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CHAPTER ONE — The Fracture
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The world was still burning when Rowan opened her eyes.

Smoke curled from the ruined tree line, glowing with streaks of gold and midnight—her power’s imprint, wild and uncontained. Every breath scraped her chest like something sharp lived beneath her ribs, trying to claw its way out.

“Easy.”

Elias’s voice was low, strained.

Rowan turned her head. He sat against a broken pillar of stone, blood drying at his temple. He looked like he’d been carved from exhaustion itself—yet his eyes never left her.

On her other side, Kael paced the perimeter with a predator’s tension, one hand on the hilt of his blade, the other clenched in a fist that still trembled faintly from the aftershock of her magic.

She tried to sit up.

A bolt of agony ripped through her spine.

Elias reached for her automatically. Kael was there a heartbeat later.

Their hands steadied her, one warm as sunlight, the other cool as nightfall.

The contrasting touch only made the pain worse.

Or... deeper.

The air vibrated around her.

Shadow flickered at her fingertips.

Light glowed faintly under her skin.

Not balanced.

Not blending.

Fighting.

Kael’s gaze sharpened.

“It’s accelerating.”

Rowan swallowed. “My power?”

“No,” Elias said softly. “The fracture.”

The word landed like a blade.

The fracture.

The tear inside her that Book One hinted at but never fully explained.

The place where light and shadow didn’t meet—they collided.

Kael stopped pacing.

“There’s only one reason it would worsen this fast.”

Elias met Rowan’s eyes.

“The Opposite didn’t just breach the Veil,” he said. “It marked you.”

Rowan’s pulse stopped.

Marked.

The forest behind them groaned, its roots splitting as something unseen shifted beneath the earth. Not approaching. Not retreating.

Waiting.

Watching.

Elias brushed her shoulder gently. “Rowan... whatever touched you last night—it left something inside your Convergence.”

Kael stepped closer, expression unreadable.

“And it wants out.”

The ground cracked beneath them.

Rowan pressed a hand over her heart where the heat was rising, spreading, burning—

“I feel it,” she whispered.

The Veil trembled.

And the thing inside her whispered back.

The burning inside her chest sharpened—hot, needle-like, threading through her veins. Rowan pressed her palm harder against her sternum, as if she could physically contain the pressure building there.

She couldn’t.

The heat pushed upward, toward her throat.

Toward her voice.

Toward escape.

Elias knelt beside her, calm despite the tension threading through him. “Rowan. Listen to me. Breathe. Slowly.”

She tried.

The inhale trembled.

The exhale came out fractured.

Like the sound wasn’t entirely hers.

Kael’s boots thudded softly against the scorched forest floor as he approached, stopping directly in front of her. He crouched, his eyes glinting with dark concern.

Not fear.

He’d never feared her.

But he feared what hunted her.

“What exactly do you feel?” Kael asked quietly.

Rowan shook her head, gripping the earth with the hand not clutching her chest. “Everything. Heat. Light. Shadows. Pulling apart. Like...” She swallowed hard. “Like something else wants my body.”

Elias’s hand tightened around hers.

Kael’s jaw flexed. “The Opposite marked you. It left a tether. A... path. A way back.”

Rowan’s stomach flipped. “Back... into me?”

“It doesn’t want the world first,” Elias murmured. “It wants the Convergence.”

Kael’s voice dropped to a low growl. “It wants you.”

The wind shifted—soft and cold—rustling through the blackened branches. Rowan’s magic reacted instantly, sparks of gold flickering across her skin while shadows curled like smoke from her fingertips.

Uncontrolled.

Uncontained.

Unstable.

Elias noticed immediately. “It’s reacting to your fear.”

“No,” Rowan whispered. Her heart hammered fast and wrong. “Something inside me is reacting.”

Kael rose, scanning the forest’s edge. “We shouldn’t stay here. The breach energy will draw them.”

“Draw what?” Rowan rasped.

Branches snapped in the distance.

Elias moved first, stepping protectively in front of her. “Everything the Opposite commands.”

