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PROLOGUE
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Where once the fragments appeared as white dots... they now glowed a deep, pulsing violet. The same color as the chaos consuming the sky.

"This time," he continued, "the fragments aren't white. They're violet. Like the chaos that is devouring the world."

No one answered. No one even drew a deep breath.

The entire table sank into a heavy silence — the kind of silence that precedes the inevitable.

The following morning, with Adrien and Endy recovered, the group gathered once more at the tavern. They were having breakfast, this time served by Mimi. The scent of warm bread and freshly brewed tea contrasted strangely with the weight still lingering in the air.

"Ah... nothing quite like a breakfast made by my Mimi," said Hyen, with a satisfied smile.

Mimi returned the smile, setting the plates down with care.

Cruce, meanwhile, unfolded the map... and went still.

The smile vanished from his face.

Selene noticed immediately.

"What's wrong?"

"The map, Selene..."

"What about the map?"

Everyone stared at Cruce.

He swallowed hard.

"There's nothing. It's all gone."

"What do you mean?" asked Cade, furrowing his brow.

Cruce turned the map so that everyone could see.

Shock rippled across the table. The map... was now nothing but a blank sheet of paper.

No dots. No markings. No destination.

"But just yesterday the violet dots were right there..." said Michael, his voice low.

"What in the hell is going on?" Adrien muttered.

Hyen leaned forward, narrowing his eyes.

"Don't tell me the dots ran away from us..."

Endy and Kehlan opened their mouths to respond — but found themselves at a loss for words after Hyen's remark.

For a brief moment... no one knew what to say.

It was then that Cade noticed something.

His expression shifted.

"Where is Sasha?"

The group looked around.

Nothing.

The empty chair seemed larger than it should.

Selene frowned.

"I haven't seen her today... wait here. I'll go find her. She must have fallen asleep."

Without waiting for a reply, Selene rose and left the tavern, leaving behind a silence even heavier than before.

Selene stepped out of the tavern in search of Sasha.

Adrien, meanwhile, turned to Cruce.

"Father... how long do we have before the world is completely consumed and destroyed?"

Cruce was silent for a moment, thoughtful.

"Hmm... I can't say for certain. But perhaps a month."

A month.

The word seemed to carry more weight than it should.

Endy crossed her arms, gazing toward the door.

"That vortex... it feels like it's always watching us."

"That's because we must be beautiful," said Hyen, shrugging.

A few laughed. Others only managed a faint smile, too tense to laugh in earnest.

The sound faded quickly.

Time dragged on in silence.

Then, suddenly—

The door burst open.

Selene stepped inside, breathless.

Her expression said everything before she spoke a word.

"Sasha is gone."
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The group stood in shock after Selene's revelation.

Sasha had disappeared.

"What do you mean, disappeared?" asked Cade, disbelieving.

"Sasha isn't here. I searched everywhere..." Selene answered, still breathless. "Until someone told me they saw her running toward the forest."

"But why in the hell would she do that?" Hyen asked, confused.

Kehlan closed her eyes for a moment.

"Something is wrong... I can feel it."

Cruce rose immediately.

"We go find Sasha."

Selene was silent for a second.

Something clicked into place.

"That's why... now I understand."

"What?" asked Endy.

"The map was made by Sasha. If something happened to her..." she glanced at the empty map, "then this explains everything."

Cade went cold.

Selene stepped toward him, steady.

"Cade, look at me. We are going to find Sasha. Wherever she is."

This time... no one hesitated.

Everyone agreed.

They prepared to set out toward the forest.

But Hyen stayed behind.

"I don't want to go. I'm not leaving my Mimi."

Mimi looked at him, calm... but firm.

"Hyen, you should help them. I want you to help them. They need you."

"No, Mimi..."

He didn't finish the sentence.

Her gaze was enough.

"Hyen... do it for me. I'll be fine here. You know that."

Selene stepped forward.

"Lumoria is the last safe haven. It was created by me and the sorcerers who still remain in this world. All the survivors are here. There is a barrier that keeps the vortex from destroying this place."

She paused, looking at him directly.

"Mimi will be safe."

Hyen sighed, defeated.

"Fine... all right. If you all insist so desperately on having an important dwarf like me tag along... I'll go."

"Convinced," Cruce muttered.

"Convinced my foot," Hyen shot back, crossing his arms.

And for one brief moment... the weight lifted.

But only for a moment.

The group then set out toward the forest, in search of Sasha.

Hyen carried his pack.

Kehlan, the pendant with the fragments.

And Cruce... the empty map.

They reached the forest.

It remained... untouched.

The end of the world had not yet come here.

It was dense, filled with enormous trees that rose like ancient pillars.

The violet glow of the sky seeped through the gaps in the canopy, casting everything in a strange, almost unreal light.

It was beautiful.

