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Prologue
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The woman was still burning when she grabbed Mira's wrist.

Not with visible flame—the Ashen Flame never announced itself so crudely—but with something that pulsed beneath the skin like a second heartbeat, desperate and dying. The execution platform in the Obsidian Spire's central courtyard had been built for spectacle, raised high enough that the gathered crowd could watch the bonded pair's final moments from every angle. Mira had only come to deliver a message. She should not have been close enough to touch.

But the woman's hand shot out between the iron bars of the cage, fingers closing around Mira's wrist with strength that should have been impossible for someone whose bond was being severed. The inquisitors were already shouting, reaching for their ash-coated blades. The woman's partner knelt motionless on the platform's opposite side, his eyes empty, his half of the bond already cut and cauterized. He would live, if you could call it living. She would not.

Something passed between them in that grip—something that felt like swallowing a coal that refused to cool. Mira gasped, tried to pull away, but the woman held fast. Her lips moved, shaping words that the crowd's roar drowned out. Then the inquisitor's blade came down, the woman's hand went slack, and whatever had transferred buried itself so deep in Mira's chest that she couldn't feel it anymore.

She told herself she'd imagined it. She told herself that for six hours, until her palm began to glow in the presence of the man who would either kill her or become the other half of something neither of them wanted.
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Chapter 1: The Burning Mark
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The sealed message weighed almost nothing, but Mira Valdren carried it like a stone.

Couriers in Vethros learned early that the contents of their deliveries were not their concern. A courier who asked questions found herself without work. A courier who opened seals found herself without hands. Mira had spent four years perfecting the art of ignorance, ferrying documents between nobles who despised each other, merchants whose ledgers didn't bear scrutiny, and occasionally the kind of men who paid in silence rather than coin. She'd built a reputation for discretion, which in Vethros meant she'd built a reputation for survival.

The Obsidian Spire was not a destination she would have chosen. The tower rose from the city's heart like a blackened finger pointing accusations at the sky, its stone quarried from the Ashfall Mountains where the first Flame had supposedly manifested three centuries ago. The Inquisition made its home there, and the Inquisition did not welcome visitors. But the seal on this particular message bore the mark of House Therwick, and House Therwick's gold had paid Mira's rent for the past two months. When Lord Therwick's steward had pressed the message into her palm that morning, his instructions had been simple: deliver to the Spire's east gate, accept the response, return before nightfall. No questions.

Mira had no questions. She had only the growing unease that came from walking toward a building where people entered and did not always leave.

The east gate was smaller than she'd expected, a servant's entrance carved into the Spire's base where supply carts came and went. Two guards flanked the archway, their armor bearing the Inquisition's sigil—a flame consuming a pair of clasped hands. They watched her approach with the particular boredom of men who saw dozens of couriers each day and cared about none of them. Mira kept her pace steady, her expression neutral, her courier's badge visible on her left shoulder.

She was ten feet from the gate when the crowd noise began.

It swelled from somewhere inside the Spire, a roar that built and crested and crashed like a wave against the tower's interior walls. The guards exchanged glances. One of them pressed his hand to a speaking-stone set into the wall, muttering something Mira couldn't hear. Then he looked at her with an expression that had shifted from boredom to calculation.

The message could wait, he told her. There was an execution in progress. Public attendance was encouraged. Courier business would resume when the proceedings concluded.

Mira understood the command beneath the courtesy. The Inquisition did not like witnesses to its gates during executions—too many opportunities for sympathizers to attempt interference. She would watch, or she would be escorted away to watch from a less convenient vantage point. The choice was hers only in the most technical sense.

She followed the guard through a side passage that opened onto the Spire's central courtyard, emerging into a crowd that pressed against temporary barriers with the eager hunger of people who had come to see suffering. The execution platform dominated the courtyard's center, raised fifteen feet on a framework of iron and ash-treated wood. Two cages sat atop it, spaced far enough apart that their occupants could see each other but never touch. The bonded pair.

Mira had seen executions before—every citizen of Vethros had, whether they wished to or not. The Inquisition made a point of publicizing its work. Bonded pairs were dangerous, their Flame-granted powers unpredictable and devastating, their very existence a threat to the kingdom's stability. The official histories taught that the Flame chose its vessels without pattern or purpose, igniting between strangers, enemies, lovers with equal randomness. A blacksmith might find himself bound to a noblewoman. A soldier might wake one morning with her soul tangled around a foreign dignitary. The bond granted power, but power always carried a price, and those prices had a way of spilling onto innocent bystanders.

