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  For my daughter - whose imagination reminds me that even in the darkest places, there is always a spark of light waiting to be found.
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  Ashes and Echoes

  
  




Ten years had passed since the night the veil sealed itself in light and fire.

Ten years since Mia last stood in Elias’s arms, watching two worlds separate forever.

Now the human valley slept under the illusion of peace.

The air no longer shimmered; the skies no longer bled silver. The magic that once sang in every leaf had fallen silent—except here, in the hollow where Mia lived with her children.

Her mother’s cottage had grown into a small farm, ringed with silver birch trees that hummed faintly at dusk. Wards, Clara had called them before her passing. They keep the veil from remembering you.

Mia stood on the porch, the evening wind threading through her red curls, watching Emma chase her brother Liam across the fields. Emma was sixteen now, bright and quick, her laughter carrying on the air like music the world had forgotten. Yet even her laughter had changed lately—softer, distracted, as if she heard something just beyond hearing.

“Inside soon,” Mia called. “Storm’s coming.”

Emma turned, eyes gleaming green and gold. “There’s no storm, Mama.”

But Mia felt it—the old hum returning, deep under her skin. The same hum she’d prayed never to feel again. She looked to the mantel inside the cottage, where the heartstone sat dull and cold. For years it had been silent. Tonight, it pulsed once—softly, like a heartbeat remembering itself.

Mia closed her eyes. “Elias,” she whispered, though she didn’t know if he could hear her anymore.

Far beyond her world, in the realm of light and shadow, Elias stood beneath a fractured sky.

The elven realm had never truly healed. The veil’s sealing had left scars—fault lines where light bled into darkness, where magic twisted into strange new forms.

He had stayed. He had to stay.

The moment he crossed the human boundary, his essence began to fade. His body was bound to the realm’s magic now—the price of wielding its heartfire in the last battle.

Every day he fought the slow unraveling of what remained. Every night, he looked toward the shimmer on the horizon where the human world once touched theirs, and wondered if she still remembered him.

Now he rode through the black ruins of the Shadow Vale, the place where Caelir had fallen. The land was dead here, burned and brittle. But something had changed. The air smelled alive again—alive and wrong.

He dismounted, crouched low, and brushed his fingers across the ash. Beneath it, something gleamed: a feather, pale as snow, humming faintly with old magic.

When he touched it, the world tilted.

A voice broke through the silence—cold, smooth, and unforgettable.


“You cannot kill a memory, little brother.”




Elias froze. The feather dissolved into dust.

He looked up toward the horizon, where the veil pulsed faintly like a dying star. And for the first time in ten years, he felt him.

Caelir.

Alive.

Back in the human world, thunder rolled over the valley.

Emma stopped laughing mid-step, her eyes fixed on the clouds as if she were listening to something far away.

“Mama,” she whispered, her voice trembling, “he’s calling again.”

Mia’s breath caught. “Who, love?”

“The man with the white hair.”

The storm broke.
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  The Unquiet Moon

  
  




The storm had passed by dawn, leaving behind an air that tasted strange—like rain and starlight.

Mia didn’t sleep. She sat by the window, the heartstone clutched in her hand, watching the moon slide pale and distant behind a veil of clouds.

When she was younger, she used to feel Elias’s presence in small ways — a warmth in the wind, the echo of his laughter in her dreams. But this was different.

Now the heartstone beat. Faintly, but in rhythm with her own.

“Mama?”

Emma stood at the doorway, wrapped in a blanket, hair a wild halo of gold. “I couldn’t sleep,” she said softly. “It’s too loud.”

“What’s loud?” Mia whispered.

“The world.” Emma pressed her palms over her ears. “It’s humming. Like before.”

Mia rose, kneeling before her daughter. “It’s nothing to fear, love.” But even as she said it, the floorboards trembled beneath her fingers, and the faint scent of silver filled the air.

The heartstone grew warm.

Mia.

