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Chapter 1 – Vivienne
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Grey light crept through the shutters when the knock came.

Vivi jerked upright. Pain flared through her arms. Her hands throbbed from the burns she’d wrapped in plain linen before dawn. The epilogue page lay flat under her tunic, tucked against her ribs. The parchment still held a faint pulse that hadn’t faded through the night.

Another knock. Firmer.

“Vivienne.”

Her mother’s voice.

Vivi swallowed. “Come in.”

The door opened without sound. Ann stepped inside. She didn’t lift her chin or let her power flare the way she did when she wanted to intimidate council members. She only looked at Vivi, then looked again, as if cataloguing every mark on her.

“Show me your hands.”

Vivi drew a breath. “I’m fine.”

“Your hands.” Ann held out her own.

There was no point arguing. Vivi pulled the linen away. The burns ran across her palms in thin red lines, some darker where the last surge had broken through her weave. They still stung.

Ann didn’t reach for them. She only stared, eyes sharp, her features set with the same tight focus she used when judging a ritual circle for faults.

“What did you do?” she said. “and where were you?”

Vivi kept her expression blank. “I was in the lower practice hall. There was a tremor. I got caught in it.”

“The lower hall.” Ann stepped closer. Her gaze moved from Vivi’s hands to the faint scorch marks on her sleeves. “I felt that tremor. I also felt Residual magic in the stone. Don’t lie to me.”

Vivi forced a steady breath. “I didn’t lie.”

“You used binding craft last night.” Ann’s voice didn’t rise, but the air shifted around her. “It’s clinging to you. Threads crossing where they shouldn’t. And the hall itself smelled of scorched wards when I walked past at dawn.”

Vivi’s heart thudded. She’d scrubbed the floor until her fingers shook, but the heat had sunk too deep into the stone.

“I was practising,” she said. “Nothing dangerous. I needed to keep up with my work.”

“You weren’t practising.” Ann circled the room, slow, eyes sharp. “You were covering your tracks.”

Vivi kept silent.

Ann stopped beside the desk where last night’s candle had burned too low. The wax had pooled across the base and hardened in a misshapen lump. She touched the wick with one finger. It crumbled.

“You didn’t sleep.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are my daughter. I know when you’re lying.”

Vivi’s jaw tightened. She pulled the linen together over her palms. “I didn’t do anything reckless.”

“You went into the halls alone at night. You used binding craft without a partner. And you did it during a tremor.” Ann moved to stand in front of her again. “What part of that is safe.”

The worst part was that Ann wasn’t wrong. The tremor had hit while she traced the first two sigils from the new grimoire page. It snapped through the hall with no warning. The lamps had guttered. The stone had groaned. She’d nearly sent the weave into a collapse and crushed her own fingers in the backlash.

But she couldn’t say any of that. Not without saying everything.

“I had control.”

Ann’s gaze turned colder. “Binding craft is not a game. I thought we’d made that clear years ago.”

Vivi lowered her eyes. “We did.”

“Then why is there binding residue on your arms? And why does the air still taste scorched from the hall to the stairwell.”

“I made a mistake.”

Ann lifted Vivi’s chin with two fingers. Not gentle. Not rough. Firm, the way she had when Vivi was little and lied about stealing sweets from the pantry.

“You’re hiding something,” Ann said. “Not clumsiness. Not nerves. Something heavier.”

Vivi held her gaze. “I’m managing it.”

Ann studied her for a long, stretched moment. Vivi felt the pressure of her mother’s instincts like a weight on her skin. A druid’s intuition could peel straight through walls. Ann’s intuition could peel through doors.

But Vivi had spent years learning to keep one part of herself folded tight. Even before the vault. Even before Ravenna.

Finally Ann stepped back. “You weren’t the only one in the lower halls.”

Vivi’s stomach tightened. “What do you mean.”

“There were two sets of prints in the dust. Yours... and someone else’s.” Ann looked toward the door. “Diego arrived late last night.”

The lie nearly slipped off Vivi’s tongue before she stopped it. She forced her shoulders down.

“He came to check on me.”

“You’re in your final year. You should know better than to encourage him to break curfew.”

“He didn’t. I asked him to meet me.”

“And for what purpose.”

“To ask him about the tremor.” The words tumbled out before she thought them through. “I thought he might’ve felt something while he was out. You know how attuned he is to rifts and thresholds.”

Ann paused at that.

She trusted Diego’s senses. She always had. Even when she distrusted everything else about his past.

Her expression didn’t soften, but the edge of suspicion eased. Fractionally.

