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​Chapter 1

​The Root in Winter
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The snow did not fall in the Whispering Woods; it settled. It was a heavy, suffocating blanket of silence that pressed down on the roof of the cabin, muffling the world until the only sound left was the crackle of the cast-iron stove and the synchronized beating of two hearts.

Niara woke to the smell of pine resin and the phantom sensation of cold fingers.

She was warm, buried under a mound of furs on the bed she shared with Kaelen. But through the bond—the invisible, silver suture that stitched their nervous systems together—she felt the bite of the winter wind on exposed skin. She felt the dull ache in a shoulder that wasn't hers and the rhythmic thwack of an axe hitting seasoned wood.

He is overworking the left side again, she thought sleepily.

Outside, fifty yards away in the clearing, Kaelen paused mid-swing.

I am not overworking it, his voice drifted into her mind, clear as a bell. The oak is just stubborn.

Niara smiled, burying her face in the pillow that smelled of him—woodsmoke, soap, and the crisp scent of snow.

"Stubbornness is a family trait," she murmured aloud to the empty room.

She rolled out of bed. The floorboards were freezing, sending a jolt of shock up her legs. Outside, she felt Kaelen flinch in sympathy, his axe slipping slightly on the handle.

"Sorry," she whispered.

This was their life now. A constant, involuntary intimacy. There was no such thing as a private shiver. There was no such thing as a secret pain. If she stubbed her toe, he limped. If he burned his tongue on broth, she tasted the heat. They were two bodies occupying a single, expanded sensory map.

Niara dressed quickly, pulling on thick wool trousers and a sweater that had seen better days. She wound a scarf around her neck, covering the pulse point where the bond hummed loudest.

She went to the window. The glass was thick, distorted by frost, but she could see him.

Kaelen Thorne, the former High Curator of Oakhaven, the man who had once worn velvet suits and drank wine older than empires, was standing knee-deep in a snowdrift, splitting logs.

He looked different. The soft, aristocratic edges of the Architect had been chiseled away by six months of survival. He was leaner, harder. His hair, once kept in a severe, glossy style, was now long and tied back with a strip of leather, whipping around his face in the wind. He wore a rough coat of sheepskin and heavy boots that were scuffed and scarred.

He looked like a man who belonged to the earth, not the glass.

As if sensing her gaze, he looked up. His eyes—gray rimmed with the verdant green of the Root—met hers through the window.

The bond flared. It wasn't a thought or a word. It was a wave of warmth. Affection. Safety. Hunger.

Niara pressed her hand to the glass.

Come inside, she projected. The stew is ready.

Kaelen drove the axe into the chopping block with a final, decisive blow. He grabbed the armful of wood he had split and trudged toward the cabin.

When the door opened, the winter rushed in, a blast of arctic air that swirled the dust motes. Kaelen kicked the door shut behind him, dropping the wood into the bin.

He peeled off his wet gloves. His hands were red with cold.

Niara felt the sting of the frostbite in her own fingertips. She walked over to him and took his hands in hers.

"You stayed out too long," she chided gently.

"The wood was wet," Kaelen said, his voice rough from the cold. "It needed to be split before the next storm hits."

He looked down at her. The green in his eyes seemed to glow in the dim light of the cabin.

"You are warm," he noted.

"I slept in," Niara said. "While you played lumberjack."

He leaned down and kissed her.

His lips were cold, tasting of the wind. But his mouth was hot. The kiss deepened instantly, the bond amplifying the sensation until it felt like a physical circuit closing. Niara felt his desire bloom in her chest, a heavy, golden heat that mirrored her own.

He pulled back, resting his forehead against hers.

"Six months," he whispered.

"Six months," Niara agreed.

It had been half a year since they had destroyed the Glass Orchard. Half a year since they had unmade the monster and fled into the woods. They had built this cabin with their own hands, using the "Root" magic—the slow, crushing power of the earth—to raise the beams and set the stones.

They were hidden. They were safe.

Or so they told themselves.

"Did you check the perimeter?" Niara asked, pulling away to ladle stew into two wooden bowls.

Kaelen sighed, the romantic mood evaporating into the grim reality of their existence. He walked to the stove, warming his hands.

"I did. The snares are empty. The wards are intact."

"And the trees?"

"Quiet," Kaelen said. "Too quiet. Usually, the Whispering Woods has a rhythm. Today... it feels like they are holding their breath."

Niara frowned. She felt it too. The ambient noise of the forest—the constant, low-level murmur of the ancient redwoods—was muted. It was the silence of a bird when a hawk is circling.

"Maybe it's just the snow," she suggested, though she didn't believe it.

"Maybe," Kaelen agreed. He took the bowl she offered. "Or maybe the King is getting impatient."

The King.

They didn't speak his name often. It felt like summoning a demon. King Auric, the ruler of the Industrial Sector, the man who controlled the trade of processed emotion across the continent. Corvus had been a nuisance; the Guild had been a parasite. But the King... the King was the host.

He wanted Niara. Not because she was a debtor, but because she was a "Source." Since the fusion, since the bond had rooted her to the wild magic of the forest, she didn't just siphon energy. She generated it. She was a living reactor of raw magic.

