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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the Borderlands.

When Lyra and Kael first took shape in my mind, I envisioned two figures standing on opposite rims of a vast chasm, each grasping a fragment of a shattered bridge. The Veil of Twin Crowns – Book One: When Light Binds Darkness tells the story of their choice to build outward from those edges—defying instinct, doctrine, and fear—without knowing whether their efforts would ever meet, or if the void between them would claim them first.

At its core, this series is an exploration of duality and resistance. Not only the contrast between Light and Shadow, but the tensions between duty and longing, loyalty and truth, the tool and the hand that wields it. Lyra and Kael’s path is one of dismantling the narratives imposed upon them, and forging new meanings from the fractured remnants left behind.
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​PROLOGUE
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The Age of Weavers

Before the Crown, there was the Song.

The world resonated with it—a single, vast chord humming through stone and sky, root and star alike. It was neither Light nor Shadow. It was the harmony that held the promise of both: the radiant rise and the quiet fall of the same infinite wave. The Weavers were its custodians, beings who could discern the individual threads within the Song and, with thought alone, guide their flow. They did not create. They refined. They ensured the melody never snarled upon itself, that the bright notes of growth never overwhelmed the deep, restorative tones of rest.

They raised no gilded cities and dug no abysses of night. Instead, they dwelled in places such as the Aerie of Echoes, where dawn and dusk shared dominion, and the world’s music rang most clearly.

Elara was among the last born into this age. Even as a child, her hands could sense the texture of a sunbeam and the gravity of a shadow. She could pluck a filament of starlight and braid it with a passing sigh of wind, coaxing barren soil into bloom. Hers was an art of restraint, of equilibrium.

Her brother, Kaelen, heard another song entirely. Where Elara perceived harmony, he perceived force. He felt the exhilarating and terrifying promise in clashing chords—the volatile energy where pure Light collided with absolute Shadow. To him, the Weavers were guardians of a slumbering titan. The Song, he insisted, was meant to be directed. It could be shaped into something far greater: a symphony of deliberate power capable of remaking realms and defying entropy itself.

“The Song is perfect,” Elara would murmur, steadying a trembling strand of energy he had disturbed during one of his experiments. “It needs no conductor. Only those willing to listen.”

“We are more than listeners,” Kaelen would reply, his eyes alight with a fervor that unsettled her. “We are the instruments. We should be the composers.”

Such arguments were the soft dissonance that had always existed among the Weavers—a creative tension that, for countless ages, had deepened their understanding.

Until the day Kaelen discovered the Resonance.

It was not a place, but a fracture—a thin, aching flaw in the Song where the primal strands of Light and Shadow, stretched by some ancient and forgotten strain, vibrated in perfect opposition. Here, the potential for creation and annihilation was complete and indistinguishable. Pure possibility.

He brought Elara to it, his voice quivering not with fear, but with reverence. “Do you hear it, sister? The First Note. The source itself. We can touch it. Bind it to our will. From this single, flawless thread, we can weave an entirely new reality.”

Elara heard it. And within the silence, she heard a scream. This was no thread meant for weaving. It was a heart laid bare. The world’s balance, exposed and defenseless.

“It’s a wound, Kaelen,” she pleaded, the exquisite sound rending her soul. “It must heal. We have to leave it untouched.”

“Heal into what?” he demanded, his hands already moving, drawing the raw, luminous potential toward himself. “Into more of this gentle, purposeless humming? No. It will become a foundation. A Crown of absolute potential—and we will be the ones to bear it.”

He did not understand. In trying to command the fundamental tension, he became bound to it. His will—brilliant and unyielding—was Light. His ambition—vast and consuming—was Shadow. When he reached into the Resonance, he did not seize a tool.

He closed a circuit.

The world did not erupt.

It collapsed inward.

The intricate tapestry of the Song tore along the single, merciless line he had drawn. Light recoiled from Shadow. Shadow defined itself in opposition to Light. Harmony shattered into a shrieking divide.

Kaelen, at the epicenter, was not destroyed. He was crystallized. His body, his consciousness, his magnificent and monstrous ambition fused with the Resonance itself. He became the keystone of the fracture—a living prison of his own design, a mind forever split against itself. A Crown of unrestrained, maddened potential, dreaming only of becoming whole again, by any means required.

Elara, hurled back by the cataclysm, was the first to witness its formation—a lattice of tormented beauty, light and shadow locked in endless struggle, and at its core, the silent, screaming face of her brother.