But there was something wrong in that beauty.
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They walked through the forest, calling out for Sasha.

"Sasha!"

"Sasha!"

But there was no answer.

Only the echo... and the silence.

Suddenly, Kehlan stopped.

Adrien turned to her.

"What's wrong, little light?"

Kehlan kept her gaze fixed ahead.

"Something isn't right... I can feel something here. And it's getting closer."

Michael frowned.

"Could it be Sasha?"

Kehlan gave a slight shake of her head.

"I don't think so. This feeling... it's heavy."

If it were Sasha... it would be light.

Cade moved his hand to his knife.

"Then we'd better not let our guard down."

They pressed on. Step by step.

The air seemed thicker. Colder.

Until Cruce and Selene, walking at the front, stopped abruptly.

Hyen, distracted, walked straight into Selene.

"Sorry, Selene, I didn't mean to— I wasn't..."

He stopped.

His gaze followed theirs.

And then he saw it.

The green... was disappearing.

The trees, once imposing, were withering before their eyes.

The leaves darkened, curled... and fell like ash.

Life was being torn from this place.

One by one, everyone fell silent.

What had once been beautiful... had become a landscape of death.

Everything was black.

And the violet sky above them... seemed to watch.
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Adrien, shaken, took a step back.

"My God... what is this?"

Cruce kept his gaze fixed ahead.

"It's spreading... more and more."

Kehlan understood at once.

"Darkness... this is darkness."

Selene looked at her and gave a slow nod.

"And not only that."

From the void the forest had become...

something moved.

A presence.

And then Lyra appeared.

As though she had always been there.

Her smile was slow. Calculated. Cruel.

"Oh my... I wasn't expecting to find you here." She tilted her head slightly. "What a pleasant surprise."

"Sister... so you've turned traitor?"

Selene did not step back.

"Better a traitor... than to destroy the world."

"What did you do to Sasha?"

Lyra raised an eyebrow, pretending to think.

"Sasha? I didn't do anything."

"I don't even know who she is."

Kehlan stepped forward.

"You don't know... what an idea."

Lyra let out a small laugh.

"Hmm... maybe I do know."

"But it's not as though I'm going to tell you, now is it?"

Cade moved forward immediately.

But Selene stopped him, firm.

"That's what she wants. Control yourself, Cade."

He stopped... but the tension in his body was plain to see.

Selene turned back to Lyra.

Her gaze hardened.

"Lyra... listen closely to what I say... and remember it."

"I am going to end you."

"And that immunity to death of yours is not going to stop me."

For an instant, Lyra went still.

Just an instant.

Then... she smiled.

Colder. More dangerous.

"Ah... we shall see, dear sister. We shall see..."

Her laughter echoed through the dead forest.

"Ahaha..."

And she was gone.

As though she had never been there at all.

The silence that followed... was worse.

Cruce clenched his fists.

"Wretched woman..."

He looked at the others.

"Let's move."

"Sasha is in danger. That much is certain."

They ran until they reached a more open stretch of ground.

The trees drew back, forming a perfect circle — as though that place had been chosen... or made.

The group stopped.

The scene before them was wrong.

And then they saw it.

At the center... a figure.

The epicenter of everything they had witnessed in the forest.

The darkness.

The figure itself radiated shadow, as though it breathed in darkness and exhaled it. It smiled — a wicked smile, half-hidden beneath a hood that concealed its face.

It said nothing.

The shadows began to rise from every direction.

They moved like puppets... twisted... alive.

And they advanced.

The group moved immediately into a fighting stance.

With no idea who they were facing.

Kehlan's pendant began to glow.

She gripped it tightly.

"Whoever this is... they have a fragment. We have to reach them."

Endy closed her eyes, assessing the field.

"To do that... we'll have to fight through these shadows."

"And these... are not ordinary shadows."

Suddenly, the violet light from the sky intensified.

It illuminated the figure, and a black raven landed on its shoulder.

Cruce felt the weight in the air.

"Good God... I can feel an immense power."

"This... this is a Herald."

The figure laughed at last.

Low. Drawn out.

"Yes... I am one of the Heralds."

It stepped forward.

"Savert. A pleasure... eheh."

Selene went cold.

Michael noticed immediately.

"Mother... are you all right?"

Selene did not answer.

Her gaze was locked on Savert.

Cade stepped forward, furious.

"If you're one of the Heralds... then we're going to finish you. Whatever it takes."

And he attacked.

The shadows took shape.

Twisted bodies. Elongated arms. Faces that were not there.

The group surged forward right behind him.

Selene moved with them... but her eyes never left Savert.

In her mind, a single thought repeated itself.

You can't be you...
I don't believe it...
What have you done, Lyra?
Michael fought with his daggers, deflecting the shadows as best he could.

He had lost his power — because of Julian... or so he believed.