And Kaelen... Kaelen was the lock on the reactor.

"We would know if they were close," Niara said, sitting at the small table. "The trees would tell us."

"The trees are old, Niara," Kaelen said, sitting opposite her. "They move slowly. The King’s machines move fast."

He ate a spoonful of the root-vegetable stew. It was humble fare, but it was hot.

"We need supplies," he said after a moment. "The salt is running low. And we need oil for the lamps."

"I can go to the Blind Shore," Niara said. "Vargo might be willing to trade again."

"Vargo would sell us for a bag of copper," Kaelen snapped. Then he softened. "I'm sorry. The cold makes me irritable."

"I know," Niara said, rubbing her own temple where his headache was starting to form. "I feel it."

She reached across the table and took his hand.

"We are okay, Kaelen. We are hidden. The snow covers our tracks."

Kaelen looked at their joined hands. He traced the white scar on her palm, the mark of their union.

"I had a dream last night," he said quietly.

"I know," Niara said. "I felt the panic. You were burning."

"It wasn't the Orchard this time," Kaelen said. He looked up, his eyes dark. "It was Valen. But he wasn't the monster we made. He was... human. He was wearing iron armor. And he was laughing at me."

Niara squeezed his hand. "Valen is dead, Kaelen. We unmade him. We ground him into the sand."

"I know," Kaelen whispered. "But in the dream... he felt so heavy. Like he was standing right on my chest."

He pulled his hand away and stood up, pacing the small room. The cabin felt suddenly too small, the walls too close.

"I need to check the south ridge," he said. "I thought I saw a disturbance in the snow line earlier."

"Kaelen, you just came inside."

"I won't go far," he promised. He grabbed his coat and the heavy iron-shod staff he used for walking—and fighting. "Stay here. Keep the fire up."

"I'm coming with you," Niara said, standing.

"No," Kaelen said firmly. "You are the Source. If there is something out there, I don't want it sensing you. I am just the Architect. I read as background noise."

He was right, and she hated it. Since the fusion, her magical signature was a beacon, a lighthouse in the dark. Kaelen’s magic had shifted; he was no longer a battery of Order. He was a void. He absorbed magic. He grounded it. He was the perfect shield, but a shield had to be placed in front of the target.

"Ten minutes," Niara said. "If you aren't back in ten minutes, I'm coming out, and I'm bringing the Root."

Kaelen smiled. It was a sharp, dangerous smile that belonged to the survivor, not the lord.

"Ten minutes."

He opened the door and vanished into the whiteout.

Niara stood by the stove, counting the seconds.

One. Two. Three.

She focused on the bond. She could feel him trudging through the snow. She felt the strain in his thighs, the bite of the wind on his face. She felt his alertness, a high-frequency buzz in the back of his mind.

He reached the ridge. She felt him stop.

She felt his confusion.

What is that? his thought drifted to her.

Niara closed her eyes, tuning out the wind, tuning into him.

Kaelen? What do you see?

Silver, he thought. The snow... it’s bleeding silver.

Niara frowned. Silver sap? That only happened when a Truth Vine was damaged. But the Truth Vines were dead.

Don't touch it, she commanded.

It’s fresh, Kaelen’s mind projected. It’s warm. Niara, there are footprints here. Iron boots.

Fear spiked in Niara’s chest. Not hers. His.

Come back, she ordered. Now.

Wait, Kaelen thought. There’s something pinned to the tree.

She felt him reach out. She felt the texture of paper under his gloved fingers.

Then, she felt the pain.

It wasn't a physical blow. It was a psychic scream.

It felt like someone had driven a railroad spike into Kaelen’s mind.

RUN.

The thought was a scream.

Then, silence.

The bond didn't break—she would have died if it broke—but it went dark. It was like a door slamming shut in her face. He was blocking her. He was shielding her from whatever was happening to him.

"Kaelen!" Niara screamed.

She grabbed the knife from the table. She didn't bother with her coat. She threw the door open and sprinted into the snow.

She didn't need to track him. She followed the silence. She followed the terrifying void where his presence should be.

She ran through the trees, the snow biting at her ankles, the wind tearing at her hair.

"Kaelen!"

She crested the ridge.

She stopped.

Kaelen was on his knees in the snow.

He was surrounded.

Six figures stood in a circle around him. They were tall, encased in matte-black plate armor that seemed to absorb the light. They wore full helms with no eye slits. They held weapons made of a dull, gray metal that Niara recognized instantly.

Cold Iron.

The metal that killed magic. The metal that severed connections.

Kaelen was clutching his head, rocking back and forth. The snow around him was stained with bright, metallic silver blood—the sap of the tree he had been investigating.

One of the armored figures stepped forward. It moved with a mechanical, jerky precision. It raised a heavy mace.

Niara didn't think. She didn't plan.

She unleashed the Root.

She stomped her foot.

EAT.

The ground beneath the soldiers erupted. Massive roots of quartz and granite burst from the permafrost, aiming to impale the attackers.

The roots hit the soldiers.

And shattered.

