grasping the charm of her necklace even tighter.
Albeo both confused and quite aghast. He had never known much about his father, and only
now was he being told of all these things. His mind was now racing with even more questions
than he had ever had. Not only about his father, but his mother as well, wondering why she had
never told him about all of this before, and why he was now finally beginning to have some of
his questions answered, and it was by the student counselor of his school.

"The man who raised my father,” he began, picking one of the numerous questions popping up
in his mind. "...murdered his fianc&eacute;e?"

"They were foolish men, the both of them,” Cane commented before Lividus could answer.
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"One of them constantly complaining and sulking, and the other seeking revenge and chasing
after impossible dreams. It&rsquo;s no wonder when they finally killed each other."

"Killed each other?" Albeo asked, speaking to Lividus rather than the vicious looking man at his
other side.

"It was more of a murder-suicide,” Gai spoke gravely, looking down to him. "Your father killed
Mavros five years after the death of his fianc&eacute;e for revenge. It was only then that he
realized it was simply impossible for him to revive her, and, believing for it to be the only way to
be reunited with her, killed himself."

"R-Revive her?" Albeo questioned him, puzzled. "I don&rsquo;t understand.”

Gai began to explain everything. He recounted his travels with Neo. He told him about
Neo&rsquo;s dark and unforgiving past. He told Albeo about the Autumn Solstice, the Voro,
Griffon blood, and Mavros&rsquo; relation to it all. When Gai had finished, Albeo looked
completely lost for words. He was stunned to learn all of this about his father, and in a single
night, after being in the dark for the past fifteen years. His eyes unfocused and staring off into
space in serious thought, trying to absorb the shock of it all, he turned back to Gai.

"So...he tried to revive her..." Albeo began, his voice trembling slightly. "...but couldn&rsquo;t?"

"That&rsquo;s correct, Neo," Lividus answered. "The human is composed of two halves, both
with their own physical and metaphysical sides. The mind is made up by both gray matter and
the consciousness. The self is made up by the body and the soul. When the physical entity has
lost its use, its intangible counterpart detaches, and can never be reattached. Neo failed to
realize this, sadly, and paid the price for his ignorance with his life."

"Why didn&rsquo;t you stop him?" he questioned, turning back to Gai with accusation. "Why did
you let him kill himself??"

"l tried to stop him. Honestly | did,"” Gai defended himself. "You must understand this. Your
father was a very brave, great man, Albeo. But he was just far too stubborn. By the time | had
come to assist, the situation was beyond help. | could do nothing but watch..." Gai&rsquo;s
trailed off as he stared into space, his face overcome with grief.

Albeo withdrew. He was now somewhat regretting that he had said anything. He then looked
back to Lividus, who was looking down at his black, leather shoes.

"You only knew my father from before all...all of that stuff happened, right?" Albeo asked. He
felt a bit discomfited referring to the dark events in his father&rsquo;s life as "that stuff." He
went on, "So why are you two here now, telling me all of this?"

"Actually, we knew your father quite some time after the incident," Lividus admitted, looking up
from his feet, "We had been tagging along with your father and Lord Gai ever since that
regretful event. We were the only two who had survived the attack, other than Neo, of course.”

"You never told me about that," said Albeo, turning to Gai once more.
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"I didn&rsquo;t know," Gai responded in defense once more. "They had apparently been
following us from not too far behind in all of our journeys. Your father had never told me. |
didn&rsquo;t find out until this one hammered on my door earlier this evening, demanding
information from me." He used his thumb to point to Cane, who stood at his side. Cane gave
him a scowl.

"We were helping your father search for Mavros," Lividus began to explain. "But not for
revenge. Cane and | knew that Mavros had collected himself quite a bit of power, and with his
intentions in mind, we knew that he would be quick to take action. We surely thought that we
would start hearing things about him, considering all of the things he had spoken of, but it was
surprisingly difficult to track him down."

"That&rsquo;s because he didn&rsquo;t do anything but take over a tiny, little village," Cane
added. "He gave a load of rubbish to this one here," He briefly glanced at Gai with knifelike
eyes. "There may be some truth behind the misleading reasoning he gave for settling for such a
lesser place like this, but we think the main reason he didn&rsquo;t set out for bigger things was
because he didn&rsquo;t have enough power to do it. He plan backfired on him, and he
suffered for it. The fool."

"But...he&rsquo;s dead now, right?" Albeo asked the three. "My father killed him, didn&rsquo;t
he?"

It was at this moment that the room filled with an ominous, awkward silence which made Albeo
feel quite uneasy, as though he had asked a pivotal question.

"Funny thing, evil," said Lividus, looking down to his shoes once again. He then heaved a deep
sigh. "No matter how many times you Kkill it, it just never seems to die."

"What are you saying?" Albeo asked, his voice shuddering. "H-he is dead...isn&rsquo;t he?"

Lividus looked up, not to Albeo, but to Cane, with a meaningful stare. Cane looked back with an
expression that seemed to say "Now?" Lividus nodded his head, and Cane took out a wand
from under his black coat. It was nearly black, showing a faint, dark brown when held in the
lantern light. He walked across the room, the bottom of his robes sweeping over the wooden
floor, and stopped before Albeo, holding his wand firmly between the fingers and extending his
arm, placing the pointed tip of his wand directly at the center of Albeo&rsquo;s forehead.

"If you experience any discomfort or pain,” he spoke in a foreboding voice, closing his eyes.
"...bear with it."

"What are you--" Albeo tried to ask, but was interrupted by Cane, who uttered,

"Aspicio Mens Mentis"

Albeo saw Cane fade away, as did the dining room and the light that filled it. Before he knew it,
the chair had vanished from beneath him, and he was now twirling through nothingness.
Multiple, streaming colors flashed by his eyes, entangling with each other and whipping through

the empty space. Images started flying towards and past him, moving too quickly for him to see
what or who they were of. They came at him, one after another at mind boggling speeds. Albeo
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hadn&rsquo;t the slightest clue as to what was going on, but he was too amazed by it all to
really ponder over it. Then, the images suddenly ceased in midair, and he had a split second to
glance over them: they were all foggy pictures of his mother, and of Gai, and of Fuyuka--but
none were of him. And, as soon as he had looked at them, they dissolved into the surrounding
light. Suddenly, the colors vanished and the void was consumed by darkness. He then heard a
loud "snap" and the darkness pulled away from him like a vacuum. Albeo felt the chair
rematerialize from under him. Cane, the room, and the orange lantern light faded back into
vision. He was back, from wherever it was he had been.

He looked up at Cane, whose eyelids were still shut. He then forced his eyes open, and
suddenly jerked his arm back from Albeo&rsquo;s forehead, staggering backwards across the
room as though he had been given a swift punch. He rubbed his forehead with his free hand, as
though he had a terrible headache.

"lt&rsquo;s just as we suspected,” Cane muttered, his voice distinctive in the awkward silence.
"There&rsquo;s no doubt about it."

"l see," Lividus said intensely, looking at Cane who was now inches away from the far wall,
standing beside Haruka, hunched over slightly as he stroked his head.

"So, you&rsquo;re the woman who made her way with Neo?" Cane said, turning around to get
a good look at Haruka, giving her a sweeping glance that showed apparent disapproval. Haruka
avoided looking at him, clutching her necklace firmly and staring down at the floor with a face of
embarrassment mixed with worriment.

"That&rsquo;s quite enough, Cane," Lividus spoke sternly. Cane gave Haruka one last look and
then turned away. Albeo heard him click his tongue and mumble something as he walked back
to the other side of the room and took back his place by Gai.

"Are you saying..." said Albeo, his voice shaking with nervousness. "...that you think he&rsquo;s
going to...come back?"

Lividus only gave him an unreadable look.

"But...but that&rsquo;s impossible, isn&rsquo;t it?" Albeo started again, receiving no reply from
any of the three. "To bring back the dead...You said yourself it isn&rsquo;t possible.”

"I said that it was impossible to reattach a soul to a body that has lost its use," Lividus
corrected. Albeo now looked more worried than ever. Cold sweat began to run down his cheek.

"But...I thought you said that it was eaten?" Albeo said, uncertain if he wished to trek further into
his own could of questions, afraid of what the answers might be. "...Mavros&rsquo;s body, |
mean; and his soul. They&rsquo;re both gone, aren&rsquo;t they?"

Nobody answered. There was a dead, long silence. Albeo was growing more and more fearful
with each passing moment that he still received no response. He wondered again why nobody
had told him any of this before. Why were they hiding it from him? Were they afraid of how he
would react? What made them tell him this now, in the middle of the night? And what was it that
the other spellcaster had done, placing Albeo in such a strange place for such a brief moment?
All of these questions raced through his head, but, unfortunately, he received no answers. This
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all did very little good to the discernable tension in the air.
"I&rsquo;m afraid,"” Lividus spoke at last. "that we cannot reveal everything to you at this time."
"What?" Albeo responded, caught a bit off guard. "Why not?"

"I&rsquo;m afraid | can&rsquo;t reveal that either," Lividus explained, looking a bit regretful. His
then lowered his head to meet Albeo&rsquo;s eyes and began to speak in a much darker voice,
"But | will say this: we, especially you, are all in grave, grave danger. There is a great
impending threat to all of us that we cannot ignore.”

"E-especially...me?" Albeo gulped as an even greater fear setting into his cold flesh.

"It is because of this that you must accompany us in our journey to delay, and hopefully, destroy
this threat," Lividus continued.

"Journey?" Albeo questioned, now, more than ever, desiring answers to his burning questions.
"A journey to where?"

Lividus stood there, hunched over slightly, in silence. After but a moment, Albeo understood
perfectly: he could not know this either. Lividus erected himself to his full height and fixed up his
coat.

"We will return for you in about one...perhaps two months. | suggest you be prepared for some
long travels by then," said Lividus, straightening his collar.

"But...why do | have to go?" Albeo asked, his mind still swimming in a sea of confusing
gquestions and even more confusing answers. "I don&rsquo;t understand, sir. 1&rsquo;m almost
certain that | won&rsquo;t be of any help against this threat that you speak of. And I&rsquo;m
sure that you could find some other people to help you. Gai--Lord Gai--has watrriors stationed at
the Tower. There&rsquo;s the village&rsquo;s Head Spellcaster, too. | know...well, I&rsquo;ve
been acquainted with his son. l&rsquo;m sure if he&rsquo;d agree if we would just give him
some reasoning as to why he..."

"No," Lividus spoke with finality rooted unyieldingly in his voice. "It must be you. You are the
only one who can help us."

"But surely--" Albeo started, but Lividus interjected.

"Be ready in two months," he said, ignoring Albeo almost entirely now.

Albeo could not believe his ears. He looked to Gai for help, but he gave no word of assistance.
He looked to Cane, but he merely scowled. What was happening? Why is it happening? What
could he do to stop it, and let his life return to the way it had once been, dealing with problems
like school, and making friends, and Fuyuka...

Albeo was struck by a terrifying thought.

"How long will this journey be?" Albeo asked Lividus, who now looked as though he was ready
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to leave their house, checking a watch that he held in his hand and fiddling with his fingers.
"When will | return?"

"You&rsquo;ll be lucky if you do return,” Cane answered for him.

Albeo was quite startled. The words Cane had just spoken to him did not help him ease his
stress, rather almost pushing Albeo onto the brink of panic. Lividus put his watch back into his
large coat pocket and looked to Haruka, who was standing silently by the staircase, loosely
grasping her necklace and staring off at the floor, as though in deep and painful thought.

"Thank you for letting us into your abode," Lividus spoke to her with a smile and a gentle bow.
Haruka took a few moments to snap back to reality. She then gave him a small nod without
smiling and then looked to Albeo, who was also staring off into space, distressing thoughts also
swirling in his head like violent whirlpools. As Lividus, Cane, and Gai stepped over to the
doorway, Lividus turned back and looked at Albeo, who sat unmoving in the wooden chair.

"Albeo, | would like for you to attend appointments with me everyday at the start of lunch until
we depart for our journey, starting tomorrow," Lividus spoke, his hand on the doorknob. Albeo
looked back at him slowly. "Don't worry about your lunch. You'll be fine."

He then gave a nod to Albeo and Haruka and stepped out the door, Cane following closely
behind, looking back at Haruka briefly with a frown. Gai lingered in the middle of the doorway
for a moment, looking back at the two as though he was about to say something. But he
didn&rsquo;t. He simply gave a nod to the two and stepped out of their house, closing the door
behind him. A few moments after they left, Albeo slowly got up to his feet and weakly made his
way across the room. Passing his mother, she looked at him with deeply concerned, blue eyes,
but he did not look back. He climbed up the stairs and entered his room, shutting the door.
Haruka stood there beside the steps, and dwelled on her thoughts. Albeo walked directly to his
bed and lay down, pulling the covers over him. He tried to forget about all that he had heard so
that he could sleep, praying not to be plagued with anymore nightmares tonight. The wind
howled and the leaves carried through the air, scraping against his window in the black sky.
Never before had he experienced a night as cold or dark as this one.
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3. The Lesson

Albeo did not sleep well. Nightmare after nightmare slashed through his mind in his slumber like
a cold blade of steel that swung relentlessly on its own bloodthirsty accord. He was not
particularly happy to see the morning light, either: the conversation that had taken place last
night was still rooted deeply into his mind. He thought, for a moment after he had awoken and
remembered the night, that perhaps it was a dream. Perhaps it had never happened, and it was
just another nightmare. He got dressed, washed up, and descended down the stairway, where
he saw his mother, sitting at the dining table with a plate of food before her which he could tell
she did not touch, as she was staring blankly into space with the same expression that she had
worn during the three men&rsquo;s visit, telling him that what he remembered and deeply
regretted was real and not a dream.

He took a seat on the other side of the circular, wooden table and looked down at his serving of
oatmeal and bread. He ate his breakfast slowly with a dreary look in his eyes, as though he
were sentenced to death and it was the last meal that he would be able to enjoy. He emptied
his bowl and plate, placed them in the sink in the kitchen, took his books off from the stool, and
left through the front door without saying goodbye. He was not sure if his mother even knew
that he had entered the room. He saw Fuyuka coming up the lane that lay between the grassy
fields before his house. She slowed her pace, looking up at him as he stood atop the stone
steps to his home. Fuyuka approached the stoop and Albeo stepped down from the house to
leave for school with her.

