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Chapter 1: The Veil Before Shadows
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The wind from the Oracle Realm carried a crystalline chill, not merely a herald of morning. Still, a whisper of destinies yet written, foreshadowing Alarwyn’s looming burden and the uncertain fate poised to unfold across Arkadia. This kind sank deep into the bones yet left the heart strangely alight, stirring a quiet blend of nostalgia and foreboding that settled over the dawn like a half-remembered dream. It held the faintest trace of rain and the metallic tang of magic too ancient to name. Beneath it hummed the soft music of unseen chimes, each note trembling like glass under a fingertip.

The sound seemed to weave itself through the air, curling into the folds of the Skybridge and settling into the very stones, as though the bridge itself remembered a thousand dawns before this one. The chimes were not mere sound; they were memory made audible, each tone a fragment of Arkadia’s long-forgotten past.

Alarwyn stood at the Skybridge’s edge, her young hands resting on the carved stone rail, clutching it not just for balance, but to anchor herself against the rising tide of uncertainty swelling within.

The vastness before her mirrored the tumult in her chest, hope and dread entwined, each Breath a question, each heartbeat a silent answer she was not yet ready to hear. The surface was sun-warmed, yet faintly gritty with crystal dust borne by the wind. Each mote caught the light and flared briefly before vanishing into the vastness below.

The sweep of Arkadia unfurled before her: sapphire seas flecked with white foam, distant mountains hazed in the light, and the shimmering Veil between realms, suspended like glass at the first Breath of dawn. The Veil rippled faintly, as if aware of her gaze, as though some unseen presence was meeting her stare with one of its own.

“You linger here more than any acolyte I have known,” Elder Serath said. His voice was calm, touched with curiosity that drew her gaze from the horizon. Yet, it carried the crisp resonance of a seasoned commander, the sort who could still end any quarrel with a single word. He had a way of speaking that turned even the simplest statement into a challenge, as if every word was a test she could pass or fail.

The folds of his dark robes shifted in the breeze, scented faintly of parchment and candle smoke. His stride was measured, each step deliberate, like turning the pages of a treasured tome. The slight creak of his leather belt and the faint clink of the keys he wore echoed softly against the Skybridge’s arching expanse. Alarwyn had always thought he walked like a man who knew the exact number of steps to anywhere worth going.

“I feel as if the bridge listens to me,” Alarwyn said, tracing the warm runes etched into the stone. They vibrated faintly beneath her fingertips, as though the carvings whispered to the air. The pulse of the runes seemed to answer her own heartbeat. “And when it listens, I can almost hear the other side.”

“Do you now?” Serath tilted his head, studying her as though she were a rare manuscript. “Tell me what you hear.”

“Not voices,” Alarwyn replied. “A heartbeat, slow, vast, patient. As though the realm itself is waiting.”

The Elder’s eyes drifted toward the horizon. “It does wait. For change. For the one who will shape the next age. Whether for light or shadow, no one can yet say.” His words carried a weight that settled into the quiet space between them, a gravity that seemed to deepen the sound of the chimes.

She had overheard whispers of such things in the halls, muted references to veiled gatherings beneath the Moon Chambers, tales of forgotten names reappearing in the flame-glow of scrying bowls, and cryptic fragments of songs that seemed to change their meaning depending on who listened, but always in half-sentences, suggestions of prophetic omens, veiled references to ancient magical rites, or murmured concerns about the shifting alliances within the council, guarded carefully from the uninitiated.

The air in the Oracle Citadel was thick with secrets, and she was learning to read the silences between them. It was an unspoken language, and she was only just beginning to understand its grammar.

“And you think I am meant to play a part in that?” she asked.

“I think you already have,” Serath said, turning toward the high gates. He paused only once, the breeze catching the hem of his robe like a lingering thought. “The Veil thins when you are near. That does not happen by chance.”