The black armor didn't dent. The soldiers didn't even stumble. The magic of the earth hit the Cold Iron and dissolved, dissipating into harmless gray dust.

Niara gasped, the magical backlash hitting her like a punch to the gut.

They are empty, she realized with dawning horror. They have no souls to grab. They have no fear to feed on.

The soldier with the mace turned its helm toward her. It didn't speak. It didn't taunt.

It just raised its hand.

A bolt of gray light shot from its palm.

It hit Kaelen, not her.

Kaelen screamed.

It was the worst sound Niara had ever heard. It was the sound of a soul being flayed.

And because they were one... because the suture was permanent... Niara felt it.

She felt the Cold Iron magic hitting his system. It felt like drinking liquid nitrogen. It froze the bond. It froze the blood. It froze the love.

Niara collapsed in the snow, clutching her chest, her mouth open in a silent wail.

Through the haze of agony, she saw the soldier grab Kaelen by the hair. He dragged him up.

Kaelen hung limp, his eyes rolled back, foam gathering at the corners of his mouth.

The soldier looked at Niara.

"The King sends his regards," a voice synthesized from the helm said. It sounded like grinding gears.

Then, the soldier slammed the pommel of the mace into Kaelen’s temple.

CRACK.

The world went black for Kaelen.

And a split second later, the lights went out for Niara too.
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​Chapter 2

​The Bleeding Tree
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Waking up was not a return to consciousness. It was a return to pain.

Niara gasped, her body arching off the frozen ground as if she had been shocked. The air in her lungs was too cold, too sharp.

She rolled onto her side, retching into the snow. Nothing came up but bile and the taste of metal.

Kaelen.

She reached for the bond. Usually, it was a hum in the back of her mind, a constant, warm static. Now, it was a scream.

It wasn't a vocal scream. It was a psychic white noise, a wall of pure, unadulterated agony that was so intense it felt like silence.

"Kaelen!" she rasped, her voice cracking.

She pushed herself up. Her hands were numb, blue with cold. She was still in her thin sweater, lying in the snow where she had fallen.

The clearing was empty.

The black armored soldiers were gone. Kaelen was gone.

The only evidence of the violence was the trampled snow and the blood.

So much blood.

It wasn't just red. There were streaks of silver—the sap from the wounded tree—mixed with the dark crimson of human life.

Niara crawled toward the spot where Kaelen had fallen. She touched the red snow. It was frozen.

"No," she whispered. "No, no, no."

She forced herself to stand. Her legs were shaky, her equilibrium shot. The magical backlash of attacking the Hollow Soldiers had drained her reserves. She felt hollowed out, scraped clean.

She looked at the tree.

It was an ancient pine, its bark thick and furrowed. Pinned to the trunk with a black iron dagger was a piece of parchment.

Niara stumbled toward it. She pulled the dagger free. It was heavy, cold enough to burn her skin. Cold Iron.

She unfolded the parchment.

It was heavy cream stock, embossed with a seal in gray wax. A gear inside a crown.

The King.

She read the script. It was elegant, precise, and terrified her more than the soldiers.

To the Siphon,

Property of the Crown must be returned to the Crown. You have one week to present yourself at the Iron Gate of Ferro. If you do not arrive, the Architect will be dismantled. Piece by piece.

Do not bring the Root. Bring only your submission.

Auric.

Niara crushed the paper in her hand.

"Dismantled," she whispered.

She looked at the empty clearing. The wind howled through the trees, sounding like a chorus of mourners.

They had taken him.

They hadn't killed him—the bond was still there, screaming—but they had taken him.

And they had left her alive to deliver herself.

Niara felt a wave of dizziness. She leaned against the bleeding tree, closing her eyes.

She reached for the bond again. She tried to push past the wall of pain, tried to find his mind.

Kaelen?

Nothing. Just the white noise. He was either unconscious or he was blocking her to protect her from his pain.

Or... the Cold Iron had severed the connection just enough to blind her.

She looked down at her left hand. The white scar on her palm—the mark of their union—was inflamed. It looked angry, red lines radiating from the center like blood poisoning.

"I'm coming," she promised the silence. "I'm coming."

She pushed off the tree.

She had to get to the cabin. She had to get supplies. She had to get weapons.

She turned and ran back the way she came.

The cabin was still there, smoke curling from the chimney. It looked peaceful. It looked like a lie.

Niara burst through the door.

The stew was still warm on the stove. Kaelen’s bowl was sitting on the table, half-eaten. His other glove was drying on the mantle.

It was a snapshot of a life interrupted.

Niara grabbed a pack from the hook by the door. She moved with frantic efficiency.

Dried meat. Hardtack. The water skins.

She went to the bedroom. She pulled the heavy wool blankets from the bed. She grabbed Kaelen’s spare coat.

She stopped at the loose floorboard in the corner. She pried it up.

Underneath was the money pouch from the Blind Shore. It was light; they had spent most of it on tools and seeds. But there were a few silver coins left.

And something else.

The mercury ring.

She had kept it. She hadn't told him, but she had fished it out of the rubble of the Glass Orchard before they left.

She picked it up. The opal flashed, reflecting the firelight.

