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Chapter 1: The Weight of Drowned Light
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[image: ]he city of Port Azmar was a study in necessary decay, its upper districts still glistening with the borrowed architectural pride of a dozen fallen nations. Lysander Rivenwood stood at the broken attic window, his breath misting the dusty pane, watching the tireless rain obscure the soaring clock tower across the street. The steady, melancholy rhythm of the downpour often felt like the heartbeat of his own lingering grief, an endless, monotonous drum against the glass. He knew the tower was a symbol of neutrality, but tonight it seemed

merely a monument to time marching on without him.




The weight of the dead was a mantle he could never shed, heavy and rough against his skin, woven from threads of shattered crystal and the silence of a royal court that ceased to exist ten years past. His reflection in the dark glass was that of a man trying hard to be nothing at all, all sharp angles and muted
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colors, a forgettable face designed for shadows. This life of constant, cautious non-existence felt less like survival and more like a protracted form of slow, deliberate suffocation.

He tightened his grip on the sill, the rough wood splintering slightly under the pressure of his fingers, a fleeting, almost animalistic expression of the deep resentment coiled tight within his chest. Vaeloria, the kingdom of soaring, resonant glass, had crumbled not in a fiery, defiant blaze, but with a horrifying, silent implosion from within, drowning the truth in its own engineered perfection. Sometimes Lysander wished the invaders had simply burned everything, leaving no echo of the past.

A harsh, wet cough from the corner of the small, dusty room shattered the fragile illusion of solitude he had constructed. Old Man Elara, his guardian and the last custodian of the Vaelorian archives, shifted restlessly on the cot they had salvaged from the wreckage of a burned-out tenement years ago. The sound was thin and ragged, a grim testament to the toll that a decade of hiding and constant, grinding fear had taken on the old man’s fragile lungs.

“The rain speaks loudly tonight, Lys,” Elara’s voice was a dry rasp, laced with the metallic tang of illness and age, yet still carrying the faint, precise diction of a man who once addressed royalty. He never called Lysander by his true name, a necessary caution that felt more like a daily denial of their shared, impossible truth. That secret was a blade honed sharp, always held close to the throat.
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Lysander turned from the window, pulling the heavy wool cloak tighter around his shoulders, instinctively seeking to disappear even from the man who knew him best. “It speaks of damp masonry and overworked drainage pipes, nothing more, Elara,” he replied, his voice deliberately flat, aiming for the practical indifference he had painstakingly cultivated. He hated the way the old man always sought omens in the weather.




Elara’s eyes, milky and faded but still holding a terrifying lucidity, narrowed slightly in disapproval, a shadow of the stern, unyielding tutor he had been in the years following the collapse. “The ancestors watch the weather, child. They saw the fog of corruption before the storm of Kaelon’s army arrived. You dismiss the atmosphere because you fear what it reminds you of—duty, destiny, and the price of a lost crown.”




This was the core of their ongoing, quiet war: Elara demanded pride and preparation, dwelling in the ghostly halls of what Vaeloria was, while Lysander only felt the cold, hard weight of what it wasn’t anymore. He was the last heir to an empty title, the keeper of secrets that now amounted to nothing more than historical trivia in the brutal, pragmatic world of Port Azmar. The crown he was meant to wear was metaphorical ash.




“I fear practicalities, Elara,” Lysander countered, moving to stir the meager embers in the hearth, his back to the old man. “I fear the lack of coin, the patrols of the Port Authority, and the smell of the damp rot eating into this attic’s timbers. Vaeloria is a ruin, and destiny is just a word that starving men use to feel better about their hunger. It buys us no bread.”
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A silence settled over the room, thick and uncomfortable, punctuated only by the persistent drip of water finding its way through the cracked slate roof. It was a silence filled with a decade of unspoken recriminations, the terrible truth that their lives were a constant negotiation between survival and the dead weight of their profound, cursed responsibility. Elara understood the need for coin, but he could never forgive the cynicism.

Just as Lysander reached for the single, dented pot to prepare their thin, watery supper, a sound, distinct from the rain’s drumming, sliced through the air. It was a faint, high-pitched whistle, meticulously coded to mimic the cry of a specific species of migratory seabird common only during the summer season. In this mid-autumn gloom, it was an alarm—a signal that should never have been heard now.

He froze, every muscle in his body instantly tensing, the familiar, cold rush of pure adrenaline flooding his system, chasing away the lethargy of his earlier melancholy. This particular call was one of the oldest, most dangerous codes Elara had taught him, reserved only for extreme exigencies or crucial, pre-arranged information transfers that bypassed all common channels. It meant someone loyal had taken an enormous risk.

