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Prologue
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The Wisp-Keeper stood at the edge of the Threshold and watched the fractures spread.

They always started small. A hairline crack in the fabric between worlds. A shimmer in the air that shouldn't be there. A whisper of emotion so concentrated, so suppressed, that it began to solidify.

Rylan had seen it happen dozens of times before. Hundreds, maybe. He'd stopped counting years ago.

Another one was coming through.

He could feel it in the way the air tasted—bitter and metallic, like fear left too long in the dark. Could see it in the way the Wisps overhead flickered and dimmed, responding to the corruption seeping through from the other side.

Someone was breaking.

And when they broke completely, they would fall through.

Into Aethelgard. Into his responsibility.

Rylan pressed his fingers together, summoning his Aura of Order—that cold, precise energy that had kept him alive and functioning for longer than he cared to remember. It spread outward in careful waves, temporarily stabilising the Threshold. Buying time. That's all he ever seemed to do anymore. Buy time for people who were running out of it.

The fracture pulsed, and through it, he caught a glimpse of the other world. The real world, as the Travellers always called it, though Rylan wasn't sure either world was more real than the other.

He saw a girl. Sixteen, maybe seventeen. Brown hair. Pale face. Eyes wide with panic. She was running through a hallway—fluorescent lights, lockers, the unmistakable markers of a human school—and her hands were beginning to glow.

She didn't know it yet. Couldn't see what Rylan saw. But the Glimmer had awakened in her. Raw, unprocessed anxiety given form. And it was tearing her apart from the inside.

Behind her, in the shadows between worlds, something darker stirred. The Gloom. Her Gloom. Concentrated guilt and self-hatred, solidified over months or years of suppression. It was already corrupting the edges of Aethelgard, spreading like poison through stone and air.

Rylan's jaw tightened.

He knew how this would go. He'd guide her through the regions. Show her the manifestations of her fears. Watch her struggle and stumble and try desperately not to drown. And maybe—maybe—she'd make it to the Deep Gloom and survive the confrontation.

Or maybe she wouldn't.

Maybe she'd be like Kira.

The thought hit him like a physical blow, and his Aura flickered. He forced it steady again, forced the memory down into the dark place where he kept all the things he couldn't afford to feel.

Focus. Control. Order.

That's all he had left.

The girl in the vision stumbled into a storage closet and slammed the door behind her. The Glimmer in her hands blazed brighter, responding to her panic. The Threshold cracked wider.

"Not yet," Rylan murmured to the empty air. "Give me a moment. Just one more moment."

But the Threshold didn't listen. It never did.

The girl pressed her back against something—a wall, a piece of set decoration—and buried her face in her knees. The Glimmer pulsed, brighter and brighter, until Rylan had to look away from the vision. And then—

The Threshold shattered.

The girl fell through.

Rylan felt the impact like a punch to his chest. The corruption that had been seeping through in threads now flooded into Aethelgard in waves. The Wisps overhead scattered, fleeing from the contamination. The stone beneath his feet began to shimmer with that sickly oil-slick sheen.

Somewhere in the distance, a tower cracked.

Rylan closed his eyes, just for a second. Let himself feel the weight of it. Another Traveller. Another impossible task. Another chance to fail.

Then he opened his eyes, squared his shoulders, and started walking toward the courtyard where she would appear.

He had a job to do.

Even if it killed him.

Even if it killed her.

He would do the job.

Because that's all he knew how to do anymore.

In the courtyard, the air split open with a sound like breaking glass.

And Elara fell through, gasping, her hands blazing with silver light.

Rylan watched from the shadows for just a moment longer.

Took in her fear. Her confusion. Her desperate, panicked breathing.

Another broken Traveller.

Another chance to get it right.

Or fail spectacularly.

He stepped forward, his expression carefully neutral, his voice flat and exhausted.

"You're the Traveller," he said. "Of course you are."

And despite everything—despite Kira, despite the corruption spreading through his realm, despite the bone-deep weariness that never left him—he felt something small and stubborn flicker in his chest.

Not hope, exactly.

But not quite despair either.

Maybe this one would be different.

Maybe this one would survive.

Maybe this time, he wouldn't fail.

He pushed the thought away, buried it with all the others.

"My name is Rylan," he said. "I'm a Wisp-Keeper. And you've just made my job infinitely more complicated."

The girl stared at him, terrified and lost.

And Rylan did what he always did.

He started guiding.

One more Traveller.

One more chance.

One more impossible journey into the deep.
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Chapter 1: The Threshold

[image: ]


The thing about panic is that it doesn't announce itself politely.

Elara had been fine—or at least, fine-adjacent—right up until Mr. Chen called on her to explain the proof on the board. She'd been sitting three rows back, geometry textbook open to page 147, her pencil tracing the same triangle over and over in the margin until the graphite had worn a small grey crater into the paper.