When his footsteps faded, she was left with the chiming air, the curl of cool magic, and that steady, impossible heartbeat from beyond. It resonated through her bones, carrying with it an unspoken promise and an unshakable dread. She closed her eyes and let it fill her, unaware this moment was the first thread in the tapestry binding her fate to Arkadia’s.

The day ended without fanfare, only a subtle shift in the air, as if the weight of unspoken truths had grown heavier in the silences between each moment, echoing Alarwyn’s quiet awareness that something vast was beginning to stir as if the realm itself exhaled. The ancient tang of magic returned on the breeze, carrying a distant echo of morning chimes. Shadows lengthened across the Skybridge, stretching toward her as if reaching to claim her. And far in the Underrealm, unseen eyes turned toward her, planting a seed of change that would one day bloom into destiny.

Her steps echoed along the marble corridor of the Citadel, each one carrying her farther from the bridge and deeper into a world of shadowed alcoves and towering shelves. Here, the air was rich with the scent of aged parchment, ink, and the faint aroma of herbs used in scrying rituals.

She passed the training chambers where acolytes knelt in circles, hands clasped over glowing bowls of water that shimmered with scenes from distant lands. The low hum of their incantations filled the halls like a second heartbeat, mingled with the staccato bark of instructors correcting form and cadence.

In the Hall of Glyphs, Alarwyn traced her fingers along the inlaid gold markings, feeling the quiet hum of their protective wards. Elder Serath’s words still lingered in her mind, pressing at the edge of her thoughts. She paused before a tapestry depicting the first sealing of the Veil, a luminous arc of energy spanning two realms, anchored by the hands of an ancient High Priestess whose eyes blazed like stars.

A sudden vision overtook her: the same Veil, but torn, shuddering under an unseen force. The colors bled from it, darkness flooding in like ink in water. She gasped, clutching the tapestry’s edge for balance as the vision shattered, leaving her breathless and cold. Somewhere far below, the deep toll of a warning bell echoed, though no one else seemed to hear.

The sound was not just a bell now; it was accompanied by the murmur of distant voices, harsh, guttural tones she did not recognise, carrying the cadence of a war council. She could almost make out the scrape of armour, the rattle of weapons being readied. The air itself felt denser, charged with the threat of an unseen battle.

Alarwyn straightened, her pulse unsteady. She knew then that her training was no longer just preparation; it was a race against a future she had already glimpsed.

She left the Hall of Glyphs and entered the Chamber of Glass, where crystal orbs floated in the air, each one showing visions of Arkadia’s many regions. Some shimmered with verdant valleys, others with restless oceans or scorched lands at the edge of the Underrealm.

In one orb, a skirmish played out in miniature, tiny warriors clashing with blades, the metallic clang sharp even through the glass, their battle cries fierce, voices lifted in desperate unity against a tide of shadow.

Hours passed as she practiced, each success bringing clarity, each failure sharpening her resolve. Whispers of political unrest drifted from the courtyards below, a reminder that her Calling was tied not only to the Veil but to the fate of kingdoms. She resolved silently that she would be ready, not because fate demanded it, but because Arkadia deserved nothing less.

After her exercises, Alarwyn remained in the Chamber of Glass, surrounded by the quiet hum of suspended orbs. She began experimenting with finer threads of magic, weaving small illusions from the fragments of visions, creating fleeting images of storms roaring over battlefields, armies locked in combat beneath banners soaked in rain and blood, commanders’ voices ringing above the clash.

Each conjured scene dissolved within moments, yet each carried some clue, a strange symbol carved into a stone arch, a figure cloaked in grey, a shadowed beast lurking just out of focus. Each fleeting vision sent a ripple through Alarwyn’s chest, a mixture of awe and unease rising like mist from her thoughts.

Though the images vanished quickly, they left behind a prickle of urgency beneath her skin, as if the realm itself was urging her to decipher what it dared only to whisper. In one conjuration, she heard the distant roar of a battle horn, so real she half-expected to see soldiers charging into her chamber. She recorded each detail on parchment for later study.