Kael reached down, gripping her upper arm carefully but firmly. “We move. Now.”

Rowan tried to stand—but agony ripped through her again, dropping her back to her knees.

A thin, crystalline crack of light burst across her chest.

Elias swore under his breath.

Kael’s eyes widened. “Already?”

The light crack pulsed—then darkened at the edges with shadow, as if the two forces were fighting for dominance beneath her skin.

Rowan’s vision blurred. “What’s happening?”

Elias’s voice was soft, urgent. “The fracture is opening.”

Kael leaned closer, voice a rough whisper. “If it breaks completely... you won’t survive it.”

The forest grew silent.

Too silent.

Rowan felt the presence before she heard it—the cold brush of something that wasn’t wind slide across the back of her neck.

Elias saw her flinch. “Rowan—?”

A voice—wrong, layered, whispering through her bones—echoed inside her mind.

Found you.

Rowan’s head snapped up.

And the darkness ahead shifted as a figure stepped out of the fractured trees—its shape human, its eyes glowing like dying stars, its smile identical to her own.

Elias froze.

Kael reached for his blade.

But Rowan couldn’t breathe.

Because the thing wearing her face whispered again—

“Open the Veil.”

Rowan scrambled backward in the ash, her palms sliding against the charred ground as the not-Rowan stepped fully into the light.

It was her.

Same height.

Same hair.

Same sharpness in the jawline.

But the eyes—

Gods, the eyes were wrong.

A swirling blend of gold and ink, light and void, never settling, constantly shifting like storm clouds alive beneath the surface.

Elias moved instantly, putting himself between Rowan and the figure. “Stay back.”

Kael’s blade was already in his hand, shadows gathering along the steel like it recognized the intruder.

The double tilted its head, watching them with eerie amusement. “You shouldn’t have run,” it murmured—Rowan’s voice twisted with a deeper, hollow echo. “You belong on the other side.”

Rowan forced herself onto shaky feet, the crack of light on her chest pulsing hotter in response. “What are you?”

The creature blinked, and for a heartbeat the forest dimmed around them.

“I am what you will become,” it said simply.

Rowan’s breaths turned uneven, frantic. “No. I am not— I won’t be—”

The double took a single step toward her, ignoring Elias’s threat, ignoring Kael’s blade.

“Fight it if you want,” it whispered. “But the Veil is thinning. The breach opened for a reason.”

Elias’s hand glowed, faint runes shining beneath his skin. “Don’t take another step.”

The figure smiled softly. Too softly. Too much like Rowan.

“You can’t protect her from herself.”

The heat in Rowan’s chest surged. A spark of golden light shot out from her sternum, striking the ground with a crack. The apparition’s head jerked toward the flare.

Its smile vanished.

“That’s new,” Kael muttered.

But Rowan felt it—whatever was inside her had reacted instinctively. And not with fear.

With possession.

The double’s eyes narrowed. “It’s waking up. Good.”

Elias stepped closer to Rowan, voice low. “Don’t let it provoke you.”

She didn’t need provoking.

The pressure inside her was building too fast, too violently, as if a dam were splitting wide within her ribs. Light and shadow spiraled from her fingertips, weaving around her arms like half-formed wings.

Kael cursed. “She’s destabilizing.”

“No,” the double whispered, staring directly at Rowan. “She’s remembering.”

Rowan’s pulse stumbled. “Remembering what?”

The creature raised its hand—her hand—and the shadows around its palm gathered thick and hungry.

“That you are not meant for one world,” it said. “You’re meant for all of them.”

The crack in Rowan’s chest flared painfully bright. She cried out, collapsing to one knee.

Elias caught her before she hit the ground. “Rowan—stay with me. Stay—”

The forest shook.

Every tree bent inward, bowing toward the apparition.

Kael lunged, blade arcing with shadow magic—but the double dissolved into smoke before the steel could touch it.

A chilling whisper lingered where it vanished.

“Open the Veil.”

And then the forest snapped back to silence.