She slipped it onto her finger. It was loose, but she made a fist to keep it on.

"I'm coming," she said again.

She stood up. She looked around the small room.

She couldn't leave it like this.

If the King’s men came back... if they found the cabin... they would defile it. They would burn it. Or worse, they would study it. They would try to understand the Root magic that held the beams together.

She couldn't let them have it.

She walked to the stove. She opened the door.

She took a burning log from the fire.

She walked to the bed.

"Goodbye," she whispered.

She dropped the log onto the furs.

The dry hair caught instantly. Fire licked up the bedpost, hungry and bright.

Niara watched it for a moment. She watched the flames consume the pillow where Kaelen had slept an hour ago.

Then she turned and walked out.

She didn't look back. She walked into the snow, the heat of the burning cabin warming her back.

She had a week.

Ferro, the Industrial Sector, was south. It was a week’s hard travel on foot, through the Dead Lands.

She adjusted the pack on her shoulders. She gripped the iron dagger she had pulled from the tree.

The forest was silent now. The Whispering Woods were holding their breath.

...war... the trees murmured.

"Yes," Niara said to the wind. "War."

She started walking.

Every step was agony. The bond was a constant, low-grade torture, transmitting the echoes of Kaelen’s suffering. But she used it. She used the pain as a compass.

As long as it hurt, he was alive.

She walked until the sun went down. She walked until the moon rose, silver and cold.

She walked until she reached the edge of the woods, where the trees stopped and the gray, flat expanse of the Dead Lands began.

She stopped.

She looked at her palm. The scar was throbbing.

Hold on, Architect, she thought, projecting the thought into the void. Don't you dare break.

She stepped out of the forest and into the wasteland.

The hunt was on. But this time, she wasn't the prey.

She was the calamity.
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​Chapter 3

​Iron on the Wind
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The Dead Lands did not whisper. They did not scream. They simply existed, a flat, monochromatic expanse of gray shale and frozen mud that stretched from the edge of the tree line to the horizon.

Niara stepped onto the shale. The sound was a crisp crunch, loud in the absolute silence.

Behind her, the Whispering Woods had fallen silent, as if the trees were turning their backs on her. Ahead, there was nothing but the wind.

It was a biting, incessant wind that stripped the moisture from her eyes and lips. It didn't smell of pine or salt. It smelled of sulfur. It smelled of wet ash and old metal.

Iron, Niara thought. The smell of the King.

She pulled Kaelen’s spare coat tighter around her shoulders. It was too big for her, the sleeves hanging past her hands, but it retained a faint, ghostly scent of him. Cedar. Soap.

She focused on her left hand.

The scar on her palm was no longer just red. It was pulsing with a sickly, rhythmic heat. It felt like holding a heartbeat in her hand, but the heart was panicked.

Thump. Thump-thump. Thump.

He was awake.

Niara stopped. She closed her eyes, tuning out the wind, tuning out the cold. She grabbed the bond with her mind, sliding down the silver thread that connected them.

Usually, Kaelen’s mind was a library. It was ordered, categorized, and quiet.

Now, it was a riot.

She felt the jolt of a cart hitting a rut. She felt the cold bite of iron shackles on wrists that were already raw. She felt nausea, thick and roiling, caused by a concussion and the motion of the transport.

And she felt the silence.

Not the silence of the woods. The silence of his captors.

Empty, Kaelen projected. It wasn't a conscious thought; it was a bleed-over of his observation. They don't speak. They don't breathe loud enough.

Niara opened her eyes. The gray horizon blurred for a second as his dizziness hit her. She staggered, planting her feet wide to keep from falling.

"Hold on," she whispered to the wind. "I'm tracking you."

She looked at the ground.

The snow here was thin, dusted over the hard rock. But the tracks were clear. Heavy, iron-shod boots. And the deep, parallel ruts of a heavy wagon.

They weren't trying to hide. They didn't need to. They were the King’s soldiers, and they were walking through a wasteland that no one dared to cross.

Niara started to walk.

She set a pace that ate the miles. It wasn't a run; she couldn't run for a week. It was a trudging, relentless march. Left boot. Right boot. Breathe.

As the hours passed, the sun climbed into a sky the color of a bruise. It offered no warmth, only a glaring, white light that bounced off the shale and seared her retinas.

Niara reached for the Siphon.

In the woods, magic had been easy. The air was thick with it. She could pull energy from a mossy rock or a fern.

Here, the air was dead.

She reached out to the shale. Give me something.

The rock gave nothing. It was geologically inert, stripped of memory by whatever ancient cataclysm had created the Dead Lands.

She was running on her own battery. And her battery was low.

She felt the hunger starting. It was a hollow ache in her solar plexus, a craving for emotion, for energy, for life.

I need a charge, she thought.

She looked at the mercury ring on her finger. It held a small charge, a memory of the orchard. But she couldn't use it yet. That was for emergencies. That was for the fight.

She kept walking.

By midday, the pain in the bond changed.

The nausea receded, replaced by a sharp, stinging sensation in Kaelen’s side.

Poke. Poke.

They were checking if he was alive.

Then, a new sensation.