In the evening, she attended the Council Gallery, a high circular chamber where the senior Oracles convened. Political debate filled the air as emissaries from the coast petitioned for protection against raiders.

Alarwyn listened closely, noting how subtle shifts in language revealed hidden alliances and quiet rivalries. Every gesture seemed loaded, every pause deliberate, and beneath the measured tones, she caught the occasional rise of a voice sharpened by anger or fear.

Later, in the stillness of her quarters, she sat by the window overlooking the moonlit sea. The Veil shimmered faintly in the distance, and the slow heartbeat she had heard on the bridge seemed to pulse through the waters. She placed her hand on the glass, closing her eyes, feeling the weight of her destiny pressing closer. In the depths of the night, she imagined the clash of swords, the cries of warriors, the commands of captains, the answering roar of soldiers, the pounding of shields in defiance. She whispered a vow into the darkness that when the time came, she would meet it with courage, no matter the cost.

At first light, the training bells rang out across the upper terraces, their bright peal answered by a chorus of horns from the watchtowers. Alarwyn took her place within the Circle of Echoes, a marble ring inscribed with sigils designed to catch and magnify sound. The instructors paced the perimeter in measured cadence, watching for lapses in focus as acolytes steadied their Breath and attuned their hearing to the faintest tremor of the Veil.

“Center your breath in the space behind your ribs,” Master Ivaran said. “Now listen for the sound that is not a sound.”

“I hear it like a thread pulling at my sternum,” Alarwyn said.

“Follow it until it leads you to a crack,” Ivaran said.

A shiver ran through the circle as a ripple of pressure passed overhead, setting the sigils to a dim glow. The marble drank the resonance and released it back as a layered chord, revealing a patterned pulse beneath the day’s ordinary noise. Alarwyn tilted her head and caught an undertone she had not noticed before, a staccato thrum like armored footsteps in a vaulted hall.

“Underrealm cadence,” Ivaran said. “Identify the number.”

“Six pairs at distance,” Alarwyn said.

“Good. Fix the rhythm; do not let it own you,” Ivaran said.

The cadence grew louder until it collided with a sudden blast of cold that washed through the circle. The wards flared. In response, the instructors triggered the skirmish drill, and lances of blue-white light sprang up at the perimeter, tracing the shape of an approaching line. Acolytes moved as one, forming a staggered wedge the way they had practiced, palms lifted, voices steady.

“Hold the resonance on the second beat,” Ivaran said.

The line hit. Where it met the circle, the air cracked with a brittle ring, and a wave of pressure rolled back, scattering frost along the flagstones. Alarwyn anchored her stance and sent a thread of will into the crack, knitting sound to light until the tremor smoothed and the pressure eased. The false incursion broke like surf against a seawall and fell away into harmless vapor.

“Well held,” Ivaran said.

“I felt another beat beneath the second,” Alarwyn said.

“Note it and bring it to the council,” Ivaran said.

By midday, the Citadel thrummed with activity. Messengers carried sealed writs between galleries; scribes set styluses dancing across wax tablets; wardens rotated postings along the Skybridge. In the Refectory Vault, the talk rose and fell in tactful waves, but between those waves came sharper currents.

“They are testing the eastern inlets again,” a warden said.

“They will not find an easy seam,” a scribe said.

“They do not need an easy seam,” the warden said.

Alarwyn ate in focused silence, catching the shadings in their voices, tones dipped in fatigue, sharpened by uncertainty, then smoothed again by protocol and practiced diplomacy: fatigue behind formality, strain under duty. When the bells called the afternoon assembly, she rose with the others and made for the Gallery of Accord.

The Gallery was a circular chamber ringed by tall niches, each housing a crystal tone-bar tuned to a different key of the Veil. The council stood on the center dais. Elder Serath presided with a measured calm, while Master Ivaran flanked him with arms folded, gaze steady. Envoys from the coastal kingdoms took their places along the outer rail, their insignias discreet under travel dust.

“We will begin with field reports,” Serath said.