Rowan trembled violently, gripping Elias’s shirt to stay upright. “It... it used my voice.”

Elias brushed hair from her face, his fingertips warm against her cold skin. “It wasn’t you.”

Kael stared at the space where the creature had stood, jaw tight. “It’ll come again.”

Rowan swallowed, feeling the crack in her chest pulse like a heartbeat.

“No,” she whispered. “It never left.”

Kael and Elias both turned toward her sharply.

Because the voice—the wrong one—echoed faintly inside her mind again.

Still here, Rowan.

Waiting.
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CHAPTER TWO — The Echoing
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Rowan jolted awake to the sound of metal slamming against stone.

For a disoriented moment she wasn’t sure where she was—the world still smelled like smoke and splintered magic—but then her vision cleared.

Stone walls.

Lanternlight flickering.

A heavy wooden door reinforced with iron bands.

Not the forest.

A safehouse.

Elias and Kael must have carried her here.

Another bang shook the door.

Rowan flinched. Her pulse skittered painfully against the fracture in her chest—still hot, still glowing faintly beneath her skin.

She pushed herself upright on the narrow cot, breath catching when the pain sharpened.

The door flew open.

Kael stood there, jaw clenched, chest rising and falling too fast—as if he’d been arguing with someone. Probably Elias.

His eyes locked on her instantly.

They softened just a fraction.

Only for her.

“You’re awake.”

Rowan rubbed her forehead. “I didn’t mean to pass out.”

“You didn’t pass out.” Elias stepped into view behind Kael, calm but pale. “You collapsed.”

Rowan looked between them. “How long was I out?”

Kael moved farther into the room, shadows trailing faintly at his boots from the magic he hadn’t fully leashed yet. “Hours. Not long enough to fix anything.”

Elias shot him a warning look. “She doesn’t need that right now.”

“She needs honesty,” Kael snapped.

Rowan exhaled shakily. “Tell me.”

Elias pulled a chair beside her cot, lowering himself slowly like exhaustion had finally caught him. “Your power kept flaring while you were unconscious. Light and shadow shifting at random—almost like you were... arguing with something in your sleep.”

Rowan’s stomach dropped. “I know what it was.”

Kael’s attention snapped to her. “You heard it again?”

She nodded once. “It didn’t leave. It’s still inside me.”

A muscle ticked in Kael’s jaw.

Elias’s hand closed around hers. “Rowan, listen to me. Whatever it is—whatever it put inside you—we’ll remove it. We’ve done it before with marked victims. We can—”

“No,” Rowan whispered. “You don’t understand.”

The room dimmed.

Not from magic.

From dread.

She touched the faint glow beneath her sternum. The veined shimmer of the fracture pulsed in time with her heartbeat, each throb sharper, deeper.

“What it left inside me...” Rowan swallowed hard. “It’s not a mark.”

Kael stepped closer. “Then what is it?”

Rowan lifted her eyes to his—then to Elias’s.

“It’s a doorway.”

Silence hit the room like a blow.

Elias’s voice was barely audible. “To the Opposite.”

Rowan nodded.

Kael swore quietly, pacing once before facing her again. “So it can use you. Control you.”

“No,” Rowan said. “Worse.”

The fracture flared—light and shadow splitting apart along her ribs for a heartbeat, sending sparks crawling up her throat like embers.

“Whatever it put in me...” She exhaled shakily. “I think it’s trying to open the Veil from the inside.”

Elias looked sick.

Kael’s expression turned lethal.

But Rowan wasn’t finished.

“And if it succeeds...”

She pressed her hand harder over her chest, voice trembling.

“It won’t be just the Opposite that breaks through.”

The lights flickered.

Her shadow stretched unnaturally long across the stone floor.

“I will.”
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CHAPTER THREE — Breachlines
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The safehouse walls began to sweat with frost.

Not natural frost—this was Veil-cold. The kind that crawled under the skin, whispering of places that weren’t meant to touch the mortal world.

Elias was on his feet instantly, runes lighting beneath his skin in warm gold, pushing back the chill spreading across the stone.