Adrien fought with his fists, direct and brutal, with no room for thought.

Endy tried to summon the ethereal bow... but nothing came.

She knew she couldn't call on Noel. She wasn't ready yet.

Cruce cast spell after spell, trying to carve a path through.

Selene cut through the shadows, each step bringing her closer to Savert.

Kehlan was the only one with an advantage.

The light she radiated dissolved the shadows at a touch.

It was the only real progress being made.

Hyen... hung back.

He knew that nothing he could summon would work here.

And that... for the first time... weighed on him.

But it didn't matter.

Because they were losing ground.

For every shadow that fell... two more took its place.

And Savert... remained still.

Waiting.

"No matter how many I push back... more keep coming," said Cruce, frustrated.

"All I can do is deflect them," Michael added, between defensive strikes.

"My bow... it's useless," Endy muttered through clenched teeth.

Adrien fell back a step, breathless.

"I feel... useless."

"To hell with these shadows!" Hyen snarled. "Cursed things... leave me alone!"

Suddenly, the air grew denser.

Heavy. Hard to breathe.

Selene, Cade, and Kehlan had managed to push forward.

They were close to Savert now.

Savert raised a hand slightly.

"Seize those wretches."

In an instant, shadows shot up from the ground and wrapped around the group.

Arms, legs, torsos. Immobilized. Trapped.

But three escaped.

Cade. Selene. And Kehlan.

Cade lunged forward, consumed by fury.

"You wretched creature... I'm going to kill you right now. Even if it kills me!"

He prepared to strike, but Selene placed her arm in front of him, steady and unbreakable.

"No, Cade. If you do... you will make the greatest mistake of your life. Stay."

"But, Selene, we have to—"

"I know what we have to do," she interrupted, without taking her eyes off Savert. "But you don't."

Silence fell for a moment.

"It has to be one of us."

Cade hesitated, confused and lost.

"But... why? I know what I am... a killer... the son of a demon, but..."

"That's not why, brother," said Kehlan, stepping slightly closer.

"Selene is right. This battle... is not yours to fight."

Savert, who had been watching in silence until now... spoke.

"I see you managed to reach me."

Her voice was calm. Almost amused.

Slowly, she brought her hand to her hood.

And pulled it back.

The world seemed to stop.

The group stood in shock.

All except Kehlan and Selene.

Selene stepped forward.

Her voice came out low.

"So... it really is you."

Savert tilted her head slightly.

"Do we know each other? Because I don't remember you."

Kehlan brought her hand to her chest.

Her voice trembled.

"I... I can't believe this..."

Cade went still.

As though something inside him had shattered, his legs gave way and he fell to his knees.

"No... no..." he murmured, his voice breaking. "She didn't... please..."

Tears began to form, stubborn and inevitable.

Selene looked at him.

Her expression... devastated.

"Do you understand now, Cade? Do you understand why this battle... is not yours to fight?"

Silence fell, heavy and irreversible.

Before them...

stood Sasha.

Sasha Savert.
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Cade, devastated, stepped forward.

"Sasha... what's happened to you?"

Savert tilted her head slightly.

"Sasha? Who is that? I am Savert... not Sasha."
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Savert does not appear. She infiltrates.
Darkness does not follow her —
she is what remains when everything else disappears.
The air grows heavy around her, as though breathing requires permission.
The light weakens... not from absence, but from surrender.
There is no haste in her movements.
No need.
Because everything she touches... has already begun to yield.
Shadows stretch themselves to reach her.
Whispers are born where there is no voice.
And within every mind... something answers.

––––––––
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SHE PAUSED. SMILED.

"Ah... wait. You're talking about the one who was in my place. The sweet little thing... aren't you?"

The smile widened.

"I'm sorry. Sasha is dead."

The air grew heavier.

"She no longer exists."

"No..." Cade's voice broke. "NO!"

The cry echoed through the dead forest.

Kehlan moved quickly and pulled him into her arms.

"Sasha existed, Cade..." she said, her voice steady but gentle. "Don't forget that."

Selene narrowed her eyes.

"I never felt anything inside her... not a single sign. I don't think she even knew herself. That 'ghost side' she used to talk about..."

"That was me," Savert interrupted, with relish. "I was what she was missing to be whole."

She stepped forward.

"And as you can see... I am whole now."

The laughter rang out.

"Ahaha..."

Selene's gaze drifted to the raven on Savert's shoulder.

Her voice softened... for just a moment.

"Even you, Corvito?"

Her eyes hardened.

"How does a creature so pure... fall into darkness?"

"CRAAAAAAAAAA!"

Savert laughed.

"You belong to me now, raven."

Selene stepped forward.

"No. You don't belong to her."

She extended her hand, gently.

"Come... Corvito."

The raven hesitated.

It looked at Savert, then at Selene, recognized her, and flew.