Water.

Niara felt the cool slide of water down a parched throat. She licked her own cracked lips involuntarily.

They were keeping him hydrated. That was good. That meant the order to keep him alive was being followed strictly. "Dismantled piece by piece" meant they needed the pieces intact until they reached Ferro.

"Ferro," Niara muttered. The name tasted like rust.

She crested a low rise.

Ahead, the tracks converged with an old road. It was a remnant of the First Era, a broken spine of cobblestones rising from the mud.

And on the road, something was glinting.

Niara dropped to a crouch. She pulled the iron dagger from her belt.

She crept forward, using the uneven terrain for cover.

It wasn't a soldier.

It was a marker.

Stuck into a crack between two cobblestones was a metal spike. And impaled on the spike was a bird.

A crow.

It wasn't dead.

Niara approached it slowly. The bird was thrashing feebly, its wing pinned.

But it wasn't making a sound.

Niara reached out with her senses. She expected to feel the bird’s pain, its terror. Animals were usually loud in the Siphon spectrum.

She felt... nothing.

She frowned. She moved closer.

The bird turned its head. Its eyes were milky white.

Niara touched it.

Cold.

It wasn't a bird.

It was a construct. Feathers made of gray silk. Beak made of bone. Eyes made of glass. And inside, a clockwork heart that was winding down. Click... click... click.

"A scout," Niara whispered.

She looked at the spike. It was black iron.

The King’s soldiers had left it. Why?

To mark the path? To warn away predators?

Or was it a message?

She looked closer at the bird's leg. There was a small metal cylinder tied to it.

Niara pulled the bird free. The mechanism whirred and died in her hands. She untied the cylinder.

She unscrewed the cap.

Inside was a tight roll of paper.

She unrolled it.

It wasn't a note. It was a drawing.

It was a sketch, done in charcoal. It depicted a woman walking alone in a wasteland. She looked small. Frail.

And above her, the sky was filled with eyes.

Niara crushed the paper.

They knew she was coming. They expected her to follow. This wasn't a trail; it was a breadcrumb path leading into a trap.

"Good," she said, tossing the dead mechanical bird onto the stones. "If you're watching, you know I'm not running away."

She stepped onto the road.

The cobblestones were easier to walk on than the shale. Her pace increased.

But as the sun began to set, casting long, distorted shadows across the plains, the bond flared again.

This time, it wasn't pain.

It was... longing.

It was a deep, crushing wave of melancholy. It felt like looking at a sunset and knowing you would never see another one.

Niara stumbled, clutching her chest. The emotion was so strong it knocked the wind out of her.

Kaelen, she thought. What are you doing?

She realized what it was. He wasn't just feeling sad. He was broadcasting.

He knew she was there. He knew she was tracking him. And he was trying to send a signal. He was using the only transmitter he had—his own heart.

He was thinking about the cabin. He was thinking about the carrots. He was thinking about the way she looked in the firelight.

He was feeding her.

He knew she was in the Dead Lands. He knew she was starving for magic. So he was manufacturing emotion, concentrating it, and pushing it down the bond to sustain her.

"You idiot," Niara wept, tears freezing on her cheeks. "You beautiful, stupid idiot. Stop it. Save your strength."

But the energy hit her like a warm meal. The hunger in her belly receded. Her limbs felt lighter.

He was being tortured by a wagon ride in an iron cage, and he was using his energy to comfort her.

"Okay," Niara whispered, wiping her face. "Okay, Architect. I hear you."

She accepted the gift. She drank the melancholy and the love. She turned it into fuel.

She started to run.

The road stretched out before her, a gray ribbon leading into the gathering dark.

Night fell.

The temperature plummeted. The wind turned into a knife.

Niara didn't stop. She couldn't. If she stopped, she would freeze. And if she froze, Kaelen died.

She ran through the night. She ran until her boots were heavy with mud. She ran until the moon was high and bright.

And then, she smelled it.

Smoke.

Not the sulfurous smoke of the distant foundries. Woodsmoke.

A campfire.

Niara slowed. She stepped off the road, moving into the shadows of the shale.

Ahead, in a hollow protected by a ridge of rock, a fire was burning.

Parked near the fire was a heavy, iron-plated wagon. It looked like a prison cell on wheels.

Four horses—massive, black destriers with red eyes—were tethered to a picket line. They stood perfectly still. They didn't stomp. They didn't snort.

Hollow horses.

And sitting around the fire were six figures in black armor.

The soldiers.

They sat like stones. They didn't talk. They didn't move. They just stared into the flames.

Niara crept closer. She was downwind. They shouldn't smell her.

She looked at the wagon.

There was no window. Just a heavy iron door with a small, barred grate.

She reached for the bond.

Kaelen?

He was there. Inside.

She felt his physical state. He was cold. He was curled into a ball on the metal floor. His head throbbed.

But he was awake.

Niara pulled the iron dagger. It felt heavy in her hand.

There were six of them. She was one. They were immune to magic. She was a mage.

The odds were impossible.

"I need an edge," she whispered.

She looked at the fire.

Fire was energy. Fire was chaos.