Kael drew his blade, its edge drinking in the shadows like it was thirstier than he was.

Rowan pulled her knees to her chest on the cot, pressing her back into the wall as a hard tremor shook her body.

Heat.

Cold.

Pressure.

Splitting.

Pulling.

Two forces inside her battling for control.

Elias turned to her, voice low and steady. “Rowan—look at me.”

She tried.

His golden magic steadied her vision, warming the fractured edges of her breath.

Kael approached slowly, shadows coiling around his shoulders. “Is it reacting to us? Or to something outside?”

Rowan clutched her chest. “Neither.”

Kael stiffened. “Then what?”

Rowan’s voice cracked.

“It’s reacting to itself.”

A pulse—violent and bright—lit her ribcage from within, bending the air around her like reality was warping.

Elias swore under his breath. “It’s the Opposite’s tether. Something triggered it.”

“No,” Rowan whispered, shaking her head so hard she felt dizzy. “This—this started before the apparition appeared.”

Kael’s eyes narrowed to slits. “When?”

“When...” She swallowed, throat tight. “When I used too much power saving you both.”

Something flickered behind Kael’s expression—a mixture of fury and fear, both directed at himself.

Elias stepped closer again, calm but harshly focused. “Then it activated because your Convergence is destabilizing.”

Rowan winced. “Explain it.”

Kael leaned his back against the far wall, folding his arms. “Your magic has always been a balance. Light from your mother’s line. Shadow from your father’s. Equal parts. Split evenly.”

“Until now,” Elias added quietly. “Your power isn’t splitting anymore, Rowan.”

Rowan’s stomach dropped. “Then what is it doing?”

Kael’s eyes darkened. “Choosing.”

The frost receded as that word settled between them.

Choosing.

The fracture pulsed again, harder this time, and Rowan’s breath caught on a sharp cry. Elias was at her side instantly, steadying her shoulders.

Kael moved next to him, his presence a shield of cold shadow that somehow grounded her.

Rowan squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t—control it—”

“Then don’t,” Kael said sharply. “Just breathe. Let it pass.”

Elias shot him a glare. “It won’t pass. It’s escalating.”

The pain built—pressure behind her ribs, throat, spine—like her own body wasn’t meant to contain the force inside it anymore.

Rowan dug her nails into the fabric of Elias’s sleeve. “What happens if it... if it finishes choosing?”

Kael’s voice was low. Heavy. Final.

“Then you stop being the Convergence.”

Rowan’s heart stuttered. “What does that mean?”

Elias answered, his voice breaking.

“It means the world loses its balance.”

Kael continued, harsher.

“It means you lose yourself.”

Rowan’s breath faltered. “To what?”

The cold wind returned—harder this time—slamming the door shut behind them with a thunderous crack.

A voice—hers, but not—whispered through the room.

“To me.”

Rowan jerked her head up.

Another pulse ripped through her chest. Her vision went white at the edges.

Elias held her shoulders tight. “Rowan, stay with us—”

Kael unsheathed his blade fully. “Where is it?”

The shadows around Rowan shifted—not outward, but inward—spiraling toward the fracture like they were being sucked into her.

Rowan’s voice came out strangled. “It’s inside—I can’t—”

Elias leaned closer, forehead touching hers. “Fight it.”

“I’m trying—”

“Stop trying.”

The wrong voice again.

And this time, it spoke aloud.

A figure pulled itself from Rowan’s shadow on the floor—stretching, lengthening, shaping into the same impossible echo of her form.

Her double.

Her dark mirror.

Kael lunged—

The shadow-Rowan caught his wrist mid-strike, expression calm and eerily gentle.

“You shouldn’t fight me,” it murmured. “We are the same.”

Rowan screamed as the fracture burst with searing light—

And the shadow-figure smiled.

“No,” Rowan gasped. “We’re not the same.”

The figure tilted its head.

“Not yet.”

Then—

It stepped back.

Into Rowan’s body.