It left Savert's shoulder and landed on Selene's.

In the air, the darkness lifted.

Its feathers returned to the pure white that had always been theirs.

"CRAAAAAAAAAA!"

Savert narrowed her eyes.

"Ah... wretched thing. I don't need you either."

Without warning...

She attacked.

Darkness lunged forward, serpentine and alive, fast and lethal, aimed straight at Selene.

She had no time to react.

But...

A barrier of light rose before her.

The attack struck... and dissolved.

Kehlan was there, unwavering.

"Selene... let it be me."

Her gaze locked onto Savert.

"I'll fight her."

Cade, broken, raised his voice.

"No, sister... don't kill her... please..."

Kehlan did not look away.

"I can't promise you that."

Silence fell.

And then Kehlan moved forward.

Standing face to face with Savert.

Kehlan advanced.

The ground beneath her feet darkened with every step, as though the darkness itself recoiled from her... or was testing her.

Savert smiled.

"Brave... or merely naive?"

Kehlan did not answer.

Light began to rise from her body, soft at first... then growing stronger. The pendant glowed like a living heart, pulsing.

"I'm not here to talk," she said at last.

And she attacked.

A beam of light shot from her hands, cutting through the air with force. Shadows rose to block it, but at the point of contact... they crumbled like ash.

Savert moved without effort.

She slid to the side, almost dancing.

"Interesting..."

She raised her hand.

The darkness responded at once.

From the ground, from the trees, from the very air, black serpents surged toward Kehlan — fast, chaotic, hungry.

Kehlan twisted her body.

The light expanded around her, forming a wave that drove the shadows back. Some dissolved... others retreated just far enough to strike again.

"You don't run," Savert murmured.

With a sharp gesture, she closed her fist.

The shadows converged.

Denser this time. Heavier.

Kehlan was hit.

The impact sent her skidding back several meters. The air was knocked from her lungs, but she did not fall.

She planted her feet and stood.

The light rose again, stronger, more resolute.

"You're still in there... aren't you?" Kehlan whispered, barely audible. "Sasha..."

For an instant, the shadows around Savert faltered.

Almost imperceptible — but enough.

Savert's eyes narrowed.

"Don't you dare..."

Her voice broke for a fraction of a second.

And that was all Kehlan needed.

She surged forward again.

Faster. More intense.

The light tore through the space around her, carving a path through the darkness. Every step was a struggle. Every movement... an effort against something that wanted to swallow her whole.

Savert answered.

This time without holding back.

The shadows rose like walls, collided with the light, exploded into dark fragments that fell like dead rain.

The impact shook the ground.

The forest... responded.

Trees split. The air trembled. The violet sky pulsed above them, as though watching the confrontation below.

Light and darkness clashed again and again.

Neither gave way.

Kehlan was gasping.

Savert was smiling.

But the smile was no longer the same.

"You're fighting well..." said Savert, tilting her head slightly. "For someone who still believes she can save her."

Savert smiled, cruel.

"But let me be clear about one thing... Sasha is truly dead. I wasn't playing. I never play."

The words fell like blades.

Kehlan... broke.

Hope wavered, and for one moment... died.

She reached for Sasha, searched.

But there was nothing.

Selene confirmed it, her voice low.

"Kehlan... I can't feel Sasha."

Savert smiled.

And attacked.

Shadows shot forward — fast, piercing.

Kehlan was struck.

One blow tore through her arm. Another pinned her leg to the ground.

A third passed so close to her face it split the air.

She fell to her knees.

The pain was immediate. Brutal.

"NO!" Adrien cried. "Kehlan... no! Not again... I already lost you once!"

Savert laughed.

Selene stepped forward...

"No!" said Kehlan, breathless. "I've got this..."

Selene stopped — not from doubt, but because she saw something.

Corvito flew.

He landed on Kehlan's shoulder.

"CRAA! CRAAAAA! CRAAAAA!"

Kehlan didn't understand... but she felt it.

Something shifted. Something light. Something... pure.

Light.

"CRAAAAAA! CRAAAAA! CRAAAAA!"

Kehlan slowly raised her head.

"Sasha..." she whispered. "Are you still in there...?"

"Wake up."

Savert didn't hesitate.

She attacked again.

The shadows struck Kehlan with force.

Her body was hurled through the air... and hit the ground on her back with a dull impact.

Savert laughed.

"Weak."

Suddenly, the air turned cold.

Cade.

His eyes were burning.

"No..." Kehlan murmured, still on the ground. "Selene... stop him."

"He'll regret it..."

Selene seized him before he could move.

Cade struggled... but couldn't break free.

Kehlan drew a breath and rose. Again.

"Savert..." she said, wiping the blood from her face. "You've made me angry now."

Her gaze hardened.

"He is my brother. And you... are the girl he loves."

