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Author’s note

The Veilmarked Saga:

Book 2

Inheritance

Every inheritance comes with a price.

Hers could burn the world.

By Alysabeth Vale

Dedication:

For the siblings of the soul.

For those who remind me that family is not always given; it is chosen, shaped, and fiercely protected.

You are proof that love does not need to inherit wounds to be real.

Thank you for being my mirrors, my roots, and my shield.

This book carries your names in every thread I kept, and every curse I let die.

Ritual gate

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The Second Gate

This is Inheritance.

The choice between curse and continuity.

What lives on through us—and what ends with us.

Here we sift the ash for seeds.

Here we name the line and break it clean.

Take only what you need.

Leave the rest behind.

The past does not own you.
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Prologue
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There was no time in the Veil—only before and after.

He stood upon a field of fractured glass, the sky above torn open like a wound. Light did not exist here, only echoes of it—refracted and wrong, bending around shadows that moved without form. Beneath his feet, the ground pulsed. A heartbeat, slow and ancient.

Kaelith did not blink. He had no need to. His gaze fixed on the horizon, where the Gate slumbered—massive and black-veined, a circle of stone that once held back gods.

It was beginning to hum.

“You hear it too,” he said to no one and everything. His voice was smooth, quiet, and hollow as a blade drawn too long ago.

Around him, the Veil breathed.

Tattered spirits seeped from the cracks in the sky. Creatures born of sorrow and silence slithered at the edges, whispering truths never meant to be heard. The boundary weakened with every breath the world above took.

And the girl—the girl—was tearing it faster than the ancients ever feared.

He saw her in his mind: a flicker of fire and light, a name etched into prophecy like rot beneath gold—

Camomile Layton. 

Chosen. Cursed. Catalyst.

Kaelith stepped forward and the glass cracked beneath him, splintering like ice. His bare feet did not bleed. He was never meant to feel. Once, perhaps, he had—but the light was stripped away, leaving only the echo.

“The Gate is waking.”

He lifted his hand. Where fingers should have been, there was smoke; where his palm opened, a thin thread of light slipped out—a wound in reality.

He gripped it.

Pulled.

And the Gate shuddered.

From far away—on the other side of the worlds—someone dreamed of him, screamed his name in silence.

Not yet, he thought. But soon.

The Gate is opening. The girl is awakening. And the world that cast him out will remember what it means to fear its own shadow.

“Let her come,” he murmured. “Let her walk into my city with her dragons and her hope. She will light the fire that unravels everything.”

Kaelith smiled—

and the sky screamed.

Part 1

The threads hold

“So long as we hold the thread, we are not lost.”
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Waiting
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The dreams had been worse since the ruins—since the night they almost died drawing the Veilborn away from Haldrin’s Keep. 

They were always the same—Cam in chains, screaming through smoke, her hand reaching for him while his legs refused to move. And sometimes Kaden was there too, shackled at her side, his eyes burning with shadows he couldn’t fight. Other nights, the chains were empty where his brother should have been, as if the dream itself hadn’t decided what to make of him. Both of them slipping farther away, no matter how he clawed toward them.

He woke with a gasp, her name caught in his throat, sweat chilling his skin. The echo of fire still burned behind his eyes.

He never told Kaden. Some visions were glimpses of what could be. Others were just nightmares twisted by fear. He didn’t know which this was. Only that every time he saw her now, awake and real, he wanted to reach out—to make sure she was still there.

Dawn crept pale against the frost-rimmed window. Wyatt sat in silence until the first light touched the floorboards, jaw tight, heart still hammering. And in that silence, one thought rooted deep and unshakable:

If the dream was a warning, he would burn the world before letting it come true.

He’d spent his whole life trusting what he saw in visions, but belief was harder when it came to himself. When the light faltered, what would be left? 

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

Steel clashed.

Wyatt pivoted, blocking Kaden’s swing with a grunt. The impact jarred his arms, but he channeled it—feet shifting, magic surging to the surface. A burst of golden light ignited in his palm, forming a radiant flare that he hurled toward Kaden’s flank.

Kaden twisted away, impossibly fast. Air whipped around him like a shield. Shadows gathered under his boots, spiking up through the ground—black and sharp, teeth of living night.

Wyatt leapt back, chest heaving, heart racing. They had sparred a hundred times before, but today the rhythm was off.

Kaden was faster than him—always had been—but he was sloppy now. Not in his movement, but in his mind.

He was somewhere else.

Wyatt had seen that look before, usually when Kaden caught sight of the ridge or the watchtower, gaze lingering longer than it should. Didn’t press the next blow. He just stepped back and lowered his blade.

“Time,” he said, voice cutting through the wind.

Kaden froze mid-step. Then sighed, dropping his stance, hands on his knees. Steam rose from his skin, sweat warming the cold air.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The wind whistled through the trees beyond the fence. Somewhere in the distance, a dragon cried—low and mournful. The sound tightened something in Wyatt’s chest.

“They’re strong,” he said, voice gentler now. “They’ll hold on.”

Kaden straightened, wiping his mouth with the back of his glove. His laugh was short and dry. “You don’t know that.”

Wyatt met his eyes, steady. “No. I don’t. But I believe it.”

Kaden looked away. His jaw tightened. The frost at his feet began to melt from the heat of the shadow leaking off his fingertips. Wyatt’s stomach knotted—Kaden didn’t even seem to notice when it happened anymore. The darkness responded faster each time, like it wanted out.

“You always believe,” he muttered. Not accusing—just tired. “Even when you shouldn’t.”

Kaden’s gaze flickered, the shadows at his boots dimming as if they listened too closely. 

“I don’t know how not to,” Wyatt said. “Especially now.”

A moment passed.

Then Kaden exhaled sharply and shook his head. “When do I ever not trust you?”

Wyatt’s lips quirked. “Exactly. Still older by four minutes. You should listen to me more.”

He reached out and ruffled Kaden’s hair, grinning.

Kaden groaned and swatted his hand away. “Gods, stop. I’m taller than you now.”

“Barely.”

“You’re all radiant light and glowing destiny. Let me have the height.”

Wyatt chuckled, the warmth between them settling like a fragile truce over grief. For a moment, it felt almost normal.

Kaden arched a brow, casual.

“So... you and Cam?”

Wyatt’s breath caught—just a fraction—before he masked it with a shrug.

“She’s still figuring things out.”

He smirked. “You’ve been seeing her in visions since we were kids. Pretty sure you’ve already made up your mind. Don’t pretend this is new.”

Kaden gave him a sidelong look, his mouth quirking like he meant to tease—but when he spoke, his voice softened, threaded with something steadier.

“You’ve never looked at anyone else, Wy. Not once. All these years—it’s always been her, even before you knew her name.”