“The window, Lysander,” Elara whispered, the use of his birth name—even the slightly altered version—a clear indication of the danger. The old man struggled to sit upright, his eyes wide and fixed on the dirty skylight above them, the only other egress from their clandestine, miserable dwelling. His frail hands gripped the edge of the cot tightly, knuckles bone-white.
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Lysander moved with the effortless, liquid grace honed by years of traversing the unseen pathways and rooftop alleys of Azmar’s forgotten quarters. He scaled the short, rickety ladder in two silent movements, his trained eyes immediately scanning the neighboring rooftops for the source, seeking any flicker of movement or misplaced shadow that could betray a watcher. The darkness was his native element.




He located the source instantly, nestled within the rain-slicked eaves of the abandoned tannery across the narrow alley. It was a small, lead-weighted cylinder, no thicker than his thumb, held in place by a single thread of resonant silver wire that was designed to snap and fall if disturbed by anything less than surgical precision. The package was secured by a knot Lysander recognized, a complicated, near-forgotten cipher known only to the highest echelons of Vaelorian intelligence.




Reaching it required a jump across ten feet of open, wet air—a routine task for a Whisper, but fraught with disaster under the scrutiny of Port Authority guards who constantly patrolled the ground levels. He took a single, deep, steadying breath, allowing the cold, damp air to sharpen his focus, clearing the internal noise of doubt and self-pity that usually plagued him. This felt clean, uncomplicated, and deadly.




He launched himself across the gap, landing silently and perfectly on the edge of the tannery roof, his heavy boots making only a light thump sound that was instantly absorbed by the deluge. He worked quickly, his fingers, strong and callused, deftly isolating the point where the silver wire met the roof-tile. He used a sliver of polished obsidian, a tool of his trade, to sever
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the wire without shaking the tension.

The small package was instantly in his hand, cold and smooth against his palm. He retraced his steps, moving faster now, the adrenaline urging him onward, the mission replacing the man for a few vital seconds. Back in the attic, he dropped lightly to the floor and secured the skylight latch, plunging the small room back into near-total darkness, illuminated only by the faint glow of the dying hearth fire.

“Who delivered it?” Elara demanded, his voice stronger now, energized by the unexpected return to their old routines of secrecy and danger. “Did you see a face? A cloak? What marking did they use, Lys? Be specific!” The old archivist needed data, the familiar patterns of the past, to ground himself in this moment of terrifying uncertainty and risk.

Lysander moved to the small, hidden stone recess behind the hearth where they kept their few valuables and tools, his eyes still adjusting to the lack of light. “No face, Elara. The delivery was automated, a spring-loaded pulley system built into the tannery’s ventilation duct. A classic ‘Dead Drop.’ It was executed by a professional, someone who values their anonymity more than my gratitude.”

He pulled a set of finely wrought silver picks from the recess, tools specifically designed for accessing Vaelorian mechanisms, artifacts of a technological elegance now nearly extinct. The small cylinder was bound with a seal of hardened resin im- printed with a glyph: a single, upward-pointing spike of stylized glass, the crest of the Council of Keepers, Vaeloria’s ancient,
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secretive advisory body.




Elara gasped, a sharp, ragged sound of pure shock and, oddly, immense relief. “The Keepers... after all these years? We thought they had all been silenced, swallowed by the Sunken Glass! This changes everything, Lysander! They have resur- faced, and they have contacted you.” The old man’s face was suddenly alight with a fierce, burning hope that Lysander had not seen in a decade.




Lysander, however, felt a wave of icy suspicion wash over him, immediately dampening the minor thrill of the successful drop. The Council of Keepers was comprised of the very people who had advised his father, the king, in the final, disastrous years. He suspected that their overconfidence, their insular politics, and their fatal reliance on the Aetheric Resonance had enabled the sabotage.




“Or it means they are trying to tie up a loose end,” Lysander muttered, the thought immediately souring his mood, intro- ducing a layer of complexity he intensely disliked. He did not trust men who operated in the shadows out of duty; he trusted only those who operated in the shadows out of necessity, like himself. Duty, in his experience, was what led to destruction.




He ignored the protest forming on Elara’s lips and began the intricate process of opening the cylinder. The silver-bound lock was based on Aetheric vibration sequences, designed to fail violently if a wrong sequence was attempted. Lysander had to use the picks not to break the lock, but to



































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
i E

LAST HEIR

y .

HIMA CHER





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