She was the first to feel the new, dreadful pulses—LIGHT. SHADOW. UNITY.—rippling across a world suddenly robbed of its melody.

She was the first Weaver.

And she was the last.

Gathering the shattered, terrified remnants of her people—those who still remembered the Song—she performed the final, greatest Weave. Not one of creation, but of interment. She spent the last vestiges of unified magic to drag the screaming Crown into the deepest, most lifeless stone, sealing the wound in the world’s flesh. She wove wards, illusions, and sentinels of grief—the Shades—to stand eternal vigil.

As the final traces of ancient magic faded from her hands, leaving behind only the pale, inert echo of Weave-stone, she spoke a prophecy into the hush—a warning and a fragile hope for the broken ages yet to come:

“From the forced union of opposing strands,

A key of pain shall rise in traitors’ hands.

Before the Sleeping Heart of endless strife,

They’ll face the choice: more death, or life.

To wake the God, to feed its core,

Or break the chain forevermore.”

With her remaining strength, she hid her people and their knowledge within the twilight between the newly born kingdoms, in the place that would one day be called Nocthara. Thus, she became the Last Weaver—guardian of a truth too catastrophic for the warring children of the Schism to bear.

The Age of Weavers had ended.

The Age of the Crown had begun.

And somewhere in a future scarred by the blood of a thousand dawns and the silence of a thousand nights, a Solaris soldier and an Umbrae prince were about to step into an ambush, unaware that the echo of an ancient argument between brothers lay in wait for them—and that a choice was approaching.

A choice forged across millennia.

— The Veil of Twin Crowns

Book One: When Light Binds Darkness
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​CHAPTER ONE — The Ambush at Dawn
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The silence of the Silverwood was a lie.

Lyra Vale felt it in the marrow of her bones, a humming dissonance beneath the forest’s serene, moon-washed beauty. Her gloved fingers tightened around the smooth birchwood of her staff, its core of sunstone warm even through the leather. Dawn was a mere suggestion, a faint lightening of indigo in the east, but for a Lightweaver of Lunaris, the dark was no obstacle. She saw the world in layers of luminous energy—the cool, silver glow of sleeping moss, the faint amber pulse of a fox in its den, the steady, reassuring gold of the five soldiers at her back.

It was the absence of light that screamed a warning.

“Captain Vale?” A young voice, trying too hard to sound steady. Elian, his novice’s armor seeming too large on his lanky frame. “The perimeter wards are quiet. Perhaps the scout’s report was—”

“A ruse?” Lyra finished, her voice low. She didn’t turn, her gaze scanning a patch of deep shadow between two ancient, twisted oaks. There was nothing there. Absolutely nothing. No heat, no life-light, not even the soft decay-glow of rotting leaves. It was a void. “The silence is the report, Elian. Umbrae doesn’t send scouts. They send shadows. And shadows don’t trip wards.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the pre-dawn air traced her spine. For a thousand years, the Kingdom of Light and the Shadow Empire had carved their hatred into the very landscape of this continent. This stretch of the Silverwood, a disputed buffer zone of ancient trees and older magic, was a scar tissue over a wound that never healed. Their patrols were a formality, a statement of sovereignty. Everyone knew the real war was fought in whispers, in stolen artifacts, and in clashes like the one she now felt brewing in the unnatural stillness.

“Form up. Defensive circle. Lumen-shields ready, but do not ignite unless I command it.” Her orders were crisp, cutting through the nervous tension. The soft shush of plate and mail followed as her unit closed ranks. They were good soldiers, disciplined and loyal, their faces pale ovals in the gloom. She could feel their fear, a sour tang in the air, but beneath it, a thread of trust. Trust in her.

Lyra Vale, twenty-three, youngest Captain in the Luminar Guard. Prodigy of the Solar Athenaeum. The girl who could weave sunlight into solid shields at the age of twelve. Her mother’s disappointed pride and her father’s tragic ghost. She was a symbol, a weapon, and a prisoner of her own excellence. And right now, she was bait in a forest that had swallowed all sound.

The attack came not from the void between the oaks, but from the very air above them.

The darkness coalesced, dripping from the high branches like liquid night. It struck not as a blade, but as a suffocating wave—a Shade-Smoke, designed to disorient and terrify. The world vanished into a roaring, lightless chaos. Lyra’s soldiers cried out, the gold of their life-lights flaring in panic as the corrosive smoke sought to dim them.

Lyra didn’t scream. She acted.

