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Chapter one
A Fractured Beginning


Claire 
Claire awoke as if shot from the jaws of a collapsing star, limbs seizing, mouth wide with a voiceless scream that shredded her throat on the way out. Her lungs locked halfway into a gasp and her pulse hammered in her ears, pulsing out the memory of that final arterial spurt, Kade's blood painting her wrists, her fingers, his shirt, the stone beneath his head. The smell: thick iron and the clean brine of him, now lifeless.
The ceiling above her was only the old painted vault, flecked with mineral dust, not the shifting velvet of the Black Wind's cavern. She clawed the sheets to ground herself, found them twisted tight around her body like a shroud. It was only the dawn hour, Sanctuary's perimeter still humming with ward-song, the world unbroken. She pried open her eyes further, but Kade was not there. Her throat made a noise, maybe laughter, maybe grief.
It was not just a nightmare. It was a flashbulb memory, precisely sequenced and laden with too much texture to be invention: the uncanny exactness of his weight as he collapsed in her lap, the exact wetness as his chest wound flooded her palms, the slowly roughening resistance of skin cooling by degrees. The last thing his lips formed, not words, but the shape of her name. It was more real than the cold air leaching through the old glass window, more real than her own ragged breath.
Her hands, still in the posture of clutching, trembled as she held them out before her. In another life, they had carried the mark of execution; in this one, there was only the trembling, no blood. She rubbed her thumb along a callus at the base of her left index, a talisman against unreality. The bedroom’s familiar things arranged themselves by morning's logic: the oak table stacked with artifact fragments and half-catalogued scrolls, the battered tin mug perched beside a dead stibnite candle, the padded bench where Kade sometimes left his boots.
The vision did not fade. It clung to her, a seed crystal in the mind's eye, overlaying itself upon the Sanctuary's placid walls. She tried to describe it in her head, to taxonomize it into one of the known nightmare categories, Post-Trauma Residue, Minor Prophetic Feedback, False Timeline Spasm, but none of them fit. This was not a phantasm. This was an echo. A slice of something that had already happened, or was about to happen, or (more likely) both, because that was how the curse worked, or it did before they broke it.
On a shelf across from the bed, her Archive Ledger sat open, beckoning with the half-finished transcription of last week's anomaly. The orderliness of it was a temptation: logical columns, neat date glyphs, the reassuring tautology of the written record. She wanted to trust it. She wanted to believe that the march of time could be corralled by catalog and careful study. But she could feel it, the crack beneath the structure. The moment just before another fracture, when everything seemed to hold together but already, underneath, it was splintering.
Claire reached for the mug, half-hoping its solid weight and the tang of old tea would anchor her. The cup rattled against the table, her hand less steady than she liked to admit. In another life she would have poured herself something stronger. In this one, she drank the cold dregs, hoping the sharpness would cut through the lingering scent of blood and ozone.
She considered, for a moment, the option of calling for Kade. But there was nothing he could do about the vision, and she doubted it would bring him comfort to know that she kept dreaming of his death over and over, night after night, as if the universe could not tire of rehearsing that particular end. Worse, she knew that if she told him, he would believe her. And then they would both walk through the day beneath the weight of future murder, and nothing at all would get done.
Instead, she pressed her palm against the cooling stone at the sill, feeling the temperature difference with exacting concentration. The Archives taught a simple trick for this: catalog five things you can see, four you can touch, three you can hear, two you can smell, one you can taste. She cycled through them with the discipline of the half-traumatized and the professionally curious.
Five: morning sunlight through the glazed window, the shine catching on dust motes and making a rainbow out of the air; the shattered spines of old ledgers, each with Kade’s barely legible margin notes; the faint shadow of a bird passing briefly over the curtain; the blue scorch mark on the wall from her last failed time-weft experiment; the pale stripe across the floor where a cleaning spell had once run wild and bleached the stone.
Four: the raised seams on the notebook’s cover; the slick chill of the windowsill; the numbness where her thigh had gone to sleep under the sheet; the way her hair was still damp from sweating and stuck to her temple.
Three: the low drone of the protective wards outside her door, pulsing slow and even; a distant argument in the corridor, someone yelling about “morphic instability” and “protocol breach”; the wild, irregular triplet of her own heartbeat, refusing to settle.
Two: ash from the old candle, not quite extinguished and acrid; the faint ozone edge of magical residue, always lingering in Sanctuary no matter how hard they cleaned.