“Activity detected along the eastern shoals,” Warden Nyse said.

“Describe the pattern,” Serath said.

“Short probes, repeated at irregular intervals,” Nyse said.

“Frequency?” Serath said.

“Four within the last watch,” Nyse said.

Murmurs stirred the chamber. Alarwyn felt the Veil’s slow heartbeat underfoot and the lighter beats layered over it like the tapping of nails on glass.

“Show us the imprint,” Serath said.

Nyse placed both hands on a tone-bar and exhaled. Sound poured into the room as a visible trace, a braided line of light that spiked and dipped with telling asymmetry. Ivaran stepped forward, jaw set.

“An echo sits under the second spike,” Ivaran said.

“I hear two bodies in one cadence,” Alarwyn said.

“Speak your reasoning,” Serath said.

“The upper line strikes with intent and withdraws. The lower line stutters, as if commanded by another rhythm,” Alarwyn said.

“An orchestrator and a bound unit,” Ivaran said.

A hush settled across the dais. The envoys shifted, exchanging tight glances. Serath looked from the trace to Alarwyn with a long, assessing pause.

“Record the finding,” Serath said.

“I will draft the notice,” Ivaran said.

When the assembly broke, Alarwyn returned to the Chamber of Glass to test her inference. She aligned three orbs in a triangular array. She tuned them to the eastern shoals, the Underrealm border, and the Skybridge itself.

The images wavered, then stabilized. In the eastern orb, a long reef ran like a silver blade under translucent water. In the border orb, a skein of shadow drifted like smoke confined to a jar. In the Skybridge orb, the light along the rail pulsed with its customary steady cadence.

“Bind the views at a shared beat,” Alarwyn said.

The orbs complied, and a lattice formed between them, mapping one rhythm onto another. As the lines met, interference patterns rippled through the lattice, revealing the hidden echo she had heard in council. It had a signature unlike the probes that had tested the Veil before: precise, layered, and too careful to be random.

“Someone is conducting,” Alarwyn said.

“Name it clearly,” Ivaran said.

“A strategist is shaping the attacks from beyond,” Alarwyn said.

“Then the counter must be shaped here,” Ivaran said.

The ward-bells tolled without warning. A rush of cold tore through the Chamber of Glass and set the orbs spinning. Alarwyn steadied them with both hands as the light bars along the walls flashed, one after another, like a chain of beacons.

“Breach attempt at the eastern shoals,” a voice called.

“Confirm cadence,” Ivaran said.

“Same echo, under-commanded,” the voice called back.

Alarwyn and Ivaran moved as one to the scrying dais. The room’s outer rings filled with acolytes, their faces calm, their stances firm. The dais projected the shoals in scaled relief: ridges, inlets, channels drawn in threads of light. A dark pressure pressed against one inlet like a fist testing a door.

“Wedge formation, second beat,” Ivaran said.

“Anchor at the channel mouth,” Alarwyn said.

“On my mark,” Ivaran said.

The projection flared and deepened, becoming not only an image but also a pressure. Sound rose to meet it, tuned to the Veil’s key. Alarwyn set her Breath on the count, matched the second beat, and drove a clean harmonic into the pressure. It buckled, sheared, and recoiled. The echo snapped like a cut wire.

“Break confirmed,” the watcher said.

“Track the retreat,” Ivaran said.

“Retreat masked,” the watcher said.

“They are learning,” Alarwyn said.

“So must we,” Ivaran said.

Evening settled with a pearly hush, as if the realm itself paused to measure her resolve, weighing the young Oracle against the mounting tremors that had stirred all day beneath the calm. The Citadel lights dimmed to lamplight, and the terraces breathed out the day. Alarwyn crossed the Skybridge once more, listening for the great slow heartbeat beneath all things. It was there, patient as ever, steady as a promise. She leaned on the rail and let the cool air wash her face, feeling the strain unwind from her shoulders in measured increments.

“I saw the echo before you spoke it,” Serath said.