Planting her staff, she drew not on the distant, weak sun, but on the core of light within herself—the brilliant, disciplined reservoir every child of Lunaris nurtured. “Lux Praesidium!” The words were a clarion call. A sphere of pure, white-gold light erupted from her, pushing against the smothering dark. The Shade-Smoke recoiled, hissing like steam on hot iron, revealing her soldiers choking, their own lesser shields flickering.

Four silhouettes emerged from the retreating shadows. Umbrae Reapers, clad in armor that seemed to drink the remnants of her light. They moved with a predator’s grace, blades of darkened steel whispering from sheaths. Their faces were hidden behind helms fashioned into the snarling visages of spectral hounds.

“Hold the circle!” Lyra commanded, her staff now a conduit. She wove threads of her light into a spinning, razor-edged disc—a Solar Saw—and sent it humming toward the lead Reaper. He flowed around it, his form blurring, but the attack bought a second. Her soldiers rallied, swords meeting dark steel with a crash that shattered the eerie quiet.

It was a brutal, efficient dance. Lyra was the epicenter. A Reaper lunged at Elian; a lance of condensed light from her staff caught him in the shoulder, spinning him aside. Another tried to flank her; she slammed the butt of her staff on the ground, and a ring of luminescent force threw him back into a tree. She was precision. She was control. She was the embodiment of Lunaris’s might.

But she was also reacting. And the enemy was waiting for that.

The fifth Reaper didn’t attack the soldiers.

He came for her alone, materializing from a patch of shadow inside her own luminous sphere as if stepping through a curtain. He was taller than the others, his armor not merely dark but seemingly wrought from solidified twilight, etched with faint, silver-blue runes that pulsed with a cold, inner fire. He carried no obvious weapon.

Lyra’s breath hitched. This was no ordinary Reaper. The raw, quiet power radiating from him warped the light around him, making the air shimmer like a heat haze. Her training screamed: Priority threat. Neutralize.

She didn’t waste words. She unleashed a full-force Lumen Lance, a beam of concentrated solar energy capable of piercing stone. It should have vaporized him.

He lifted a hand.

The light didn’t strike him. It fractured, bending around an invisible sphere of distortion before him, scattering into harmless, prismatic shards that lit up the forest like dying fireworks. The display was beautiful and utterly terrifying.

His helm turned toward her. She couldn’t see his eyes, but she felt the weight of his gaze. It was like being stared at by the abyss itself—calculating, impersonal, and utterly cold.

“The Sun’s Prodigy,” a voice said, not from him, but from the shadows at his feet, a whisper that slithered into her ears. “You are far from your marble towers, little light.”

Lyra set her jaw, a fresh torrent of power gathering at her fingertips. “And you are in the light’s domain, shadow. You will find it... inhospitable.”

She feinted with another lance, then switched tactics, weaving a net of crackling light-energy meant to bind and burn. He moved, not with the blurring speed of his underlings, but with an impossible, liquid economy. He stepped through the net, the dark threads of his own power unraveling hers from the inside before they could fully form.

He was playing with her. Testing her.

Rage, hot and bright, flared in her chest. She was not a specimen to be examined. She was Captain Lyra Vale. She drew deeper, pulling on reserves that bordered on dangerous, the sunstone in her staff blazing like a captured star. The forest clearing brightened to midday. Her soldiers and their opponents froze for a split second, blinded.

This was her moment. She would end this. Now.

She aimed not for him, but for the ground at his feet, channeling a devastating pillar of raw photothermic force. The earth would erupt, the shockwave would shatter his concentration, and then she would strike—

He moved.

One second he was ten paces away; the next, he was inside her guard. His gauntleted hand closed around the shaft of her staff, just below the blazing sunstone. A shock, cold and deep, jolted up her arms. It wasn’t just physical cold; it was an absence, a hunger that leeched the warmth and energy from her magic, from her very muscles.

Her brilliant light sputtered, dimmed. The forest plunged back into gloom.

Panic, sharp and acrid, rose in her throat. No one had ever just... touched her power like that. No one had ever made her feel so suddenly, profoundly weak.

His other hand came up, not in a fist, but fingers extended toward her chest, toward the source of her light. To sever it. To steal it.

This was it. Not a glorious battle, but a swift, efficient extinction. The thought filled her not with fear, but with a furious, defiant grief. I’m sorry, Father.

Instinct took over. A forbidden, last-resort technique taught only to senior captains. A self-immolation of pure light that would destroy her as surely as it would her attacker. She gathered the last, desperate embers of her power, preparing to turn herself into a bomb.