The words hit differently than a jab. There was no mockery in them, only understanding, quiet and sure. Wyatt felt it—the rare kind of empathy only Kaden ever gave him without asking for anything back.

Wyatt exhaled, gaze drifting to the frost-glittered grass. “Those visions... they were always pieces. Never enough to make sense of. But I knew she was real. I knew I’d find her.”

Kaden gave him a sidelong glance. “And now you have.”

Wyatt’s lips curved faintly, but his voice softened.

“One of the first visions I had of her... she was sitting under a tree, reading. Sunlight kept catching in her hair, and she looked up—like she knew I was there. Like she’d been waiting. But she didn’t see me.”

He shook his head slightly. “I didn’t even know her name, but... it felt like home.”

Kaden’s expression flickered, something unspoken passing between them. “Then don’t lose her.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Wyatt said, quiet and certain.

Kaden bumped his shoulder as they started walking back toward the barracks. “Good. Because if you hurt her, I’m telling her every embarrassing thing you’ve ever done.”

Wyatt huffed a laugh, the warmth between them settling like a fragile truce over grief.

They did not need to say more. Not about Cam. Not about the rescue.

Not about the fear crawling just beneath their skin.

They sheathed their swords, boots crunching frost as they walked back toward the barracks. The sun was rising—just barely—and it threw long shadows behind them.

But they walked forward anyway.

Together.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

Corin’s fingers drifted across the vellum. Another report. Another knot of bad news.

Caerthalen patrols had tripled.

Three messengers had never returned.

Signs of a leak in the southern supply line.

He read each line twice, then again. His brow furrowed with the weight of it all. He had learned to move in silence, to carry the burden without flinching—but tonight, it pressed deeper than usual.

The next parchment he picked up was thin and weather-worn. He almost didn’t see it at first, until a circled date near the top pulled him still.

Solstice. Two weeks.

He leaned back in the creaking chair. The candlelight wavered as if stirred by breathless memory.

Lira’s voice returned to him, vivid and uninvited.

“Keep them safe, Corin.”

Six-year-old twins, blinking up at him with too-big eyes. Kaden had clung to Wyatt’s hand, silent and defiant. Wyatt had already started asking questions. Lira had kissed their foreheads once, and then she was gone.

And Daren... gods. Daren had always been steady. The quiet anchor to Lira’s storm. He had stood at Corin’s side when they smuggled relics past the Academy, when they hid truth beneath coded sigils, when they dared to defy the bloodline mandates.

Corin had felt it like a blade when word arrived:

Both dead. Mission failed. Boys orphaned. 

He had never wanted to be a father. Still didn’t think he was meant to be. But what choice had he really had?

He had trained them. He had taught them restraint and runes, taught them to see past the propaganda and sharpen their minds.

He had loved them—imperfectly, quietly, relentlessly.

“I was never meant to be a father,” he murmured aloud.

The candle sputtered.

His hand found a piece of parchment and scratched a reminder into the margin:

Wish them a happy birthday.

They would turn twenty-one on the solstice. Legal age for conscription in the old system. Symbolic age of inheritance in the older, truer ways.

His gaze lingered on another report—the list of names confirmed inside Caerthalen. Valerie. Sharp, disciplined, clever beyond her years. She was not blood, but Corin had begun to wonder if inheritance might choose her too, if only she survived long enough to claim it.

Corin closed his eyes. The air stilled. Then—

A flicker. Not of flame, but something colder.

A shadow passed across the far wall. It was nothing he could see directly—more of a pressure behind the eyes, a hum in the spine.

The Veil was stirring. Already.

He opened his eyes, sharp and steady once more. Whatever was coming wasn’t waiting for the solstice. It was moving now.

He set the reports aside and reached for his warding stones, placing them precisely. One for light. One for binding. One to anchor memory.

It was going to be a long two weeks.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

Ben stood just beyond the perimeter ward, one boot on stone, the other on wet grass. Behind him, the rebel fortress rose—old bones and watchful eyes. In front of him, the sky stretched wide, bruised with the coming storm.

Above the distant ridge, a flash of gold sliced the clouds.

Cam.

Sylithra’s wings beat the wind into submission as they flew, wide and high—too high for anyone else to follow. The dragon’s body coiled through the air with terrifying grace. Cam was a narrow silhouette on her back, barely visible but unmistakable. Controlled. Fluid.

Distant lightning flickered behind her.

She had been flying more often since they returned from the ruins. Sometimes at dawn, sometimes when the wind howled loud enough to drown out thought. Always with that same fierce silence.

Ben watched her arc toward the mountains and disappear behind a jagged peak.

She’s pulling away, he thought. From all of us. From me.

There had been a time when she would have landed just to talk. Asked questions. Laughed too loud. Argued about tactics until he gave in just to hear her stop talking.

Now... she spoke only when spoken to.

Wyatt was the only one who could get a full sentence out of her, sometimes Kaden. The rest of them got glances. A nod. A yes or no. And those eyes of hers—

They weren’t cold. Not exactly.

Just... quiet. Like she was holding something back. Like she had seen something she couldn’t unsee.

Ben pressed a hand to the short sword at his hip. The metal hummed faintly under his fingers, etched with runes he still hadn’t taught her.

Gods, he was proud of her. Everything she had survived. Everything she was becoming. Her elemental control was sharper, cleaner—fire and water and earth moving at her command like breath and heartbeat.

But it terrified him, too. Because something had shifted inside her. And he didn’t know what it had cost.

He heard footsteps behind him and didn’t turn. Corin’s voice was low.

“She’s flying again?”

Ben nodded.

Corin stepped up beside him, arms folded, eyes fixed on the distant sky. “We’ll need her grounded. Soon.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. “That’s not going to be easy.”

“Nothing worthwhile is.”

A beat passed. Then Corin added, quieter, “There’s been movement in Caerthalen. Three captives confirmed. We have a location. But word’s spreading. Someone here’s leaking information.”

Ben finally turned. “Who?”

“We don’t know. Yet.”

Ben didn’t curse, but it was close. “Then the rescue stays between us. No council. No strategists.”

Corin nodded. “Just us.”

Ben glanced back at the sky. Cam reappeared for a moment, silhouetted in lightning. She dove hard, cut through a thick cloud, then rose again—untouchable.

“She can’t go,” Ben muttered. “Caerthalen is poison.”

“I know,” Corin said.

But they both stood there, saying nothing more.

Because they both knew Cam would insist. She would go, no matter what they decided. It was in her blood. In her fire. In whatever strange inheritance she had only just begun to understand.

Ben’s gaze narrowed.

The solstice was two weeks away. The Veil would thin. He could feel it already in his bones—in the subtle flicker of magic beneath his skin, in the way shadows moved just a second too slow.