"Elara? Can you walk us through the next step?"

Twenty-three pairs of eyes swivelled toward her.

Her mouth opened. Nothing came out.

This was normal. This happened sometimes. She just needed to breathe, to focus on the proof, to remember that she'd actually done the homework last night and knew the answer. The next step was to prove the triangles were congruent using—using—

Her throat closed.

It started the way it always started: a flutter beneath her ribs, like a bird trapped inside her chest, beating its wings against bone. Then the flutter became a drum. Then the drum became a hammer. Her hands went cold. The classroom lights seemed too bright, each fluorescent tube humming with a frequency that scraped directly against her nerves.

She couldn't breathe.

No—that wasn't right. She was breathing, fast and shallow, but her body had decided that wasn't enough, that she was suffocating, that she needed to run or fight or do something other than sit frozen in a plastic chair while everyone stared.

"Elara?" Mr. Chen's voice was gentler now, concerned. That made it worse. The concern meant he'd noticed. The concern meant everyone had noticed.

She shoved her chair back—too loud, the screech of metal legs against linoleum echoing like a scream—and grabbed her backpack. Her vision had narrowed to a tunnel. She could see the door. Just the door. Nothing else mattered.

"I—bathroom—" she managed, and then she was moving, stumbling past desks, her shoulder clipping the corner of Mason Trent's table hard enough to send his calculator clattering to the floor.

Someone laughed. She didn't know who. It didn't matter.

The hallway was better. Empty. The panic was still there, still squeezing her lungs in a vice, but at least no one was watching. She pressed her back against the lockers, the metal cool through her thin hoodie, and tried to remember the breathing technique her mum had shown her. Four counts in. Hold for seven. Eight counts out.

She made it to five before her breath hitched and broke.

"Pathetic," she whispered to the empty hallway. "You're so pathetic."

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She pulled it out with shaking hands.

Leo: yo got soccer after school. might be late for dinner. also can u ask mum if she can pick me up??? please

Leo: also did u study for bio? im so cooked lol

The messages were from twenty minutes ago, sent during morning break. She'd been so focused on not thinking about geometry that she hadn't even checked. Leo's face grinned up at her from his contact photo—gap-toothed, sunburned from last summer's camping trip, a soccer ball tucked under one arm. Thirteen and utterly unburdened by the concept of anxiety.

She typed back: Be careful.

Then deleted it. Typed: Sure, I'll ask her.

Her thumb hovered over the send button. That flutter was back, different this time. Smaller. Sharper. It wasn't panic; it was something older, something that had been living in her chest for the past nine months like a stone she couldn't cough up.

Be careful, she typed again. Please.

She hit send before she could delete it a second time.

The phone buzzed immediately.

Leo: ???? its just soccer el. chill lol

Leo: ur being weird again

Her vision blurred. She shoved the phone back in her pocket and pushed off the lockers. She needed somewhere quiet. Somewhere dark. Somewhere she could fall apart without an audience.

The drama storage closet was at the end of D-wing, past the auditorium, in the part of the school where teachers rarely wandered during class time. Elara had discovered it last year during tech week for the spring musical—a cramped space that smelled like sawdust and old curtains, filled with forgotten set pieces and props from productions nobody remembered.

The door was unlocked. It always was.

She slipped inside and pulled it shut behind her, sealing herself into blessed darkness. Her heartbeat was still too fast, her hands still trembling, but here—here she could let it happen. Here she could be the mess she actually was without pretending otherwise.

She sank down onto the floor, her back against something wooden and solid—a piece of a castle wall, maybe, or a painted tree. Her backpack slumped beside her. The darkness pressed close, soft and suffocating at once.

You're so stupid, the voice in her head whispered. You can't even answer a question in geometry. You can't even exist in a classroom like a normal person. What's wrong with you?

She wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face against them.

The panic was cresting now, the worst of it, the part where her body was convinced she was dying even though she knew—knew—she wasn't. Her thoughts spiralled: What if Mr. Chen called her parents? What if everyone in class was texting about her right now? What if Leo got hurt at soccer and she wasn't there and it happened again and—

"Stop," she choked out. "Stop, stop, stop."

But it didn't stop. It never stopped. It just kept building, that terrible brightness behind her ribs, that sense of something catastrophic about to happen, always about to happen, hovering just out of sight.

And then—

The light changed.

At first, she thought it was just her eyes adjusting to the dark. But no—there was actually light now, a faint silvery glow seeping through the cracks around the door. It pulsed in rhythm with her heartbeat, growing brighter with each ragged breath.

Elara lifted her head.

The glow wasn't coming from the door. It was coming from her.

Her hands were shining.

Not metaphorically. Not in some poetic, feelings-based way. They were actually emitting light, a pale luminescence that painted the cluttered closet in shades of silver and shadow. She turned her palms up, watching the glow intensify, and felt the panic surge in response—feeding it, fuelling it, until the light was so bright she had to squint against it.