“Then you led me to it,” Alarwyn said.

“You led yourself,” Serath said.

“I felt as if someone else was choosing the rhythm,” Alarwyn said.

“Perhaps someone was,” Serath said.

They stood without speaking for a time, the bridge humming its ancient note beneath their feet. When Serath finally turned to go, he touched the rail with a thoughtful hand and paused.

“Courage is not loud,” Serath said.

“I know,” Alarwyn said.

“It is the quiet that does not break,” Serath said.

Night gathered at the edges of the world. Yet, the air held a fresh, spring-bright charge, as if the day were already planting seeds in the dark, a quiet mirror to the vow blooming in Alarwyn’s chest, steady and solemn, as if spring itself conspired with destiny.

Alarwyn closed her eyes and listened for the second beat she had named in council. When she found it, she matched it with her own and held it until both became one measured line. Only then did she open her eyes and breathe out a vow that lived not in words but in cadence, a promise set to the realm’s enduring pulse.
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Chapter 2: Draven of the Living
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The spring sun had not yet cleared the jagged eastern ridges, its delay casting a half-light that hinted at tension beneath the waking calm, mirroring the unrest building within Draven himself, a prelude to the choices that would soon bend the spine of fate, a tension echoed in the first hammer strike, not merely as a herald of labor but as a drumbeat of forewarning.

It suggested more than industry; it rang with the ominous promise of decisions to come, each echoing blow a reminder that this day might bend the spine of fate itself, evoking the emotional tone of mounting unrest, as if the city’s very heartbeat anticipated a conflict yet unnamed, a reckoning rising just beyond the horizon.

A rhythmic clang echoed from stone to stone, bouncing off the narrow alley walls and winding like a thread of iron through the waking city.

Beneath the rising steam and furnace smoke, Draven’s boots struck the cobbled path with a cadence honed over years of training, his Breath already steady from an hour’s practice before light.

The weather was bright but chilled, the kind of spring morning that smelled of coal soot and frost-melt, a mingling of season and sweat. Draven’s morning began with ritual: not incense or chant, but repetition.

His training hall, hidden behind the blacksmith guild’s outer corridor, was a stone chamber layered with soot and silence. Here, he practiced movements passed down from the Steelwardens, guardians of the living, not the Veil.

Each motion, each strike, was a memory, his father’s stance corrected with a grim nod, his mother’s rare smile when his footwork aligned just right. He trained not merely from habit but from a deep, unyielding desire to preserve what they had taught him, to hold onto a thread of their presence in each repetition.

Yet beneath that devotion lived something fiercer: a hunger to shape his own destiny. This tension mirrored the city’s uncertain pulse. It echoed the legacy he was bound to redefine, to wield control over an uncertain future rather than be broken by it. That desire was kindled not only by grief, but by a complex blend of hope and guilt, hope that he might rise beyond the legends left for him, guilt that he had yet to match the sacrifices made.

There were nights he would lie awake, haunted by their absence and the unspoken weight of expectations never voiced aloud. Driven by a complex alchemy of reverence, longing, and quiet defiance, his discipline became a forge for his identity, a vow to prove that their sacrifices had not vanished into the echo of time, but would live through him as legacy, sharpened by every blade and solidified in each drop of sweat that struck the stone.

The practice dummy bore the scars of his discipline. He did not count the strikes. He measured them by the beat of his pulse, the tension in his jaw, the way the soles of his boots gripped the stone.

“Back early from patrol?” a voice called, sharp as flint.

“Not early,” Draven said, his voice carrying the weight of his commitment to his duty.

“Then too late for dawn’s first shift,” Garrick said.

The captain leaned against the doorway with arms crossed, his unrelenting gaze always appraising, as if even a conversation were a sparring match. He was not unkind, just unyielding.

“They say there’s movement again beyond the eastern shoals,” Garrick said, his words carrying a sense of urgency.

“I heard the horns last night,” Draven said.

“They weren’t practice tones,” Garrick said.