And everything went black.
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CHAPTER FOUR — The Dark Within
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Rowan woke inside her own mind.

The world around her wasn’t a room, or a forest, or anything physical.

It was a void—endless shadow streaked with faint lines of light, like cracks in glass.

She stood barefoot on nothing, breathing hard, her pulse echoing against the emptiness.

A soft footstep sounded behind her.

Rowan turned.

Her double stood only a few feet away.

Same body.

Same face.

Same eyes—except those eyes flickered with light and shadow swirling violently, never settling.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Rowan whispered.

The double smiled. “I live here.”

Rowan swallowed hard. “Get out of my body.”

“I can’t.”

A slow blink.

“Not until you let me.”

Rowan stiffened. “I will never let you.”

The double tilted its head, studying her with a softness that felt wrong, like a predator wearing calm as a mask.

“You misunderstand,” it said. “I am not trying to replace you.”

Rowan took a step back. “You’re controlling me.”

“No.”

The figure stepped closer, each movement smooth and eerily fluid.

“I’m stabilizing you.”

Rowan barked a harsh laugh. “By possessing me?”

“By holding together the parts of you that are breaking.”

A pause.

“You don’t realize it yet, but you’re not the Convergence anymore.”

Cold panic sliced through Rowan’s chest. “What does that mean?”

“It means the balance inside you is failing.”

Rowan shook her head. “No—no, Elias said—”

“You can’t fix what’s already cracked.”

The double’s eyes softened—Rowan’s own vulnerability reflected back at her in a way that made her skin crawl.

“You felt it. You know I’m right.”

Rowan opened her mouth to argue—

But the memory hit her:

The way her magic pulsed out of rhythm.

The way light and shadow tore at each other inside her.

The way the fracture glowed violently enough to blur her vision.

She tried to steady her breathing.

“You’re lying. You’re trying to get inside my head.”

“I am inside your head,” the double whispered.

Rowan backed up.

The void shifted under her feet—cracks of gold and black spiraling outward from her steps like she might fall straight through.

The double’s voice softened further.

“I’m not here to destroy you, Rowan. I’m here to finish what began when you were born.”

Rowan’s heartbeat stuttered. “What began?”

The double leaned in, her voice colder.

“The convergence of worlds.”

Rowan’s breath froze.

“You,” the figure whispered, “are not meant to balance light and shadow.”

Rowan’s entire body went rigid.

Her voice came out hollow. “Then what am I meant to do?”

The double’s smile widened—gentle, chilling, inevitable.

“You’re meant to break them.”

The void around them shuddered.

Shadows peeled off the walls of nothing.

Light flickered like dying stars.

Rowan staggered. “No—no, that’s not—”

The figure’s voice overlapped hers now, layered and echoing:

“The balance was never your destiny.”

Rowan pressed her palms to her ears. “Stop—”

“You were born to tear the Veil open.”

Rowan screamed—

And reality snapped.
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OUTSIDE — Elias & Kael

Rowan’s body arched off the cot violently, a shockwave of magic blasting outward.

Elias shielded Kael with his arm as golden light seared the room.

Kael cursed, pushing against the wind as his shadows flared defensively. “What the hell is happening?”

“She’s fighting something in her mind,” Elias yelled over the roar of power.

Kael gritted his teeth. “Or something is fighting her.”

Rowan’s back hit the cot again, her eyes flying open—

Both light and shadow burned inside them.

Not mixed.

Not balanced.

Both.

Elias stepped forward. “Rowan?”

Rowan’s lips parted—

But the voice that came out wasn’t wholly hers.

“It’s breaking.”

The walls split with light.

Kael grabbed Elias’s arm. “We need to restrain her—”

“We can’t restrain a Convergence in collapse—”

A crack of thunder tore through the room as Rowan’s magic exploded—

And she vanished.
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CHAPTER FIVE — The Veil’s Edge
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Rowan hit the ground hard.

Not stone.

Not dirt.

Something softer—like moss soaked in cold starlight.

She gasped, pushing herself upright, head swimming.