She paused.

"He has suffered enough."

The light exploded around her.

"Now... you're going to pay."

She fired.

A beam of light tore through the air.

Savert tried to defend herself, but it found its mark.

The impact sent her skidding back.

"Argh... you wretch..." she snarled. "I'm going to finish you."

She rose.

She looked at Kehlan and hesitated.

Something was wrong.

Kehlan was no longer furious.

She was calm. Serene. And she was smiling.

Savert's rage ignited.

"Stop that!"

She unleashed a volley of attacks.

Shadows from every direction.

Kehlan deflected some.

Others landed.

Her body wavered.

She nearly fell.

"Kehlan!" Selene called out. "I'm stepping in!"

"No..." said Kehlan, strained but steady. "I felt it... Sasha is still in there."

Silence.

Within Savert...

Sasha existed — sleeping, but not gone.

"CRAAAAAAAAAA!"

In the void, Sasha opened her eyes, confused, lost.

"Cor... Corvito...?"

"CRAAAAAA! CRAAAA! CRAAAAA!"

Understanding came.

Like a shock.

"What...? Kehlan is in danger?"

"Cade...?"

And then she heard it — a voice, calm and serene.

"Sasha... I know you're in there. Wake up."

Something inside her... broke.

Rage was born.

"No..." she murmured. "No!"

She pushed. Fought against something crushing her.

"You wretched thing..." she snarled through the pain. "You're not touching them anymore... Argh!"

Savert, who had been striking at Kehlan with everything she had, stopped.

Her body seized without warning.

"What... is happening?" she murmured, disoriented. "Argh... the pain..."

Her expression twisted.

Something was wrong. Very wrong.

A second voice emerged...

"Let them go... you wretched thing."

Savert ground her teeth.

"Don't even think about it, little saint."

Inside her, Sasha fought.

With everything she had. Every second was a war.

Every breath... an effort.

Savert struggled to hold control, still striking at Kehlan, but now fighting on two fronts.

Against the light and against herself.

Kehlan watched.

For the first time... she hesitated.

She didn't know what to do.

If she attacked, she risked losing Sasha.

If she didn't, she risked losing everyone.

Within Savert...

The conflict deepened.

Shadows collided and wills clashed.

"I don't know who you are..." said Sasha, straining, her voice pushing through the pain. "But this body is mine."

She pushed harder.

"And you're going to leave it..."

Her voice broke... but it did not yield.

"NOW!"

Savert laughed, but it wasn't the same laugh as before.

"How could I possibly leave...? Ahahah.... I'm trapped in here with you..."

She hesitated, for just a moment.

"Ah... why am I even talking to you? I should be focusing on the—"

She didn't finish.

A light cut across the battlefield.

Kehlan.

The strike was direct.

Pure. Without hesitation.

It hit Savert and erupted in light.

Then silence.

Sasha Savert's body fell still.

Kehlan fell too.

The world seemed to hold its breath.

And then, the darkness vanished.

As though it had never existed.

The forest... fell silent.

Free, but not unscathed.

The trees remained dead, the ground corrupted.

Peace had arrived... but too late for what had already been lost.

Adrien ran to Kehlan and dropped to his knees beside her, his hands trembling.

She was motionless — hurt too deeply.

For a moment, the world stopped.

Adrien leaned in and felt.

"She's breathing..." he murmured, barely believing it.

His voice broke.

"Thank God... Kehlan is alive."

On the other side, Cade held Sasha in his arms.

Tightly, as though he could keep her from leaving.

Selene stood beside him, one steady hand on his shoulder.

The group watched in silence, waiting.

No one dared to speak.

No one dared to draw a deep breath.

Until Selene closed her eyes for a moment.

And said:

"She's dead."

The silence... shattered.

The fragment rose from Sasha's body.

It floated.

And flew straight to Kehlan's pendant.

Cade didn't react right away.

He stayed there, hollow, devastated.

But... he understood why Kehlan had done it.

"CRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

Everyone looked.

Corvito.

The raven flew and landed on Sasha's chest.

And then, something impossible happened.

Sasha breathed — a movement faint and fragile, but real.

The shadows... vanished completely.

What remained of Savert dissolved.

Sasha... was returning to her body, to her life.

But she did not wake. Not yet.

Relief spread through the group.

Silent and deep.

They had stood on the edge of losing everything.

And against all odds, both of them had survived.

Cade couldn't hold back. He pulled Sasha closer.

The tears came, beyond his control.

"Thank you..." he whispered. "Thank you for surviving... both of you."

Selene squeezed his shoulder.

"Your sister knew exactly what she was doing."

A pause followed.

And then, a small smile.

Selene lifted her gaze to the group.

"Sasha is alive."
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The forest... was silent, but not a peaceful silence — a hollow silence, heavy and still.