And beneath Caerthalen... something ancient waited. Watching. Breathing.

He didn’t say it aloud. But he thought it, steady and sharp.

If it takes me to keep her alive... I’ll burn the city myself.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

Cam sat with her knees drawn up, elbows resting on them, chin tucked low. The last warmth of the sun clung to her skin like an afterthought. Below, the world stretched wide and waiting—the forests, the ravine, the outpost tucked into its jagged spine. Above, the sky began to change.

She’d built walls out of motion—if she kept flying, no one could see how close she was to breaking. It was easier to burn through the wind than admit how much she needed the people waiting below.

Six dragons surrounded her. Silent sentinels.

Sylithra slept nearby, curled like a living eclipse—obsidian black and night blue scales catching the last of the sunset, gold veins pulsing faintly beneath the surface like molten light beneath stone. Her breath was steady, coiling warm smoke through the cooling air. The other dragons lingered at a respectful distance, giving Cam space. But none of them left. Not tonight.

Brontheus paced along the edge of the cliff. His green-black wings flared now and then, agitated. Sparks flickered at his feet—lightning itching beneath his scales. He growled softly, tail twitching.

Cam didn’t need to ask why.

She rose slowly and crossed to him, laying a hand on Brontheus’s side. The dragon stilled but didn’t relax.

“I know,” Cam said, voice rough. “She’s hurting.”

Brontheus lowered his head, nuzzling Cam’s shoulder with a low, vibrating thrum.

“We’ll get them back,” Cam whispered. “I swear it. I won’t leave her there.”

The air shifted. One by one, the dragons echoed a rumble—deep, low, resonant—vibrating through the stone beneath her feet. It wasn’t clear if it was warning or agreement.

Maybe it was both.

Cam swallowed hard, throat tight. Her hand lingered on Brontheus’s scales, then fell back to her side.

She turned back to the edge of the roost and sat again. The sun was gone now, only embers clinging to the edges of the sky.

She thought of Tessa’s laugh—bold, unapologetic, loud in the quietest rooms. Of Valerie’s calm, the way her words carried weight even when her voice barely rose. Of Alex’s grin, clever and crooked and full of rebellion. Even with them, she measured her words. The closer they tried to stand, the quieter she became—like distance was the only way to keep them safe.

She pictured Caerthalen burning. Brick and iron and fear melting beneath her fury.

She clenched her fists, nails digging half-moons into her palms. Her voice was barely audible.

“I won’t lose anyone else.”

Not like her mother. Not like the ones who had vanished into the Veil. Not like the pieces of herself she had already buried. It was easier to promise vengeance than admit the truth—that what terrified her most wasn’t losing them. It was being the reason they were lost. 

The dragons did not speak. But they didn’t have to.

They felt it too—something shifting beneath the surface. Something waking.

Above her, the first stars pierced the veil of dusk—cold, watchful.

And far in the distance, past mountain and ruin and city, something stirred.

Not seen. Not heard.

But felt.

And it was waiting for her.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The night pressed heavy, but Sylithra felt the tremor beneath it—the fear her rider swallowed down and buried in silence. Cam wrapped herself in steel and fire, but the dragon knew. She always knew.

Humans forgot the First Flame, but dragons never did. They had carried it in bone and breath since the sky first opened. Cam would need to remember, though she had no memory to draw from. What was lost lived only in echoes, and in her.

Sylithra lowered her head, wings folding close, and let the silence stretch. The world was shifting, and the girl she guarded was walking blind into it.
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Chapter 2: The Quiet Blade
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No moon. Just darkness layered thick between the trees.

He crouched low on the slope, cloak drawn tight, breath shallow. Every twig beneath him had been cleared before the sun set—he hadn’t been careless. Not anymore. Not with a place like Haldrin’s Keep in sight.

It rose from the mountains like a secret carved in stone—ancient, armored by cliffs, hidden by cloud and ward. And quiet.

Too quiet.

He adjusted his scope, the enchanted lens flickering as it caught the faint glimmer of sigils along the walls. The outer wards pulsed gently—wards of concealment, protection, containment. Old magic. The kind of magic he had been trained to dismantle since childhood.

But he hadn’t come to bring down the Keep. Not yet.

He had come to watch.

And then, without warning—light.

No warning burst, no chant, no build.

Just detonation.

The night ruptured in fire and flame—not from the Keep, but within it.

A sharp, concussive pulse of magic cracked the air. Something exploded, and not from this world alone.

Then the screams began.

Not human. Not quite. Twisting, choral, wrong.

They reverberated through the trees and across his bones. The sound of Veilborn surfacing. Of the boundary between worlds thinning. He knew it well. Too well.

He didn’t flinch.

He focused.

From his vantage point, he saw the protective wards ripple—then stutter.

Flicker. Collapse.

Only for a moment. But it was enough.

He unspooled through the breach, silent as smoke.

Inside the Keep, no one noticed him. Not through smoke and screams. Not when half the outpost surged toward the breach and the rest scrambled to protect what remained.

He left no mark. No footprint. No sound.

And just as he passed through the outer ring, something else moved behind him.

A blinding flare of white-gold light lit the edge of the forest. 

It hadn’t been part of the detonation.

It wasn’t a weapon. It wasn’t Veilborn. It had been something else.

It had called to something deep in his marrow—something buried so long he couldn’t remember when it started to rot.

He didn’t look back. The feeling was enough.

Like a question left hanging in a cold room.

I don’t know what you are, he thought, slipping into shadow, but even the shadows hesitated.

He moved like water through stone.

A name. A uniform. A map tucked under one arm. That was all it took. Scouts came and went often now—runners from the outposts, messengers between fractured alliances, couriers delivering false hope in parchment and wax.

No one questioned a man with a list in his hand and a purpose in his step.

Not here. Not now.

He had been inside Haldrin’s Keep for seven days.

Long enough to learn its pulse.

The fortress was alive, but fraying. He could feel it in the stone—a kind of tension beneath the surface, like a blade held just behind the eye. Soldiers trained harder. Commanders barked softer. Plans were whispered instead of written. Wardlines redrawn. Schedules shifted daily.

They had been preparing for something.

A mission, maybe. Or war.

The Keep bore its wounds well, but they were still fresh. There were scorch marks that hadn’t been cleaned. Places where the stone still smelled like blood and ozone. Where magic had burned through something permanent.

He had watched. Listened. Learned the names.

Corin Veyr, Ben Miles, and the twins. Valehart blood. One of them with too much light, the other with too much shadow.

But none of them mattered.

Not like her.

He stepped out into the midday sun, blinking against its warmth. The courtyard was half-full—trainees running drills, dragons circling like watchful gods high above the cliffs.

Then movement caught his eye.

And time slowed.