The pair on the platform did not look dangerous. The woman was perhaps forty, her hair streaked with grey, her frame thin from what might have been weeks in the Spire's cells. The man was older, his face weathered, his hands bearing the calluses of manual labor. Farmers, maybe. Or craftspeople from one of the outer villages. People who had lived quiet lives until the Flame decided to make them extraordinary, and now the Inquisition was making them an example.

The presiding inquisitor stood between the cages, his black coat marked with silver thread at the collar and cuffs—high rank, Mira guessed, though she didn't know the Inquisition's hierarchy well enough to be certain. He was reading from a scroll, his voice amplified by some mechanism she couldn't see, listing the pair's crimes. Unlicensed bonding. Failure to report manifestation within the required period. Suspected use of Flame-granted abilities without sanction. The charges went on, each one delivered in the same flat tone, each one carrying a potential death sentence.

The crowd shifted, pressing forward. Mira found herself pushed toward the platform, closer than she wanted to be, close enough to see the woman's face clearly. There was no fear in it. That was what struck Mira most—the absolute absence of fear. The woman watched the inquisitor with an expression that might have been pity, as if she knew something he didn't, as if his scroll and his authority and his ash-coated blade were all somehow beside the point.

The reading concluded. The inquisitor set down his scroll and drew his blade. The crowd's noise dropped to a murmur, then to silence.

What followed was not what Mira expected.

The blade touched the man's cage first. He jerked once, his whole body convulsing, and then went still. His eyes didn't close—they simply emptied, becoming glass, becoming nothing. He slumped against the cage's bars, breathing but absent, his half of the bond severed and cauterized in a single stroke. The woman screamed. It was a sound Mira would never forget, a sound that seemed to come from somewhere deeper than the throat, somewhere the voice wasn't supposed to reach.

Then the woman's hand shot through the bars.

Mira didn't understand how it happened. She was feet from the platform, separated from the cages by barrier and guard and sheer vertical distance. But somehow the woman's fingers closed around her wrist with a grip that burned cold, and something passed between them—something that felt like swallowing a dying star.

The guards were shouting. The inquisitor was turning. The woman's lips moved, shaping words that the chaos swallowed. Then the blade came down a second time, and the grip went slack, and Mira was stumbling backward through a crowd that suddenly seemed very far away.

She delivered the message. She accepted the response. She walked back through the city's winding streets on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else, her wrist throbbing with a pain that had no visible source. The woman's face followed her, eyes empty now like her partner's, body slumped in its cage. But that wasn't what haunted Mira. What haunted her was the moment before the blade—the moment when the woman had looked at her with something like recognition, like purpose, like she'd been waiting for exactly this opportunity.

The sun was setting by the time Mira reached Lord Therwick's estate. The steward accepted the response without comment, pressed a small purse of coins into her hand, and closed the door in her face. Normal. Expected. The transaction completed, her usefulness exhausted until the next message needed carrying.

She walked home through streets that were emptying as the evening bells rang. Her boarding house sat in the Copper District, a neighborhood of modest tradespeople and service workers who kept their heads down and their doors locked after dark. Mira's room was on the third floor, a space barely large enough for a bed and a washstand, but it was hers. She'd earned it through four years of careful work, four years of building a reputation that kept her fed without requiring her to sell anything she wasn't willing to lose.

The throbbing in her wrist had faded to a dull ache by the time she closed her door behind her. She lit the small oil lamp on her washstand and examined her arm in its flickering light, searching for a mark, a burn, anything that might explain what she'd felt. The skin was unblemished. No redness, no swelling, no evidence that a dying woman's grip had felt like touching a forge.

Mira told herself she'd imagined it. The execution had been disturbing—they always were—and her mind had manufactured sensation to match the horror. She washed her face, ate the bread and cheese she'd purchased that morning, and prepared for bed. The ache would be gone by morning. The memory would fade with time. She was a courier, not a bonded pair, and the Flame did not choose people like her.