One: the tannin bite of cold tea, layered over the copper tang of memory.
She ran the cycle three times. It helped, marginally. The world reasserted itself, but the echo clung, a shimmer at the edge of all her senses. When she blinked, she could still see the last frame: Kade’s golden eyes, no longer quite Kade, the irises gone black and pupils flaring like a dying sun. His voice, only a shape. Her own voice, a howl that fractured reality.
She scribbled it down, fast and ugly, in the back pages of the Archive Ledger: “Kade’s death. Again. More specific this time, stab wound left chest, probably self-inflicted. Possible overlap with prior loops. Check resonance with Entry 291-B.” She closed the book harder than necessary, the sound sharp in the soft dawn.
A tapping at the window startled her, a bird, persistent, pecking at the glass. For an absurd moment, she imagined it was a message from the other side, but it was only a crow, ordinary and insistent. She shooed it away with a flick of her fingers. It took three tries; the bird was stubborn.
Time enough to parse the vision later. She had less than an hour to dress and cross half the complex before the morning rounds began. Her hands still shook as she peeled herself out of the sweat-soaked sheets and found clean clothes, blue-grey tunic, leather braces, belt studded with quills. She brushed her hair, quickly and without precision, ignoring the tangle at the nape. The face in the mirror was the same as ever: brown-eyed, unremarkable, save for the hairline fissure at the base of the left cheekbone, a crack that glimmered translucent only in certain light.
She covered it with a smudge of ochre paste and told herself the glamour would hold. It always did, until it didn’t.
As she left the room, the dawn seemed brighter. She let herself believe, for a minute, that the vision was only a dream, nothing more. But beneath the surface, she could feel the crack widening, letting the light in.
The training arena was an ovular cavity sunk two floors below ground, its rimmed walls set with directional runes that absorbed even the most enthusiastic outbursts. Above, daylight sifted in through louvered skylights, striping the sand with crisp bands of gold and shadow. Already, the air was warm, tinged with salt from last night’s dehumidifier wards, and the scent of crushed chalk.
Kade was already there, because of course he was. He stood at the edge of the ring with hands laced behind his back, a statue marred only by the slow, deliberate tilt of his head as he tracked her approach. Today he’d pulled his hair into a high knot, exposing the scar that slashed from left eyebrow to cheekbone. The rest of him looked as he always did: the build of someone engineered for war, the eyes of someone who found no pleasure in it.
“On time,” he said. “That’s new.” Claire flashed a smile. “I aim to confound your expectations. Routine is the enemy of adaptability.” “True.” He uncrossed his arms, nodding toward the gear rack. “I set aside your favorite. Or will you claim your intellect is weapon enough?” She glanced at the wooden swords, each lacquered to a high shine. She preferred the heavier, blunt-ended variant, more club than sword, but selected the practice rapier instead, spinning it once to test the balance.
He raised a brow. “Light today?” She shrugged. “Last night, I dreamt I killed you with the other one. Overcorrecting, perhaps.” The joke didn’t quite land. His expression shuttered, then smoothed into polite curiosity. “Nightmares again?” Claire deflected with a flourish, stepping into the sand ring. “Only if you consider prophetic memory a nightmare. Ready?”
He circled to match her. The choreography of these sessions was older than the Sanctuary itself: two bonded souls, measuring each other in small feints and recalibrations, every step a hypothesis and every counter a test. The first exchange was always gentle, almost affectionate. He pressed forward, just enough, and she let him.
She let herself fall into the pattern, sword-grip light and loose, feet sliding in measured arcs, the subtle push-pull of intention between them. For three passes, she focused only on the swordplay, the movement, the feedback from his body to hers. But the crack from her dream kept intruding, overlaying the moment with intrusive possibility. She saw, in the way he pivoted, a shadow of how he had fallen in the vision. In the flick of his wrist, the precise angle at which he had let the blade go.
“Claire.” Kade’s voice, low and edged with concern. “You’re not present.” She faltered, nearly lost her footing but recovered quickly with a flick that brought her sword up to his chin. “You were saying?” “Something’s off.” He pressed forward, not with the blade but with his gaze, measuring her reaction. “You’re never off, not here. You can talk to me.”