Draven nodded once. His mind flicked to the reports, echoes traced along the Veil, patterns mirrored even in the lower city’s watch-crystals. Unlike the Oracles, Draven did not hear magic; he heard steel. And steel did not lie.

The forge bells rang out from the south end of the city. The tempo was off, a quarter-beat too fast. Draven tilted his head.

“Did you hear that?” Draven said.

“You’re not the only one who counts cadence with breath,” Garrick said.

Both men turned toward the bell’s source.

The day had truly begun.

By midmorning, the market lanes of Lower Arkadia were choked with caravans and carts, their wheels groaning under crates of raw ore, sea spices, and rolled vellum wrapped in wax thread. Street criers announced tides, trade rates, and last night’s sightings near the Watchline. The city pulsed with purpose, every movement measured in coin or cause.

Yet beneath the clang and commerce lay a slower rhythm, one Draven sensed as a personal signal, felt most acutely in the offbeat thrum of passing carts, the sudden silences between market calls, and the faint discord in the forge bell’s echo, its cadence unsettlingly distinct from the marketplace’s clatter. It hummed with a tension too subtle to name outright, yet powerful enough to press against his awareness like a whispered summons.

Was it a tremor of magic woven into the city’s foundation, the pacing of political unrest hidden in trade routes and patrol orders, or the echo of something more intimate, his own unresolved choices, pulsing through the stones like a second heartbeat?

The ambiguity pressed into his bones, quiet but insistent, one that Draven felt in the marrow, as though the rhythm itself were laced with a coded message, uniquely tuned to his unspoken fears and desires. Something coiling, deliberate, and personal made this pulse feel less like a city’s Breath and more like a summons.

As he passed through the brass-arched gate to the central square, children ran between pillars, trailing streamers cut from discarded training flags. One boy, barefoot and quick, carried a stick shaped like a sword, eyes narrowed as he battled invisible foes. Draven watched a moment, then continued on.

At the edge of the square stood the Hall of Civic Flame, a broad-shouldered building faced in veined obsidian, its columns warmed to a deep gold by the rising light. The Flamekeeper stood at the base of the steps, directing repair crews with brisk gestures. She was a wiry woman with copper-plated bracers and a braid like a ship’s hawser.

“You’re late,” she said without turning.

“I wasn’t summoned,” Draven said.

“All the more reason to be early,” she replied.

He fell in step beside her, accepting a ledger without a word. The names scrawled across the page blurred into duty codes and zone markers. Scouting patrols had doubled. So, there had been several unmarked vessels off the coast.

“You’ll take the south rise with a four-man team, an area known for its unpredictable currents and obscuring fogs, where past patrols have vanished without a trace. The tales endure: ghost lights that flicker with unnatural timing, voices in the mist that mimic comrades long dead, and on solstice nights, a tonal vibration that resonates through bone rather than ear.

Warden Ellisar’s entire squad vanished save for a single boot encrusted with black salt, discovered beside a reef crab bearing their sigil. These fragments remain, haunting relics of what was lost, grim riddles with no answers,” the Flamekeeper said, her voice low and serious. “Watch for smoke. Listen for tones. If there’s anything strange, ”

“We mark and fall back,” Draven said.

“Unless it reaches the threshold line,” she added. “Then you hold.”

Draven nodded. The threshold line was a carved seam in the cliff path where the city’s oldest wards had once been laid, now faint, but not forgotten.

As he left the Hall, a narrow figure peeled away from the line of tradesmen and joined his stride.

“You don’t look thrilled,” said Saben, younger by a few years and twice as talkative.

“It’s not a festival route,” Draven said.

“Even better,” Saben grinned. “Maybe this time I’ll see what’s hiding in the sea fog. Or get promoted for not screaming first.”

“You won’t scream,” Draven said.

“No, but you might if you keep carrying the team’s rations,” Saben said, slapping the pack Draven carried.