Sleep came slowly, in fragments, interrupted by dreams she couldn't quite hold onto. A woman's voice saying words she couldn't hear. A heat in her chest that pulsed like a second heartbeat. Hands clasped together, then burning, then ash.

She woke to darkness and the sound of footsteps in the hall.

That wasn't unusual—the boarding house held a dozen tenants, and their schedules varied. But something about these footsteps made Mira's breath catch. They were too deliberate. Too measured. The footsteps of someone who knew exactly where they were going and was in no hurry to get there.

They stopped outside her door.

Mira lay frozen, her heart hammering against her ribs. The boarding house had locks, but they were the kind that determined intruders could defeat in moments. She had a knife under her pillow—every courier did—but a knife would do nothing against whoever waited on the other side of that door. She knew this without knowing how she knew it. The same way she knew, with sudden horrible certainty, that her left palm had begun to glow.

Faint at first, barely visible in the room's darkness. Then brighter, pulsing in rhythm with the footsteps' stillness, as if her hand were responding to the presence beyond the door. Mira pressed her palm against the mattress, trying to smother the light, but it bled through the fabric, casting strange shadows on the walls.

The door didn't open. The footsteps retreated, measured and deliberate, fading down the hall and then the stairs. Mira didn't move for a long time. She lay in the fading glow of her own hand, trying to understand what had just happened, what was still happening, what would happen when dawn came and she had to walk out into a city that suddenly felt like a cage.

The glow died completely when the footsteps were gone. By the time the sun rose, Mira had almost convinced herself it had been a dream.

She spent the next day pretending nothing had changed.

The courier guild had no contracts for her that morning, so she made herself useful around the boarding house, helping the landlady with repairs, running small errands for neighbors who paid in food rather than coin. Normal work. Visible work. The kind of activity that kept her in public spaces, surrounded by witnesses, far from dark corners where her hand might betray her.

But she watched everyone. Every face that passed her in the street, every patron in the market stalls, every guard who walked his rounds. She was looking for something, though she couldn't have said what. The footsteps from the night before belonged to someone, and that someone had stopped outside her door for a reason. They had made her hand glow for a reason. And in Vethros, where the Flame chose its vessels without warning, there was only one reason that made sense.

The Inquisition hunted bonded pairs. Everyone knew this. But Mira had never stopped to wonder how they found their targets, how they knew which citizens harbored the Flame's mark and which were merely ordinary. She'd assumed informants, surveillance, the accumulated paranoia of neighbors reporting neighbors. Now she wondered if there was something more direct. If the hunters could sense what they hunted.

If one of them had stood outside her door last night, feeling her presence the same way she'd felt his.

The thought made her want to run. But couriers who ran drew attention, and attention was the last thing she needed. So she stayed. She worked. She smiled at people she'd known for years and wondered if any of them had noticed the change in her, the wrongness that had taken root in her chest since the execution.

Evening found her at a tavern in the Copper District, nursing a cup of wine she couldn't taste and watching the door. The place was called the Ember's Rest—an unfortunate name, given the circumstances, but Mira had been drinking here for years and changing her habits now would be its own kind of signal. She took her usual seat in the corner, her back to the wall, and pretended to read a chapbook she'd borrowed from the landlady.

The man walked in an hour after sunset.

He wasn't what she expected. The Inquisition's public face was all ceremony—black coats and silver thread, formal readings and ash-coated blades. But this man wore simple traveling clothes, dark and practical, his only distinguishing feature a pin on his collar that Mira almost missed in the tavern's dim light. The pin bore a small flame. No clasped hands, no elaborate sigil. Just the flame alone.

He ordered wine. He took a seat across the room, his back to the opposite wall, his eyes scanning the tavern with a casualness that fooled no one who was watching. Mira kept her gaze on her chapbook, but she could feel him the way she'd felt the footsteps the night before. A pressure in her chest. A warmth in her palm that she fought to keep from spreading.

Their eyes met.

It lasted less than a second. A glance across a crowded room, the kind of meaningless contact that happened a hundred times a night in any tavern in any city. But in that second, Mira felt something ignite. Not in her hand this time—in the hollow space behind her ribs, where a normal person kept their breath and their heartbeat and their sense of self. The ignition was silent, invisible, devastating. She watched the man's expression shift from casual scanning to something sharper, something that recognized what had just happened.

Then her memories began to burn.