Wherever she was... it wasn’t the safehouse.

The world around her was wrong.

The trees rose tall and impossibly thin, made of something between shadow and bone. Their branches twisted into spirals that reached toward a sky that wasn’t a sky at all—just a vast sheet of swirling darkness pierced by streaks of silver light, like cracks in the night.

The air tasted like frost and metal.

Her breath came out in pale clouds.

“The Veil...” Rowan whispered. “I’m in the Veil.”

A soft laugh—too close—made the hairs on her neck rise.

She spun around.

Her double stood several feet behind her, hands clasped loosely behind her back, expression calm and almost curious.

“You didn’t teleport,” the double said. “You were pulled.”

Rowan steadied herself, clenching her fists. “By you.”

The double shook her head. “By the fracture. By what it wants.”

Rowan took a shaky step away. “I don’t want to be here.”

“You were born to be here.”

“No,” Rowan snapped. “I was born to protect the balance.”

The double tilted her head, eyes flickering with dangerous amusement. “Did someone tell you that? Elias? Kael? The abbey that tried to bury you?”

Rowan glared. “You don’t know anything about them.”

“I know they’re holding you back,” the double said softly. “I know they fear what you really are.”

Rowan’s pulse pounded in her ears. “And what is that? A monster?”

The double’s gaze softened—painfully, disturbingly human.

“No, Rowan.”

She lifted a hand, and the air around it bent like heat and shadow combined.

“You’re evolution.”

Rowan took another step back.

But the ground behind her shifted—

And she realized the forest floor wasn’t moss.

It was ash.

Layers of ash shaped like footprints.

Human footprints.

Dozens of them.

All leading toward her.

A cold wave of sickness rolled through Rowan’s stomach. “What are these?”

The double walked past her, stepping lightly on the ash without disturbing it. “Traces. Echoes of those who crossed the Veil before you.”

Rowan stared. “But there weren’t that many Convergences—”

“There weren’t.”

The double faced her again.

“Most of these aren’t Convergences.”

“Then who—” Rowan froze, voice catching.

The double smiled faintly.

“Victims.”

Rowan’s knees weakened. “Victims of what?”

“Of the Opposite.”

A long pause.

“Of me.”

The ash at Rowan’s feet shifted, forming a faint circle around her boots.

She stumbled back, breath quickening. “You killed them.”

The double didn’t flinch. “I consumed what they left behind.”

Rowan’s voice cracked. “You’re a parasite.”

“A mirror,” the double corrected calmly. “I become what you lose.”

Rowan felt the fracture in her chest throb violently in response.

A sound—distant, metallic—echoed through the forest, growing louder. Like chains. Or bones clicking together.

Rowan swallowed. “What was that?”

The double’s eyes darkened. “The Opposite noticed your arrival.”

A cold wind swept through the Veil.

Branches rattled.

Ash spiraled around Rowan’s ankles.

“We need to go,” her double said, voice low now. “If it reaches you in this state, you won’t survive.”

Rowan glared. “Why help me?”

The double met her gaze evenly.

“Because if you die, I die.”

Another metallic roar echoed—closer now, shaking the ground.

Rowan’s heart raced. “Where are we going?”

The double extended her hand.

“To the center of the Veil.”

A pause.

“To the place where you were born.”

Rowan stared at her.

“I wasn’t born here.”

The double smiled gently, terribly.

“You think so.”

The ground cracked beneath them—

And something enormous moved in the darkness.

“Rowan,” the double whispered urgently, “take my hand.”

Rowan hesitated—

But the roar came again, so close it rattled her bones.

And she reached out.
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CHAPTER SIX — The Hand of Shadows
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Rowan’s fingers brushed her double’s—

And the world reacted instantly.

The forest of bone-thin trees convulsed, branches snapping inward as if bowing to some unseen force. The sky—if it could even be called that—rippled with veins of white light that pulsed like a heartbeat.

Her double tightened their grip.

“Hold on.”

Rowan barely had time to breathe before the ground dropped beneath them.