Their eyes met.

Her light was dying, his shadow was ascending. Her staff, the focus of her life’s work, was trapped in his grip. The world had narrowed to this struggle, to the searing cold of his touch and the fading fire in her soul.

It was in this exact, precarious, hair-trigger moment of opposing annihilation—her willing a cataclysm of light, him commanding a void of shadow—that the ancient magic of the land, slumbering deep beneath the blood-soaked soil of the Silverwood, finally stirred.

It did not care for borders. It did not recognize kings or empires. It recognized only the pattern: absolute light poised against absolute dark, held in perfect, violent equilibrium. A pattern that had not been seen in a millennium. A key fitting into a lock.

The world did not explode. It imploded.

There was no sound. There was a sensation of the universe inhaling. The very fabric of reality between them puckered, strained.

Then, it ripped.

Not a flash of light, not a wave of dark. Something else entirely. A silent, corona of fractured reality—shards of blinding white and fragments of deepest black, swirling together in a chaotic, beautiful, terrifying mandala that erupted from the point where their powers and their physical forms clashed.

Lyra felt it tear through her, a sensation beyond pain. It was a rewriting. It flooded every nerve, not with heat or cold, but with a shocking, electric awareness of the presence before her. She felt the cold, disciplined void of his power, but beneath it, a turbulent, searing core of something else—something bound, chained, and raging. She felt his shock mirror her own, a stark, alien emotion that was not her own yet echoed in her soul.

The force of the eruption threw them apart. Lyra slammed into the trunk of an oak, the breath blasted from her lungs. Her staff clattered to the ground, its sunstone dark and inert. Across the clearing, the shadow prince was on one knee, a hand braced against the earth, his head bowed.

The fighting had stopped. Everyone—Lunaris soldiers and Umbrae Reapers alike—stared, weapons hanging forgotten. The clearing was bathed in an eerie, twilight stillness, the chaotic light-and-dark mandala fading from the air like afterimage.

Lyra pushed herself up, her body aching, her magic feeling scattered, unfamiliar within her. She looked at her opponent, her enemy. He raised his head. With a crack of dark energy, his ornate helmet disintegrated into wisps of smoke, revealing the face beneath.

Lyra’s heart stalled.

He was younger than she expected, perhaps her age or a little older. His hair was the black of a starless night, falling across a forehead marked by a faint, silvery scar. His features were sharp, aristocratic, and would have been coldly beautiful if not for his eyes. They were the color of a storm-racked twilight, not simply grey, but a swirling, living mix of deep violet and bruised blue, holding a universe of intensity. Right now, they were wide with a dawning, horrified comprehension, fixed not on her, but on his own gloved hand.

Following his gaze, Lyra looked down at her own wrist.

The leather of her vambrace was scorched away. Beneath, on the pale skin of her inner wrist, a mark glowed with a soft, persistent light. It was a symbol she had never seen, yet its meaning echoed in her bones: two interlocking rings, one made of tiny, radiant suns, the other of grasping, delicate shadows. It was beautiful. It was abhorrent.

A choked sound came from one of the Umbrae Reapers. “The Shadowbond...” he breathed, the words dripping with superstitious terror. “The Forbidden Link. By the Forgotten Kings... he is marked.”

Across the clearing, the prince—Kael Draven, it could be no other—slowly clenched his marked hand into a fist, the glowing symbol pulsing against his knuckles. When his stormy eyes finally lifted to meet hers, the cold calculation was gone, replaced by a fury so deep it looked like anguish. A fury she realized, with a jolt that shook her to her core, was perfectly mirrored in her own heart.

They were bound. Enemy to enemy. Soul to soul.

And the world, for both of them, had just ended.

—
[image: ]


The silence that followed was thicker than the Shade-Smoke, heavy with the weight of a thousand years of shattered doctrine. Lyra’s breath sawed in her throat, raw from the magical backblast. The mark on her wrist pulsed, a warm, insistent counter-rhythm to the frantic beating of her heart. It wasn’t painful. It was... alive. A connection, a thread of pure, undeniable magic leading straight across the clearing to the dark prince now rising to his feet.

“My lord!” The Umbrae Reaper who had spoken took a step forward, his voice strained. “The Link... the prophecies...”

“Silence.” Kael Draven’s command was a whip-crack, low and absolute. The storm in his eyes had been leashed, banked down to embers of icy control, but the fury was still there, a vibration in the air around him. He didn’t look at his soldier. His gaze was locked on Lyra, a physical pressure. He flexed his marked hand, watching the shadow-and-light symbol writhe under his skin as if seeking escape. A muscle ticked in his jaw.