"What—" she breathed.

The wooden piece behind her groaned. She twisted around just in time to see the painted castle wall ripple like water, its surface shifting from flat plywood to something deeper, more real. The sawdust smell faded, replaced by something clean and cold, like winter air.

The wall was opening.

No—not opening. Changing. The closet itself was changing, expanding, the walls pulling away into impossible distance. The ceiling dissolved into a sky she didn't recognise—too many stars, arranged in patterns that hurt to look at. The floor beneath her was no longer concrete but something smooth and dark, like polished obsidian.

She scrambled backward, but there was nowhere to go. The light from her hands blazed brighter, and the world tilted—

—and then she was falling.

Not down. Sideways. Through.

The closet, the school, the weight of her backpack—all of it vanished. There was only the silver light and the rushing sense of motion and the terrible certainty that she'd broken something fundamental, crossed some line she couldn't uncross.

She tried to scream, but the sound was swallowed by the light.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun—

It stopped.

Elara hit the ground hard, her palms scraping against stone. The glow from her hands sputtered and died, leaving her in a darkness that felt different from the closet. Heavier. Older.

She lay there for a moment, gasping, her mind struggling to catch up with her body. Then, slowly, she pushed herself up onto her knees.

She wasn't in the closet any more.

She wasn't in the school.

She was kneeling in the centre of a vast, circular courtyard made of dark grey stone. The sky above was the same impossible star scape she'd glimpsed before—too bright, too many, too wrong. Around her, tall structures rose like the bones of some ancient creature, their surfaces carved with symbols that seemed to shift when she looked at them directly.

And everywhere—everywhere—there was a faint, sickly shimmer in the air, like oil on water. It clung to the stones, seeped from cracks in the walls, pooled in the corners of the courtyard like fog.

It looked, Elara thought distantly, like corruption.

Like decay.

Like something had gone very, very wrong here.

She stood on shaking legs, her breath still coming too fast, her mind still screaming that this wasn't possible, that she'd hit her head or passed out or lost her mind completely.

"Okay," she whispered to the empty courtyard. "Okay. This is fine. This is—"

"No," said a voice behind her, flat and exhausted. "It really isn't."

Elara spun around.

A figure stood at the edge of the courtyard, half-hidden in the shadow of one of the towering structures. Male, probably her age or slightly older, dressed in dark clothing marked with small, precise geometric patterns that seemed to echo the carvings on the walls. His posture was rigid, guarded, and his eyes—dark and sharp—fixed on her with an expression somewhere between annoyance and resignation.

"You're the Traveller," he said. It wasn't a question.

Elara's mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. "I—what?"

"The Traveller. The one whose Glimmer breached the threshold." He stepped forward, and she could see him more clearly now: pale skin, dark hair that fell across his forehead in a way that looked deliberately careless, and a tightness around his mouth that suggested he smiled approximately never. "Of course you are. The timing couldn't be worse, but then again, it never is."

"I don't—" Elara's voice cracked. "I don't know what you're talking about. I don't know where I am. I was just—I was in the closet, and then—"

"You crossed," he interrupted. "Your emotion—your anxiety, your fear, whatever you want to call it—reached a threshold, and you fell through into Aethelgard. Congratulations. You've just made my job infinitely more complicated."

Aethelgard. The word settled into her mind like a stone dropped into still water, sending ripples of recognition she didn't understand.

"I want to go home," she said, and hated how small her voice sounded.

The boy—the young man—studied her for a long moment. Then he sighed, the kind of sigh that carried the weight of a thousand past disappointments.

"Don't we all," he said quietly. He straightened, squaring his shoulders, and offered her a short, formal nod. "My name is Rylan. I'm a Wisp-Keeper, which means it's my responsibility to manage emotional energy in this realm. And you—" His gaze dropped to her hands, where the faint glow was beginning to pulse again. "—you're a walking disaster I'm now obligated to contain."

"I'm not a disaster," Elara said automatically, even though it was possibly the least true thing she'd ever said in her life.

Rylan's expression didn't change. "Your Glimmer is currently poisoning half of Aethelgard. The Gloom you've been suppressing has solidified into something that's actively corrupting this realm. So yes. Disaster." He paused. "But potentially a fixable one. If you're willing to do the work."

The courtyard seemed to tilt again, though this time Elara's feet stayed planted on solid ground. She looked down at her hands—still faintly glowing, still trembling—and then back up at Rylan.

"I just want to go home," she repeated.

"Then you'll have to fix what you broke," Rylan said. "Welcome to Aethelgard, Traveller. We have a lot of work to do."

And despite the impossibility of it all, despite the fear still thrumming through her veins, Elara felt something shift inside her chest. Not the panic
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