“Residual magic was present,” Ann said. “Faint, but there.”

Vivi kept her breathing steady. “I didn’t see anything.”

“You wouldn’t unless you were looking.”

Ann ran a hand along the inside of Vivi’s arm. Not maternal. Assessing. The faint dusting of shadowed marks — threads that hadn’t fully settled — still clung to her skin.

“You used weaves.” It wasn’t a question.

Vivi met her eyes. “Only simple ones.”

“Simple patterns don’t leave residue like this,” Ann said. “Vivienne, listen to me. Spells recoil when they’re misused. They pull at the walls of the world. I’ve seen it. Ravenna proved it.”

A cold shiver ran through Vivi’s back. That name always did it.

“Whatever you’re working on,” Ann said, “you stop until I’ve assessed your level. If you continue in secret, I will feel it. If you step one inch toward Ravenna’s path, I will intervene. Do you understand.”

Vivi nodded. “Yes, Mama.”

Ann looked unconvinced. She brushed a bit of char from Vivi’s sleeve, then dropped her hand.

“The academy is speaking of the tremor already,” Ann said. “A quake doesn’t happen in one isolated hall unless someone triggered it. The teachers will start making rounds.”

The air in the room shifted. Vivi felt the warning under her mother’s words. Tell me the truth before someone else drags it out.

But telling the truth meant telling her about the fragments. The box. The page. The spire. Ravenna’s ruin written on parchment that still moved under candlelight.

She couldn’t.

Ann stepped back toward the door.

“I’ll speak to you again before lunch. Rest. And stop trying to hide burns from me.”

The door closed behind her.

Vivi didn’t move for several breaths. Her chest felt tight. Her palms stung where the linen rubbed over the raw skin.

She slumped onto the edge of her bed.

A quiet knock broke the silence.

“Vivi?”

Diego’s voice.

She opened the door and pulled him inside.

He looked worn. Shadows under his eyes. His hair still wind-tousled from arriving through the portal hours before dawn. He took one look at her face and shut the door behind him.

“What did she ask?” he murmured.

“Everything.”

Diego sat beside her. “Did she notice the page?”

“No. She saw the burns. She felt the residue. She knows something’s off, but she doesn’t know what.”

“Good.”

“No, Diego, it’s not good.” Vivi gripped her linen-wrapped hands. “If she pushes again, I won’t be able to hide it.”

He leaned closer. “Did you tell her anything.”

“No. I kept it near the truth.”

Diego let out a breath. “Then we’re fine.”

He said it like it might settle her pulse. It didn’t.

She reached under her tunic and pulled out the page. Wrapped in cloth, still warm. Still humming. She held it out.

“Look in the light.”

Diego unwrapped it. He held it near the candle stub on her desk. The ink shimmered. The neat script curved into new shapes, the way it had last night when the candle guttered near its end.

The lines slid. Folded. Revealed a new sigil at the bottom of the page.

A spire. A tower shape. Runes circling its base like coils.

Diego’s brow furrowed. “This wasn’t here before.”

“I know.”

“Did you trace it.”

“No. It moved on its own.”

He rubbed his jaw. “Vivi... this looks like —”

“I know what it looks like.”

She didn’t want to say it. Not yet. The words felt heavy in her mouth.

Diego lowered the page. “We’re running out of time. Ann’s here now. If she keeps digging —”

“She’ll take everything.” Vivi pressed her palm to her side. “She won’t let me touch binding craft again.”

“She’ll lock down the academy,” Diego said. “She’ll search our rooms. She’ll ask Randal for her own reports.”

“She’ll take the box.” The words slipped out before she could stop them.

Diego stiffened. “We can’t let that happen.”

“No.” Vivi met his eyes. “We can’t.”

He leaned back against the wall. “She’s right about one thing.”

“Which thing.”

“ magic isn’t safe. We felt that last night. If we lose control even —”

Vivi cut him off. “We didn’t lose control.”

Diego looked at her hands. “Your palms disagree.”

She dropped her gaze. Heat prickled behind her eyes. She’d woven too close to the edge again. She always did when she was tired. Or scared. Or hiding too much.

“It’s only the burns,” she said. “I can wrap them.”

“Vivi...”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t have to lie to me.”

She forced a breath out. “I know.”

Silence stretched between them. Not cold. Not tense. Heavy with everything they hadn’t said.

He kept turning the page in his hands, watching the sigil shift.

“It resembles the sketches of the Atherian spire,” he said.

Vivi closed her eyes. “I thought the same.”

“It matches the stories Randal told. The tower where Ravenna was struck. The place the Order tried to hold against her.”