She fell—weightless, engulfed in swirling shadow and cold wind. Her stomach lurched as the world spun in a blur of silver cracks and black mist. Panic surged up her throat—

The double pulled her close, bracing her as the fall sharpened into a controlled descent.

Rowan gasped as her boots hit ground again.

Stable ground.

A clearing stretched before them—wide, circular, unnaturally still. No trees. No ash. Just smooth black stone glowing faintly with veins of blue-white energy.

It looked like a crater.

A scar.

Her double released her hand and stepped forward, motioning her to follow.

“This is the Edge.”

Rowan watched the veins of light pulse beneath the stone. “The edge of what?”

The double didn’t look back. “The center of the Veil.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Rowan whispered. “Centers don’t have edges.”

The double stopped.

Turned.

Smiled.

“Not in your world.”

Before Rowan could respond, a ripple of cold brushed her spine.

She spun around.

The forest behind them was gone.

In its place stood a wall—vast, towering, made of swirling darkness and shattered reflections. Like someone had broken a mirror a thousand times and stitched the pieces back together with shadow.

It stretched across the horizon.

Imposing.

Ancient.

Alive.

Rowan’s throat tightened. “What is that?”

“The barrier between your world and the Opposite,” her double murmured. “The wall that keeps nightmares from becoming real.”

Rowan stared at it, sick dread building. “And why did you bring me here?”

The double approached the shimmering wall. “Because your power comes from this place.”

Rowan froze. “That’s not possible. My magic is—”

“Light and shadow,” the double finished. “Yes. From your parents. But the Convergence inside you? The thing collapsing right now? The fracture?”

She touched the wall.

It pulsed under her palm—hot and cold at once.

“That part of you,” the double whispered, “was born here.”

The world swayed under Rowan’s feet.

“No,” she said hoarsely. “I—I grew up in Thornreach. In the seam. My mother—”

“Your mother carried you,” the double corrected. “But the moment your soul formed, when the spark of what you are ignited—”

She turned.

“You weren’t in her world.”

Rowan’s heart hammered. “You’re lying.”

The double smiled sadly. “I wish I were.”

Rowan took a shaky step backward. “Why would my parents bring me here?”

“They didn’t.” The double’s eyes softened. “You brought yourself.”

Rowan couldn’t breathe.

Images flickered through her mind—

light, shadow, screaming wind, a wailing energy—

Too fast.

Too overwhelming.

The double watched her with quiet understanding. “You came into existence with too much power for a newborn body. The Veil drew you in. Contained you. Tempered you.”

Rowan pressed both hands to her chest as the fracture throbbed violently.

“This is why you’re breaking now,” the double whispered. “The Veil is calling you back.”

A distant metallic shriek echoed across the clearing, vibrating through the stone.

The double stiffened. “We don’t have long.”

Rowan swallowed hard. “What’s coming?”

“Something older than you.”

The double stepped closer.

“Something hungry.”

Rowan backed away, shaking her head. “I’m not staying here. I need to get back. Elias and Kael—”

“Can’t reach you until you learn to open a path,” her double said gently. “You need control, Rowan. You need strength.”

Rowan’s voice broke. “Then teach me.”

The double smiled—slow, sharp, and almost proud.

“I was waiting for you to ask.”

Another roar trembled through the clearing, closer this time. Shadows peeled off the edges of the wall, forming shapes—long, narrow, bone-thin.

The double extended her hand again.

“Come. Before it finds us.”

Rowan took her hand.

The ground lit beneath them—

And the Veil opened.
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CHAPTER SEVEN — Lessons in the Dark
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They stepped through the split in the ground—

And the world changed again.

Not violently like before.

Not with the gut-wrenching pull of being ripped from her own body.

This time, it unfolded.

Like pages turning in a book Rowan had never seen but somehow already knew.

The air thickened, warm and humming with a low, steady vibration. Symbols glowed faintly beneath their feet, etched into the ground in a looping, spiraling language she didn’t recognize—yet somehow understood enough to feel terrified.

Her double released her hand.