Lyra forced herself to move. To think. Captain. She was still a captain. Her soldiers were staring, their faces pale with shock and confusion. Elian’s mouth hung open. She had to regain command. Now.

“Luminars!” Her voice emerged hoarse but clear. “Form on me. Defensive posture. Now!”

Her unit snapped to, decades of drilling overriding supernatural terror. They formed a tight half-circle around her, shields raised, swords pointing outwards. But their eyes kept flicking to the glowing mark on her wrist, a blasphemy against their pure white armor.

Across the clearing, the Reapers had closed ranks around their prince, a wall of living shadow. The dynamic had shifted irrevocably. This was no longer a simple border skirmish. It was something sacrilegious. Something that stank of ancient, forbidden magic.

Kael finally tore his gaze from Lyra to examine his own men. “Report,” he said, his voice devoid of all emotion.

“The Lunaris patrol is contained but unharmed, my lord,” the lead Reaper reported. “Minimal injuries on our side. But... the event...” He trailed off, his masked helm tilting toward Lyra.

“The event is irrelevant to your objective,” Kael stated, though the lie was a palpable thing. He took a step, not towards Lyra, but parallel, as if testing the parameters of an invisible cage. “Secure the prisoners. We return to the Black Bastion.”

“You will not touch them.” Lyra found her footing, bending to retrieve her staff. Its sunstone remained dark, unresponsive. A cold knot formed in her stomach. She called to her inner light, the wellspring of her power. It answered, but weakly, sluggishly, as if flowing through mud. And with it came a whisper of something else—a chill, silken thread of foreign energy that felt like static and silence and the space between stars. His energy. She recoiled internally, slamming mental shields down. The mark on her wrist flared hot for a second.

Kael flinched almost imperceptibly, his hand twitching toward his own mark. He’d felt it. He’d felt her revulsion.

A cruel, mocking smile touched his lips, not reaching his eyes. “You are in no position to issue commands, Captain Vale. Your light is... diminished. And you are on the wrong side of the border.”

“This is Lunaris land,” she shot back, her pride flaring.

“The shadows beg to differ.” He nodded to his Reapers. “Take them. Gently. The Mage-Light is to be kept intact.”

As two Reapers stepped forward, Lyra made her decision. She couldn’t fight them, not with her magic choked by this... this bond. But she would not be a prisoner in Umbrae. She met Elian’s terrified eyes and gave a sharp, almost imperceptible nod—their signal for a controlled, fighting retreat. They would run for the Sunstone Ridge, a mile east. Its latent solar energy might disrupt the shadow magic, might even sever this vile link.

“Now!” she yelled.

Her soldiers moved as one, not attacking, but turning and sprinting into the dense wood, breaking their formation into a scattered, hard-to-target retreat. Lyra went last, a rearguard, pouring her remaining, untainted light into a blinding flash from her palm to cover their escape.

She took three running steps before the world twisted.

It wasn’t pain. It was a profound, vertiginous wrongness. It felt as if a vital organ had been ripped from her chest and left behind. Her vision greyed at the edges. Her legs turned to water. She stumbled, crashing to her knees in the damp leaf litter, gasping for air that wouldn’t fill her lungs. The thread of connection—the one she’d just recoiled from—was pulled taut, screaming in her awareness. She was too far. She was leaving him behind.

Through swimming vision, she saw Kael. He was on one knee as well, a fist pressed against his chest, his face a mask of stark, shocked agony. He was looking straight at her, those storm-cloud eyes wide with a betrayal that had nothing to do with battle. The Reapers around him hesitated, confused by their prince’s distress.

The Link. It wasn’t just a mark. It was a tether. And it had a very short, very unforgiving leash.

A grim understanding passed between them, silent and furious. They could not willingly separate. The magic, this ancient, stupid spell, would not allow it.

“Captain!” Elian’s voice, frantic, came from the trees ahead.

“Go!” she rasped, the word barely a whisper. “Report! To the Ridge! Now!”

She saw the conflict in his young face, the duty warring with loyalty. Then he vanished into the forest with the others. They would live. Her failure was complete, but they would live.