As though something had been torn from it... and could never return.

The sky remained violet, watchful, unmoving.

The group had not yet moved.

No one seemed to know what came next.

Adrien stayed beside Kehlan, on his knees, never letting go of her hand.

Her breathing was faint... but steady.

That was all he needed in that moment.

Cade still sat on the ground, Sasha in his arms. The tears had stopped.

But his gaze... was somewhere far away.

Lost somewhere between what had happened... and what had almost happened.

Selene remained beside him, silent, present.

Cruce looked around at the ruined forest — the dead trees, the corrupted earth...

"The world didn't stop..." he murmured.

No one answered.

Because everyone already knew.

This... was only the beginning.

Hyen, for the first time, had nothing to say.

No joke. No remark.

He simply watched.

And that... said more than any words could.

Endy approached Kehlan slowly.

She knelt on the other side.

She looked at her... then at Adrien.

"She's going to hold on," she said, with quiet certainty.

Not as a hope, but as a decision.

Adrien nodded without looking away.

Corvito remained beside Sasha.

Still, watchful, as though he refused to leave her again.

The wind passed through, light and cold.

And, for the first time since the confrontation...

Kehlan moved.

A small movement, barely perceptible, but enough.

Adrien sat up immediately.

"Kehlan...?"

Nothing — but her body had responded.

She was still in there, still fighting.

Selene raised her eyes.

"We need to leave this place."

Her voice was calm, but firm.

"It's no longer safe here."

Cruce nodded.

"Lumoria still protects us... but this is spreading."

He looked at the sky.

"And faster than we thought."

Cade pulled Sasha slightly closer.

"She's not staying behind."

It wasn't a question. It was a promise.

Selene placed a hand on his shoulder.

"No one is staying behind."

There was a moment — one last moment.

Where they all looked at that place, at what it had been and at what remained.

Then they rose — wounded, exhausted, but alive — and began to walk.

Night fell slowly.

The violet of the sky didn't disappear... it only darkened.

The group stopped in a small clearing, far enough from the corrupted ground.

A fire crackled at the center, casting warm light that cut against the strange cold of the world.

Kehlan and Sasha lay side by side, wrapped in makeshift cloaks.

Endy and Selene's healing spells still glimmered faintly — unstable magic, but enough.

Adrien didn't leave Kehlan's side for a single moment. Neither did Cade.

Silence hung over them, heavy.

Until...

"Right then," said Hyen, crossing his arms. "This is far too depressing."

No one responded.

Hyen looked around, indignant.

"Seriously? No one's going to say anything? We just survived shadow assassins, a near-apocalypse, and a person who died... but then didn't die... but also did die... but then came back..." he paused. "That deserves at least... a soup."

Adrien let out a small laugh before he could stop himself.

Hyen pointed immediately.

"See? I knew it. Everyone needs me."

"Don't push it," Michael muttered.

"Don't push it?" Hyen placed a hand over his heart. "I am the emotional backbone of this group."

Endy raised an eyebrow.

"You are the emotional chaos of this group."

"Details," Hyen replied, with a shrug.

Cruce let out a quiet sigh.

"I'll admit... without him, this would be unbearable."

"Thank you! Finally, someone with a brain," said Hyen, satisfied.

Selene shook her head, a small smile crossing her lips.

The mood... lifted, just a little, but enough.

The fire crackled. The wind passed through.

And for a moment... it almost felt normal.

Cade looked at Sasha.

His expression softened.

"She's going to wake up... isn't she?"

Selene moved slightly closer.

"She is."

No hesitation. No doubt.

"Her body is recovering... and her presence has returned."

Cade nodded in silence.

Adrien spoke, without taking his eyes off Kehlan.

"And her?"

Endy crossed her arms.

"Kehlan took more damage than she should have... but she'll hold. She always does."

Selene added, quietly:

"Her strength isn't in her body."

"It's in her stubbornness," said Hyen.

This time, several of them smiled — even Cade.

Then Cruce broke the moment.

"The map."

Silence returned at once.

Selene looked at him.

"Still the same?"

Cruce opened it.

The firelight reflected off the empty paper.

"Nothing's changed."

Adrien frowned.

"But Sasha came back..."

"And yet..." Michael murmured. "The map is still dead."

No one liked that word.

Cade clenched his fists.

"So this had nothing to do with her?"

Selene thought for a moment.

"No..." she said slowly. "Or at least... not entirely."

She looked at the map.

"Whatever happened... it was bigger than Sasha."

The fire crackled louder, as though reacting.

Hyen leaned in slightly.

"So... we're lost?"

Cruce answered, flat:

"We're without direction."

"Ah," said Hyen. "Well, that's better."

Endy looked at him.

"In what world?"

"In the world where 'lost' implies someone knew the way to begin with," Hyen replied.

This time even Selene let out a small laugh.