Vivi’s stomach twisted. “Why would they record it?”

“Because they were watching,” Diego said. “Or because they built part of the seal she tried to break.”

Vivi looked at him. “If the seal at the spire is breaking —”

“Atheria might be at risk again.”

She laughed without humour. “I hoped you wouldn’t say that.”

“We’re not giving the page to Ann.”

“No,” Vivi said. “We can’t.”

He folded the page with care and handed it back. “We’ll figure this out. But not with her watching us.”

“I know.”

Diego hesitated. “Vivi?”

“Hm?”

He touched the back of her hand. Light. Barely anything. But enough to make her breath catch.

“Whatever this is,” he said, “you’re not doing it alone.”

She nodded.

They sat like that for a moment. Quiet. Close. Morning light shifting across the room.

Then Diego stood.

“I’ll check the corridor. Make sure she’s gone. Then we’ll decide what to do with this.”

He reached for the door.

The page pulsed in Vivi’s hand.

The sigil fluttered under the dim light, as if answering something neither of them had heard.

Vivi stared at it. “Diego.”

He turned.

She held out the page.

“It’s changing again.”

He stepped back to her side.

The sigil’s lines curled. Shifted. Formed a ring around the tower shape. A lower circle. A chamber beneath the spire.

Hidden.

Buried.

Waiting.

Diego met her eyes.

“This isn’t over.”

Vivi exhaled.

“No,” she said. “It’s only waking up.”
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Chapter 2 – Diego
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Diego stepped into the corridor and shut Vivi’s door behind him. The latch clicked soft against the morning hush. His shoulder muscles eased a little, but the back of his neck still prickled.

Someone had walked this hall already. Someone with authority.

He moved down the passage, keeping his steps even, keeping his breathing level. The academy always woke slow in the first hour of daylight. Lamps blinked along the walls. A few windows caught pale sun through the eastern arch. Early-rising students drifted between dorms and study wings, their faces tired, their conversations hushed.

Every one of them turned their head as he passed.

Some stared outright. Some whispered behind hands. One girl pressed her fingers to a charm at her neck as if to ward off bad luck.

He ignored them. He’d had a lifetime of stares. People always looked twice at the boy who fell from nowhere and survived things he shouldn’t.

But today the weight of eyes felt different. Focused. Expectant.

They know. Or they think they do.

His steps slowed near a window. Beyond the glass, the east courtyard gleamed with frost. Ann crossed the flagstones with Randal at her side, their heads close, their pace purposeful.

Not good.

Randal didn’t hurry for anyone unless something threatened the wards.

Diego kept walking.

A pair of younger students moved aside without him asking. Their glances flickered over his burnt sleeves, the scuffs on his boots, the faint ash on his clothes from last night’s tremor.

He’d tried to clean up in Vivi’s washroom before dawn, but the marks wouldn’t come out. The stone had gripped ash tight, and the residue clung to him like a warning brand.

He reached the corner near the central stairwell.

A voice cut across the hall.

“Well. Look who’s finally returned.”

Diego forced his shoulders to stay loose before he turned.

Randal stood with one hand braced on a pillar. His dark hair was tied back. His Warden coat hung unbuttoned, but not careless. Nothing Randal did was careless. His eyes travelled from Diego’s boots to his face with slow, sharp intent.

“Morning,” Diego said.

“You missed the first bell.” Randal nodded at the corridor behind him. “And by the look of you, you weren’t meditating.”

Diego kept his face blank. “Had a late arrival.”

“So I heard.” Randal pushed off the pillar. “The wards flickered just after dawn. Ann said she found scorch marks in the lower halls. Thought I’d check the damage myself.”

Diego fought the urge to step back. “Was there much?”

“Enough to suggest someone was down there when they shouldn’t’ve been.” Randal paused. “Someone who works with fire.”

Heat crawled up Diego’s neck. “I was nowhere near the hall when it happened.”

Randal’s eyebrow lifted. “Is that so.”

“It is.”

“You arrived with ash on your clothes.”

“There was a tremor near the lower gate before I came through.”

Randal didn’t look convinced. He folded his arms, gaze dragging across Diego’s posture, his sleeves, his hands.

“And yet,” Randal said, “the scorch marks follow a pattern I’ve seen you produce before.”

“Accidents happen.”

“Not from you.”

Randal stepped in closer. He didn’t raise his voice. He didn’t need to. The quiet tone was worse. It meant he saw too much.

“You’re holding something back,” Randal murmured. “Something you don’t want the teachers to notice.”