The Umbrae Reapers closed in, more cautiously now. Kael shoved himself to his feet, his breathing ragged but controlled. The look he gave Lyra was pure, undiluted venom. “Your defiance is as pointless as your light,” he spat, walking toward her. Each step he took closer eased the terrible, hollow agony in her chest. The tether slackened, the connection settling into a low, uncomfortable hum. It was a relief, and that fact disgusted her more than anything.

He stopped a few feet away, looking down at her where she knelt. “It seems,” he said, his voice dripping with icy contempt, “we are to be... traveling companions.”

One of the Reapers approached with heavy manacles forged of gloomiron, a metal that dampened magic. Kael held up a hand. “No. They won’t hold her. Not anymore.” He studied the glowing mark on his own wrist, then hers. “The bond will suffice. It is cage enough for us both.”

He reached down, not to offer help, but to grasp her upper arm. His grip was iron, cold even through her armor. A fresh jolt went through her—not the draining void of before, but a spark of that chaotic, mingled energy. She jerked back, but his hold was unbreakable.

“Do not,” he said softly, a deadly promise in his tone, “make this more difficult than it has to be. My orders were to observe the Lunaris prodigy. Not to be bound to her. My patience is non-existent.”

Lyra wrenched her arm, succeeding only in making the bond flare with a warning heat. “What did you do?” she hissed.

A flicker of genuine, frustrated anger crossed his face. “I did nothing. Your reckless, untamed light collided with a containment field. You triggered an archaic fail-safe buried in this cursed forest. This... abomination... is on your head, mage.”

“You lie. This is Umbrae witchcraft. A trick!”

His laugh was short, harsh, and utterly humorless. “You think my kingdom would willingly forge a link with the enemy that makes us physically ill to be apart? You give your kind too much credit, and mine too little cunning.” He pulled her to her feet, her body reluctantly obeying now that the debilitating separation-sickness had passed. “We are both victims of a dead god’s poor sense of humor. Now, walk. Or I will have you dragged.”

The journey to the border fortress of Umbrae—the Black Bastion—was a silent, tense nightmare. Lyra walked flanked by Reapers, Kael a brooding, dark presence at her side. The bond was a constant, low-grade awareness in her mind. She could feel the ebb and flow of his power, a dark sea kept behind formidable walls of control. She could sense his simmering anger, his cold calculation as he assessed their predicament. Worse, she began to feel echoes of physical sensation—the faint ache of a bruise from their explosion, the chill of the morning air on his skin. It was invasive. Violating.

She focused on the world outside. The Silverwood gave way to bleak, rocky foothills, the trees becoming twisted, thorny things that seemed to lean away from the weak sunlight. The very air grew colder, thinner, scented with ozone and cold stone. In the distance, carved into the side of a jagged black mountain, lay the Black Bastion. It was not a castle of towers and banners, but a fortress of sheer, brutalist geometry—obsidian walls, sharp angles, windows like slitted, watching eyes. No light shone from within. Instead, a cold, blue-limned darkness seemed to seep from its stones, bleeding into the surrounding landscape.

As they crossed the final bridge over a chasm that echoed with the sound of invisible rivers far below, Lyra felt a wave of oppressive energy roll over her. The Bastion’s defenses. A sphere of shadow-magic so dense it felt like walking into deep water. Her own light, already stifled, guttered to a faint ember. A profound sense of isolation, of being utterly cut off from the sun, from Lunaris, from everything she was, threatened to crush her.

The bond flared, warm and bright against the psychic chill.

She gasped. It wasn’t Kael offering comfort. It was the bond itself, reacting to the external threat, asserting its priority. For a second, the foreign darkness of the Bastion’s aura recoiled from the mingled light-and-shadow signature of the mark on her wrist. She saw Kael stiffen beside her, his head twitching slightly. He’d felt it too—the bond acting as a shield, a passport through his own kingdom’s defenses.

The great, rune-inscribed gates of black iron groaned open, revealing a cavernous entrance hall. It was lit by flickering, blue-flame braziers that cast long, dancing shadows but gave no warmth. Soldiers in dark armor stood at attention, their faces impassive, but their eyes were riveted to her, to the faint, persistent glow from her wrist, and to their prince’s matching brand.

The message was clear. She was not just a prisoner of war. She was a curiosity. A contagion.

Kael never broke stride. “Take her to the West Vigil cell. Post a guard of four. No one enters. No one speaks to her.” His orders were clipped. He didn’t look at her. “I will report to the Command.”

As a Reaper took her arm to lead her away, Kael finally turned. His face in the eerie blue light was all harsh planes and sharp angles, his eyes like chips of frozen twilight.