Not all of them. Just one. Mira's mother had died when she was twelve, taken by a fever that swept through the Copper District in a single terrible summer. Mira had been holding her hand at the end, listening to her voice as it faded, memorizing the particular way her mother said her name. That voice had lived in her mind for sixteen years, a comfort she returned to in dark moments, a piece of her mother that death couldn't take.

Now it was gone.

She reached for the memory and found only silence. Her mother's face was still there, her hands, her smile. But the voice had been erased, replaced by a hollow where sound should have been. Mira tried to remember a single word, a single phrase, and nothing came. It was as if her mother had never spoken at all.

Across the tavern, the man with the flame pin set down his wine glass with a hand that trembled slightly. His expression had shifted again—from recognition to something Mira couldn't read. Horror, maybe. Or understanding. He rose from his seat and walked toward her, his movements controlled in a way that suggested he was fighting for that control.

He sat down across from her without asking permission.

Neither of them spoke for a long moment. The tavern noise continued around them, oblivious—the clatter of cups, the murmur of conversation, someone laughing at a joke Mira would never remember. She and the man with the flame pin existed in a pocket of silence, each waiting for the other to acknowledge what had just happened.

He spoke first. His voice was low, rough, carefully neutral.

He asked her what she'd lost.

The question made no sense, and then it made too much sense. Mira's hand found her wrist, pressing against the spot where the dying woman had grabbed her. She understood now. The transfer in the courtyard hadn't been random—it had been a seed, a dormant fragment of the Flame waiting for the right conditions to take root. And this man, whoever he was, had provided those conditions simply by existing. Simply by being close enough for the bond to recognize its other half.

She told him about her mother's voice. She didn't mean to—the words came out before she could stop them, as if the bond had stripped away her instinct for self-preservation along with the memory.

He nodded slowly. His jaw tightened. He told her what he'd lost.

The ability to taste. Every flavor, every subtle note of the wine he'd been drinking, gone in the same moment that had taken her mother's voice. He'd lifted the cup to his lips and found only texture, temperature, the mechanical act of swallowing without the pleasure that should have accompanied it.

The Flame had ignited between them, and the Flame had demanded its first payment.

Mira asked him who he was. Her voice came out steadier than she expected, fueled by a strange calm that she suspected was also the bond's doing. The Flame seemed to want them rational, at least for now. It needed them thinking clearly enough to understand what they'd become.

The man's expression flickered with something that might have been dark amusement. He was an inquisitor, he told her. His name was Cael Sorenthi, and he had spent fifteen years hunting bonded pairs for the Obsidian Spire.

The irony was not lost on him.

Mira should have run. Every survival instinct she'd cultivated over four years of courier work screamed at her to flee, to disappear into the city's labyrinthine alleys, to get as far from this man as possible. He was an inquisitor. He hunted people like her—people like what she'd become. If she stayed, he would kill her, or worse, drag her to the Spire and cage her until her bond could be properly severed.

But she didn't run. The bond wouldn't let her. She could feel it now, a thread of something that wasn't quite thought and wasn't quite emotion, connecting her to the man across the table. When he breathed, she felt it. When his heart beat, hers answered. They were tangled together in ways that went deeper than skin, deeper than bone, and untangling would require more than simple distance.

Cael seemed to understand this too. He stayed seated, his hands flat on the table, his eyes never leaving her face. He told her that he should kill her. His training demanded it. The laws he'd sworn to uphold required him to report any unauthorized bond manifestation immediately, and the penalty for concealment was the same as the penalty for the bonding itself. He had ended dozens of pairs. He knew exactly how to do it—quickly, cleanly, before the bond could deepen enough to make extraction difficult.

Then he told her to run.

Not a command. Not a threat. Something closer to a plea, though his voice remained steady, his expression unchanged. He would give her until dawn. He would report the manifestation in the morning, give her a head start, do what he could to point the other inquisitors in the wrong direction. It wasn't much. It might not be enough. But it was what he could offer without destroying everything he'd built over fifteen years.

Mira asked him why.

The question hung between them, weighted with everything the bond had revealed. She could feel him now—not his thoughts, not yet, but the edges of him. The shape of his conviction. The fault lines in his certainty. He had spent fifteen years hunting bonded pairs because he believed the Flame was a corruption that needed to be contained, and now the Flame had chosen him. She felt his struggle to reconcile these things, felt it as clearly as she felt her own heartbeat.