"I see you&rsquo;re actually early for once,” Fuyuka spoke, a tinge of haughtiness in her
punctuation.

"Y-yeah," Albeo responded indifferently, nodding his head a little with lowered eyes.

"What&rsquo;s wrong?" Fuyuka asked, her voice beginning to take a calmer, more concerned
tone. Albeo shook his head.

"lt&rsquo;s nothing," he replied. "Nothing at all.”

Fuyuka gave him a questioning glance, but then started down the lane, Albeo pacing at her
side. The wind was calm and quiet this morning. The trees were now completely bear and dead
looking as they stood in the frigid grass. The air was cold and crisp. Albeo wished that he had
brought warmer clothing, wearing the usual sleeveless vest and cloak. But he had much
greater, more worrisome concerns to think over, now. What was all of this about the one that
they called Mavros, who murdered his father&rsquo;s fianc&eacute;e and drove Neo to death?
Was he really going to come back? Was he the threat which they were speaking of? Where
was this journey of theirs going to take him, and why did he have to come along in the first
place? What role did he play in this whole mess, and of what importance could he possibly be?
And, a question that had been nagging at him the most: Why was he never told about any of
this before? And why was it that now--when he was finally able to just scratch the surface of his
father&rsquo;s cryptic past--that he was unable to get any information that concerned him
personally, even though he was apparently the one in most danger?
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"Albeo?" Fuyuka addressed him, breaking the long silence that hung about them as they
walked along the winding pathway.

"Hm?" Albeo said, still dwelling over his many unanswered questions.

"Nothing. It&rsquo;s just..." Fuyuka spoke. "...well...you arené&rsquo;t holding my hand this
morning." Albeo was a bit startled. He looked to his sides where his arms hung, limp and empty-
handed. "N-not that | mind. | was just a bit caught off guard is all! In fact...I&rsquo;m glad that
you&rsquo;ve began to build up a bit of a spine, with you always being so wimpy and
everything," Fuyuka ranted a bit frantically. Albeo noticed that her cheeks had turned to a faint
shade of pink. "I mean...not that | view you as a wimp or anything...it&rsquo;s just that..."

Albeo nodded as she went on. He wasn&rsquo;t really listening to her anymore, as his mind
was dwelling on his endless questions and the fear of what the answers to them might be. As
Fuyuka continued her frenzied rambling, Albeo came across a most fearful thought that seemed
to rear its ugly head out of the murky, fright-infested waters in his mind: What about Fuyuka?
Should he tell her about everything that had happened last night? Would it be safe to get her
involved, or even inform her of something so potentially dangerous and threatening; something
that he could not seem to comprehend? Would she even believe him if he did tell her? The only
reason he had believed the three men&rsquo;s tales was because they had all fit in so well with
the nightmares that he had been plagued with. He had actually seen the things that they had
described to him, but only now did he know their meaning. But why he had seen these visions
in his head each time he fell asleep, he did not know.

Fuyuka was an innocent girl, however contradicting to that her appearance may have been.
Albeo was one of the few people who really knew and understood Fuyuka, and that beneath
her frontal tough and haughty exterior was a quite delicate, comely young woman. She was
quite strong, but only to her family did she ever show signs of weakness. When Gai once told
him that Fuyuka was up in her room, crying when Albeo visited once (after which Roxanne
helped herself to giving her husband a swift smack on the head), Albeo could not believe his
ears. Fuyuka never seemed like the weeping type to him. She had always seemed so brave
and full of fighting energy to him. The thought of her in such a vulnerable state was unthinkable
and almost impossible for his mind to envisage. It was like trying to picture Feodore being
courteous and humble.

The more that he thought about it, the more he realized how accustomed he had grown to her.
What he told her the previous day on their walk back from the school was no lie; Albeo truly did
rely on Fuyuka for a sense of security. He tried to imagine his journey with Gai, Lividus, and
Cane: the four of them walking through some dark, ominous wood, scarlet eyes and
bloodstained fangs glistening in the shadows of the trees. To think that he would have to set
foot into such a horrid and dangerous place without Fuyuka at his side seemed unbearable. But
it had to happen. There was no way that he could tell Fuyuka of what he and the other three
had discussed that night, much less ask Fuyuka to risk her safety and accompany him, just to
give him the slightest sense of hope that he was not some weak, useless boy incapable of
facing such dark threats.

However, the idea of coming to face such a malevolent and quite possibly life-threatening
danger was much more difficult to accept than he had thought. Tight knots formed in his
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stomach whenever he thought of the journey, and how it would not be long before he had to
leave the village behind with all of his schoolmates, Fuyuka, and his mother. His mother...who
did not bother to tell Albeo about the horrors and tragedies that seemed to follow his father
around his entire life, before he took it by his own will. Didn&rsquo;t he have a right to know? To
know about his father? His father who had been responsible for overthrowing the old Village
Premier who was revealed to be Mavros? Who had been responsible for allowing Gai to climb
his way to the newly vacated position? Who had been responsible for Albeo&rsquo;s and,
through the chain of events that followed their entering of this village, Fuyuka&rsquo;s
existence? But no. He, as his mother apparently thought, had the right to know nothing, and
only stand in the dark, feeling his way around for light until a man who he had only known for
less than a year approached Albeo and revealed his father&rsquo;s past to him.

Albeo slipped his hand into his pocket to grasp his father&rsquo;s wand, which he now carried
with him as a means of defense, not that he knew how to cast any spells. And what about the
wand? Did Haruka only give it to him to keep him happily oblivious to the dangerous path that
undoubtedly lay ahead of him? Did she think that it would suppress his questions of his father
and stall the terrifying news that may have barged in through their front door any day? The
news that Professor Sapphire had given the two last night? Albeo constricted his body in fear
and frustration, giving him a rather odd gait as he walked down the open path beside Fuyuka,
who looked out into the blue sky, a large overcast of clouds visible to the east slowly making its
way over the mountains.

He did not pay much to any attention at all during class, merely staring out of the window as the
teachers went on about the skeletal structure of werewolves or the Theory of Solaris (both of
which Albeo was clueless about and would not have made much of a difference had he been
paying attention). He saw, out of the corner of his eye during Mathematics Class that Feodore
had still been playing rousing games of "Toad Snogging" when the teacher had his back turned.
Albeo could feel the already disturbed frustration in him boiling fiercely, but this infuriating anger
was overpowered simply by fear. He could still not stand to face Feodore without Fuyuka at his
side (who was not in this class with him). And if he could not stand up to a classmate which he
had only disliked and felt pestered by, how would he stand up to the actually threatening
dangers that he was sure to meet along the journey which lay ahead of him? So many
questions and thoughts of doubtful fear bubbled in his mind like a pool thick, resinous mud, at
the center of which he was clinging to a lone, frail tree branch, struggling desperately to keep
himself from drowning in the nauseating pit.

The bell chimed for lunch, and the students vacated the classroom, all headed for the dining
hall. The smell of cooked meat lifted into the air and carried its way to the classroom, which
seeped its way into his nose and pleasantly filled the passageways of air. The cooking at the
school had increased greatly since Gai had personally set foot onto campus to evaluate it (He
found the lunch program to be the most repressing. Gai went into the kitchen to ask the chef
personally what meat he was being served, for he was unable identify the dead, little creature
that lay on his plate, slathered with gravy.) Albeo suspected that he had fired the chef and hired
a new one, more fit to cooking "edible meals." But Albeo had no time to see what was being
served in the dining hall today. He had an appointment with the school counselor.

He walked through the corridors, making turns at every corner until he finally had the great,

double doors in sight and made his way down the main hall. Coming to the end and turning to
the left, he saw the small, wooden door with the sign at its top: "Student Cow-Seller." Albeo
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hesitated for a moment, and then knocked. Hearing Lividus&rsquo; voice telling him, "Enter," he
slowly opened the door and stepped into the small room. Albeo was surprised: he had never
seen the stuffy, little office so tidy before. The shelves that stood at each wall and corner had
vanished. The messy piles of documents were now neatly stacked according to date and
affiliation in the back of the room. Lividus&rsquo; desk was no longer cluttered with papers and
pens, reflecting the sunlight that cast through the window above on the wall behind it. And at
the desk, in his large, but worn cushioned chair was Lividus. His hair was neat and dark as it
always had been. He wore the same coat that he had donned the previous night with its large
pocket at the left over his heart. He was looking up at Albeo, smiling welcomingly as he had
always done, as though this were an appointment like all of the others. But Albeo knew that it
was not. Something about this meeting would be different. As he closed the door behind him,
Albeo walked across the wooden floor to the small, uncomfortable chair before the desk, but
Lividus raised his hand to stop him.

"There will be no need," said Lividus, withdrawing his arm and standing up from his chair with a
bit of a grunt. He walked over to Albeo, taking out the roughly nine-inch rod from his coat
pocket, and asked him as he wiped it with his finger, "Are you certain that you have never
studied or practiced in the art of spellcasting?"

Albeo hesitated once more, but then shook his head.

"l see," Lividus spoke, walking over to his desk and placing his wand onto the wooden surface.
"Then | suppose we will have to start with the very basics," he said as he turned back to Albeo
and approached him.

"The...basics, sir?" Albeo questioned, puzzled.

"Yes," Lividus stated matter-of-factly. "If you are to accompany us on our journey, then you will
need to learn how to defend yourself."

"Are you saying that...you&rsquo;re going to teach me...magic?" Albeo asked, taking a gulp.

"No, Albeo. It is impossible to &lsquo;teach&rsquo; magic. | can help you memorize
incantations, charms and curses, but magic..." Lividus spoke, pausing for a moment as though
caught in thought. "...is something that you, yourself, must learn through experience and
feeling. But, firstly, you&rsquo;ll need a wand." He reached into his coat&rsquo;s pouch, but
Albeo&rsquo;s hand was already gripping his father&rsquo;s wand in his pocket, and so he
pulled it out.

"l&rsquo;ve already got a wand, sir," Albeo informed, holding it up for Lividus to see.

"Ah, but you will not be using that wand," said Lividus as he pulled out a crooked, ugly little stick
from the pouch. He handed it to Albeo, who took it questioningly. "That will be the wand that we
use in your lessons."

Albeo examined the wand and compared the two, holding his father&rsquo;s wand in one hand
and the ugly wand in the other. The new wand was much more jagged than his father&rsquo;s.
It was also hideously misshapen, as though it had been mutated in some way by some
mischievous spellcaster. He could also sense something different in the wand. His
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father&rsquo;s wand seemed to give off some kind of warmth each time he held it. It felt a bit
cold to the touch, like melting ice.

"But...why this one?" Albeo asked, raising the uglier wand in his hand.

"Although your father&rsquo;s wand may possess great magical strength and power," Lividus
explained. "The wand that | have given you will give you greater focus, to help you concentrate
on the efficiency of your spells. Focus is very important when spellcasting, Albeo. Without it,
magic would be quite dangerous even if not in the wrong hands. You must first learn focus. We
shall move onto giving your spells more power and effectiveness once you have mastered that,
but focus comes first."

Albeo nodded to show Lividus he understood and placed his father&rsquo;s wand back into his
pocket. As he felt the warming rod leave his hand, however, his other seemed to grow even
colder. He felt a shiver run down his back and a small thrust in his stomach. Albeo winced
slightly, wondering what had just happened. But he shrugged it off, passing it off as his mind
playing tricks on him.

"Very good," spoke Lividus. "Now, | am going to start our lesson with a very simple spell. A
simple spell, but one that you will undoubtedly use very much as long as you continue to
practice the art of magic. Now, hold out your wand, gripping it firmly." Albeo did as he said,
extending his arm and making certain that his grip was secure around the strange stick. "Good.
Now, | want you to focus. Concentrate as hard as you can." Albeo focused as hard as he could,
although he wasné&rsquo;t sure what to focus on. He just tensed all of his thought and
concentrated with all of his might. Of course, if someone else had seen him with his face and
fingers tense and contorted, he would have appeared constipated rather than concentrated.

"Focused? Good," Lividus said, as he could tell from Albeo&rsquo;s face that he was focusing
as hard as he could. "Now, | want you to flick your wand and, as you do so, clearly state the
words &Isquo;Magicus Profero.&rsquo;” Albeo took in a deep breath and then flicked his forth.
"Magicus Profero," Albeo uttered loud and clear.

There was silence for a few moments. Albeo stood there, his arm extended and wand pointing
forward in the quietude. Nothing had happened. Albeo stared at the tip of his deformed wand,
waiting for something to come out: a flash of light, a flame, a burst of smoke. But nothing came.
He began to wonder if the spell was undetectable by his eyes. He looked to Lividus, but his
counselor merely stood there with indifferent eyes, merely staring at the wand as Albeo had.
"Sir?" Albeo addressed him, withdrawing his arm. "Did | do something wrong?"

"No. You followed through perfectly,” said Lividus, casually. "You just need practice, | believe.
Not everyone gets it on their first attempt. Why don&rsquo;t we try another spell?"

Albeo nodded. Tension began to stir from within him. Lividus walked back over to his desk to
get something out from the drawer behind it.

"Sir?" Albeo addressed once more.
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"Yes?" Lividus replied, still rummaging through the small, wooden drawer. It seemed to still be
quite cluttered, despite the now clear office.

"Is it possible..." Albeo gulped. "To perform a spell without the use of a wand?"
Lividus turned around with raised eyebrows.
"Why do you ask?" he spoke.

"l just..." Albeo took a pause in his sentence as though he were trying to come up with a reason
on the spot. "...I had seen that man, Mavros, using magic without a wand. At least, | think it was
magic. Does that sound strange?"

“Not at all," he said, picking something out from the disorganized junk that occupied his drawer.
"There are spellcasters who are able to perform incantations without the use of wands,
sometimes without even reciting the incantations themselves. However, it requires a spellcaster
with great discipline, understanding of magic, and focus. Not only that..." Lividus placed what
Albeo now saw was a moldy, old apple onto his desk. "...but the spellcaster who wishes to
perform wandless spells cannot be one who relies on the power of the wand alone. He must
have been endowed with magical properties at birth. In other words: a natural born spellcaster.”
"And my father," said Albeo, trying to comprehend what Lividus had just explained. "He was
one such spellcaster?”

"Correct," Lividus stated with a grin. "He seemed to have natural talent for the practice the day
that Mavros had taken him in. We do not know much about his family, however, so we cannot
be certain from whom he had inherited his magical blood."