“Pray, Captain Vale,” he said, his voice so quiet only she could hear it, carrying a world of bitter irony. “Pray that my father finds a way to sever this. For both our sakes.”

He turned on his heel, his cloak swirling like a living shadow, and disappeared down a dark corridor, the bond between them stretching, thinning to a thread, but never, ever breaking.

The cell was not a dungeon. It was a small, barren room high in a tower, with one narrow window slit overlooking a sea of jagged, shadowed peaks. There was a pallet, a chair, a chamber pot. The door was solid gloomiron, sealing her in silence. The bond was a quiet, persistent pulse in the stillness, a reminder that she was not alone in her imprisonment.

Hours passed. Lyra sat on the pallet, back against the cold stone, trying to meditate, to reconnect with her core of light. It was there, but muted, as if seen through smoked glass. And woven through it, inextricably, was the other energy—cold, potent, complex. It felt less like simple “darkness” now, and more like... potential. Like the silence before a chord, the void before creation. The realization frightened her more than any monster.

The mark suddenly grew warm, then hot. Not painful, but urgent. A surge of emotion not her own flooded the connection—frustration, a sharp spike of alarm, then a vicious, slammed-down control. Kael. Something was happening. An interrogation? A confrontation with his father, the dreaded Shadow King?

Then, she felt it. A new presence. Cold, inquisitive, and infinitely old, brushing against the edges of the bond itself, as if examining its stitching. A wave of primal fear, both hers and his, echoed down the tether.

The door to her cell did not open. Instead, the solid gloomiron shimmered, and a figure walked through it as if through mist.

It was an old man, robed in grey so dark it was nearly black, a hood shadowing his face. But his hands, clasped before him, were covered in intricate, silvery tattoos that swirled and moved like living mercury. In his presence, the very light in the room bent and wavered.

He did not look at her with hatred or curiosity, but with a deep, weary sadness. His eyes, when they met hers from the depths of his hood, were the color of tarnished silver.

“So,” he whispered, his voice like the rustle of dead leaves. “It is true. The Shadowbond has awakened. After a thousand years of sleep... it chooses now. It chooses you.”

He took a step closer, and Lyra saw his gaze drop to the glowing mark on her wrist. His tattooed hands reached out, not to touch her, but to hover over the symbol. The silvery tattoos on his skin flared in response.

“Who are you?” Lyra demanded, finding her voice.

“A remembered ghost. A keeper of broken truths.” His eyes lifted to hers. “They will come for you, child. Both kingdoms. They see this bond not as a mystery, but as a threat. A fusion that could break the world... or rule it. They will seek to cut it out. And the only way to cut it out...”

He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. The finality in his voice was answer enough.

The bond surged with a sudden, violent spike of adrenaline and danger—Kael’s. An image, blurred and fleeting, flashed in her mind: gleaming blades in a dark hall, shouts of alarm.

The old man’s head snapped up as if hearing a distant sound. “It begins,” he murmured. “The storm breaks upon the prince first.” He looked back at her, his sadness now edged with urgency. “You are linked. Fate and fortune. Life and death. Remember that when the choice comes. The bond is not your prison, child. It is the only key.”

He stepped back, fading into the shadows of the wall until he was gone, leaving only his words hanging in the chilled air.

A moment later, the silence of the Bastion was shattered by the distant, unmistakable sound of clashing steel and a roar of magical energy that made the stones of her cell tremble. The bond screamed with conflict, with defensive fury, with the metallic taste of blood.

Kael was under attack.

And as the wave of his struggle hit her, Lyra realized with dawning, horrific clarity that the old ghost was right. If he died, what would happen to the bond? To her?

The cell door remained locked. The world outside was a cascade of violence. And the only thing tethering her to life, to power, to any possible future, was the enemy prince fighting for his life somewhere in the dark heart of the fortress.

The enemy. The shadow. The other half of her soul.

—
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​CHAPTER TWO — The Prince of Umbrae

​
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The clangor of battle was a distant, discordant symphony, felt more through the bond than heard. Each clash of steel sent a sharp, sympathetic jolt through Lyra’s nerves. Each surge of Kael’s shadow-magic—a cold, roaring flood that felt like a collapsing star—tightened a phantom fist around her own throat. She was on her feet, pressed against the cold gloomiron of the door, as if proximity could grant her sight. The bond was a live wire, vibrating with his fury, his lethal focus, and beneath it, a thread of something hotter and more volatile: betrayal.

He wasn't just fighting assailants. He was fighting his own.