The voice wasn’t sound — it was thought, emotion, something that vibrated through the bone and soul. She gasped, clutching the stone tighter.

“Elias?”

There was a pause, and then—

Mia… can you hear me?

She felt tears spring to her eyes. “I can,” she whispered. “Gods, I can hear you.”

On the other side of the realms, Elias sank to his knees, hand pressed against his chest where a similar glow bled through his tunic. Around him, the wind screamed with the energy of the rift, but he barely noticed.

Mia. The wards are failing. The veil—something’s tearing it open.

Her throat closed. “Caelir?”

He hesitated. His essence survived. He’s feeding on something… or someone.

Mia looked to Emma. The girl’s eyes glowed faintly in the moonlight, her breath misting the air though the fire still burned in the hearth.

“Elias… it’s Emma.”

He was silent for a heartbeat. Then—

No. I would feel his corruption on her if he were near. The magic in her… it’s yours, Mia. Not his.

But his voice faltered. He didn’t sound sure.

The connection flickered, then dimmed. Mia cried out, reaching for him, but the heartstone cooled, returning to stillness.

Outside, the wards shimmered once more, dimming as if a shadow passed over them.

Emma turned toward the window. “Mama,” she said softly. “Someone’s watching us.”
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  The Whispering Trees

  
  




The morning came brittle and strange. The air shimmered faintly, as if sunlight moved through glass instead of air. The birch trees that bordered the property swayed though there was no wind.

Mia could feel it now — the wards were alive, restless, whispering in a tongue that scraped at the edges of memory. She’d heard that language once before: her mother’s voice, murmuring to the night when she thought no one listened.

Clara had been many things — stern, loving, secretive — but above all, she had been powerful.

Mia had never understood how deep that power ran.

Now, she did.

“Stay close,” she told Emma and Liam as they followed her toward the treeline.

The birches gleamed silver in the light, their bark carved with faint symbols that pulsed like veins beneath the surface. Mia touched one, and warmth spread up her arm. The rune burned briefly, revealing another symbol hidden beneath: 𝛼—bloodline.

“Grandmother made these,” Emma whispered, her eyes reflecting the glow. “They’re talking to each other.”

Mia frowned. “What do they say?”

Emma tilted her head, listening. “They’re afraid.”

The wind shifted — not wind, breath. Something moved among the trees, unseen but heavy. Liam grabbed his mother’s hand, wide-eyed.

Then, a whisper — her mother’s voice, faint and echoing.


“Child of sun and storm… the veil remembers.”




The ground trembled. A pulse of light rippled through the forest, racing toward the heartstone back in the cottage. Mia felt Elias’s magic stir through it — faint, strained, but real.

She raised her voice against the hum. “Elias! Can you hear me?”

For a moment, there was only silence — and then a flicker of him, like a reflection on shattered glass.

Mia—something’s happening here too. The forests are turning against us. They’re whispering Caelir’s name.

“His name came here as well,” she breathed. “Through the trees.”

Elias’s voice tightened. Then the veil is thinning. Someone’s breaking it open from both sides.

The vision began to fade, his voice like a fading echo. Find Clara’s grimoire. It may hold what I cannot reach.

Then he was gone.

That night, when the moon rose full, Mia searched her mother’s old chest. Beneath quilts and candles wrapped in twine, she found it — a leather-bound book that hummed faintly under her fingertips. Its cover bore a sigil of intertwined vines and stars.

Emma leaned over her shoulder. “What is it?”

Mia swallowed hard. “The truth,” she whispered.

As she opened the first page, a breath of cold air swept through the room — and across realms, Elias felt it too.

In the elven citadel, his torchlight flickered. Shadows along the marble walls rippled and twisted, forming a figure he hadn’t seen in ten years.

Caelir’s shape stepped out of the dark — not whole, not alive, but watching.


“You sealed me once, brother,” the voice murmured. “But tell me… how will you seal yourself?”




The shadow vanished, leaving frost on the floor
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