"But then...he didn&rsquo;t use wandless incantations, did he?" Albeo asked, looking a bit
confused. "In my dreams, | saw him using his wand every time he cast a spell. Or was my
dream wrong?"

"Your dream was quite right, Albeo," said Lividus. "I think that Neo--your father, that is--
cherished his wand very much. He seemed to treat it with much care, and seemed to mean a
great deal to him. As to why, | am not sure. But he definitely trusted his wand in every battle or
predicament he had ever been in. And | saw no need for him to use wandless incantations, for
he followed through each spell magnificently and almost matchlessly."

There was a small pause. Albeo looked onto Lividus&rsquo; face, which seemed to be
overwhelmed in reminiscence. Albeo then urged himself to ask one more question.

"Can you tell me," Albeo began. "why I&rsquo;ve been having these dreams every time that |
go to sleep?”

Lividus&rsquo; grin dropped like a stone as he quickly snapped back to reality.
"No. I&rsquo;m afraid not," he stated firmly.

"But If | could just--"
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"I&rsquo;m sorry," Lividus spoke with finality and brought up his hand, gesturing to the apple on
his desk. "Over there, if you please."

Albeo let a slight glance of frustration slip as he made his way towards the large, wooden desk.
As he walked, his stomach gave out a loud, reverberating growl. Lividus looked at Albeo, who
looked down to his stomach, gripping it with one hand.

"Sorry," Albeo apologized. "lt&rsquo;s just that it&rsquo;s lunchtime and I&rsquo;m a little
hungry."

"Ah...I almost forgot,” said Lividus. He went around and behind his desk, pulling out from
beneath it two small vials of pale liquid. Lividus approached Albeo and handed him one, holding
his own vial up to his lips and saying, "Bottoms up." Lividus took down the liquid in one gulp.

Albeo looked into the sand-colored liquid for a moment, and then he drank it down. He thought
that perhaps it was a magical potion of some kind that would instantly replenish his gurgling
stomach. The liquid tasted incredibly bitter in his mouth, and it had the texture of watery mud.
He almost gagged as the fluid slipped down his throat. Taking the vial off of his lips, he
immediately felt sick. The room seemed to be spinning and his body began to shiver. And then,
as soon as it had begun, it was over. He looked at himself. He did not undergo any sort of
horrid transformation that he could immediately realize. He did not feel replenished at the least
bit: the nausea in his stomach mixed with its hunger. He looked up at Lividus, who was wiping
his mouth with an unsleeved wrist and set the vial onto his desk. Albeo, puzzled and still a little
nauseous, walked over to the desk and placed down his now empty vial.

"Are you ready for another try at spellcasting, Albeo?" Lividus spoke before Albeo was able to
ask him what that strange concoction he had just now consumed was. Albeo nodded his head
and Lividus pointed to the moldy apple on the desk that they stood before.

"This," said Lividus. "Is your lunch for the time being."

Albeo looked at the apple more closely now. He was quite convinced that it was rotten: it was
black in some places with green growing on its sides, the small leaf on its stem brown and
withered.

"You want me to eat this?" Albeo asked, looking at him as though he had just gone mad.

"Well, not in its current state. | would be a bit startled if you did," Lividus stated. Albeo looked a
bit relieved. "No, what | want you to do is restore this apple, make it new again. Then, if you
succeed, | would be glad for you to eat it."

"Restore it, sir?" Albeo questioned.

"Yes. Restoring objects is a bit easier than transforming them, since you already have an idea
of what it should look like," Lividus explained. "Now, | want you to direct your wand at the apple
and imagine it as though it were perfectly healthy and fine to eat. Then, once you have the
image in your mind, | want you focus and then clearly speak the word &Isquo;Recreo,&rsquo;”

Albeo nodded, pointing his wand at the rotten apple that lay on the desk beside the two vials.
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He envisaged it as Lividus had described. He imagined the apple with shiny, bright red skin and
a deep, green leaf at the edge of its stubby stem. He then focused once more, concentrating as
hard as he could.

"Recreo," he uttered.

And then, to Albeo&rsquo;s surprise, something happened. There was a flash of orange light
and the moldy old apple transformed. It was no longer a moldy old apple, but a moldy old, cube-
shaped apple. Albeo stared for a moment at the strangely-shaped fruit and then tried again.
"Recreo."” There was another flash of orange light. This time, the apple seemed to take a longer
time reforming. It squirmed and swerved and twisted in different directions before finally settling
down. Albeo now saw an apple in the shape of Lividus&rsquo; head. It was not a perfect
replica, however. One eye was much larger than the other. His face was a bit lopsided and his
lower lip seemed swollen.

"Charming. Although | think the real thing looks much more handsome," Lividus commented,
humorously.

Albeo gave him a quick smirk and tried his hand at it once more. This time he concentrated
harder than ever, pouring every ounce of effort into his focusing thoughts. He was concentrating
so hard that he had forgotten to even envisage the restored apple in his mind. "Recreo!”

There was a great burst of orange light that exploded from the tip of his wand. He staggered
back from the sheer force of the rebound, squinting in the blinding brightness. Only after the
light dimmed and his vision was clear once more that he could see what he had done: the room
was entirely intact, but Lividus was now against the far wall, on the wooden floor, groaning
silently under his breath.

"Professor Sapphire!" Albeo called out as he ran over to his aid. He crouched down to
Lividus&rsquo; side, who was now rubbing his head with ache.

"That was some Recreo charm you made there," Lividus spoke. "Made me fly across the room
and into the wall. Given that it&rsquo;s quite a small room, but still..."

He gave Albeo a grin, but Albeo did not return it. His face was overcome with shock and
distress. He helped Lividus to his feet and wavered over to the desk, propping himself against it
to keep his balance. He held his wand very loosely in his fingers which were now trembling with
fear. He was pale in the face and breathing heavy. Albeo could not believe what he had just
done. He wished that he hadn&rsquo;t done it. Not again...

"lt&rsquo;s all right, Albeo," said Lividus as he placed a consoling hand onto his shoulder. "You
just need to learn control.”

Albeo looked up at him with his whitened face, then back to the floor. He wished he
hadn&rsquo;t done it. It was stupid of him to think that he could. It was stupid of him to even try
it. Why did he try it? Perhaps he thought that he had changed with age. Perhaps he thought
that things would be different. He thought that maybe he was different now. But he was not. He
was no different than when he was ten years old.
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Lividus picked up his own wand from the desk and flicked it. A small pantry in the corner of his
office opened at his movement and out flew an apple; one that was clean and fresh. The apple
landed in his palm and he handed it to Albeo.

"Eat it," said Lividus. "lt&rsquo;ll keep your strength up.”

Albeo slowly took the apple from his hand and sunk his teeth into it. The sweet juices
immediately flooded into his mouth as he bit off the crisp chunk of fruit. He chewed, swallowed,
and took another bite.

"lt&rsquo;s from the apple trees of the forest,” Lividus said. "The most nutritious ones grow
deepest in the woods. Eat it up, and it should replenish your energy."”

Albeo continued to eat the apple. It was quite delicious, unlike any other fruit he had tasted
before. He felt the strength returning to his arms and legs and warmth restoring in his body. The
color returned to his face as he took the last few bites of flesh until there was nothing but core.
He felt much better, although his stomach was still a bit uneasy and his mind unable to rest.
Lividus levitated the apple core out of Albeo&rsquo;s hand and flung it into a nearby
wastebasket.

"Ten points,” he stated, grinning. Albeo gave him a weak smile and then looked back at the
apple. It was no longer in the shape of Lividus&rsquo; head, but now a mangled, twisted form
that reminded Albeo of his new wand. He turned to Lividus.

"Sir? May | ask, what was the first spell that | tried to cast supposed to do?" he asked, only now
remembering his failed attempt from earlier in their lesson.

"You mean the Magicus Profero? Well, to be perfectly honest, I&rsquo;m not quite sure myself,"
Lividus explained. "The Magus Profero is an incantation that reveals a spellcaster&rsquo;s
magic in its purest form. The effect and appearance that it takes depends entirely on the
character and intent of its caster.”

"Oh," Albeo responded. "Then, may | ask, what does yours do, sir?"

Lividus did not answer. For a moment, Albeo thought that this may be another thing that he was
not allowed to know. But then, Lividus turned his back and held up his wand, giving it a flick.

"Magus Profero," he uttered. Swirling beams of violate light flew out of the tip of his wand like
confetti. The sparkling rays of light gyrated around the room without direction, the beams
colliding with each other as they crossed paths and bursting into sparks, making it seem as
though they were watching a wild fireworks display. After a few moments, all of the lights had
burst and gone out and the room had returned to its normal state. "And there you have it," said
Lividus, placing his wand back onto the desk.

Albeo stood there, gaping and staring at the empty wall across from him, as though the lights
were still zipping around the room. He had never seen anything so wonderful or amazing in his
life. The question of what exactly the spell did seemed insignificant at the moment, as he was
still amazed by the incredible performance of magic.
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"Shall we continue our lesson?" Lividus asked, gesturing towards the crudely shaped apple.

Albeo nodded and walked back over to the desk. He attempted the spell over and over again,
certain that he had control over his magic, and ending up with many different results. One
attempt had turned the rotten apple blue. Another covered it with yellow polka dots. Another
made it bounce around the room, ricocheting off of the walls like rubber until Lividus managed
to hit it with a spell which caused it to cease in midair. On his final attempt, the apple stretched
out to five feet tall, and a centimeter thick. Albeo was surprised to find, as Lividus examined the
long apple pole, that it was no longer rotten, but a fresh apple with shiny skin, despite its
appearance. Lividus took the apple in one hand and broke it in two, taking a bite of the shorter
severed half.

"Apple sticks," Lividus said, grinning as he swallowed. "I can picture it now. They'd sell by the
dozen. You may have a career in marketing ahead of you."

Albeo smiled, a little proud of himself for finally restoring it, after his numerous tries. He then
looked about himself. He was sure that at least several hours had passed, and that the lunch
period, perhaps school, was now long over. Lividus&rsquo; office had no clock on any wall nor
his desk. As Albeo was about to reach into his pocket to take out the watch that Gai had given
him the previous day, Lividus lifted his wand, pointing it straight into the air.

"l think that about does it for today. Good job, Albeo," he spoke as he gave his wand a twirl.
"Segnis."

The room spun before Albeo&rsquo;s eyes once more. He felt his body shiver violently. And
then, as before, it was over instantaneously. He examined himself again to be sure that he did
not turn into some hideous lizard and then looked up at Lividus, who stood before him, his wand
lowered, grinning.

"Sir, what did you--?"
"Same time tomorrow, Albeo," Lividus interjected. "Until then."

Lividus gave a small bow of his head and Albeo, with reluctance, did the same. He stepped out
the door, giving one last, curious glance, and then shut it behind him. He made his way back
across the main hall and around the corridors, seeing no people as he walked, which only told
him that school had finished and that everyone had gone home. Albeo hoped that his teachers
would understand. But then again, what would he tell them? That he had spent an entire school
day in the counselor&rsquo;s office to transform a piece of fruit into a flag pole? He walked
down the corridor that lead to the dining hall, which was the fastest way to the history classroom
where he had left his things. As he stepped in through the double doors, however, he heard the
loud drone of people talking. He looked around the dining hall to find crowds of students, all
sitting at the tables and eating their food, talking to their friends and pulling pranks. Albeo was
quite confused. Why were they all still here? He made his way through the multitudes of people,
searching for Fuyuka. He found her sitting at one of the smaller tables, talking to some girls that
he recognized from their biology class.

"Oh, look, it&rsquo;s Toad Snogger,” one of the girls with short, dark hair announced to the
others around her. Albeo ignored her.
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"Why is everyone still here?" he asked Fuyuka, who was now looking up at him from her plate
of meat, which had hardly been touched.

"What are you talking about?" she asked, puzzled. "And where did you run off to, anyway? |
couldn&rsquo;t find you after class ended.”

"I had a meeting with the counselor," Albeo explained.

"Well, it couldn&rsquo;t have been very important, seeing as you're back so soon," Fuyuka
commented.

"What are you talking about?" he questioned, now just as puzzled as she had been. "l was in
there for hours."

"Albeo," she said, her face once again tinged with confusion. "Lunch only started ten minutes
ago."
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4. Syrtis Potion

"What?" Albeo asked. He was now more confused than he had ever been, and made a
contorted face of pure puzzlement.

"You were only gone for ten minutes,” Fuyuka repeated herself, pointing to the clock that hung
on the high wall.

Albeo turned to the wall, seeing that the wooden, old clock had shown no more than twelve
minutes past noon. He stared at the clock for a few moments, being sure that he had not
misinterpreted what it displayed. He then looked about himself: students were talking amongst
themselves as they sat with their groups of friends and ate their plates of food prepared by the
school kitchen. Had he really only been gone for ten minutes? Had he merely failed to judge the
amount of time that he spent in Lividus&rsquo; office, trying to restore that moldy apple? Or had
the clock broken and everyone simply assumed that lunch period had still been going on for the
past three hours? Either way, Albeo had found it all to be very strange.

He decided to push away his thoughts on the abnormality to the back of his mind for the time
being and take a seat at the table. The seat next to Fuyuka had already been taken by a girl
with long amber hair, so he took the space next to her. This made Albeo feel incredibly
uncomfortable. He had never sat by anyone other than Fuyuka during lunch, especially not
another girl. He knew that Fuyuka, being the daughter of the Village Premier, was quite popular
among the other students and had a large group of female students who both befriended and
looked up to her. Albeo found it hard to believe that one person could have so many friends,
but, then again, his only friend was Fuyuka.

She was not only popular with the girls of their school, but the male students as well. Albeo
could recall many times in which Fuyuka had discovered a letter marked with a little pink heart
under her desk, or slipped between the pages of her history textbook (which would not be
discovered until much later after it had been given to her, seeing as how she hardly ever
opened the book). There were even times when a boy would walk directly up to her, trembling
nervously, and personally confess their love to her, but she politely turned every last one of
them down--even though some were a bit harsher than others (Albeo remembered a time in
which she responded to a boy using the words "hog breath” and "ape face"). Albeo, watching
silently from the side, would always merely stay silent and breathe not a word. Although he
couldn&rsquo;t help but wonder why she never gave a single young man who approached her
a chance, despite the fact that she was constantly complaining about how Albeo&rsquo;s
attachment to her was giving people the wrong idea about them, perhaps, being more than
simply friends.