They crossed the southern tier together, boots ringing against copper plates embedded in the walkways, remnants of Arkadia’s oldest defense lattice, now mostly ceremonial. But Draven always walked as if the plates still carried power, just in case.

As the team assembled at the south rise, the fog began to curl in from the sea like a hand with too many fingers. Draven adjusted his grip on the hilt slung across his back and gave a low whistle.

Three others joined them: a bowcaster with eyes like smoked glass, a wardrunner with the guild’s storm glyph burned into his collarbone, and a junior flamebound carrying a crystal tone-bar clutched like a flute.

“Same formation as last breach drill,” Draven said.

They nodded, unspeaking.

The fog thickened, clinging to the rising path with a damp chill that wrapped around their ankles like chains, and a hush fell over the team. Even the birds had gone silent, their absence more telling than any scout’s report. A salty tang thickened the air, and a sudden drop in temperature made the flamebound inhale sharply.

Draven stepped forward.

The coastal cliffs of Arkadia fell away in a steep plunge just beyond the rise. Below, the sea writhed in thickening mist, waves striking the black rock like drums without rhythm. A low, keening moan rode the wind, threading through the fog like a mournful lament, and the air turned sharply colder, biting, metallic, laced with the faint sting of ozone.

Every few moments, a glimmer sparked below, too brief to be a reflection, too erratic for a signal. Draven dropped to one knee and placed his gloved hand flat against the ground. The stone was cold, but it vibrated faintly, like a thread plucked in a harp of stone.

“Pulse frequency?” the bowcaster asked quietly.

“Unnatural,” Draven said. “Like a heartbeat doubled back on itself.”

Saben dropped beside him, peering through the thick fog.

“Could be mirrored current from the reef,” Saben said.

“Could be,” Draven said, but didn’t believe it.

The junior flamebound took position behind them and placed the tone-bar against the ground. He struck it once with a mallet, and the sound bloomed in the fog like ripples in oil. A moment passed. Then another. Then, a discordant reply.

The tone-bar twisted in the flamebound’s grip, nearly snapping from his hands. The boy’s eyes went wide.

“Something’s listening,” the wardrunner said, already pulling glyph-laced cord from his belt.

“Form up,” Draven said.

From the cliff’s edge, a shape emerged, and with it came a sudden drop in temperature, as though the air had been wrung of all warmth in a single breath. A faint, metallic hum pierced the silence, barely audible yet unmistakable, vibrating in the bones like the tension before a blade strike. The hum was joined by a brittle crackling, like frost forming on glass, and the scent of scorched iron filled the air, turning each Breath into a memory of war-forged steel. Humanoid. Tattered robes. A staff topped with jagged metal.

But it did not walk. It floated.

And behind it, many more.

Draven drew his sword.

And the Veil began to scream.

The scream was not heard with ears, but with bone. This raw, vibrating echo matched the morning's unease. It stirred the legacy of his father’s warnings from the depths of memory, as though every moment until now had been sharpening the edge of this encounter. A chill threaded through Draven’s bones, not from fear but from a deeper sense of recognition. The moment struck with eerie familiarity, as if destiny itself had stirred and opened its eyes.

His hand clenched reflexively around the sword hilt, the sound of the Veil’s scream matching a childhood story his father had whispered by firelight, now transformed into lived reality. That echo, once myth, now pulsed in Draven’s chest like a vow come due, shaping him not with fear, but resolve, carved deep as the stone beneath his feet.

It slid through the air like oil across water, a sound that had weight and color, bruise-dark and iron-thick. Draven steadied his grip, feet rooted wide, eyes narrowing against the fog’s Veil. The floating figure had not advanced yet. Its followers hung in stillness, like marionettes awaiting a tug of shadowed string.

“Steady,” Draven said.

The bowcaster raised her weapon, Breath tight.

“Permission?” she asked.

“Not until it crosses the line,” Draven said.

“It’s testing our nerve,” Saben said.

“Let it,” Draven said.

Then, the lead figure lifted its staff.
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