She couldn't Siphon the soldiers. But she could Siphon the fire.

She crept closer. Fifty yards. Forty.

One of the soldiers turned its head. Slowly. Mechanical.

It looked directly at the rock she was hiding behind.

Niara held her breath.

The soldier stood up. It didn't raise an alarm. It just walked toward her.

It hears my heartbeat, Niara realized. Or it smells the magic.

She had seconds.

She didn't wait to be found.

She lunged out from behind the rock.

She didn't attack the soldier. She attacked the fire.

She reached out with both hands.

COME.

She pulled the heat. All of it.

The campfire died instantly. The logs went black. The light vanished.

For a split second, the camp was plunged into total darkness.

Niara held the fire in her chest. It burned. It seared her lungs. It was a ball of pure thermal energy.

She released it.

Not at the soldiers. At the horses.

She threw the heat at the picket line.

The horses were constructs, but they were biological constructs. They had fur. They had nervous systems, however dampened.

The heat hit them.

The horses screamed. It was a terrifying, high-pitched sound. They reared, snapping their tethers.

Panic—artificial, programmed panic—erupted.

The massive beasts stampeded.

They charged through the camp, hooves flashing.

The soldiers turned. They were fast, but a thousand pounds of horse is faster.

Two soldiers were trampled instantly, the sound of metal crunching on metal echoing in the night.

"Secure the prisoner!" one of them shouted. The voice was flat, devoid of fear.

Niara used the chaos.

She sprinted for the wagon.

The soldier who had spotted her turned back. He raised his mace.

Niara slid. She went low, sliding under his swing. She slashed his ankle with the iron dagger.

The blade bit deep, finding the gap in the armor.

No blood flowed. Just a puff of gray dust.

But the soldier stumbled. His leg mechanics were damaged.

Niara scrambled up. She reached the wagon door.

"Kaelen!" she shouted. "Get back!"

She grabbed the lock.

It was Cold Iron.

She hissed as her skin touched it. It burned like ice. She couldn't use the Silver magic here; the iron dampened it.

She needed a key.

She looked at the soldier she had hamstrung. He was getting up.

Keys dangled from his belt.

Niara turned to fight.

But three more soldiers were closing in. The horses had scattered, and the distraction was over.

She was surrounded.

She backed up against the wagon door.

"Niara?" Kaelen’s voice came from inside the cell. Weak. Muffled.

"I'm here," she said, raising the dagger.

The soldiers stopped. They formed a semi-circle.

"Surrender," the leader said. "Or we break his fingers. One by one."

Niara froze.

Through the bond, she felt Kaelen’s fear spike. Not for his fingers. For her.

Run, he projected. Niara, please. Run.

She looked at the soldiers. She looked at the keys on the belt.

She couldn't win this fight. Not like this. Not without a Source.

If she surrendered, they would take her. They would take both of them to the King.

But they would be together.

If she fought, she would die. And Kaelen would be alone.

She lowered the dagger.

"I surrender," she said.

The leader stepped forward. He didn't shackle her.

He punched her.

A metal gauntlet slammed into her jaw.

Lights exploded behind her eyes.

She hit the ground. The world spun.

The last thing she felt before the darkness took her was Kaelen’s scream in her mind, and the cold, hard metal of the wagon floor as they threw her inside with him.
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​Chapter 4

​The Cage of Silence
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Consciousness returned not as a sunrise, but as a slow, rhythmic collision.

Bump. Rattle. Slam.

Niara groaned, the sound vibrating in her bruised jaw. She was lying on something hard and cold. Metal. The floor was vibrating beneath her, transmitting every rut and stone of the road directly into her bones.

She tried to open her eyes. Her left eye was swollen shut, a heavy, throbbing weight. She forced the right one open.

Darkness.

Total, suffocating darkness, broken only by thin slivers of gray light filtering through a grate high on the wall.

"Niara?"

The voice was a whisper, rough as sandpaper.

She shifted, and pain flared in her ribs.

"Kaelen," she breathed.

"I am here," he said. "Do not move too fast. They chained us."

Niara tried to sit up. Iron cuffs bit into her wrists. She was chained to the wall. She reached out with her senses, finding the bond.

It was a mess of static. Kaelen was in agony. His head wound—the blow from the mace—was a blinding white star of pain in the center of their shared map. His thirst was a dry, scratching claw in her throat.

"Where are we?" she asked, blinking against the dizziness.

" moving," Kaelen said. "South. We have been moving for hours."

Niara squinted into the gloom. As her eye adjusted, she saw him.

He was slumped against the opposite wall of the iron box. His face was a mask of dried blood, the silver sap of the bleeding tree mixed with the red of his own veins. He looked broken.

But his eyes were open. And they were fixed on her with a desperate intensity.

I thought they killed you, his voice echoed in her mind. It was weak, faint.

They punched me, Niara projected back. It takes more than a gauntlet to kill a weed.

She tested the chains. They were Cold Iron. They burned her skin, dampening the Root magic, keeping the wild energy of the forest locked away in her marrow.

"The soldiers," she whispered. "I couldn't Siphon them. They were empty."