"So, Albeo, are you seeing anyone currently?" the girl with amber hair asked him.
"W-w-what??" Albeo stuttered, looking up from his plate of what appeared to be roasted pork.

His face turned to a shade of scarlet as his gut began to sink. "I--er--uh--n-no...nobody at the
moment."
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"Really?" the girl asked, leaning forward with interest.
Albeo&rsquo;s heart leapt.

"Because | was under the impression that you were dating the biology lab&rsquo;s pet frog!"
the girl laughed hysterically, the others around her joining in the mirth.

He then felt his heart drop and plunk into his stomach and sink to his feet. Albeo hung his head,
looking at his knees. He now deeply wished that he had asked Lividus to teach him spell Albeo
could use to make himself disappear. But such spellcasting was far out of his reach, and now
all he could do was feebly try to ignore them.

"Cut it out, all of you!" Fuyuka scolded loudly over the drone of the talking students and the
girls&rsquo; laughter. They all immediately fell silent at her words, although Albeo still heard a
couple of them let out a small giggle. "Will you all just drop it, already? It was an accident, and it
could&rsquo;ve happened to any of you!"

But it didn&rsquo;t happen to any of them, Albeo thought, It happened to me. Albeo knew that
he was always making a fool of himself. No. That wasn&rsquo;t true. He didn&rsquo;t stand out
enough to make a fool of himself on a regular basis. He wasn&rsquo;t good enough to call
himself a fool. A fool had more courage than he did. Albeo wasn&rsquo;t sure what he was.

"You shouldné&rsquo;t make fun of him just because he woné&rsquo;t make fun of you," another
voice came out from behind Albeo, startling him a bit. He turned around to see a young man,
about his age, perhaps a bit older. The young man was much taller and much more handsome.
He had two fox ears, the tips of which were just visible under his thick, wavy dark hair. The boy
then turned to Fuyuka with a slick grin and said, "How are you, milady? Your father is doing
well, | presume?"

"Yes, thank you, Eryx," she responded with a sudden cheerful disposition. "How have you and
your father been doing?"

A hot, crimson fire seemed to cut through Albeo&rsquo;s body, burning his insides.

"Well, we can&rsquo;t complain. My dad&rsquo;s still trying to come to a peace agreement with
New Castrum. His job is quite hectic, being the Head Spellcaster. | just wish he could have a
break once in a while," he answered modestly. "I would like to say that I&rsquo;m glad that my
younger brother hasn&rsquo;t been troubling you two, but | suppose that&rsquo;s not possible
at the moment.”

"Oh, Feodore isn&rsquo;t so bad,"” said Fuyuka, smiling pleasantly.

Albeo winced.

"You don&rsquo;t need to say that. | know he can be a bit...well, okay, he can be downright
unpleasant,” Eryx joked. Fuyuka and the other girls laughed cheeringly.

"Well, I&rsquo;d love to stay and continue our conversation, but I&rsquo;m afraid 1&rsquo;ve
got a prefect meeting that | need to be getting to," he said smilingly. "We should all really get
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together sometime, us and our fathers."

Albeo saw Fuyuka&rsquo;s face turn a bit red as she nodded. Eryx waved to them and they
waved back, excluding Albeo, who found that he had been clenching his hands into fists. He
released his clasps to find indents in his skin where his fingernails had dug in. he turned to
Fuyuka, who no longer appeared irritable and stern, but cheerful and lighthearted. As Eryx
disappeared into the crowd of students and the girls began talking again, Albeo felt the
scorching burn from beneath his skin dissipate. What was it in Eryx that Fuyuka saw? Was it his
face? Was it the fact that he was smarter than her and a prefect? And why was she defending
Feodore? Feodore! Of all people! Yesterday she was just ranting on about how awful and stuck
up he was! And now she&rsquo;s actually defending him? All of this seemed to swirl and
bubble as pits of fire in his stomach. He felt a small tremor run up his back.

"So what did the counselor want to see you about?" Fuyuka asked as the two walked down the
village lane between the grassy fields.

"Oh...uh...he just wanted to talk about the nightmares | was having again,” Albeo lied. He tried
to reach for her hand, but she pulled away.

"It must have been important if he wanted to see you so soon,” she persisted,

"Well, like you said, it was just a short appointment,” he said, shrugging.

"l wonder what it is about these nightmares. What happens to you in them?" she asked.

"l told you, it&rsquo;s personal,” he responded quickly, but quietly.

"So you can share them with a professor but not me?" she questioned, her eyebrows raised.

"lt&rsquo;s not as embarrassing,” Albeo explained. "So how&rsquo;s your dad doing?" he
changed the subject, feeling uncomfortable talking to Fuyuka about his meeting with Lividus. He
knew that she could get information out of him easily if she wanted to.

"Oh, he&rsquo;s doing fine. He says that he&rsquo;s gonna go on a trip in a couple of months.
Some kind o business about the problems we&rsquo;ve been having with New Castrum," she
answered with a touch of suspicion in her eye. "Oh, and there were these two people who
barged into our house really late last night. | saw them and my dad talking from upstairs. Then
he left with them. I&rsquo;m not sure when he came back, but he was home when | woke up
this morning. Any idea what that was about?"

"N-no. None at all," Albeo gulped. He was sure that his stuttering habit had given him away, but
it was then that he was only a few steps from his house. "Alright, see you later, Fuyuka!" He
hurried up the front steps before she could say anything and slammed the door behind him as
he entered the house.

After being greeted eagerly by Ossy, who was barking and scampering about energetically as
he always was, he found his mother hanging the laundry in the back. She was taking what
Albeo noticed as a piece of his underclothing, but he disregarded this and asked her if they had
any rotten fruit. Haruka gave him a puzzled look at his strange question and told him that there
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may be some in the wastebasket by the kitchen sink. He rushed back into the house and over
to the kitchen, finding a partially sliced, rotting apple in the trash. He picked it up with a cloth he
found on the counter, careful not to get any grime on himself, and ascended the stairs with it,
taking it into his room and closing the door quietly behind him.

Setting the almost-whole apple onto his desk, he whipped out the misshapen wand from under
his vest, the icy touch of which still present, and began to practice immediately. Flash after flash
of orange light, he tried to restore the piece of fruit. Again, he made many failed attempts, even
though the apple was no longer rotten in its many deformities. One attempt turned the apple
into a flattened, red circle. In one attempt the apple sprouted insect wings and began to hover
low over the ground. Albeo, panicking, shot another orange flash at the flying apple, turning it
into hard stone and causing it to drop heavily to the ground, creating a loud thud. Haruka called
up from downstairs, asking if Alboeo had fallen. Albeo told her that he had merely dropped one
of his school books, and restarted his practice.

"Recreo!" he uttered one last time. And--in a single, bright burst of light--there was the apple:
whole and clean with its red skin faintly gleaming.

Albeo fell back and collapsed onto his bed from exhaustion. He had finally restored the apple.
He was so tired that he didn&rsquo;t even have the energy to reach over to the desk so that he
could grab and eat it. His body felt entirely drained of energy, his wand now held loosely in his
weak grip. He looked over to the clock that stood on his desk. He had been practicing for hours.
The light that cast into his room through the window above was now dim, and the sky behind it
was dark and dusky. Time did not seem to move as slowly in his room as it did in
Lividus&rsquo; office. Had he cast a spell of some sort that froze or perhaps even reversed
time? Albeo had never heard of any sort of spell that was capable of such things. Could it be
that Lividus knew magic that was unknown to most others? Was the magic that he had used
some sort of taboo? Or was Albeo simply overanalyzing all of this? He looked at the deformed
wand that Lividus had given him, its contact to his skin absorbing the heat from his fingers. He
then erected himself from the bed and stood on the carpeted floor. He then held it forth in the
air with his eyes set focusing on its tip and gave it a flick.

"Magicus Profero," he spoke.
Nothing.

"Magicus Profero!" he repeated.
There was only silence.

Albeo stood there, both puzzled and frustrated with himself. Why would the spell not work for
him? It worked for Lividus, although Albeo wasn&rsquo;t certain what its effect was. Lividus told
Albeo that the Magicus Profero revealed its caster&rsquo;s magic in its purest form, its effect
and form depending on the caster&rsquo;s character and intent. He had also told Albeo that
there are those who are born with magic in their blood and those who are not. Albeo thought
that perhaps he was simply not born with magic in his blood. But then what about his father?
Did he not have magic in his blood? Lividus told Albeo that his father did not use wandless
incantations because he was attached to his wand. Could it be that his father only used spells
with his wand because he had no other choice?
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Albeo looked at his wand once more. He couldn&rsquo;t get over its mangled form or how it
appeared frigid at the touch. He then reached into his pocket to feel his father&rsquo;s wand
much finer wand, and a much warmer sensation came over his other hand. He put the mangled
wand into his pocket and pulled out his father&rsquo;s, looking at its smooth surface and
brighter color. Lividus said that the wand he had given Albeo was meant to provide focus rather
than power. What would happen if he used his father&rsquo;s wand? He held it up before him,
his arm straight and extended. He cleared his throat and gave it a flick. Albeo expected to hear
the sound of property falling to the floor and crashing, but no such noise came. A bit more
confident, he gave the wand another flick.

"Magicus Profe--"
"Albeo! Come down for dinner!" his mother&rsquo;s voice came out again from downstairs.

Albeo felt a tinge of frustration. He sighed, withdrawing his arm and placing his father&rsquo;s
wand back into his pocket. He washed up in the bathroom, wiping the sweat off his skin, and
descended down the staircase. He was greeted by the savory aroma of hot stew, two bowls of
which sat on the dining table below. Haruka was fending off Ossy who was trying to get onto
the table to have a taste when Albeo took a seat. His mother seemed to have reverted back to
a normal face. It was not the same cheerful face that Albeo had been used to seeing, but it was
quite better than the gloomy, unfocused one that she had worn earlier that morning.

"What were you doing up there all day?" Haruka asked him as he was shoveling the stew into
his mouth ravenously.

"Just studying,” he responded hastily, filling his mouth with more chunks of carrot and beef. He
hated trying to cover things up. Unlike Fuyuka, he was an incredibly terrible liar. She had to
convince Gai several times that she had never been approached by a boy before, even though
Albeo knew that was an outright lie. Whenever Gai asked Albeo directly, he would just shrug his
shoulders and change the subject. Ignoring things appeared to be about the only thing that
Albeo was ever good at.

He looked up at his mother from across the table. She was dabbing her silver spoon into the
bowl thoughtlessly, as though she were looking for buried treasure at its bottom. Albeo could
still feel an aura of solemnity and despair emitting from her. He wondered if she had eaten
anything today. The best way to loose weight, as he had once heard, is depression. Her face
appeared pale and somehow less radiant and beautiful than Albeo remembered. She obviously
knew something about the journey that he did not, and was still keeping it from him, despite all
that he heard. What more could she reveal to him that would shake him? Would simply knowing
if he was to die or not provoke death?

Albeo had a right to know, he knew he did. But nobody would tell him any more than they
wanted to. His questions were the fog and their answers were the guiding light that could save
him, but they kept this light to themselves. The thought of this infuriated Albeo, but no such
emotion would show on his face. He had an amazing talent of keeping a straight face even
when overwhelmed with sadness or anger, although he never knew why. And even if he
didn&rsquo;t have such ability, he would be too afraid to let others become aware of whatever
strong emotions he felt. He simply kept himself as tightly shut as possible and prayed that
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nothing would slip out. But Albeo was still human, and he couldn&rsquo;t stop the emotions
from happening, even though he often would deeply wish that he could.

He ate the remainder of his dinner, washed his dishes, and walked back up the stairs and into
his room without a word. He drew the fine mahogany wand from his pocket and looked upon it,
thinking of giving another try at the Magicus Profero. He lingered on the thought for a while, but
then decided not to. He had to follow Lividus&rsquo; advice and work on focus. The last thing
that he wanted to do was lose control again. He walked over to his bed and lied down onto the
soft mattress. Albeo looked at the books that sat atop of the chair before his desk. He was too
tired to do schoolwork. He shifted his glance to the apple that rested on the desk, still gleaming
even though the sky was now quite dark. He wanted to pick the apple up, but found that he was
too comfortable now to get up from his bed. He then remembered when Lividus called the apple
from his cupboard by waving his wand.

Albeo took out the misshapen stick from his other pocket and pointed it at the apple, giving it a
backward flick. The apple jumped up from the desk and flew forward, striking Albeo right on the
forehead and then plopping down onto the covers. Rubbing his sore head, he took the apple up
and bit down into its flesh. It wasn&rsquo;t quite as juicy or sweet as the apple that he had
eaten in Lividus&rsquo; office, but it still tasted fresh and crisp. He ate the apple and tossed it
into the wastebasket beneath his desk, giving out a yawn as he did. It was a very long and tiring
day, and many unanswered questions still buzzed around in his head. But for now, he wanted
rest. He extinguished his lamp, pulled over his covers and shut his eyes.

The giant, looming monster stood between the torn buildings of the empty city, its large fangs
gleaming and moaning faces protruding from its inky black skin. One of its several tongues
slithered down its body and approached. The ascension up the monster as the tongue pulled
was long and unpleasant, the surrounding souls screaming and groaning sinfully. As the
monster&rsquo;s jaws widened, a lone man was visible in the distance. He seemed to be
calling out someone&rsquo;s name, but there was no point now. The monster&rsquo;s gaping
mouth closed and its throat contracted. Shifting darkness once more consumed the light, and
hisses and whispers could be heard again. But in the darkness, somewhere beyond the
shadows, there was the faintest glimmer of light. As the glimmer grew closer, it was now
apparent that it was no magical light from beyond, but the reflection of a smile. A wide, empty,
and malevolent smile the spread from ear to ear. The gleaming, white teeth opened to reveal
the mouth that lay behind them. There was an inhale of toxic breath, and everything went black
again.

And then, as though the locations had changed, there was another light, but it was much
brighter light that cut through the shadows. Screams and crying could be heard, but they were
unlike the screams heard before. One was of a woman. The other seemed to be of an infant. As
the light became larger, the room beyond it became visible. It was a wooden cabin. There was
a small, leather chair in the middle of the room with a glass cabinet of dishes on the wooden
wall behind it. A small bookshelf stood in the corner, lined with only a few, large books. The
door at the far right was shut, and the window to the left above the bed was dark. There was a
lantern that hung beside the window, giving off a fiery glow that cast itself onto the walls the
furniture. The room was now entirely visible, and the screaming had stopped. There was a man
with somewhat long, emerald hair smiling down and saying something, but the crying that could
still be heard made his words inaudible. There was now a feeling of being lifted and carried
through the air, only to meet the hold of two arms. Then, a quiet, gentle voice that seemed to be
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heard even over the blatant crying came from just above:

"Akihiro Albeo Baryk."