She crossed the courtyard alone.

Dark clothes. Wind-tossed hair. A short sword at her side. Her gait carried a strange kind of stillness—like she moved through a world that didn’t quite touch her anymore.

Above her, two dragons banked low across the sun. One a storm-colored beast with crackling wings. The other obsidian and night-blue, gold-veined and silent.

She didn’t look up. She didn’t need to.

The dragons followed her.

There she is. The one they fear. The one they called chosen.

He hadn’t known what to expect—someone louder, maybe. Brighter. Or broken. But she had been none of those things.

She had been... still.

And that was worse.

Because the ones who were still were the ones who saw.

He stood in the sunlight, just another shadow among many.

But for the first time in years, he felt the faintest prickle of something beneath his ribs.

Not doubt. Not yet.

But the ghost of a name that he hadn’t heard since childhood. A warning wrapped in prophecy.

Camomile Layton.

He watched her pass through the courtyard without speaking to anyone. Without looking back.

And somehow, that silence had said everything.

He watched her for four days.

From rooftops, corridors, shadows that didn’t move. He had always been good at going unnoticed—his entire life built around silence and precision. He made notes without ink. Catalogued every pattern, every flaw.

Only there hadn’t been many.

Camomile Layton had been disciplined. She rose before sunrise most days, though never at the same time twice. Unpredictable. Smart. She trained in solitude and with others—always with intensity, never for show.

Her elemental control had been...

Wrong.

Too fluid. Too much. Fire one moment, water the next. Then stone. Wind. Lightning. It hadn’t been layered magic or split casting—it had been a kind of instinct, like her body already knew what the world needed before she did.

No one should have held that much magic.

Not naturally. Not safely. And yet...

She laughed. Not often, but when she did, it was real. Mostly with Kaden Valehart—sharp-tongued and observant. She listened when Wyatt spoke, her silence not passive but attentive. She practiced until her hands shook and didn’t try to hide it. She bled and didn’t flinch. She failed and learned.

She was never still unless she meant to be.

Then there had been Sylithra.

He had seen bonded pairs before—many. But nothing like this.

They had moved as one. Not just in flight or battle, but in presence. Like twin echoes of the same pulse. When Sylithra growled, Cam tensed. When Cam narrowed her gaze, the dragon adjusted her stance.

It had been seamless. And it had been ancient. Too ancient.

He watched her more closely.

She stayed late in the kitchens, helping scrub vegetables with worn-out fighters and exhausted staff. She carried extra water to the healers. She stopped in the corridors to check on a young boy whose mother was still missing. She listened. Always listening.

And once—

Once she had turned a corner too quickly and nearly collided with him.

He had mumbled something about a delivery. Eyes down. Not too fast, not too slow.

She had paused. Smiled.

And offered him a canteen of water.

“You look like you’ve been running all day,” she had said. “Need anything?”

That moment—

It lingered longer than it should have.

Later, back in the quiet of the upper loft of the abandoned barracks wing he had sat in the dark and stared at his gloved hands. Remembering.

She asked if I needed anything. The end of the world offered me water.

He told himself it had been a trick. Magic users often used charm as camouflage. Illusion as kindness. Light to hide the rot.

But the words had sunk deeper than they should have, as if brushing against a place in him that remembered kindness and didn’t know what to do with it.

He had seen it before. He had killed it before.

But this time, the thought hadn’t settled right.

A fracture formed.

Doubt. He hadn’t chased it out.

Not yet. But it had begun to grow roots.

He sat alone in the upper loft—a place no one visited, too unstable for storage, too quiet for comfort. Which made it perfect.

Candlelight flickered low, casting shadows that danced across the cracked walls. His cloak was folded beside him. Weapons hidden. Mask off.

In his lap, a thin leather-bound book rested open, its pages filled with looping glyphs—delicate, precise, unreadable to anyone but him.

He dipped the tip of a bone-carved stylus into ink and wrote:

Day 7. Subject remains unmarked.

Elemental composition unstable but controlled.

Primary behaviors: observant, restrained, merciful.

No Veil activity observed in proximity. No sky tearing. No collapse.

He paused, stylus hovering above the page. A drop of ink trembled, then fell.

Another line, this one slower: She gave me water.

He shut the book carefully. Let the ink dry before slipping it into the inner lining of his pouch—shielded with sigils that erased presence, blurred memory.

It wouldn’t have mattered if someone found it. They’d have forgotten what it was the moment they looked away.

Still, he kept it close.

He leaned back against the stone, closed his eyes, and recited the mission under his breath:

Observe. Locate. Mark the subject.

Await orders.

Orders were easier than names. Missions didn’t lie, didn’t leave, didn’t look at you with mercy you didn’t deserve. 

Observe. Locate. Mark.

Only... he hadn’t. Not quite.

The tool sat untouched in his satchel—the one for marking. A delicate rune, a sigil of anchoring. Just a scratch on her coat, or skin, or the clasp of her blade. She’d never have felt it.

He could have done it days ago. When she had brushed past him in the corridor. When she had helped that wounded soldier rewrap his bandages.

But something in his hand—or maybe deeper—had refused.

His thoughts drifted, unbidden, to the words of the High Scholars:

She will bring the Veil crashing down. She is the breach reborn. The sky will split at her scream. The sun will bow to her shadow.

He had believed them. Had to. They had shown him fragments of vision, old testimonies drenched in blood and prophecy.

But now—

All he saw was a young woman carrying a weight no one else could touch.

She didn’t seek worship. Didn’t chase control. Didn’t wield her power like a banner.

She knelt beside injured soldiers. She shared her meals. She laughed when someone made her laugh, and her grief lived just beneath the surface—raw and real.

He breathed deep.

Then thought: Is that why they fear her? Because she won’t become what they want her to?

The candle flickered once, then died.

He didn’t light another.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

They moved like a constellation—orbiting one another in an invisible pattern he had yet to fully map.

Always her at the center. Always.

And yet... the pattern felt incomplete. As if a star had been hidden from his chart, waiting for its place.

From his vantage near the east wall, half-hidden behind crates of dulled weapons and stripped armor, he watched.

Wyatt walked beside her, a half-step behind, eyes on everything but her—and yet he saw her more than anyone else. The way his hand drifted toward his blade whenever she flinched. The way his posture shifted, subtle but instinctual, when anyone raised their voice near her.

A protector. Loyal. Predictable. Dangerous, if cornered.

Then there had been Kaden—the restless one. Always pacing, always thinking. His sharp gaze missed nothing. He argued often, laughed rarely, and carried shadows in his eyes that no one seemed to ask about. The man had blood on his boots and strategy in his bones.

If Wyatt was her shield, Kaden was the knife she kept hidden in her boot.