"Hollow," Kaelen corrected. "I watched them while you were unconscious. They do not speak. They do not eat. They just... function."

He leaned his head back against the metal wall, wincing as the wagon jolted.

"They are not men, Niara. They are machines made of meat."

Niara shuddered. The memory of the soldier’s blank helm and the synthesized voice chilled her more than the iron floor. The King sends his regards.

"We have to get out," she said.

"We are in an iron box protected by anti-magic wards," Kaelen pointed out. "Surrounded by six soldiers who feel no pain. And we are chained."

"I still have the ring," Niara said.

Kaelen frowned. "The ring?"

"The mercury ring," she said. "The one you gave me. The one I gave back. I kept it."

She wiggled her fingers. Her hands were bound behind her back, but she could feel the cool metal of the band on her finger.

"It holds a charge," she said. "A memory. You told me it holds a piece of the storm."

"It holds the memory of the Orchard," Kaelen said softly. "Of the night I proposed. It is... sentimental magic. It is not a weapon."

"Everything is a weapon if you hit it hard enough," Niara said.

She shifted her position, ignoring the scrape of the chains.

"If I can break the stone... if I can release the memory... it might be enough to disrupt the wards. It's pure emotion, Kaelen. And these soldiers are voids. If we flood a void with high-grade tragedy..."

"It might overload them," Kaelen finished. "Or it might just make them sad while they kill us."

"It's a better plan than waiting to be dismantled."

The wagon slowed.

The rhythmic rattling changed pitch. The wheels crunched on gravel, then stopped.

Voices outside. Not the soldiers. Rougher voices.

"Toll," a man shouted. "King's road or not, you pay the bridge toll."

Bandits. Or a local militia stupid enough to stop a black armored convoy.

Niara felt the wagon rock as the soldiers dismounted.

"Opportunity," she hissed.

She twisted her hands. It was agony; her shoulders screamed in protest. She maneuvered the ring so the stone pressed against the iron shackle of her left wrist.

"Kaelen," she said. "I need you to pull."

"Pull what?"

"The bond. I can't break the stone with physical strength. I need you to pull the magic out of it. Be the Curator. Extract the memory."

"I cannot reach it," Kaelen said. "The Cold Iron blocks me."

"Use the blood," Niara said. "We are bleeding. Use the connection."

She focused on the scar on her palm. It was pressed against the cold metal of the cuffs.

Do it, she commanded.

Kaelen closed his eyes.

He reached down the bond. He bypassed the pain. He bypassed the fear. He found the small, pulsing light of the ring on her finger.

He pulled.

He didn't use magic. He used need. He sucked at the memory stored in the opal like a starving man drinking water.

The stone cracked.

Inside the iron box, the air suddenly smelled of ozone and crushed violets.

The memory released.

It wasn't a physical explosion. It was an emotional shockwave. The feelings of that night in the Emerald Suite—the desperate hope, the crushing guilt, the absolute, terrifying love—flooded the small space.

It hit the wards of the wagon.

The wards were designed to block spells. They were not designed to block a tsunami of heartbreak.

The runes etched into the ceiling flared white, then shattered.

POP.

The lock on the door sparked.

Outside, the voices stopped.

A sound of confusion. A soldier stumbling.

"What is this?" the synthesized voice asked. It sounded... different. It sounded unsure.

"Now!" Niara yelled.

She kicked the door.

Without the magical seal, the physical lock was just iron. And Iron was brittle.

The door flew open.

Light—gray, misty afternoon light—flooded the cell.

Niara scrambled to the opening. She couldn't use her hands, so she threw herself out, landing on her shoulder in the mud.

Kaelen followed, tumbling out beside her.

They were on a bridge. A stone arch spanning a deep, rocky gorge.

The six Hollow Soldiers were standing by the horses. They were not attacking.

They were shaking.

The memory had hit them. They were vessels without lids, and Niara had just poured a gallon of liquid emotion into them.

One soldier dropped his mace. He clutched his helm.

"Why?" the soldier asked. His voice was trembling. "Why does it hurt?"

Another soldier fell to his knees, making a sound like a broken radiator.

"Run," Niara gasped, scrambling up.

The bandits—three ragged men with crossbows—were staring at the weeping black knights in horror. They didn't shoot. They ran.

Niara and Kaelen ran the other way.

They couldn't go across the bridge; the soldiers blocked the path.

They had to go down.

"The river!" Niara shouted, nodding toward the gorge.

"Again?" Kaelen choked out, running beside her. "Do we always have to jump?"

"It’s our signature move!"

They reached the parapet. Below, a white-water river churned through the canyon. It was a long drop.

Niara didn't hesitate. She threw herself over the edge.

Kaelen jumped with her.

For a second, they were weightless. The wind roared in their ears.

They hit the water.

SLAM.

The cold was shocking, instantly numbing the burns from the iron cuffs. The current grabbed them, tumbling them over rocks.

Niara couldn't swim with her hands bound. She was helpless.

Kaelen!

She felt him. He was thrashing.

She took a deep breath before the water swallowed her.

She let the river take her. She focused on staying conscious. She focused on the bond.

Stay with me, she projected.