Another piercing ray of illumination came into sight and Albeo knew immediately that it was the
sun. Opening his eyes, he stretched out his arms and gave out a noise that sounded like a half-
yawn, half-grunt. He pulled away the covers, got out of bed, stripped off his clothes and threw
clean ones on, and left the bedroom, both wands resting in either pocket. He descended the
stairs, greeted by the usual energetic yipping of Ossy. As he reached the bottom steps, he
noticed that his mother was setting two plates of toast onto the dining table with her normal,
cheerful expression. Albeo felt the slightest bit of relief to see that his mother was acting
normally again. Perhaps everything would not be so bad. He pulled up a wooden chair, took a
seat at the table, and began happily munching on the dark, buttered toast. Finishing his
breakfast, he put away his dishes, picked up his books, and bid his mother goodbye, as she did
the same with a smile. Fuyuka was waiting for him outside as she always was. He walked over
to her and the two began to make their way down the clear lane between the grass and bare
trees. He was able to hold her hand for a few minutes before she shook him off.

"You really need to stop doing that, Albeo,” Fuyuka said irritably, her face pink. "What will
people say?"

Theyé&rsquo;re already saying things, Albeo thought. But then he was struck by a thought. He
looked at Fuyuka and realized something that he hadn&rsquo;t realized before.

"Akihiro," he mumbled.
"What?" Fuyuka asked, turning her head to face him.
"You doné&rsquo;t call me Akihiro anymore. You call me Albeo, now," he spoke.

"Oh. Yeah. | never realized. | guess it&rsquo;s only natural that it would catch onto me, since so
many people call you that,” Fuyuka said with a shrug.

Albeo nodded with a brief glance of question and then looked forward again. She had called
him Akihiro for as long as he remembered. She was about the only one who still did, other than
his mother. Albeo&rsquo;s two names were supposedly named for his mother&rsquo;s family
and his father&rsquo;s family. When Albeo thought about it, he didn&rsquo;t know much of
either. He wondered why his mother had never married, and what had happened to the family
of his father. Albeo knew that his father&rsquo;s parents had died in the Great War, from what
Lividus and the others had told him. His mother had taken the name of Baryk--his
father&rsquo;s name--after the night his father died. He wanted to know more about his father
and his background, but it seemed that this information was either unreachable or simply
forbidden to be revealed to him.

When the two arrived at the school and entered the main hall, they crossed paths with Feodore,

who elbowed Albeo as he passed, snickering. Albeo didn&rsquo;t say anything or even give
him a dirty look as he walked away. He just stayed quiet while Fuyuka gave a grunt and made a
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rude gesture with her finger as he turned his back. The morning passed by slowly. To Albeo, all
of the classes prior to lunch were only for using up time before his next lesson with Lividus. He
paid little attention to his teachers, keeping his thoughts on the upcoming journey and how he
would break the news to Fuyuka that he would soon be leaving and could possibly be never
coming back. As soon as the bell rang for lunch period, Albeo jumped out of his seat and the
rest of the class watched, their eyes following him across the classroom and out the door. Albeo
walked down the corridors and through the main hall, at the end of which he knocked on the
small wooden door to hear the counselor&rsquo;s usual "Enter." Stepping into the room, he
found that Lividus was not sitting at his desk as he usually was, but was now standing before it,
his wand held firmly in both hands at his front. Albeo closed the door behind him and
approached the counselor.

"And how are you today, Mr. Baryk?" Lividus greeted with a grin.

"Quite well, sir,"” Albeo replied with a bit of anxiousness in his voice. "l&rsquo;ve...I&rsquo;ve
been practicing the Recreo spell. | think 1&rsquo;ve finally got it down."

"Ah, glad to hear it. But I&rsquo;m afraid we won&rsquo;t be furthering our lesson on restoring
objects today. Today | am going to teach you about a kind of magic that is both entirely
necessary to know and will hopefully not have to be used very often,” spoke Lividus as he
spaced himself from Albeo as much as he could, walking across the clear floor and over to the
other side of the small office. "Today | am going to teach you defense."

"D-defense...sir?" Albeo choked out.

"Correct. | dare say that we will undoubtedly come across a few unfriendly people along our
coming journey, so it is essential that you know how to deal with them," Lividus explained, now
gripping his wand with one hand and pointing it directly at Albeo. "I am going to cast an
offensive spell directed at you. You must defend yourself. Are we clear?"

"But sir...how do I--" Albeo asked, but was interjected.
"Youé&rsquo;ll find a way," Lividus said casually. "Are you ready?"

But before Albeo even had a chance to answer, Lividus had stepped forward and thrust his
wand forth, a stream of red light bursting out from its tip and streaking through the air toward
Albeo, who had just now drawn his own wand. Albeo couldn&rsquo;t think. He was about to be
hit. No spells of protections could come to his mind. After all, he only knew two. Suddenly, his
wand seemed to move on its own, and a blast of emerald fire shot out from it, engulfing the
streak of red until the two vanished into a burst of white sparks. Albeo inhaled, looking with
astonishment at the oddly shaped stick in his sweaty grip.

"Just as | thought," Lividus stated indifferently, putting his arm at his side.
"Sir...what was that?" Albeo asked in complete bewilderment.
"Now I will cast an immobilizing curse directed at you, and you must protect yourself using the

spell "Defensor" by speaking the incantation clearly and aiming your wand at the incoming
curse,&rsquo; Lividus explained, ignoring Albeo&rsquo;s question. "Remember to use focus,
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control, and concentration. Are you ready?"

After a brief look of impatience slipped out over Albeo&rsquo;s face, he nodded, bringing up his
wand. Lividus stepped forward once more. Albeo braced himself. Another stream of red light
shot out from Lividus&rsquo; grip and flew toward Albeo, who was now shaking violently and
taking in a deep breath.

"Defensor!" Albeo uttered loudly, thrusting his wand forward.

A spark of blue light burst out from his wand, but soon dissipated into the air. Before he could
even take in another breath of air, he was struck right in the center of his chest by the red light.
It felt as though he were being hit by gust of solid wind as he dove back, slamming his back
against the wall and sliding down onto the floor. His entire body felt numb. He was unable to
even move lips or shift the position of his eyes. He saw Lividus&rsquo; face come into view and
was suddenly lifting off of the ground. The feeling in his toes slowly began to return and work its
way up to his head. However, the moment he tried to take a step forward, he lost his balance
and dropped back down to the floor, landing squarely on his bottom. Lividus grinned
humorously and helped him up again.

"You&rsquo;ll get used to the feeling of immobilization eventually,” Lividus said as he smiled.
"...though hopefully not too used to it. Shall we have another--ah! I&rsquo;d almost forgotten..."

Lividus reached into his large coat pocket and pulled out two vials of the familiar sand-colored
liquid, uncorking both and handing one to Albeo.

"Sir?" Albeo addressed before either of them drank the watery mud.
"Yes?" he responded.

"Yesterday, during our last lesson, | thought that we, no, | know for certain that we were in there
for hours,” said Albeo. "And yet when | came out, only minutes had passed by. | was
wondering..." He held up the small vial in his fingers. "...did it have to do with this?"

"Perceptive, aren&rsquo;t you?" Lividus said with a smirk. "You are correct, Albeo. What you
hold in your hand right there is Syrtis Potion, the main ingredient of which is stardust. Stardust
Is very rare and has great potential as an ingredient in brewing potions and elixirs, but the effect
that it has depends on what ingredients it is mixed with and how it is distributed. For example,
mix it with phoenix feathers, elfwood root, and greystone to develop a medicine that can cure
any illness, be it viral or mental. Mix it with scarab beetle, fire-dirt, and griffon talons and
you&rsquo;ll get an elixir so toxic that it even causes the physical body to dissipate.

"This specific stardust-based potion, however, is created to manipulate the dimensions of
oneé&rsquo;s personal time flow. The Syrtis Potion lets one to slip into an artificial timeline that
moves more rapidly than its original counterpart, meaning that whoever is in the separate
timeline is able to astronomically surpass normal human speeds. While you are in the artificial
time flow, the rest of the world will appear to stand still because everything else is moving at
such a slower rate. That is why | concocted a large batch of the stuff for our lessons. 1&rsquo;ll
be able to teach you during school hours without actually using any school hours."
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Albeo stood across from Lividus silently for a moment or two, trying to analyze everything that
he had just said, wondering if they were even speaking the same language any more.

"So...it makes you move fast?" Albeo asked, dumbfounded.

"That would be a brutal simplification, but yes, it makes you move fast," Lividus answered with a
tinge of discontent in his grin.

"And you...made this?" Albeo questioned, pointing to the vial in his hand. Lividus nodded
modestly. "So you&rsquo;re an...an alchemist then?"

"l suppose you could say that," Lividus replied with a shrug. "I never made it into a professional
career. | don&rsquo;t think | ever had the patience for it. But enough chit-chat for now. Now is
the time for practice.”

He took the pale liquid in, Albeo still holding his at his front, staring at him. Then, as soon as he
had emptied the bottle, Lividus vanished. There was no puff of smoke or flash of light. He
simply vanished, in the blink of an eye. Albeo looked around himself to see if he could find him,
then stared at the empty space where Lividus once stood. He then jerked his head back and
drafted down the slimy fluid. Its taste had not changed since the last time that he drank it, the
horrible bitterness still lingering over his tongue. The room spun before his eyes, faster and
faster as though he were in the eye of a hurricane. And then, as soon as it was over, he saw
Lividus, standing the exact same spot where he had vanished. Albeo, feeling quite dizzy from
the ride, shook himself and handed Lividus the empty vial.

"But sir, if this potion only lets you move much faster, what about when you&rsquo;re standing
still?" Albeo asked as he withdrew his hand, picturing how Lividus appeared to be standing in
the same place the entire time, but Albeo could still not see him until after he took the potion.

"Ah, but as | said, "making you move fast" is a gross simplification of the potion&rsquo;s
abilities," Lividus explained. "As I told you, it allows you to slip into a separate timeline flowing at
a quicker rate. That means, Albeo, if you were to take the potion without me and stand right in
front of my eyes for hours on end, | might only see you for a split second. That&rsquo;s how the
differences in time flow work."

Albeo had no idea what in the world he was talking about, but nodded his head politely as he
explained the wonders of the Syrtis Potion.

"Well then," Lividus spoke after wrapping up his monologue. "Shall we continue with our
lesson? Try not to get immobilized, now."

Albeo nodded again and took up his wand, bracing himself for the next attack. A streak of red
light shot out from Lividus&rsquo; wand and Albeo immediately called out, "Defensor.” There
was another spark of blue and then it was gone, the red blast hitting Albeo right in the pit of his
gut, causing him to lift off his feet and fly across the room into the wall behind him. Lividus ran
to help his stunned pupil up.

"Sorry about that,” Lividus apologized as he helped Albeo up to his feet. "I was aiming for your
chest and | guess | aimed a bit low. Just be glad that | didn&rsquo;t aim too low."
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Albeo gave a hesitant smile and leaned against the wall as the feeling slowly returned to his
body. Once the numbness had dissipated, they continued their lesson. Blast after blast of red
came at Albeo again and again. And every time, Albeo failed to produce a stable Defensor
spell. Each time he looked at his crooked wand, hopeful that a great streak of blue would
appear as Lividus had repeatedly done, but would only see a few sparks emit from the tip and
fall to the ground. Once, he almost conjured a thorough spell, but it exploded the instant that it
tried to leave his wand, causing Albeo to fall over before Lividus&rsquo; immobilizing curse was
able to reach him.

“Nicely done," Lividus congratulated as he pulled Albeo off the ground for the seventeenth time.
"Although I don&rsquo;t think that you should use falling on your rear as a tactic for dodging
attacks."

Albeo balanced himself and brought about his wand, ready for another go. Another wave of
flying curses came at Albeo, but he was scarcely struck: he consistently avoided Lividus&rsquo;
curses by falling onto his butt after his defense spell backfired on each try.

"Defensor!" Albeo called out for the thirty-fourth time.

And then, to his great surprise, a bright ray of blue light shot out from the end of his wand,
swerving across the air until it collided with the incoming curse. The two spells burst into white
sparks then the room fell silent. The hand that held Albeo&rsquo;s wand was shaking violently,
his eyes wide and mouth open. Lividus smiled widely as he approached Albeo and gave him a
pat on the back.

"Well done, Albeo, well done," spoke Lividus with pride rising in his gentle but firm voice.

"Do you think," Albeo panted as he staggered backwards to lean against the wall in exhaustion.
"we could call it a day?"

"l suppose so," Lividus said, taking out a watch from his coat pocket not unlike the one that
Albeo had received from Gai. "Yes. Why don&rsquo;t we end for now?" Lividus raised his
wand, directing it at the ceiling and uttered, "Segnis."

Once again, the room became blurred before Albeo&rsquo;s eyes, spinning faster and faster
before coming to an abrupt halt. Albeo righted himself, being sure that he kept his balance, and
took out the golden pocket watch that Gai and Roxanne had given him the other day. Its hands
pointed to exactly ten minutes past noon. Albeo gave his thanks and gave a small bow, as
Lividus did the same. As he took a step out of the door and into the main hall, he looked back at
Lividus, who was still standing before his desk.

"If I may ask sir," Albeo spoke, his hand around the door&rsquo;s rusty knob. "Why not become
the spellcasting teacher here? Why did you choose to be the student counselor and not take up
a job in teaching magic instead?"

Lividus smiled.

"For the same reason," he answered, smiling and waving his hand. "that | never took up a job in
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teaching alchemy."

Albeo stood there for a brief moment to stare at him, then waved back and exited the office,
shutting the door behind him. He wondered what they would be serving for lunch today.
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5. Magic

Over the next few weeks, Albeo spent every ten minutes before lunch in Lividus&rsquo;
cramped office, learning new spells and practicing repeatedly, trying not to injure himself in the
process. Although he never quite got used to the awful bitter taste of Syrtis Potion, he rather
enjoyed his appointments with the counselor. Lividus would occasionally ask Albeo about any
nightmares he may have had recently, but whenever Albeo would explain Lividus would just
nod his head and start the lesson.