“We’re safe. For now.”

Rowan looked around.

They stood in what looked like a vast cavern carved entirely from dark glass. The walls glimmered like obsidian kissed with starlight, each surface reflecting distorted versions of her reflection—some taller, some younger, some older, some... not human at all.

“What is this place?” Rowan whispered.

Her double walked ahead, trailing fingers along the mirrored walls. “Your beginning.”

Rowan swallowed. “This is where I was born?”

“No,” the double said simply. “This is where your power was first contained.”

Rowan’s pulse spiked. “Why does it feel like the walls are watching me?”

“Because they are.”

Her double turned. “This chamber was made to hold things that don’t belong in any world.”

Rowan tried to steady her breath. “Including me?”

“Especially you.”

A cold shiver ran through Rowan’s spine.

She forced herself to keep moving, stepping closer. “You said you’d teach me. Show me. Whatever you called it.”

“Strength,” her double said softly. “Control.”

“Then start.”

The double watched her for a moment, as if searching Rowan’s face for something—fear, doubt, willingness.

Then she lifted her hand.

A shard of shadow peeled from the mirrored wall and floated toward them, humming with power. Rowan tensed, instinctively raising her own hand in defense.

The double’s palm glowed—darkness coiling around light in a perfect spiral.

Effortless.

“Your first lesson,” she said, “is understanding what you are not.”

Rowan frowned. “What does that mean?”

“You are not human,” the double said. “Not entirely. Not anymore.”

Rowan bristled. “I know that. I’m the Convergence—”

“No.”

Her double stepped closer, voice lowering.

“You were a Convergence.”

Rowan froze. “That isn’t true.”

“You feel it breaking inside you,” the double murmured. “You feel the imbalance. The pull. The hunger. You feel the Veil calling you.”

Rowan shook her head. “I’m fighting it.”

“That’s the problem.”

The double flicked her wrist.

The shard of shadow burst into a hundred smaller pieces—then swirled together, forming a ring of spinning darkness around Rowan.

Rowan stiffened. “What are you doing?”

“Teaching you,” the double said calmly.

The shards spun faster—low hisses rising like slithering whispers.

Rowan’s heartbeat thundered. “Stop it—”

“You can’t control a power you refuse to claim.”

Rowan gritted her teeth. “I am claiming it.”

“No. You’re clinging to who you were in the mortal world.”

The shards darted closer, brushing Rowan’s arms, her throat, her hair.

Rowan’s breath shook. “If you want me to learn—tell me how.”

The double’s eyes glowed.

“Stop trying to be light.”

Rowan blinked. “What?”

“And stop trying to be shadow.”

The shards stopped suddenly, hanging suspended in the air.

The double leaned in, her voice a soft, dangerous whisper.

“You are the tear between them. The break. The storm.”

She touched Rowan’s chest—right over the fracture.

“You are what rips worlds open. What binds them. What remakes them.”

The fracture in Rowan’s chest flared—

Not in pain.

In recognition.

The shards of shadow suddenly surged toward her—

Elias’s voice rang in her memory: Fight it.

Kael’s voice layered over it: Don’t fight. Breathe.

Rowan closed her eyes.

And instead of shielding, instead of pushing away—

She reached.

Her magic caught the shards like they were threads of her own hair—light curling around shadow, shadow curling around light.

They fused in her palms.

The double smiled.

“There she is.”

Rowan opened her eyes.

The shards had merged into a sphere of swirling gold and black—perfectly balanced in her hands.

No pain.

No tearing.

No fighting.

Just power.

For the first time since the fracture formed, Rowan felt whole.

Her double stepped back, pride flickering across her face.

“Lesson one,” she said softly. “You are not balance. You are destruction and creation in the same breath.”

Another roar echoed through the Veil—far away, but closer than before.

Rowan tightened her grip on the sphere.

“What’s lesson two?”

Her double glanced toward the distant sound.

“Lesson two,” she said, “is surviving long enough to learn lesson three.”

She turned sharply.

“Run.”

And Rowan ran.
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