Ben Miles lingered on the periphery. Watchful. But his silence hadn’t been emptiness—it had been weight. The kind that meant something. Every glance he gave her had been measured, too careful. He wore duty like a second skin, but there was more beneath it. Devotion, maybe. Or something worse.

And then Corin Veyr.

He stood apart from them all—not in distance, but in presence. The rebel general. The scholar. The ghost of something broken and still burning.

There had been something wrong about him. Not in his posture or behavior, but in the way the world seemed to bend slightly when he moved through it. The mage hunter could feel it in his bones—a pressure behind the eyes, like the moment before a sigil detonated.

Corin knew things.

That made him the most dangerous of them all.

The mage hunter kept his head low. Eyes sharp. Hands steady.

He wouldn’t act yet. The order hadn’t come. And even if it had...

He had watched her smile at something Wyatt said. Saw Kaden roll his eyes and mutter back. Sylithra’s shadow had passed overhead—massive, ancient, unbothered.

Camomile Layton was powerful, yes. More than powerful.

But she had also been something else. Something his training hadn’t prepared him for.

He couldn’t mark her until he understood her.

And you didn’t kill what you didn’t understand.

Still, the Veil had been shifting. He could feel it in his marrow—like cold fingers brushing the inside of his ribs.

The solstice was coming.

And when it came...

He might no longer have a choice.
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Chapter 3: The Breaking Line
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The wind hadn’t stopped whispering since Haldrin burned.

Kaden stood at the edge of the war-room threshold, hands braced on the cold frame, watching the others gather inside. Maps. Ink. Strategy. Corin’s domain.

But before plans came silence—and in that silence, Kaden heard what no one else said: exhaustion disguised as purpose, grief wearing command like armor.

He could still taste ash. Every time he blinked, the world went gold again—veins of light racing beneath skin that should’ve split open. Cam on her knees, fire spilling from her chest. Wyatt beside her, cracked with the same glow. Himself, dragging breath through shattered air, forcing wind through a body that had already failed him. The memory lived behind his ribs like a brand.

They’d called it victory. Kaden remembered the cost.

The smell of scorched wards. The sound of Cam’s scream when the light took her.

Wyatt’s hand reaching for hers—and falling short. Three lives burning just long enough to save everyone else.

The healers had mended what they could, but not the fracture underneath. It ran through all of them—the pulse that hadn’t faded when the battle ended. Some nights, he felt it flicker inside his own chest, answering something he didn’t understand. A rhythm that wasn’t his alone.

He told himself it was memory. Or guilt. Anything but what it felt like: a tether—alive, restless, dangerous.

And in the quiet, it hummed with the same sound as his shadow magic when it stirred too close to the surface—like something patient was waiting in the dark, listening for its name.

He tried to bury it under motion, under plans, under reason. But stillness always left too much room for thought, and thought always brought the storm back—

Worry for Cam, who kept pretending she wasn’t breaking.

Fear for Wyatt, who kept pretending he was fine.

Guilt that he hadn’t stopped any of it—that he’d been one step too slow, one spell too weak, one twin heartbeat behind.

The mix of it pressed beneath his sternum, restless and unspent—the kind of feeling that made you want to run just to prove you were still moving.

Inside, Corin and Ben bent over the map, voices low. Cam stood at the center again, shoulders squared, light shuttered behind her eyes. Wyatt, close enough to catch her if she broke, pretending he didn’t want to.

Kaden drew a slow breath. The line between survival and collapse was thinner than anyone admitted.

Someone had to see it.

Someone had to hold it together before the cracks widened.

He pushed off the wall and stepped forward.

Time to move before they shattered standing still.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The room smelled like old paper and dusted stone.

Cam stood at the edge of the table, her fingers curled tight around the worn wood as she stared down at the sprawling map of Caerthalen. Ink-stained streets bled into alleys, twisting like veins around the hollow heart of the capital. At its center: the Iron Hold. Deep beneath that, older than the city itself—the mage containment vault.

The place they would have to break into.

A pale beam of early light filtered through the narrow window behind Corin, casting long shadows over the map. No one spoke for a long moment. Even the air felt like it was listening.

Finally, Corin’s voice broke the silence. Low. Certain.

“There’s a shift change at midday. For six minutes, the lower wards falter as the elite guard rotates. That’s our window. Small, but not impossible.”

Ben exhaled, arms crossed, eyes locked on the northern gate. “You’re assuming the inner wall won’t be fortified further by then. If they suspect even a whisper of movement—”

“They don’t,” Corin cut in, calm but edged. “They’ve grown overconfident. The city is theirs, and they think we wouldn’t dare strike the Iron Hold. Let them think it.”

Cam dragged her gaze over the highlighted marks and notes Corin had scrawled in his sharp hand. The Iron Hold sat like a tumor beneath the city, unreachable from above, and nearly impossible to breach from below.

She looked up, her voice steady.

“Then we move quickly and quietly.”

Corin met her eyes. “You’d be walking into the eye of the storm.”

“Then let the storm know,” she said, “I’m not afraid of it.”

Kaden gave a quiet snort, but it wasn’t mocking. It sounded like approval. Ben said nothing, only tilted his head, considering her with that unreadable look he always wore before things turned dangerous.

“We’ll go in through the lower merchant ward,” Kaden offered, stepping closer to the map. “I left sigils there during my last recon. Hidden in mirrored glass behind a spice vendor’s stall. I’ll need six seconds to anchor the portal without triggering nearby glyph traps.”

Cam nodded. “Six seconds you’ll get.”

“Illusion magic will keep us from being seen,” she added. “But not from being sensed. If any of the High Wardens are nearby—”

“We won’t be able to hide,” Ben finished. “If they catch even a flicker of your magic, they’ll recognize the signature.”

Kaden frowned. “Then we don’t give them time to.”

Corin’s fingers traced a small spiral etched near the southern district. “Valerie and Tessa are being held here. Deeper than the others. They are not just a prisoner—they are bait.”

That made Cam’s stomach twist. Of course they were. 

Beside her, something in Kaden’s posture altered—a single, measured breath that didn’t quite make it out. His thumb dragged once over the edge of the map where Corin had written VALERIE in tight script, then stilled.

The silence thickened.

Cam looked to her left. Wyatt hadn’t said a word since the meeting began. He stood still, shoulder to shoulder with her, eyes locked on the map like he could burn a hole through it. His jaw was tight. His posture taut, coiled like a bowstring.

She reached out, brushing his arm with the edge of her fingers.

“You with me?” she asked softly.

He didn’t look at her.

“I always am.”

But his voice... it sounded farther away than usual.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The dragons had dreamt. Not of stone, nor sky, but of threads moving in the dark. Three pulses, unsteady, brushing together where no touch should yet be. Sparks trembling at the edges of a weave not meant to be drawn.