Albeo found that Fuyuka was now getting more accustomed to sitting with her friends during
lunch period, which didn&rsquo;t make him feel comfortable at the least. He was hardly ever
able to sit next to her anymore, and wasn&rsquo;t able to get through a single lunch without
being teased at least once by one of the girls. He was teased a lot in the dining hall thanks to
Feodore and his amphibious trend-setting, but it was different when someone did it right in his
face. It made him feel like nothing. Like they didn&rsquo;t care whether he heard what they said
or if it hurt him or not. He didn&rsquo;t matter to them. Only Fuyuka did whenever she would
scold them all to stop it, but they would never heed her word for long, no matter how much they
looked up to her.

Every day Feodore would "accidentally" bump into Albeo or come up with another witty joke
involving him entering a life long commitment with his swamp-dwelling soul mate, and every
day Eryx would grant Fuyuka the pleasure of dropping in at her table during lunch and partake
in some chit-chat as Albeo watched Fuyuka turn red while the feeling of burning fire scorched
the inside of him. But Albeo would only pay attention to these things as they happened, and
never linger upon them for long. As soon as he got home, he would run upstairs and start
practicing the new spell that he had learned at his lesson. Needless to say, he was falling
considerably behind in his schoolwork, but he was still passing his tests with ease, which was
the only thing that really mattered when grades came around.

One day, Albeo entered his house, Ossy yipping frantically at his return and running around in
little circles, and noticed that his mother was struggling to light a fire under the pot that stood on
their old stove. He wasn&rsquo;t sure if she noticed that he entered or not at first since she was
so absorbed in her task, but then realized that Ossy&rsquo;s barking obviously gave it away.
He began to walk across the wooden floor, reaching the dining table and keeping his eyes on
his mother, trying to get a spark going. He stopped in his steps and waited for a moment. No
fire came. Hesitating a bit, he pulled out the crooked wand from his pocket, pointing it at the top
of the stove.

"Aduro," he uttered with a clear, firm voice.

Suddenly, a spark flew out from under the pot, and a small, red flame appeared, slowly growing
with light and heat. The water in the pot was soon boiling and steam began to lift up from its
mouth. He let up a little smile of small pride on his face. It had taken him days to get that one
right. Albeo had managed to set himself on fire (in places that he&rsquo;d rather not mention)
during several of his earlier attempts. Haruka looked back at him with wide eyes and an open
mouth. She stared at him, then the deformed wand that he held in his hand, then Albeo again,
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then the wand again, then Albeo.
"Did..." Haruka managed to push the words out of her gaping mouth. "Did you just...?

"Professor Sapphire&rsquo;s been teaching me spellcasting in his office,” Albeo explained
before she could try to speak again.

"For...how long?" she asked him, slightly hesitant.
"About a month, | guess," he answered, lowering his wand.

Haruka fell silent once more, but was now smiling at him. Soon, she was walking up to him and
wrapping her arms around his body.

"You&rsquo;re becoming so much like your father, Akihiro," she spoke with an unsteady but
undoubtedly overwhelming joy in her quiet voice.

"Thanks,” he replied as his mother squeezed tightly. He knew that it was meant as a
compliment, but he wasn&rsquo;t so sure what exactly to take such a compliment anymore.

After all, his father was a lonely, poker-faced, unsociable traveler who ran around obsessed
with killing some guy who looked like he was an old geezer and liked to sic man-eating bugs on
people who made him angry.

Albeo had never thought of it like that before.

As the days went by, Albeo continued to face problems both inside and out of the counselor
office. He struggled to build his confidence, but didn&rsquo;t make much progress. A lot of what
he said to people outside of those he knew personally was mumbled or didn&rsquo;t even
leave his mouth at all. Meanwhile, Albeo made attempt after attempt at the immobilizing curse
that Lividus had so plentifully used on him in their previous lessons. Like the defensor spell, the
immobilizing curse didn&rsquo;t seem to go so well for him either. It would often backfire on
him, sending Albeo across the room and leaving him to lie on the floor for a few moments, his
whole body numb. On a few tries, he managed to actually get a bolt of crimson light to fire off of
his wand, but it would always veer off to the side and smash into one of Lividus&rsquo;
bookshelves or smack the entry door&rsquo;s knob clean off. Albeo had no problem reattaching
it, though, since he had gained some mastery of the Recreo charm.

"Exanimo!" Albeo shouted during one of his lessons for the umpteenth time, focusing as hard
as his brain would allow.

A blast of red shot out from his wand like lightning and, before he knew it, Lividus was on the
ground, back against the wall. Albeo rushed over to him, worrying that he might have killed him
as he lay completely motionless. He helped him off of the ground and soon Lividus was moving
about again.

"Well done, Albeo," Lividus congratulated as he dusted off his coat. "I haven&rsquo;t been
paralyzed like that in years."

44 of 96



Albeo thanked him as Lividus took out the watch from his front pocket and put it back in, while
directing his wand at the ceiling.

"Well, | believe that this was quite a productive lesson," he said before closing his eyes and
murmuring, "Segnis."

The room spun before Albeo&rsquo;s eyes and then he stood still, returning Lividus&rsquo;
bow and heading for the wooden door. As Albeo had his hand around the knob and was
stepping out into the hall, Lividus called back to him. Albeo looked back at Lividus, who was
now sitting at his desk, flipping through some documents.

"Yes, sir?" he replied.

"We will be leaving next week," he said casually, licking his thumb and turning over to the next
page.

Albeo&rsquo;s face contorted slightly.
"What?" he asked, as though he didn&rsquo;t hear him clearly.
Lividus looked up from his papers with raised eyebrows.

"Our journey," he stated indifferently. "We will be departing Sunday next week at noon. Pack
your things and settle any affairs that you may have."

Albeo stared at Lividus, who was now looking back at his papers. What just happened? The
room was filled with an unbearable silence that leaked out of the door and into the hall. Albeo
felt his stomach weaken and his head erupt with a confusion he had not experienced in weeks.
He said nothing. He couldn&rsquo;t think of anything to say. Lividus said nothing either He only
flipped through his papers, jotting down a signature here and there without looked back up at
him. Albeo lingered for a while like he was hoping for Lividus to smile and say "Just kidding."
But no words came from either of them. Albeo looked to the floor, and then finally left the office,
shutting the door quietly.

His mind raced as he made his way down the empty corridors. Albeo had almost forgotten the
treacherous journey that he was inevitably to go on and how much he dreaded and feared the
idea of it. Had it already been two months? Albeo couldn&rsquo;t believe how fast the time flew
by. It was like looking back on things at the end of the school year and wondering where the
time went. Albeo then realized that he had only just made his first successful attempt at the
immobilizing curse. Did he really think that he would be ready to defend himself against
whatever would await him during their travels? What were they thinking?

He entered the dining hall and made his way through the crowd of students, hearing multiple
insults as he passed. Reaching Fuyuka&rsquo;s table, which was crowded by her group of
friends, he found that there was actually a seat available to her right. He nervously sat down,
and put his arms on the table.

"Aren&rsquo;t you going to eat?" she asked him, gesturing to the empty space before him that
was occupied by his arms.
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"Not hungry," he answered curtly, avoiding her look.

"If you don&rsquo;t eat, you&rsquo;ll just stay the same scrawny way you are now," she
commented, turning away and digging into her mashed potatoes.

The girl across from made a snide remark, bouncing off from Fuyuka&rsquo;s comment, but
Albeo just nodded without listening. Should he tell Fuyuka? It would be quite disquieting if he
were to just leave her without so much as a goodbye or an explanation for his departure,
possibly never returning again. Never returning again. The though tightened his stomach like a
thousand knots. Of course, would she really be so upset if he were to leave? She has plenty of
other willing friends. There was no doubt about that. And she was always complaining about
Albeo in one way or another: he&rsquo;s too wimpy, he&rsquo;s too quiet, he&rsquo;s too
short, he never stands up for himself, he acts like an insecure child. Maybe he should save her
the trouble of having to listen to his depressing little story and just cut himself out of her life. Cut
himself out of everyone&rsquo;s lives. And, if he could, cut himself out of his own life. He was
just about as sick of himself as everyone else was.

He looked over to his left to see Feodore sitting at a nearby table, holding up yet another rubber
frog to his face and putting on a display to his friends, who were laughing hysterically. Albeo
found it hard to believe that this joke was still found so hilarious and witty by them, considering
that they had seen it at least a dozen or so times. And then, Albeo was hit by an idea, one that
wasné&rsquo;t particularly nice in nature, but an idea none the less. He looked over to Fuyuka
and the other girls. They were all talking amongst themselves and seemed to have forgotten
that Albeo was even there. He then looked back to Feodore, who was still acting like his nose
was being sucked off, and silently drew the crooked wand from his pocket, pointing it directly at
the toy frog.

"Animatus," Albeo whispered.

There was a flash of white light and Feodore suddenly halted his humorous thrashing around.
He looked down at the rubber frog and realized that the frog was now blinking and moving its
legs, and that it was now actually attached to his face. He began thrashing around once more,
but now in actual panic. His friends&rsquo; laughing came to a gradual stop as they realized
that something was wrong. Two of the girls got up from their seats and began tugging on the
frog with all of their might, but it wouldn&rsquo;t come off. Meanwhile, Feodore was screaming
and wailing like a little girl, waving his arms around and insanely running about the room like
some mental patient who just got loose from his straightjacket.

Everyone turned their heads to get a good look at the person who&rsquo;s making a total idiot
out of himself. There&rsquo;s laughter once more, but now it&rsquo;s coming from all
directions. One of the gossiping girls looks up and points at Feodore with a smile that reminded
Albeo of how much pleasure some girls can get from watching other&rsquo;s terrible
embarrassment. Albeo was quite happy that today it wasn&rsquo;t coming from him. He even
managed to smile a little in the mirth of it all. He turned around with his grin to look at Fuyuka.
She wasn&rsquo;t pointing and laughing at Feodore like everyone else. She was staring at
Albeo with eyes spread wide open, Albeo wasn&rsquo;t sure when or how, but now he knew for
certain: She had seen him. She saw what he did.
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Albeo&rsquo;s smile slipped away like a bar of grimy soap.

Before he knew it, he was being dragged across the hall. She was pulling on his arm and it hurt,
but he didn&rsquo;t say anything. Fuyuka&rsquo;s legs were longer than his, and he found it
hard to keep up. As he scurried across the floor through the laughing crowds of people, Albeo
saw Feodore also being dragged away by who he recognized as the school nurse. Fuyuka
stopped in a deserted corner across from the hall&rsquo;s entrance. Albeo stumbled as they
came to a halt. He caught his breath and then looked up at Fuyuka, who was looking right back
at him. He felt sicker than ever and felt tempted to hold his stomach in the unbearable
discomfort, but he didn&rsquo;t. He couldn&rsquo;t hear the outpouring laughter anymore. He
only heard his breathing and the thumping of his heartbeat that drowned out his own thoughts.
He braced himself for the furious screaming and shouting that was sure to come at him at any
moment. He winced and tensed all of his muscles the moment that Fuyuka&rsquo;s voice came
at him, but it wasn&rsquo;t of any threatening or lecturing nature. In fact, Albeo could have
sworn that he was being congratulated.

"That was amazing! I&rsquo;ve wanted to do something like that to him forever!" Fuyuka
exclaimed with astonishment. "Jeezus, Albeo! When did you learn to use magic??"

Albeo heaved a great sigh of relief as the desire to vomit lessened a bit. But he wasn&rsquo;t
out of the woods yet. Now he owed Fuyuka an explanation. Should he lie and tell her that he
had taught himself, or just taken up some spellcasting lessons outside of school? She
wouldn&rsquo;t buy it. She knew that he didn&rsquo;t have the commitment to actually teach
himself something like that, and she also knew almost everything about his life outside of
school, so there was no chance at that for a backup answer. There was no choice now, as
much as he regretted it. He had to tell her. Everything.

Albeo took in a long, silent breath.

"l&rsquo;ve been learning from the counselor,” Albeo explained throatily. "Professor Sapphire.”
"And that&rsquo;s what you&rsquo;ve been doing every time you had an appointment with
him? You were never just talking about some bad dream you had where you&rsquo;re eaten by
a giant..." Fuyuka had to pause for a brief moment to choose her next word carefully. "lizard or
something?"

"No," Albeo responded, shaking his head subtly. He could tell from her voice that she
couldn&rsquo;t believe that he could have been lying to her all this time, and gotten away with it
without suspicion. "l&rsquo;ve only been going for lessons for the past couple of months.
Before that it was all just nightmares. And no, | don&rsquo;t get eaten by a giant lizard in them."

"How could&rsquo;ve you learned magic in ten minute lessons before lunch?" she pressed on,
ignoring his last sentence.

"Syrtis potion,” he stated curtly. She gave him a puzzled look, but he just shrugged.

"So0, you just took up a sudden interest in spellcasting over the past couple of months?" Fuyuka
continued. Albeo felt like he was under questioning for some terrible crime that he committed.
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"No," Albeo said, shaking his head again to prove his innocence. "l didn&rsquo;t have a choice.
| had to."

Fuyuka gave him another puzzled look. He looked over her shoulder to see the clock that hung
high on the wall behind her. Lunch wouldn&rsquo;t be over for a while. He heaved a sigh, and
then drew it back in. He began explaining everything that he had learned from those three men,
one of them her father. He explained about his father&rsquo;s past, and about Mavros, and
about the journey he would have to leave for next Sunday. At first, Fuyuka looked at him like he
was crazy, then like she had no idea what he was saying, and then, finally, she fell as solemn
and serious as Albeo. After Albeo wrapped up, pretty certain that he had told her everything
that he could tell, there was a long, uncomfortable silence that hung over the drone of the
students who still lingered in the dining hall.

"You&rsquo;re leaving Sunday?" she asked tensely.

Albeo nodded.

"And you doné&rsquo;t know where or why?"

He shook his head.

"And you don&rsquo;t know...if you&rsquo;re coming back?"

Albeo paused for a moment, but then he shook his head once more.