The group stayed gathered around the fire.

And for the first time since the confrontation...

no one spoke for a long while.

There was no need.

The following morning, the sky remained violet.

The vortex was still there... unmoving, present, as though it wanted to remind them all that the end was drawing near.

The group had gone out to explore the area, searching for clues.

Hyen had stayed at camp with Kehlan and Sasha, tending to the food.

Out of nowhere, he looked up at the sky and grumbled:

"Listen here, sky... couldn't you change color? I prefer blue. Honestly... And you, whatever you are — black, purple, doesn't matter — I can't stand the sight of you anymore. Bah. You could just disappear for good."

"Are you talking to yourself?"

Hyen startled.

He spun around and tried to summon something to defend himself, but, as always, it wasn't what he intended.

"What in the—? A skull?!" He stared at it, indignant. "What am I supposed to do with this?"

A laugh rang out.

Without thinking, Hyen hurled the skull toward the voice, nearly hitting Sasha, who ducked just in time.

"Bloody hell, Hyen!" she said. "A little closer and I'd have a bump on my head."

Hyen went red.

"Sorry, sorry! You scared me... Good grief."

Sasha started laughing, then pressed a hand to her side.

"Ow..." she murmured, still laughing. "Only you could make me laugh and hurt at the same time..."

Hyen smiled.

"At least your reflexes are good. How are you feeling?"

Sasha sighed.

"Like the end of the world fell on top of me."

Hyen shrugged.

"It kind of did."

He gestured toward Kehlan.

Still unconscious.

"She fell on top of you."

Sasha tried to sit up, but her body wouldn't cooperate.

Hyen helped her carefully.

Her expression shifted immediately.

"Oh no..." she said, alarmed. "Is she all right?"

"She's not in great shape..." Hyen answered. "But she'll make it. Don't worry."

Sasha looked down.

Her voice dropped.

"It was me, Hyen... I almost killed Kehlan..."

Hyen didn't let her finish.

"Nope, nope, nope... none of that. That wasn't you, girl."

Sasha was quiet for a moment.

Then she asked:

"Where is everyone else?"

"They went to see if they could find any clues... figure out where we're headed," Hyen answered.

Sasha frowned.

"But why?"

Hyen picked up the map.

He held it out to her — blank.

Sasha looked at it and understood immediately.

"Ah... the map stopped working..." she murmured.

A pause.

"I stopped existing... and so did the map."

"CRAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"

Hyen jumped.

"They're trying to kill me today!" he yelled. "Good grief! As if that thing in the sky wasn't enough!"

Sasha laughed.

This time... without wincing.

Then, without warning, grotesque figures emerged from nowhere.

Twisted shapes tore through the air... as though they had been dragged in from somewhere else.

Demons.

They had come back.

Sasha tried to get up immediately.

"Oh no... let me get up... ow—"

"Don't even think about it," said Hyen, already on his feet. "Stay right there."

He pointed at Kehlan.

"Watch over her. If any of them get close, you scream."

Without waiting for an answer, Hyen launched himself forward.

Straight at the demons.

But instead of summoning anything, he looked down at his hands.

And sighed.

"Seriously...?"

He was holding a wooden spoon.

"Right then... this'll have to do."

He raised it.

"A spoon it is."

He charged.

The first demon closed in. Hyen swung his arm.

WHACK!

The spoon connected with absurd force — the demon flew backward and vanished into the trees.

"Well now..." Hyen murmured. "That actually works."

He turned to another, paused for a moment, and studied it.

"Good Lord... it's hideous."

He crouched down and grabbed a fistful of dirt.

"Here's a little something for that face of yours... maybe it'll help."

He threw it straight into the demon's eyes.

The demon reeled back, blinded...

WHACK!

Another spoonful.

This time... dead on.

"Right in the backside! Eheh!"

The last one tried to advance, but Hyen was already in front of it.

"Not today, my friend."

One more swing. Then silence.

The demons vanished as suddenly as they had appeared.

Hyen stood still.

Drew a long breath.

"Since when did these things come back...?"

Only then did he notice.

Sasha was laughing. Really laughing.

Hyen went slightly red.

"What...?"

Sasha tried to hold it together, and failed.

"I... I don't know if I'm more shocked..." she laughed, "or more impressed..."

Hyen crossed his arms.

"I don't know how I did that either."

Then another laugh — lighter, more familiar.

They both looked.

Kehlan had woken up. And she was laughing.

Hyen put a hand to his head.

"Two of them laughing at me... brilliant. Where am I supposed to hide now?"

Kehlan shook her head, still smiling.

"Hyen... only you could defeat demons... with a wooden spoon."

"It was all I had," he replied. "Honestly."

He moved a little closer.

"How are you feeling?"

"Surviving," said Kehlan.

She looked at Sasha.