He didn't answer. Instead, he stood, dropped coins on the table for both their drinks, and walked out of the tavern without looking back.

Mira stayed until the coins stopped ringing.

She should have taken his advice. A smart courier would have been gone before the dawn bells, disappeared into the network of contacts and safe houses that every survivor in Vethros eventually learned to navigate. The city's walls were porous for those who knew the right bribes. Within a week, she could have been three kingdoms away, starting over with a new name and a carefully constructed history.

Instead, she went home.

The boarding house was quiet when she returned, its other tenants already asleep behind their locked doors. Mira climbed the stairs to her room and found everything exactly as she'd left it—the narrow bed, the washstand, the oil lamp waiting to be lit. Normal. Familiar. The last remnants of a life that had ended in a tavern two hours ago.

She didn't sleep. She sat in the darkness and felt the bond pulsing in her chest, a constant reminder of the man who was supposed to kill her and hadn't. The connection was fainter now, attenuated by distance, but it was there. She could sense him somewhere in the city, moving through streets she couldn't see, carrying a weight she couldn't name.

Dawn came slowly, painting her room in shades of grey. Mira rose, washed her face, dressed in her courier's clothes. If the Inquisition was coming for her, she would meet them as herself—not hiding, not running, not pretending to be something other than what she'd become.

The footsteps in the hall didn't come.

She waited through the morning bells, the noon bells, the first quiet hours of afternoon. No black-coated figures appeared at her door. No ash-coated blades caught the light through her window. Either Cael had kept his word about giving her until dawn and then reported nothing, or the Inquisition was playing a longer game than she understood.

By evening, she knew she couldn't stay in the boarding house any longer. Not because of the Inquisition—because of the bond.

The thread connecting her to Cael had grown throughout the day, strengthening without any action on her part. She could feel his presence more clearly now, could sense his location in the city the way she might sense the direction of a familiar street. He was at the Spire. He was angry. He was afraid. These emotions filtered through the bond like light through colored glass, abstracted but unmistakable.

She wondered if he felt the same from her. If her own fear and confusion were bleeding through the connection, announcing her emotional state to a man who had every reason to use that information against her.

The answer came at sunset, when someone knocked on her door.

Not footsteps this time. A knock—deliberate, controlled, waiting for a response. Mira stood frozen for a long moment, her knife in her hand, her back against the far wall. The bond told her who waited on the other side before she opened the door. She could feel him there, a presence that had become as familiar as her own heartbeat in the space of a single day.

She opened the door anyway.

Cael looked worse than he had in the tavern. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, and his clothes were rumpled in ways that suggested he hadn't changed since the night before. He carried a small pack over one shoulder, the kind travelers used for long journeys. His flame pin was gone, replaced by a blank space on his collar where the metal had left a faint impression.

He told her they needed to leave. Not just her—both of them. The bond had done something to him when it ignited, something the other inquisitors would recognize if they got close enough. He'd spent the day trying to sever his half of the connection using techniques he'd learned in his training, methods that had worked on captured pairs countless times. Nothing had touched it. The bond was stronger than anything he'd encountered, strong enough that it was already beginning to change him in ways he couldn't hide.

Mira asked him what kind of changes.

His expression shifted, and she felt the answer through the bond before he spoke it. The Flame didn't just connect bonded pairs. It transformed them, slowly, irreversibly, into something that neither of them had agreed to become. Every time they used the power the bond granted—and they would use it, eventually, because the Flame made sure its vessels had no other choice—they would lose something else. Another memory. Another sense. Another piece of the people they'd been before the ignition.

But they would also grow stronger. The Flame fed on sacrifice. The more they lost, the more power it gave them, until they became something the Inquisition had no hope of containing.

This was why bonded pairs were hunted. Not because they were dangerous—because they would become dangerous, given enough time. The executions weren't punishment. They were prevention.

Mira felt the truth of this settle into her bones. She thought of the woman in the courtyard, the one who had grabbed her wrist and passed along the seed of the Flame. The woman had shown no fear because she had already lost the capacity for it. The bond had burned that away years ago, along with who knew what else. What had remained was something powerful and something empty, a vessel for the Flame's purposes rather than a person in her own right.