Fuyuka was lost for words. How is one supposed to react, Albeo wondered, when told that her
longest known friend is about to take off to possibly never be seen again? Albeo waited for
words, but none came. He wasn&rsquo;t sure what to do in a situation like this. He had never
known Fuyuka to be in such a dumbfounded state such as this. If anything, he was the one who
always needed consoling from her, not the other way around. Without anything coming to mind
as to what he could say to reassure her, he nodded to the two seats that remained empty at
their table on the other side of the hall and she complied. When they returned and took their
seats, Albeo was somewhat pleased to find that they were now poking their frog-related jokes
to Feodore, rather than Albeo. He almost smiled again at the thought of it--Feodore: The next
Toad Snogger.

He looked to Fuyuka. She was now swirling the mashed potatoes on her tray with her fork, not
actually eating any of it. Aloeo now felt guilty that he had just piled all of his stress onto her
shoulders. He wondered if, perhaps, she was as frightened as he was. No. That wasn&rsquo;t
possible. Albeo found the thought of anyone being more afraid than Albeo quite ridiculous. If he
were to meet such a being, it would be the most pitiful, pathetic thing on earth. And right now,
that was Albeo&rsquo;s job. Fuyuka looked back at him for a moment and he tried to give her a
smile, but it probably came out as more of a scowl. She looked back down at her plate and
Albeo sat there beside her, not paying attention to whatever all of the other girls were talking
about.

Was he going to leave her like this? Almost as confused and distraught as he was? Whether he
accepted it or not, these could very possibly be the last few days that they spend together, and
they weren&rsquo;t getting off at a very good start. He wished that he hadn&rsquo;t told her
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anything. He wished that he had just kept his yap shut like he always did when confronted by
someone he didn&rsquo;t know. He wished he could just pretend that nothing was wrong and
enjoy his last few days with Fuyuka. He wished that he could disappear--and take her with him.
But he knew all too well that his wishing never would never get him anywhere. It never did.

Albeo was now sitting in geometry class behind Fuyuka, staring at the back of her upright head
and her long, jade hair that stretched down over her seat. She didn&rsquo;t dare fall asleep
during this class. After all, Eryx was sitting just two seats away from her. The teacher had her
back turned to the class, writing some gibberish and drawing some unrecognizable charts and
shapes in white chalk, lost her own rambling. The bell rings and everyone picks up their books,
getting up from their desks and exiting the classroom, not paying attention to what the teacher
says as they leave. Albeo decides to stay seated for a moment longer, staring at the wooden
surface of his desk blankly. He then stands up and carries his books across the room to the
door, only stopping a couple of meters away to see Fuyuka and Eryx having a conversation
while standing in front of the exit, blocking Albeo&rsquo;s way out.

"Sorry, it looks like my father won&rsquo;t be able to make it to the dinner tonight,” Eryx
apologized with his usual modestly handsome smile. "He&rsquo;s tied up in this whole different
argument with New Castrum, now. | hope you didn&rsquo;t go through to much trouble.”

"Oh, no, not at all'" Fuyuka quickly replied with frantic articulation. "Don&rsquo;t worry about it!
Really!

Albeo felt a familiar, hot flame rise up from his gut.

"Well, actually, | was wondering if we could still have dinner, if it wouldn&rsquo;t be too much
trouble," he spoke.

"With my father?" she asked, a bit questionable.
"l was thinking more along the lines of just the two of us,” he smiled, his pearly-white teeth
gleaming in the light that cast from the window at the other side of the room. "I know a nice

place near our house that we could go to, if you&rsquo;d like."

Fuyuka&rsquo;s face turned a bright scarlet. Someone from a distance might have thought that
her head was on fire.

"I-1...1..." Fuyuka stuttered.
The hot flame in Albeo&rsquo;s gut was now searing through him like the heat of a white star.
His blood boiled and ran cold at the same time. He clenched his teeth. An icy shiver rippled

down his spine.

"I&rsquo;d...I&rsquo;d love to!" Fuyuka managed to squeak out. She then almost put her hand
over her mouth, but kept it at her side.

"Great," Eryx said, broadening his handsome smile. "l1&rsquo;ll come by the Tower this evening,
then."
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The pounding of Albeo&rsquo;s heart was now rapid and relentless, like it was trying to break
out of his chest and strangle somebody. His face and body were scorching hot, but his back
was frigid. He slowly raised his hand before him, almost unwillingly, as though his arm now had
a mind of its own. His palm was open, and fingers spread apart. Albeo could see the fractured
image of Eryx&rsquo;s face through the spaces between them. And then it happened. Albeo
wasn&rsquo;t sure how or why, but it happened. As Eryx smiled, a small, red mark appeared at
the center of his forehead. Fuyuka looked up at it, and before long, Eryx also realized that
something was wrong. All over his face, more red marks spawned, like some terrible case of
acne. And then came the next part.

Without warning, the marks began to blister and smoke, like his head was burning from the
inside out. His smile quickly faded and he began shouting out in terrible agony. Fuyuka
panicked, screaming for help. It had taken the teacher a full ten seconds to realize what was
going on. She then ran out of the door and into the hallway, echoing Fuyuka in her screams for
help. By the time Albeo himself had realized what he had done, his arm was limp at and his
side, as though it had never been raised. The hot feeling in him faded and was immediately
replaced by another.

The nurse scurried into the classroom and put a towel over Eryx&rsquo;s blistering face,
helping him along the corridor to her office. Today was quite a busy day for her. Albeo almost
asked the Nurse to take him along with her. The sickness that he felt in his stomach in the
dining hall was nothing compared to this. His breathing was harder and his heart was even
louder. He tried to avoid looking at Fuyuka, but knew that it was pointless. As soon as he
caught her in his eyes, he felt guiltier than ever. Thick tears were developing in the corner of her
eyes, which shot a look of pure disgust that tore right through Albeo&rsquo;s body. He knew
she had seen what he did. He wasn&rsquo;t even sure what he did, but he knew she saw it,
and he was fairly certain that she wasn&rsquo;t going to congratulate him this time.

She ran out of the open door in tears and Albeo was left to stand there in the empty classroom.

When he left the large double doors and exited the school, she was nowhere in sight. She had
left without him. Walking home from school without Fuyuka was strange. He wasn&rsquo;t
lonely, though. He felt naked, as though the drifting clouds and bare trees were watching with
shame as he walked down the winding dirt path. The world was ashamed of him, and so was
he. He was being choked by his own guilt, suffocating and desperately trying to draw in air. It
was a long walk. He had never realized how long until now. Whenever he walked home with
Fuyuka, it always only seemed to take minutes. He relished every time he was able to
accompany her to and from school, holding her hand even if it was only for the whole trip or just
a few moments. But she wasn&rsquo;t here anymore, and he had to endure it.

He saw her again as he approached the steps to his house. She was standing a distance from
him, her eyes pink and robes faintly stained with small patches of salty water. She shot him
another disgusted look, quickly turning her back and walking on until she disappeared from
view. Seeing her again was more painful than not seeing her at all. Albeo stared at his feet as
he climbed up the steps and opened the front door. He ignored Ossy&rsquo;s barking as he
entered and didn&rsquo;t even notice Haruka when she asked him how his day was. He simply
climbed up the stairs, his head hung, and shut the door to his room behind him. He stayed up in
his room all day, but not to practice his magic. Albeo wasné&rsquo;t sure if he was ever going to
cast another spell again.

50 of 96



He didn&rsquo;t find Fuyuka waiting for him outside of his house the next morning when he left
for school. She was obviously still pissed at him. Albeo didn&rsquo;t use the word "pissed" a
lot, but felt that it was appropriate for the situation that he was in. He walked back up the path
towards school. The journey didn&rsquo;t seem any shorter than it had the previous day. When
he finally reached the school, he found that word had already spread of Eryx&rsquo;s incident.
Albeo was relieved to find out that nobody knew what caused it. He couldn&rsquo;t handle
anymore taunting like that. But then, maybe nobody would tease him. Maybe they&rsquo;d all
be afraid of him, and be too scared to make fun of him. Maybe if he told everyone that he did it,
he would finally earn some respect. But then he realized that it wouldn&rsquo;t be respect. It
would just be the kind of respect that Feodore had. Or at least, used to have, since now he was
going by his new nickname and Albeo&rsquo;s old one. Besides, who would believe him,
anyway? He didn&rsquo;t even think about trying to prove it by torturing some other innocent
student. He had had enough of that.

He saw Fuyuka again, but only during class. She paid him no attention whatsoever. Even if she
were to look in his general direction, her eyes would never meet his. Albeo thought it was better
like this. He would have no idea what to say if she confronted him. After English class, Albeo
slowly made his way through the corridors and down the main hall to the counselor&rsquo;s
office. He opened the door without knocking and entered the room. It was almost as though
Lividus hadn&rsquo;t moved since he last saw him. He was sitting at his desk, sorting through
the stacks of papers. He then looked up at Albeo and grinned.

"A bit late today, | see,” he spoke friendly-like as he got up from his seat and approached him.
"Well, let&rsquo;s get started then." Lividus pulled out his wand.

Albeo didn&rsquo;t.
Lividus looked down at him with raised eyebrows.

"l know you&rsquo;ve been making progress, but | don&rsquo;t think you&rsquo;re ready for a
wandless incantation just yet, Mr. Baryk," he said in response.

"I know I&rsquo;m not," he agreed. "l did something bad yesterday."

"l know you did."

Albeo had expected as much.

"Well then," said Lividus. "Get out your wand. Let&rsquo;s continue our lesson."”
Albeo gave him a contorted face.

"But sir...l did something really bad. And with magic. Should | really--"

"l know you did. What&rsquo;s your point?"

Albeo fell silent. What&rsquo;s your point? the phrase repeated itself in his head. How could he
argue with that?
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"But sir," Albeo pressed on. "l&rsquo;ve never done anything like that before. Never. Why is it
happening now? | didn&rsquo;t use a wand. | didn&rsquo;t even use an incantation. I&rsquo;m
not even certain that | did it. Why did it happen?"

"The more you learn to use magic, Albeo," Lividus began to explain. "the more your mind will
subconsciously gain an understanding of it. Therefore, the more chance there is that your mind
will use it, whether it has your say-so or not."

"So, you&rsquo;re saying that the more | come here for you to teach me, the greater the risk
that | might go berserk and set someone on fire?" Albeo inquired.

"That&rsquo;s right," Lividus said compliantly. "Youé&rsquo;ve just got to learn control.”
Perfect, Albeo thought. Just perfect.
"So, get out your wand," Lividus repeated, motioning his own wand at his pocket.

"l didn&rsquo;t bring it sir," he replied. Albeo had assured himself that he would never pick up a
wand again.

"Well, then," he said. "l suppose I&rsquo;ll have to punish you like a normal teacher would,
woné&rsquo;t 1?"

"Punish me, sir?" Albeo questioned, a bit surprised.

"Yes," he stated indifferently. "Let&rsquo;s see...how about &lsquo;l will not give my fellow
classmates blistering zits&rsquo;? Until the end of class?"

He waved his fine wand and out from under his desk came a piece of paper and a pen that laid
themselves down. He waved it again and the small, uncomfortable chair that Albeo recognized
immediately slid across the floor from the corner of the office and halted at the edge of the
desk. Albeo stood there a moment, but then took a seat and began to put pen to paper.

"Ah-ah-ahh," Lividus spoke, pulling out a small vial filled with murky water from his coat pocket
and holding it out to Albeo.

Albeo gave Lividus a look saying, You&rsquo;re joking, right?

Lividus&rsquo; hand didn&rsquo;t budge. Albeo took the vial and drafted down the bitter mud.
The room spun around before him. He had never experienced the dizzying sensation while
sitting down. It felt like he was seated on a giant spinning top. When the room fell still and he
found that he had not fallen from the chair, he began writing out his sentences. What Albeo was
certain to be hours passed by, although he couldn&rsquo;t check his watch since he knew it
would only display a few minutes&rsquo; passing. He wrote the sentence over and over until he
could close his eyes and it was all that he could see. By the time he had finished, at least a
dozen pages had been filled with smudged, black ink, and his fingers were sore and stiff.

"That should be about enough,” Lividus said finally, looking up from his papers to see the time
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on his pocket watch. "I hope this has taught you a lesson."

"It did," Albeo assured. He wasné&rsquo;t quite sure what lesson he learned, but he was certain
that he had learned it.

"Signis," Lividus recited, pointing his wand at the ceiling. The office twirled and then it was calm.

As Albeo left, he looked back at Lividus and felt compelled to say something, but didn&rsquo;t.
He exited the office and walked to the dining hall. Once he was there, he grabbed his lunch and
looked for Fuyuka. She was sitting right where she always was, the other girls crowding around
her. They were all talking about something, but Albeo didn&rsquo;t know what. He sat beside
the girl closest to Fuyuka, and began eating his lunch. He didn&rsquo;t dare look at her, now
that he knew what they were talking about: Eryx. "Awful" he heard one of the girls say.
"Horrifying" one of them commented. "Shameful." Another said. "Unlucky" one told another. It
was interesting how they used all of these to comment on Eryx&rsquo;s situation, because any
of those words could have been used to describe how Albeo felt at the moment.

She didn&rsquo;t speak to him or even look at him for the rest of the school day. The dismissal
bell rang later that afternoon and Albeo found himself walking down the winding path once
more. Again, he felt like he forgot his clothes at the school. And whatever happiness he
might&rsquo;ve had before he left on his journey. Definitely that. As he reached his house, he
saw Fuyuka again, walking across from him. This time she didn&rsquo;t look at him. She
might&rsquo;ve not even seen him if he hadn&rsquo;t called out her name.

"Fuyuka!" Albeo called. He approached her, half-walking, half-running.

He stood in front of her. She was looking at him, but didn&rsquo;t show any sign of softening
up. He didn&rsquo;t even know what he was gonna say, but he figured that he&rsquo;d better
say it now.

"How&rsquo;s Eryx doing?" Albeo asked.

"His father used spellcasting to heal the scars on his face, but he&rsquo;ll have to stay out of
school for a while,” she responded without hesitation. Fuyuka was a girl who didn&rsquo;t
hesitate.

"Look..." Albeo started, trying not to avoid her gaze. "l didn&rsquo;t mean to do...I didn&rsquo;t
do it on purpose. It sort of just...happened. Lividus says that | just lost control for a moment is
all. I didn&rsquo;t mean to hurt anybody. You know | never mean to hurt anyone, right?"

Fuyuka just stared at him.

"Right?" he asked again.

Fuyuka looked away now.