Too soon, their hearts rumbled as one. Too soon, and yet unstoppable. The pattern stirred, old as the First Flame, restless as stormfire beneath the skin of the world.

They woke restless, eyes turning toward the training yard.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The morning sun hadn’t yet warmed the training yard. Cold steel whispered through air as Wyatt spun, ducked, and struck—a motion repeated so many times it had become muscle memory. Across from him, Kaden matched his pace with surgical precision, every strike sharp and efficient, as if he could see Wyatt’s movements a beat ahead. Both of them working through the infiltration drills they’d designed just days before.

Step. Pivot. Low strike. Retreat. Again.

Wyatt moved like a man possessed—not with passion, but with pressure. Sharper. Quieter. Fractured.

“You’re off-tempo,” Kaden said, catching Wyatt’s wrist mid-strike.

“I’m fine,” Wyatt muttered, pulling back. But his breath was ragged, jaw clenched.

Kaden didn’t press. Not yet. Instead, he tossed Wyatt a second dagger. It flipped once in the air before landing handle-first in Wyatt’s palm. Wyatt caught it without looking, eyes already scanning the edges of the yard as if expecting something to emerge from the fog.

He’d been like this for days.

“You were the one keeping me steady,” Kaden said after a moment, sheathing his blade. “Now I’m wondering if I need to do the same for you.”

Wyatt’s mouth twisted—half a smirk, half a grimace. He didn’t respond. Not at first.

Then, low: “I can’t lose her, Kade.”

The weight in his voice stopped Kaden cold.

“Cam. And the others, yeah. But her... it’s different.”

He shook his head like the words weren’t enough. “She’s here now, but it feels like something’s closing in on her. Like the moment we step into that city... we’re not all coming back.”

Kaden frowned. “The city?”

“No,” Wyatt said. “Something else.”

He didn’t explain the dreams. The figure wrapped in steel and smoke. The way his visions had turned to ash the moment they’d set the plan in motion. He didn’t say how the Veil, once a quiet hum at the edge of his magic, now throbbed like a pulse behind his ribs.

But he felt it, waking and dreaming—the shift. The silence before the collapse.

“She’s been in my dreams,” he said instead, softer now. “Behind bars. Screaming. And I can’t get to her. I can never get to her in time.”

Kaden exhaled slowly. His gaze turned toward the mountains barely visible beyond the far wall of the yard. “It’s a mission, Wy. We move when the signal’s clear, we follow the path, we get them out.”

“And what if there’s no clear path?” Wyatt asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Kaden didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Because he’d felt it too—the tightening around their odds, like the world itself was bracing for something they hadn’t named yet.

They fell into silence again, blades whispering through the mist, their sparring rhythm relentless. Wyatt forced precision into every strike, but Kaden adapted like water around stone—reading, adjusting, shifting the pressure back on him each time. But there was no ease in it.

No humor. No spark.

Only the storm building between them.

“We have to be perfect,” Wyatt said, eyes skyward. “Because we won’t get another chance.”

Kaden turned to him, quiet for a beat.

“We will be.”

But even as he said it, neither of them were sure.

When they finally paused, Wyatt stood still for a long moment, head tilted to the sky. The mist had lifted just enough to reveal the faint shape of dragon wings above, cutting silent lines through the light.

Sylithra.

Her vast form descended through the thinning clouds, obsidian and night-blue scales veined with molten gold. The ground seemed to tremble with her approach, the beat of her wings scattering the mist that clung to the yard.

Wyatt’s chest eased just a fraction. Cam was with her.

“Looks like we’re not done,” he murmured, sheathing his blade as Sylithra swept low over the training ring.

The dragon landed in a swirl of wind and ash, her talons carving into frost-hard soil.

Cam slid down from her back, boots crunching against the stone. Her braid was loose, strands of hair stuck to her temple with sweat, but her gaze was steady—unyielding.

Wyatt’s heart thudded once, sharp and certain.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The training yard air was heavy with frost and sweat when Cam hit the ground beside Sylithra. Kaden’s voice carried across the circle, dry but edged with something tighter.

“You’re late.”

Cam smirked faintly, brushing her palms against her trousers. “Or you’re just impatient.”

Wyatt exhaled, relief flickering in his eyes though his voice came wry. “Both can be true.”

For a heartbeat, the tension between them all stretched taut, unspoken but undeniable. The rescue mission loomed in every silence. The absence of Val, Tessa and Alex clung like ghosts to the edges of the yard.

Cam flexed her hands, feeling the hum of elements stir beneath her skin. “So,” she said, meeting both their gazes in turn. “Are we sparring, or standing around pretending to be philosophers?”

Kaden rolled his shoulders, smirk tugging sharp. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Cam shot back.

Steel rasped as three blades came free almost in unison, the sound sharp in the stillness. For a breath, none of them moved—just eyes locked, shoulders angled, each testing the air the way fighters test the tide before diving in.

They moved almost without thought—circling, testing, blades and magic weaving in tandem. Kaden’s air cracked sharp around him, shadows sliding at his heels. Wyatt’s strikes were steady and relentless, light flaring golden at his palms and stone rising to meet his steps. Cam countered with fire and water in quick succession, steam hissing between them as the three collided in rhythm.

Steel clashed. Sparks hissed. The yard lit with flashes of power.

Then, all at once, their strikes converged.

Cam’s violet-black fire crashed into Wyatt’s light while Kaden’s wind whipped through both. Instead of breaking apart, the forces bound together—flame, air, and light spiraling in a single current. For a heartbeat it hovered between them, alive and whole. Not hers. Not his. Not Kaden’s—something new.

Something alive.

Something inside Cam whispered—woven.

The blaze arced high into the mist. Cam froze, chest heaving, eyes wide. Wyatt staggered back a step, his jaw clenched but gaze fixed on the glow. Kaden’s composure cracked, breath catching as if he’d seen something he couldn’t quite name.

Then it broke apart, bursting outward in harmless heat and dust. The three of them stumbled back, blades half-lowered.

Wyatt was the first to find words. “What in the hells was that?” His voice was raw, disbelieving.

Kaden didn’t answer right away. His gaze lingered on the scorch mark, the faint shimmer that still clung to the air like threads refusing to fade. “Something we’re not ready for.”

Cam’s hand trembled, but her voice was steady. “Maybe not ready... but not an accident.”

No one spoke after that. The mist closed in again, but the air still hummed faintly, as if it remembered what they had done.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

Twilight pooled along the edges of Haldrin’s Keep like ink spilled across the stone. The roost sat high on the plateau’s northern crest, wind-chiseled and open to the sky. A hush lingered there—thicker than silence, reverent. The kind of quiet that belonged to old places.