They were swept downstream, battered and bruised, two prisoners escaping one cage only to fall into a washing machine of ice and stone.

The river carried them for miles. It carried them away from the road, away from the soldiers, and deep into the untamed wilderness of the South.

When the current finally slowed, depositing them on a muddy bank, Niara lay there for a long time, unable to move.

She was freezing. Her wrists were raw. Her jaw felt broken.

But the wagon was gone. The silence was gone.

She heard Kaelen coughing nearby.

She rolled over.

He was lying in the mud, shivering violently.

"We..." he gasped. "We are... terrible... at vacations."

Niara laughed. It hurt her ribs, but she laughed.

"We're alive," she whispered.

She looked at her hand. The ring was gone. The stone had shattered, the silver band lost in the river.

The memory was gone.

She felt a pang of loss. That night... it had been a lie, but it had also been the truth.

"Let's get these chains off," she said, sitting up.

She crawled toward him.

They were free. But they were lost, weaponless, and walking into the heart of the King’s territory.

And the Hollow Soldiers now knew what regret tasted like.

Which meant the next time they came, they wouldn't just bring shackles.

They would bring silence. Absolute silence.
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​Chapter 5

​The Pain Link
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The river had stolen their warmth, their chains, and their direction.

Niara sat on a flat rock by the water’s edge, shivering uncontrollably. The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of violet that reminded her too much of the bruised skin around her eye. Her clothes—wet wool and linen—clung to her like a second, freezing skin.

Kaelen was ten feet away, trying to wring water from his heavy coat. His hands were shaking so bad he could barely grip the fabric.

"We need fire," Niara chattered, her teeth clicking together.

"Wood is wet," Kaelen replied, his voice dull. He didn't look up. The blow to his head had left him concussed; she could feel the slow, rhythmic throb behind his left temple as if someone were tapping a spoon against her own skull.

"There's drift... driftwood," she stammered. "Further up the bank."

Kaelen nodded. He dropped the coat and turned, stumbling toward a pile of bleached branches near the tree line.

Niara stayed on the rock, too exhausted to move. She watched him walk away.

Ten feet. Twenty feet. Thirty.

He reached the wood pile. He bent down to pick up a stick.

SICKNESS.

It hit them both at the exact same second.

It wasn't pain. It was vertigo. It was the sensation of the world tilting on its axis. Niara retched, clutching her stomach, the horizon spinning wildly.

Kaelen collapsed. He fell to his knees in the mud, dropping the wood.

"Kaelen!" Niara gasped.

She tried to stand, but her legs felt like water. She crawled off the rock.

As she moved toward him, the nausea receded slightly.

Kaelen was crawling toward her. He looked green.

They met in the middle of the gravel bar. They grabbed each other, clinging like drowning sailors.

The vertigo vanished instantly.

They knelt there, breathing hard, their foreheads touching.

"What... was that?" Kaelen whispered.

"Distance," Niara realized, the horror settling in her gut darker than the nausea. "The bond. It has a range."

"We have been apart before," Kaelen argued weaky. "In the cabin. I was outside chopping wood; you were inside."

"The cabin was saturated with Root magic," Niara said. "It acted as a conductor. Out here... in the wild... the signal is weak. If we get too far apart..."

" The circuit breaks," Kaelen finished. "And our nervous systems crash."

He looked back at the wood pile. It was maybe fifty feet away.

"Fifty feet," he estimated. "That is our leash."

"We are dogs on a chain," Niara said bitterly.

"A very short chain."

Kaelen tried to stand. He swayed. Niara grabbed his belt to steady him.

"Together," she said. "We have to do everything together."

They walked to the wood pile together. They gathered the sticks together. They built the fire together, Niara shielding the spark with her body while Kaelen fed the tinder.

When the fire finally caught, crackling against the damp wood, they slumped against the same log, shoulder to shoulder.

The heat was painful on their frozen skin, but it was a good pain. It was the pain of life returning.

Niara looked at Kaelen’s wrists. They were raw, encircled by angry red rings where the iron cuffs had burned him.

"Let me see," she said.

He held out his hands.

Niara reached into her pocket. The mercury ring was gone, but she still had a small tin of salve she had grabbed from the cabin before burning it. It was half-empty, melted by her body heat.

She dabbed the salve onto his wrists.

Kaelen hissed. Niara felt the sting in her own wrists, a sharp, sympathetic echo.

"Sorry," she murmured.

"It is fine," he said. He looked at her face. "Your eye."

He reached out and touched the swollen skin around her left eye. His fingers were gentle, cool.

"He hit you hard," Kaelen said softly. The anger in his voice was vibrating through the bond—a low, dangerous hum.

"I have a hard head."

"I felt it," Kaelen said. "When he struck you. It felt like the lights going out."

He dropped his hand.

"I couldn't protect you."

"You were chained to a wall, Kaelen."

"I am the bodyguard," he insisted. "That is the role now. You are the Source; I am the Shield. And I failed."

"You didn't fail," Niara said. "You pulled the memory from the ring. You broke the wards."

"And now we are lost in the wilderness with no weapons, no food, and a fifty-foot radius."
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