"l guess so0," she said.

Albeo didn&rsquo;t really feel any better. He could tell from her tone that whether she knew or
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not was irrelevant. He took in a breath and let it out.
"What is it Fuyuka?" he asked.

"Nothing," she answered.

Nothing never means nothing.

"Come on, Fuyuka, what is it?"

"l said it&rsquo;s nothing!"

And then she ran off without another word. He watched beyond a grassy hill and then turned
back to his home. He entered through the front door like always. Ossy barked at his return like
always and Haruka greeted him upon his return like always. But sometimes things aren&rsquo;t
always always. He would leave on his journey in two days. This may have been the last time
that he would be able to experience this moment. So he crouched down and gave the shaggy,
little dog a big pat on the head with a joyless smile. He said hello to his mother and walked up
the stairs and into his room. He looked around. It was quite spacious. Albeo didn&rsquo;t really
collect much and wasné&rsquo;t exactly a very materialistic person. But still, it was a nice room.
He lied down on his bed and stared at the ceiling. He wondered if he would ever be able to see
it again after he left. He then shut his eyes. Albeo knew that at least this was a sight that he
could always visit, if only for a split second. He didn&rsquo;t reopen his eyes. He kept them
shut. And then he dreamed.

Albeo awoke to the sound of his mother calling him down for dinner. Rubbing his eyes, he
looked over to his books that stood on his small desk. None of his homework had been done,
but it didn&rsquo;t matter. Nothing he did here would matter to him for long. Only the people
who were allowed to remain here, like his mother, or Fuyuka, or Feodore and his brother Eryx.
But not him. He had to leave. And whether he liked it or not, he was going to have to do it
without any of them. He didn&rsquo;t remember what he dreamed about as he slept. Probably
more nightmares, but they couldn&rsquo;t affect him if he couldn&rsquo;t remember them. He
wished the same could be said about his departure next week. Maybe if he just forgot about it, it
would go away. Maybe if he fell down the stairs and conked his head hard enough, he would
get amnesia and have to stay in the hospital and he wouldn&rsquo;t have to go on any sort of
travels into danger or incoming threats. And maybe he could turn into a pig, sprout wings and
go live the tooth fairy and the boogeyman.

He descended the stairs to the dining room but didn&rsquo;t trip on any of them--accidentally or
on the intent of giving himself a concussion. He ate a dinner of roast peacefully with his mother,
giving Ossy a small scrap of meat after tiring of his begging. By the time Ossy returned for more
scraps, Albeo had finished his plate, put it away, and gone back up to his room. He&rsquo;d
spend more time with them later, and try his hardest to appreciate and enjoy every minute of it.
But for now, he just wanted time to think. Time to think, and rest. Was that so much to ask?
Albeo didn&rsquo;t think so.

The next two days passed in the blink of an eye. Albeo didn&rsquo;t have school on Friday

because of a holiday for the founding of their village. He stayed home all Saturday, trying to
spend as much quality time with his mother and Ossy as possible. Albeo hardly practiced any
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magic at all. Just a levitation here and a boiling pot there. He contemplated going over to the
Tower to visit Gai and Roxanne, but he decided not to. He didn&rsquo;t want any reminders of
the journey until it arrived.

And then came the day. The thick rays of sunlight came down onto his face through the window
above his bed. Albeo opened his eyes. He didn&rsquo;t even have to wait for it to register:
today was the day. He pulled off his covers and got up. He stripped off his night robes, pulled
some decent traveling clothes on and walked over to the door. His luggage was all packed and
ready to go. Not much: just some clothes, the pocket watch that Gai gave him, and both wands--
Neo&rsquo;s and his own. He picked up the bag, gave his room one last sweeping glance, and
then headed out.

As he came down the stairs, he saw that Lividus was already sitting at the round dining table in
the room below, taking a last few sips of coffee from one of their mugs. Lividus looked up at him
with his usual smile, as though Albeo had just come into his office for another lesson.

"Ready to go, Albeo?" Lividus inquired.

Albeo nodded. He looked to his left to see his mother, standing at the kitchen sink, staring at
Albeo as though he was about to leave her. And he was. She walked over to Albeo and
squeezed him in her arms as tightly as she could. And Albeo squeezed back. For a moment, he
thought she wasn&rsquo;t going to let him go, but then she loosened her grip and looked to
Lividus, who was now standing beside the wooden table.

"Please, keep him safe," Haruka asked him in a gentle voice.
"I&rsquo;ll try my hardest,” he affirmed, nodding his head.

Haruka gave Albeo one last hug, then slowly let up, wiping the tears from her eyes and
brushing the dark hair out of her face.

"Shall we?" Lividus said, turning to Albeo.

He nodded once more and the two stepped out the front door. Albeo found that Cane was
standing at the bottom of the house&rsquo;s steps, looking up at the two with his stern, silver
eyes that cut through his hanging dark hair streaked with white. As the two approached, he
observed Albeo like how some people might observe a souvenir before deciding to purchase it.

"Didn&rsquo;t grow any over this autumn, | see," Cane grunted.

Albeo gave him a shrug. His dislike for him didn&rsquo;t dissipate over the two months that
they had not seen each other. His spiteful presence still irritated Albeo, and his tattered, black
cloak and sharp eyes gave him the creeps. Albeo looked back up at his house. It was small,
stone, and it had a slightly lopsided roof. Still, though, it was his home. Haruka stood in the
doorway with Ossy nowhere to be seen. He was probably still scared of Cane. He looked at his
mother now, who was looking back at Albeo with a meaningful gaze. He then saw Cane trod up
the steps to her, stopping at the middle step so that he was staring at her face to face.

"So, you took Neo&rsquo;s name after he died, did you?" he breathed. Haruka said nothing. He
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waited a moment but then began to turn back away. "Well, | guess | have to admire your
nerve." He smiled slightly before looking away. "Not many people would want it."

Haruka now looked away too as Albeo glared at Cane, wondering what that could have meant.
But before he could ask, he heard someone calling out from behind him. It was Gai.

"Hello, everyone," he huffed as he ran up to the three. Albeo couldn&rsquo;t help but notice that
he was wearing armor. It was light and silver, gleaming brightly in the afternoon sun. He was
also holding a large, red pouch in his left hand. "Sorry I&rsquo;m late. Roxanne wanted to have
a long goodbye, although | thought that last night was long enough to--oops, was that too much
information?"

Yes, everyone thought at once. Gai seemed to get the message through the way that they all
looked at him. He gave a shrug and then looked to Haruka, wishing her a good afternoon.

"How was Fuyuka?" Albeo asked him.

"She&rsquo;s doing well, | suppose,” Gai answered. "Sad when | last saw her, but | suppose
that&rsquo;s to be expected since her father is going away for a while."

Albeo nodded and looked to the ground. He wished that he had said goodbye. He that he had
gotten a hold of her attention for just one moment when they were at school so that he
could&rsquo;ve said goodbye, and how sorry he was, and how he wished for her to be well,
with or without him. But it was too late. And Albeo had to accept that.

"Well, put your luggage in here, Albeo and we&rsquo;ll get going,” Gai said, holding the open
pouch out.

Albeo looked at him like he was crazy. It was a fairly large pouch, but it wasn&rsquo;t as large
as the bag that Albeo hung from his arm. Gai made no remark. He just held out the pouch.
Eventually, Albeo slowly slipped the bag into its opening, and, amazingly, the entire thing fell in.
Not silently. It fell in with a thud. Albeo peered into the hole and found that it was actually quite
spacious inside. It was about as big as the inside of a carriage. He only caught a brief look and
then Gai tied it up and swung it over his back.

"Got it from the Head Spellcaster,” Gai explained. "lt&rsquo;s enchanted. It holds a lot of
luggage, so we doné&rsquo;t have to pack lightly." He gave looked about himself, as though he
was making sure that everyone was there and accounted for and said finally, "Everyone ready?"

They all nodded. Cane started first, walking off down the continuing path like he couldn&rsquo;t
wait to et away from the others. Then, after bidding Haruka a farewell, went Gai. Lividus did the
same and followed the two, waving Albeo forward. Albeo turned to look at his mother one last
time. She still looked at him with that meaningful stare. No smile. No words. Nothing needed to
be said. There was only him, his mother, and the two pairs of eyes that connected them. And
that was all that they needed. Albeo just raised his hand. She gave him a little wave along with
a small grin and then he was off.

As he turned a corner along the path, he looked back at his house in the distance. He heard a
loud barking coming from it and knew it to be Ossy. Albeo smiled.
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"1&rsquo;ll be back soon, boy!" he called out.
He let his eyes rest on his home for one, last time. He then turned away, not looking back, and

made a turn behind the tall hill along with the other three. He prayed with all of his might that he
was telling the truth.
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6. The Pouch's Surprise

Rays of sun fell through the trees like threads of gold. Birds could be heard chirping from the
canopy through the rustling of the leafy branches that cast fragmented shadows over the twig-
covered, forest floor. Streams of glistening, cool water flowed down the mountain and swerved
through the wooden trunks. Albeo was walking adjacent to Gai, whose clanking armor masked
the sound of their feet crunching on the sticks that lay over the soil. Only a few hours had
passed when Albeo already began to feel homesick. He often turned his head to look back into
the sun ridden trees from which they came, but no image of his house or the village came into
sight. It was too late to turn back now. Far too late.

"Hurry up back there!" Cane bellowed from a few meters ahead, his black, torn cloak dragging
along the dirt.

"Not so loud, Cane. Do you want every razorback in the bloody forest to come after us?" Lividus
lectured, turning to his partner.

"It won&rsquo;t matter if it&rsquo;s one or one hundred. Those two couldn&rsquo;t protect
themselves against a bad-tempered cat, let alone a razorback!" Cane snarled, looking back at
the two who lagged behind them. "Especially the one with the weeds for hair."

Albeo looked over to Gai. His irritated face showed that he was in no mood for any sort of witty
banter with Cane, especially not about hairstyle tips.

"Give me a break, will ya?" Gai hollered back, wiping some sweat off of his forehead.
"lt&rsquo;s not easy to move around in armor like this all day long."

"Well then don&rsquo;t bring a bloody suit of armor next time!" Cane snapped. "And we
haven&rsquo;t been walking all day! It&rsquo;s not even evening yet! Pull it together, you moss-
haired dolt!"

Gai scowled. He and Cane had been pretty tolerant for the first hour of their journey down the
mountain, but now they were just barely stomaching each other. The moment Gai asked if they
could rest, Cane barked back about how he was a wimp and that back in Bruma he would often
march for days straight without sleep. Albeo couldn&rsquo;t disagree that Cane looked and
acted like he had some sort of sleep deprivation. Ever since that little round, they&rsquo;d been
going at it like a couple of elementary school kids. Albeo wondered how Gai ever got the
position of Village Premier, but shrugged it off and continued his trek down the mountain.

He hadn&rsquo;t been to the forest region outside of the village for years. He would often sneak
away into the dense trees with Fuyuka to play when they were little. Well, actually, it was more
like Fuyuka dragged him there as he cried and whimpered in fear, but they would go into the
forest and play all the same. They would splash in the streams, or run around the bushes, or
play hide and seek (which Albeo didn&rsquo;t like, because if he was the seeker, he would
always be afraid that Fuyuka had left him alone, and if he was the hider, he worried that he
would never be found). And then the ay would fall and darkness would come over the sky, their
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parents furious when they found them trying to sneak their way back home (more at Fuyuka
than Albeo, for obvious reasons). Albeo tried, but he couldn&rsquo;t stop thinking about her,
and how he left her at the village in that distressful state without so much as a goodbye. Every
time he looked at a tree, he would imagine her hiding behind it, waiting for him to come by so
that she could jump out and scare him. But every time he passed one, nobody would jump out
from behind it. Nobody was ever there. Albeo would no longer feel her hand in his, no matter
how many times it pulled away. He would no longer smell the aroma that emitted from her long,
light hair. He was not alone, but he was without Fuyuka. And that, somehow, seemed even
scarier.

"All 1&rsquo;m saying is that it&rsquo;s been hours and we haven&rsquo;t made a single stop
to rest, or eat, or even take a leak," Gai started up again. Albeo could tell that he was quite
tired. He was walking around in armor, and he was carrying their entire luggage (given that it
was all stuffed into an enchanted pouch).

"You want to take a leak? Then do it as you&rsquo;re walking. Nobody&rsquo;s going to look. |
can barely stand the sight of you now," Cane yelled back. He was in no mood either.

"Perhaps we should stop for a rest," Lividus reasoned as he walked beside him. "We have been
walking a while, and | am growing a bit peckish myself."

Albeo could hear Gai&rsquo;s stomach growling through his armor like a lion trapped inside a
tin can. Albeo, too, was quite hungry, as he had eaten nothing before they left earlier that day.
He cursed himself for not grabbing any food at all before their departure. He already missed his
mother&rsquo;s cooking. She was praised as one of the best cooks in the village, or at least
that&rsquo;s what Gai said whenever he and Roxanne were invited over. Cane let out a sigh
that sounded more like a gnarling dog.

"Fine. We&rsquo;ll rest a bit. But then we get straight back on track!" he finally gave in. Lividus
seemed to be the only one who could ever get through his thick skull. He also looked quite
pleased with himself.

The four of them sat down on the softest looking patch of dirt and twigs by a stream as Cane
cursed silently. Gai practically collapsed onto the ground, his armor coming to a shuddering
crash. He bent over to the stream and threw some of the water onto his face. He threw himself
back, like he had pulled his head out of a blizzard, and made himself comfortable. After untying
the pouch, he reached into it and passed some food to everyone. Albeo got a couple slices of
bread and a hunk of cheese. Lividus and Cane were eating out of two jars that were filled with
what looked like some kind of porridge. Gai took out a canteen for himself, twisted off the top
and took a swig of its contents. He immediately spat it back out.

"That bloody woman!" he shouted, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth as he whipped
it back and forth like a dog. "Her soup&rsquo;s scorching hot even when it&rsquo;s been
bottled up for hours! She&rsquo;s some kind of sorceress!"

Albeo gave him a slight smirk at his expense as the others ignored him. He thought he heard
Cane mutter something under his breath but he paid no mind to it. The bread wasn&rsquo;t
warm but it tasted fresh. It was soft and fluffy, and the crusts were nicely crisp. He wished it
could&rsquo;ve lasted a bit longer, but soon they were all done eating and on their way again.
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