The realization should have brought her savage satisfaction. Let the shadows devour themselves. But the bond’s logic was pitiless and primal. His danger was her danger. His faltering strength made her own knees weaken. A sudden, slicing pain across her ribs—not hers—made her gasp and stumble back from the door. She looked down, expecting to see blood blooming on her white tunic. There was nothing. But the phantom wound throbbed, a stark, intimate testimony to a blade meant for him.

“Stop it,” she hissed into the empty cell, as if the bond could hear her. She clenched her marked wrist, her own light flaring in weak protest against the invasive sensations. It was like sharing skin with a stranger, a stranger who was currently being carved apart.

Then, as abruptly as it began, the cacophony of combat ceased.

The silence that followed was more terrifying. It was the silence of a held breath, of a verdict delivered. The bond didn’t go quiet; it became a low, tense hum, thrumming with a complex cocktail of emotions—pain, tightly controlled; a simmering, icy rage; and a weary, bone-deep calculation.

Lyra waited, her own breath shallow. Is he dead? The thought should have brought relief, a clean end to this nightmare. Instead, a cold, hollow dread opened up inside her. If the bond severed through his death, what would it do to her? Would her magic unravel? Would she simply cease to be? The ghost’s words echoed: The only way to cut it out...

Heavy footsteps approached her cell, measured and sure. Not the stealthy tread of assassins or Reapers. This was the stride of authority. A key scraped in the lock, a sound of grinding stone and ancient mechanisms. The door swung inward.

Kael Draven filled the doorway.

He was alive. But he looked like death warmed over. His twilight armor was scarred with fresh, gleaming gouges. A deep cut on his left cheekbone seeped blood, a stark crimson against his pale skin. He held himself with rigid, painful control, but Lyra could feel the tremors of exhaustion and adrenaline shaking his frame—could feel them as a distant echo in her own muscles. His storm-grey eyes were flat, devoid of the fiery contempt from the forest. Now they held only a frozen, desolate purpose.

Behind him, the corridor was empty. No guard. Just shadows.

“Come,” he said, the single word ground out between clenched teeth.

Lyra didn’t move. “What happened?”

“A difference of opinion regarding our... condition.” His gaze dropped to her wrist, where her mark pulsed in time with his. “My father’s opinion is that a contaminated heir is a dead heir. My personal guard’s opinion was... divided.”

He said it so casually, as if discussing a minor political dispute. But the phantom pain in her ribs flared again. “They tried to kill you.”

“They followed orders.” He stepped into the cell, and the space shrank around him. The bond, with the distance closed, swelled into a dense, almost suffocating awareness. She could smell the ozone-and-iron scent of his magic, the coppery tang of his blood. “They failed. The ones who sided with me have secured this wing. For now.”

“For now?” Lyra’s mind raced. A coup within the Bastion? A prince fighting his own father’s purge?

“The King’s Shadow, his personal enforcers, will be here within the hour. They will not be as... sentimental as my Reapers.” His eyes met hers, and for the first time, she saw a crack in the ice. A raw, desperate urgency. “We have to leave. Now.”

A hysterical laugh bubbled in Lyra’s throat. “Leave? We? You expect me to flee with you? From your own people?”

“Your people sent assassins too, Captain,” he snapped, his control fraying. “They came not for me, but for you. A ‘mercy killing,’ I believe they called it. To purge the corruption from Lunaris’s shining ranks before it spread.” He took another step closer, forcing her to look up at him. “The ghost who visited you—the Weaver—he warned you, did he not? They will come for us both. To cut the bond out, they must cut through us. Together, we are a threat. Apart, we are crippled. But dead? Dead is acceptable to everyone.”

The truth of it landed like a physical blow. Her own queen, Seraphiel, ordering her death. To preserve the purity of the Light. It was brutal, logical, and utterly in character. The idealism she’d clung to cracked. She was no longer a hero in a war. She was a stain to be scrubbed clean from history by both sides.

“Where would we go?” Her voice was hollow.

“Anywhere that is not here, and not Lunaris.” He turned, gesturing for her to follow. “There are places even kings fear to look. Old places. Where we might find answers about this.” He held up his marked hand. “And how to be rid of it.”

Rid of it. The thought was a lifeline. This bond was an aberration. A mistake. Undoing it was the only sane goal. But to do that, she would have to trust the shadow at her side. She would have to rely on the very enemy she was sworn to destroy.

The bond hummed, a neutral, persistent fact.

“If
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