Was that what waited for Mira? For Cael? Would they feed the bond until nothing remained but power and the hollow spaces where their selves used to be?

Cael didn't answer, but she felt his uncertainty echo her own. He didn't know. Fifteen years of hunting bonded pairs, and he didn't know what they became at the end because they were never allowed to reach the end. The Inquisition found them first. The Inquisition always found them first.

Except now an inquisitor was one of them.

They left the boarding house together, two figures slipping through the evening streets as the city settled into its nighttime rhythms. Mira didn't look back. There was nothing to look back at—just a room that had never really been home, just a life that had ended the moment a dying woman's grip closed around her wrist.

The bond pulsed between them as they walked, growing stronger with proximity. Mira could feel Cael's heartbeat now, could sense the edges of his thoughts even through the walls he'd built to contain them. He was planning routes, calculating risks, running through scenarios with the efficiency of a man who had spent his career anticipating how targets might flee.

Now he was the target. They both were.

The city gates would be watched—Cael was certain of this. The Inquisition maintained a network of informants throughout Vethros, and any unusual departures would be flagged for investigation. Their best chance was the river district, where cargo ships loaded and unloaded at all hours, where a few well-placed bribes could buy passage to a dozen different destinations.

Mira followed him through streets she knew by instinct, past landmarks that had marked the boundaries of her world for four years. The Copper District gave way to the Merchant Quarter, then to the cramped warrens of the riverside docks. The smell of the water reached them before the water itself—salt and rot and the peculiar metallic undertone that everyone in Vethros learned to ignore.

They were halfway to the docks when the bond screamed a warning.

Not a sound—a sensation, a flood of alarm that crashed through both of them simultaneously. Mira stumbled, catching herself against a wall. Cael's hand went to his side, reaching for a blade that wasn't there. They'd been followed.

Three figures emerged from an alley ahead of them. Three more blocked the path behind. Black coats, silver thread, ash-coated blades catching the moonlight. Inquisitors.

Cael's former colleagues had found them.

The lead inquisitor stepped forward, a woman with grey hair and a scar that bisected her left eyebrow. She addressed Cael by name, her tone flat, her expression disappointed. She'd trained him, Mira realized—the bond fed her this information without her asking. Twenty years ago, this woman had taken a young man with a talent for violence and turned him into something the Inquisition could use. Now that investment had been lost.

She told him to stand aside. The woman—meaning Mira—would come with them. The bond would be severed properly, cleanly, with minimal suffering. Cael would face tribunal for his failure to report the manifestation, but his years of service would be considered in sentencing. There was still a path back to the life he'd known.

Cael didn't move.

The bond told Mira what he was feeling—a calculation running behind his eyes, weighing options, discarding those that led to unacceptable outcomes. He could fight. Six inquisitors was a significant force, but he knew their techniques, their weaknesses, the gaps in their formations. He had trained most of them himself. The odds were not impossible.

But fighting meant using the Flame.

The power was there, coiled at the base of their bond, waiting to be called. Mira could feel it like heat from a distant fire, ready to blaze into something devastating if they gave it fuel. And the fuel, she understood now, would be another piece of themselves. Another memory. Another sense. Another fragment of their humanity offered up to the hungry thing that had claimed them.

Cael made his decision.

The Flame erupted between them like a living thing, a surge of power that poured through the bond and out into the world. Mira gasped as it moved through her—not painful, exactly, but overwhelming, too large for her body to contain. She felt Cael channeling it, shaping it with a precision that came from years of studying what bonded pairs could do. The power became a wave of force that slammed into the inquisitors, scattering them like leaves in a gale.

And then the cost came due.

It hit Cael this time, not Mira. She felt it happen through the bond—a section of his mind simply going dark, like a lamp being extinguished. He staggered, his concentration breaking, the Flame's power dissipating as quickly as it had risen. The inquisitors were recovering, climbing to their feet, reaching for their weapons.

Mira grabbed Cael's arm and ran.

They fled through the riverside district in a blind panic, taking turns at random, putting as much distance between themselves and their pursuers as possible. The bond guided them—warning when enemies were near, suggesting paths that felt safer than others. Mira didn't question it. She didn't have the luxury of questioning anything.

They found shelter in a warehouse that had been abandoned for the night, slipping through a broken window and collapsing
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