"And you?"

Sasha hesitated.

"Alive... thanks to you."

She looked down.

"But I'm the one who left you like this..."

Kehlan lay still, calm, serene.

"That wasn't you. In that moment... that wasn't you."

A pause.

"But it was you who came back... And you decided the battle."

Sasha looked at her, speechless.

Kehlan glanced around.

"Where is the rest of the group?"

Hyen answered:

"They went looking for clues. Not back yet."

As if on cue... footsteps.

Branches snapping.

The group returned.

Cruce looked around.

The ground was marked — signs of impact, traces of blood.

"What in the hell happened here?"

Michael answered, simply:

"There was a fight."

The group moved forward and then they saw it.

Hyen... calmly cooking.

With the same wooden spoon.

Already clean.

As though nothing had happened.

Kehlan and Sasha were sitting up, still fragile... but awake.

Cade didn't think — he ran to them and pulled them both into his arms at the same time.

Sasha went red.

Cade realized what he'd done and pulled back immediately, equally red.

"Good to see... that you've both woken up," he said, trying to sound composed.

He failed completely.

Adrien was already at Kehlan's side.

"How are you feeling?"

"I'll be fine," she answered, with a small smile.

Adrien nodded... and looked at Sasha.

"And you?"

"I'll be all right..." said Sasha. She paused.

"But... I almost killed Kehlan."

The mood shifted.

Selene stepped forward.

"Sasha... it was Savert who almost killed Kehlan."

Her tone was firm. Unchallengeable.

"You are Sasha. You may have 'Savert' in your name... but you are Sasha."

She looked at the raven.

"And you have Corvito. He knows that."

She paused.

"Especially now... with the power you carry."

Everyone went still.

Sasha frowned, confused.

Selene continued:

"You have Savert's power. The power of darkness."

Silence fell.

"That power... was always yours. You simply didn't know it."

She moved slightly closer.

"Just as you didn't know that Savert lived inside you... did you?"

Sasha nodded slowly.

"I... I really didn't know."

She looked down.

"That's why I ran from Lumoria. I could feel something was wrong."

Her voice grew tighter.

"Lyra was speaking to me... in my mind. Telling me something needed to wake up inside me."

She closed her fists.

"Being Lyra... I understood right away that it wasn't good. That everyone could be in danger."

She drew a slow breath.

"But when I reached the forest... she attacked me."

Silence.

"After that... I don't remember anything."

She looked at her hands.

"I didn't want this power... Wretched Lyra..."

Cruce stepped in, calmly:

"Hey... hey, Sasha. You can use that power for good."

Sasha nodded.

"I know... But... I'm not ready yet."

No one pushed.

Everyone understood.

The group began to eat.

The mood was lighter... but still heavy with things unsaid.

Endy broke the silence:

"So... what exactly happened here?"

Hyen didn't even look up.

"Demons."

Endy froze.

"Demons? But... hadn't they disappeared after... Devin?"

The name landed heavily.

Even in death... Devin still stung.

Selene spoke, thoughtful:

"It seems... not all of them disappeared."

Cruce looked at Hyen.

"Did you notice anything different about them?"

Hyen nodded.

"I did. These weren't Devin's."

He furrowed his brow.

"They were... worse. Truly wicked."

A pause.

"They didn't speak. And they were harder to put down."

He raised the spoon.

"Not for this, of course."

The group laughed, brief as it was.

Kehlan spoke then:

"I felt something in them — something hollow."

She looked at the others.

"These have no soul. They feel like... puppets."

Hyen snapped his fingers.

"Wait... their eyes."

Everyone looked at him.

"They were violet."

Instinctively, everyone looked up at the sky.

The vortex, ever-present.

Cade spoke:

"Lyra... Was it her?"

Selene didn't hesitate.

"It can only be. She shapes chaos however she pleases."

Michael sighed.

"The woman is out of her mind."

Some time later, evening fell.

The group decided to stay another day. Kehlan and Sasha still couldn't walk.

The violet sky had begun to darken.

The vortex... was still there.

Cruce took out the map.

He opened it — blank, again.

Sasha noticed.

"Mr. Cruce..." she hesitated for a moment. "About that map..."

She stopped.

Cruce's expression had shifted.

"What is it?" Sasha asked, confused. "Did I say something wrong?"

Selene let out a small laugh.

"He doesn't like being called 'Mister.' He says it makes him sound old."

Cruce went slightly red.

Sasha couldn't help it.

She laughed.

"Sorry, Cruce."

Then she looked at the map again.

The smile faded.

"That map... it won't work the same way anymore."

Michael, attentive, his arm around Endy, asked:

"Why not, Sasha?"

Sasha drew a slow breath.

"Because that map was made by me... and by Corvito."

A pause.

"But I... stopped existing."

Silence fell.

"So the map did
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