Cam walked slowly across the gravel-strewn path, boots stirring dust and frost. Her fingers ached from the cold, but she didn’t notice. Her eyes were on the dragons—six titans of scale and breath, stretched across the uneven stone like slumbering gods.

Sylithra lay furthest from the others, her massive body curled into the shadow of a cliff, obsidian-black scales catching hints of deep blue and gold where the light touched them. She looked like night given form, the gold veins in her hide pulsing faintly as if remembering some deeper fire.

Cam approached her in silence. No one else dared come this close without invitation.

She rested a hand against the dragon’s flank. Heat radiated from beneath the scales—dry and steady, like the heart of a forge long banked but never extinguished.

The dragon did not move.

“You know where we’re going,” Cam whispered

Sylithra’s golden eye opened, slitting toward her with something unreadable. She didn’t blink. She didn’t speak. She simply watched.

Cam exhaled slowly, hand still pressed to the warmth. In Sylithra’s silence was no cruelty—only weight. The weight of knowing more than she could say. Of watching mortals rush toward war again, fragile as they were.

Cam dropped her hand, stepped back. The wind picked up, threading through her braid, carrying the sharp scent of pine and the faint metallic tang of dragon-hide.

She turned to go—and stopped.

A figure stood at the far edge of the roost, just beyond the wardstones. Cloaked in ash-brown and shadow, hands visible at his sides. He hadn’t made a sound.

Cam narrowed her eyes, instinct prickling. “You’re a long way from the training yard.”

The man lifted his hands slightly in peace. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

He stepped forward enough for his face to catch the fading light. Young—mid-twenties, maybe. Dark-haired. Pale eyes. The hollows under them spoke of travel or sleep rarely earned.

“I didn’t think anyone would be up here,” he added. “Didn’t mean to intrude.”

“You didn’t,” she replied, but her tone was neutral. Measuring.

“I’m Orren Hail,” he offered, with a nod. “Transferred in a week ago. From the Rendvale post.”

Cam’s gaze sharpened. “Border village. Scorched when the Knighthood passed through last winter.”

His expression didn’t change. “What’s left of it.”

She let the silence stretch, waiting to see what kind of man he was under grief.

Orren’s eyes drifted to the dragons. “I’ve never seen one up close. Always thought the stories exaggerated them. They didn’t.”

Cam’s posture eased just slightly. “They rarely do.”

His eyes landed on Brontheus—Tessa’s bonded dragon—resting near the ledge. His scales were dark moss-green, veined with black, his wings folded so tightly to his sides he almost seemed carved from stone.

“He hasn’t flown,” Orren said.

“No,” Cam said softly. “Not since Tessa was taken.”

“May I?”

Cam studied him. The way he stood. The way he waited. He didn’t approach blindly.

“It’s not up to me,” she said. “Ask him.”

Brontheus turned his head slowly. His emerald eyes locked onto Orren’s—deep, ageless. And after a long, still moment... he lowered his head, shoulder tilting toward him in quiet allowance.

Orren stepped forward, one careful footfall at a time. When his palm touched the dragons scales, he froze—breath drawn in like it startled him.

“He’s warm,” he said quietly, more to himself. “Alive in a way nothing else is.”

He swallowed. “I didn’t think you could hear them,” he added, turning to Cam. “But you do, don’t you?”

“I always have,” she replied.

The wind curled between them, lifting strands of her hair, stirring dust around his boots.

Orren backed away slowly. “Thank you... for letting me see him.”

He turned and walked down the path, disappearing into the lavender mist that clung to the hillside.

Cam stood still.

Brontheus rumbled, low and gravel-deep, a sound that thrummed through the earth beneath their feet.

He smells of smoke... and forest, the dragon said. But beneath it, iron. That one carries chains... and wings not yet claimed. He walks with old things.

Cam’s hand pressed gently to Brontheus’s shoulder, warm and still beneath her touch.

The dragon exhaled slow and long. Then, without a word, he stretched his wings toward the sky, as if remembering how it would feel to soar.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The gravel crunched beneath Cam’s boots as she walked, and the wind sweeping along the wall was colder now, touched by the hush of approaching night. Twilight draped the sky in deep indigos and coppered rose, casting long shadows over the Keep. The horizon felt stretched too thin—like the world itself was holding its breath.

She descended from the roost in silence, boots quiet against the stone. Her thoughts were heavy, full of unsaid things and the steady weight of what was coming. She didn’t notice Kaden until he was already there beside her, falling into step with a soft exhale.

“You always walk like the ground might give out,” he said, tone light but edged.

She glanced at him. “And you always show up when I need someone to catch me.”

He smiled crookedly. “Bad habit.”

They moved in a quiet rhythm for a while, the wind brushing past them, carrying the distant clang of steel on steel from the training yard. Birds wheeled overhead in lazy arcs. 

“Your new friend’s interesting,” Kaden said after a pause.

Cam raised a brow. They walked the cliff path down from the roost, twilight deepening with each step. 

“Orren,” he clarified. “Didn’t peg him as the type to hang around dragon roosts.”

“He said he just wanted to see them. Never got the chance before.”

Kaden made a noncommittal sound, eyes squinting toward the tree line. “Still. He watches too much and speaks too little for a harmless new recruit.”

Cam didn’t answer at first. Her thoughts were still tangled in Brontheus’s voice, in what the silence of dragons might mean.

But the ease faded quickly, like breath on glass.

“I keep thinking about the ruin,” Kaden said after a pause. “About Val... and Tessa.”

Cam’s chest tightened. “I know.”

He didn’t need to finish. She saw it on him—behind the calm, behind the sharp plans and well-measured words. Guilt didn’t always scream. Sometimes it just sat with you, quiet and patient, like a second shadow.

“I told myself we made the only choice,” Cam said. “And I know that’s true. But I still see the moment I turned away. Every night.”

Kaden nodded once. “Val made me promise not to be reckless. And I left her anyway.”

“She’d understand,” Cam murmured.

“That doesn’t make it easier,” he replied. He rolled his knuckles once, like he was feeling for the weight of a promise he refused to set down. “I keep my word, Cam.”

They walked a while in silence. The wind caught her braid, tugged at the edge of his cloak. Distantly, a dragon shifted its wings—metal scraping against sky.

Cam’s gaze followed the sound, then drifted toward the dying light bleeding across the mountains. The silence between them wasn’t empty—it was full of everything they hadn’t said.

She felt it pressing in around her ribs. The questions. The fear. The knowledge still buried beneath her skin like a blade not yet drawn.

What if telling the truth meant unraveling everything they were holding together by thread?

What if silence was safer... but cowardice?

She swallowed, pulse a steady thrum behind her teeth.

“If you knew something that could change everything,” she asked quietly, “would you say it?”