Diego clenched his jaw. He felt the familiar coil of heat in his chest. Wrong heat. Not fire. The other thing. The thing he didn’t name.

“I’m fine,” Diego said.

“Your fine never looks like this.”

Randal studied him for a long moment, then let out a slow breath.

“Whatever you were doing last night, don’t do it again,” he said. “Ann is tightening wards across the academy. If she thinks you’re the cause of anything dangerous, she’ll tear through every room here until she finds the truth.”

“Understood.”

Randal held his gaze another moment. Then turned toward the stairwell.

Diego watched him go. The weight in his chest didn’t ease.

He moved on, weaving through a group of students heading toward the library. Their whispers followed him.

“Did you feel the quake?”

“I heard Ann came before sunrise.”

“My friend said the lower hall nearly split.”

“Someone triggered it.”

“That void boy’s back. Maybe that’s why.”

He pushed past them.

The murmurs faded as he reached a quiet alcove near the old practice rooms. Dust gathered along the skirting. The smell of chalk and dried ink lingered in the air. A cracked pillar stood at the corner, its carvings worn smooth from centuries of students brushing against it.

He checked both ends of the corridor, then reached into his coat.

The folded page from the box.

Gwyn had tried to take it first, of course. She’d been livid when he refused. He’d needed to read it himself. Needed to see if anything matched his memory of the ruins. Needed to know if they crafted anything close to what he’d felt beneath that tower on Atheria.

He unfolded the page.

The script crawled across the parchment like ink shaped by a living breath. runes were never still. They shifted with the reader’s intent. He’d learned that from Vivi years ago, when she’d shown him how to read surface lines without triggering the deeper ones.

The page from the box wasn’t like the ones Vivi kept.

This one felt colder. Sharper. Old as sand buried in the bones of a dead world.

He lifted it toward the shaft of daylight filtering through the window.

The runes gleamed.

Three forces clashed at the place of breaking.
Fire, thread, and shadow.
The seal formed in spirals of grief.
Buried heart beneath stone.
Diego exhaled through his teeth.

Grief.
Stone.
A sealed heart.
The words pulled up an old memory he didn’t want to touch.

A broken spire rising from ash.
A cracked circle sunk deep into scorched earth.
A faint hum beneath the rock, like a heartbeat under rubble.
Randal’s stories about Ravenna flashed through his mind. Not the children’s tales. The real ones. The ones told late at night when the other students slept.

“How do you know,” he’d asked. “How do you know she made it that far.”

Randal had pointed at the map of Atheria pinned to the wall.

“Because the land still aches.”

Diego lowered the page and stared at the runes again.

The fallen tower where three forces broke.

The spire.

The place Ravenna had stood when the Order cornered her. The place where the veil had cracked. The place where Atheria had nearly collapsed.

The page didn’t describe some distant story. It described that place. And it didn’t read like a warning. It read like notes left by a witness.

Or a participant.

Diego folded the page with shaking fingers.

He’d never told Vivi the full truth about what he’d sensed on Atheria during his search. He’d felt a pull toward the east plains, a whisper of power sliding under his skin, stirring the thing inside him that wasn’t fire.

He’d ignored it. He hadn’t wanted to answer any call that might trace back to shadow or void.

But now?

Now the runes on this page echoed the same rhythm he’d felt beneath the ground there.

The academy bell rang overhead.

Voices stirred in the hall.

Diego pressed the page tight against his chest for a moment, then tucked it back into his coat.

He turned toward Vivi’s room — and froze.

A warding rune glowed on the pillar near the stairwell. One that hadn’t been there last night.

Ann’s work.

The rune pulsed as he approached, brushing against his senses like a cold finger drawn along his ribs. Wards always reacted to him, but this one felt different. It didn’t press back. It pierced. Slipped past his fire like it wasn’t there.

Diego stepped away.

The ward’s glow faded.

He scanned the hall. Empty.

Ann was strengthening defences across the academy. He’d known that. But she’d also changed them. The new runes bit deeper, layered with old druidic shapes that didn’t trust creatures touched by the void.

He moved on before someone saw him standing there.

He turned the corner — and nearly slammed into Vivi’s mother.

Ann walked with a stack of scrolls under one arm. Her braid hung over one shoulder, light glinting off the threads woven through it. She didn’t stop. She didn’t greet him.

She only looked him over in one long sweep.

“Morning,” Diego said, because silence felt worse.

Ann’s eyes narrowed. “You look tired.”

“I arrived late.”

“So I’ve heard.”

She stepped closer. Diego fought every instinct not to
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