She didn’t meet his eyes. The words she hadn’t spoken yet lived in her mouth like a storm waiting to break.

“I’m not afraid of Caerthalen,” she whispered. “Not really.”

“What then?”

“I’m afraid of what it might pull out of me,” she admitted. “Of what it might prove right.”

Kaden’s gaze didn’t falter. “Then let me remind you who you are when it tries to make you forget.”

Cam finally looked up. And for a moment, it didn’t matter that the sun was gone, or that war loomed. In that thin space between night and nothing, they weren’t alone in the weight they carried. And that was something.

He reached out and placed a hand gently on her shoulder—grounding, not gripping. She didn’t flinch. Instead, her fingers came up, resting lightly against his forearm. Not needing more than that. 

Just a touch. Just enough to say: I see you too.

Kaden’s steadiness had always been her truth—quiet, relentless, impossible to shake. 

And for the first time that day, something in her chest eased.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The chamber was narrow and cold, carved into the outer wall like a forgotten vein. Torchlight flickered low in its sconce, casting long shadows across the stone. Outside, the last violet threads of twilight unraveled into night.

He sat at a small desk with a worn leather journal open before him. The ink in his pen bled just slightly into the parchment, but his handwriting remained meticulous—measured lines, clean strokes. He paused only once to flex the fingers of his left hand before writing again.

She speaks with dragons. All of them. Not like a commander—but like a friend.

He dipped the pen again, frowning slightly as it scraped across the page.

She doesn’t use her power to rule. She listens. She laughs. She stays until the wounded fall asleep.

The words slowed.

He leaned back, eyes tracing the dancing shadow of the flame. The sound of distant boots echoed faintly down the corridor, then faded. No one knew he was here.

Observe. Confirm. Report. Capture.

That was the order. No interpretation. No emotion. He had followed variations of it since he was fifteen. Never questioned it. Never had reason to.

And yet...

His pen stilled. The line of ink ran longer than it should have.

The girl they fear doesn’t exist. But the young woman they’ve made her into... might.

He set the pen down, eyes narrowing at the blank margin where his mental chart should have resolved. The pattern around her still felt incomplete—like a star missing from a sky he’d sworn he’d already mapped.

The thought sat heavy in the quiet.

He remembered the way she had looked at him earlier—not with suspicion, not with fear. Just... curiosity. Recognition, perhaps. A flicker of something that said I see you—and didn’t recoil.

That was the problem. She didn’t flinch. She felt. Even toward the dragons. Even toward him.

He closed the journal but didn’t stand.

He hadn’t marked her location. Not yet.

Not because he couldn’t.

But because—for the first time—he wasn’t sure if he should.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The stone beneath Wyatt’s boots still held the warmth of the day, but the air had turned sharp—tinged with pine, wind, and the kind of stillness that came before everything changed.

Cam was already there, leaning against the edge of the watchtower, her silhouette framed in the bruised sky. The forest of Karethwyn sprawled out beneath them, shadows layered over shadows. The last of the light was slipping below the trees, dragging the day with it.

She didn’t turn when he approached. She didn’t need to.

Wyatt stood beside her, close but not crowding. The silence anchored them both. Like the air had agreed to hold still just for them.

Cam’s eyes were fixed on the horizon. Her hands rested on the stone; knuckles pale from tension she hadn’t noticed.

Without thinking, she leaned into him—just enough for her shoulder to meet his. He didn’t move, didn’t speak. Just let her rest there. A steady presence in a world that felt anything but.

The silence cracked softly when Cam whispered, “I’m scared.”

Wyatt didn’t flinch. “Good,” he said. “Means you still care.”

Cam closed her eyes. Her voice was smaller this time, rawer. “If I lose myself in there...”

Wyatt didn’t hesitate. “I’ll bring you back.”

A breath caught in her throat. She didn’t answer, but he felt the tension in her start to shift—unwinding, even just a little.

Above them, wings beat against the darkening sky. The dragons circled high, silent sentinels in motion. Their shadows passed over the tower like omens—vast, watchful, loyal.

Wyatt watched them, then turned his gaze back to the forest.

The last light vanished beyond the trees.

“We leave in two days,” he murmured.

He reached out and gently took Cam’s hand, his fingers curling over hers.

She didn’t pull away.

Two days. That’s all the world would give them.
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Chapter 4: Time Is Running Out
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Virellan stirred in the shadow of the roost, lightning crawling faintly across her scales. A whisper had brushed her mind—not from her rider’s voice, but through her. Thin, fragile, reaching.

The girl of water had touched minds as their kind once had, before the Veil thinned and bonds were shackled. She remembered without knowing she remembered. Echoes of the old ways lived in her veins.

Virellan exhaled, wings shifting. It would tear her open to use such power from chains, but she would do it. And when she did, someone would hear.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The cold had teeth down in the dark cell.

Tessa pressed her back to the wall, her knees drawn in close, one trembling hand pressed to the side of her ribs. The wound still wept beneath the filthy bandage—hot and angry like it had a will of its own. The stone beneath her spine felt like ice, but she stayed there anyway. If she moved too much, she might not stop.

She didn’t know how long they’d been trapped. Maybe a week. Maybe longer. Time bent strangely in the dark. But she remembered when they took Alex—three days ago.

Three days of silence from the cell across the hall. Three days of not knowing if he was alive.

She breathed through her nose, slow and shallow, trying to keep from coughing. The air tasted of rot and iron and wet stone. Every breath scraped. Every heartbeat throbbed in her ribs.

But she held on.

Cam. Wyatt. Kaden.

She whispered their names in her mind like a spell, like if she could string them together often enough, they’d hear her through the walls. Through the world.

They would come. She knew it in her bones—deeper than pain, deeper than fear.

The guards had brought water earlier, sloshed in a dented tin bowl. She dipped a corner of her sleeve into it, biting down on a cry as she pressed the wet fabric to her side. The fever had already taken root; she could feel it climbing her spine, wrapping its claws around her lungs.

She tried to focus—on the drip of water from the ceiling, on the cold, on the steady rhythm of breath in, breath out. But her mind drifted.

Flickers of lightning flashed behind her eyes. Brontheus’s roar echoed faintly in her skull, all storm and defiance. She remembered wind in her hair, laughter that made her stomach ache, Cam yelling something over the wind with that wild look in her eyes.

Then it was gone.

The darkness stretched wider. Her limbs felt too heavy, her thoughts slowing.

Still, she clung to a single word, a whispered tether from a place far above the stone and filth:

“Hurry.”

And then, the dark took her.

⟐ ☽ ⚡ ☾ ⟐

The walls whispered louder than the guards.

Valerie sat cross-legged on the cold floor, spine straight despite the chill gnawing at her bones. She wasn’t huddled like they expected her to be
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