She wanted to. The old urge surfaced, to confide and be believed. But she had catalogued this dynamic before. She knew what it cost to make her anxieties his, to drag him into the recursive guilt that laced all her waking hours. Instead, she tried for levity. “You wouldn’t believe it,” she said, letting the blade drop. “It’s nothing. Just… cross-wire resonance. A trick of the brain.” He didn’t smile, but something in his posture softened. “If you’re sure.” He reset his stance, the signal to return to sparring.
They moved again, faster now, tension wound into the exchange. She let herself ride the rhythm, trying to lose the intrusive images in the logic of motion. On the fourth pass, she felt it: the threshold moment when their two fields were supposed to synchronize, the thing that made them greater than the sum of themselves. Normally, the activation was seamless, a click, a sudden clarity, the world slowing around the edges as their intentions fused.
Today, there was a flicker. The joint resonance, usually a crystalline tether she always visualized as blue-white, instead shivered with a stain of amber and black. A fissure, hair-thin but visible, ran down the bond’s core. Time distorted; her sword was out of position, or maybe his was. He had been to her left, now he was in front, too close. “Kade, wait, ” she started, but the arena’s silence was shattered by a crack like lightning detonating at point-blank range.
The ground heaved, all the careful runes in the arena sparking to life in self-preservation. Claire felt her spine arc as her senses were flooded with raw magical feedback, every nerve ending combusting into static. For an instant, she saw double, her own body tumbling backwards, and also Kade’s, arms splayed, his jaw clenched against a scream.
Then gravity reclaimed her. She landed hard, rolling over her shoulder and into the sand, sword spinning from her grip to embed itself blade-down. Air rushed from her lungs; she tasted iron on the back of her tongue. The ozone stink was suffocating, layered with the bitter aftertaste of magical burn-out. Overhead, the directional wards flickered. The runes that had always been reliable now bled light in spirals, unable to reassert equilibrium.
She propped herself up, blinking through the kaleidoscopic blur of her vision. Kade was down, one knee in the sand, a hand pressed to his side as if steadying a broken rib. “Kade!” she called, the name tearing free with more panic than she’d meant. He looked up, disoriented. “I’m fine.” Not true, not remotely, but he got to his feet and crossed the distance between them in three long strides. His hands, warm and shaking only a little, grasped her upper arms and pulled her upright.
“What the hell was that?” he asked. His voice was hoarse, singed around the edges. She tried to explain, but the words evaporated. In her mind, the fracture in the resonance tether was still there, still propagating outward, eating at the certainty that had always underpinned their bond. “Something in the merge,” she said, and hated how thin it sounded. “It’s never… it’s never fractured like that before.”
Kade’s eyes narrowed, gold banded by storm clouds. “It felt wrong, like someone spliced a live wire into my skull.” “Not just yours.” She drew in a shaking breath. The sparring ring, once so familiar, now looked alien. Even the grain of the sand seemed off, patterns she’d never noticed, disturbances that shouldn’t be possible. The overhead sunlight pulsed, too bright and then too dim, out of phase with the natural rhythm.
He held her gaze. “Did you see anything? Before it happened?” For once, she couldn’t muster the usual obfuscation. “I saw the tether crack. Like it was going to split us.” He considered, weighing the statement with the kind of care that had kept him alive in the courts and on the battlefield both before the curse. “And you didn’t think to warn me?” “I tried,” she said, voice low. “I always try.”
They stood in silence, the air still tasting of ozone and old fear. “You dreamed it, didn’t you?” he asked finally. Claire nodded. Kade exhaled, then set his jaw. “Next time, just say something. Even if you think I won’t believe you.” She tried to laugh, but the sound caught in her throat. “You always believe me. That’s the problem.”
“Not a problem,” he said, and the look he gave her was as close to tenderness as he ever allowed himself. “That just gives us something to fix.” She nodded, uncertain, but accepted his hand as he pulled her from the sand. Her knees were weaker than she’d anticipated, and for a moment she leaned into him, feeling the familiar, almost gravitational pull of his presence.
“We’ll try again tomorrow,” Kade said, more a promise than a suggestion. “If there is a tomorrow we have to look forward to,” she muttered. He caught that, and for a moment, the mask cracked. “There will be. I’ll make sure of it.”
They gathered their swords. The arena’s silence had the flavor of aftershock, every sound dampened by the lingering buzz of magic gone wrong. Claire left first, her mind already fracturing the event into data points, searching for a pattern she could use to make sense of it.
But in the back of her head, she could still feel the crack propagating. Not just in the resonance, but everywhere.

      [image: ]The path back to the main complex cut through Sanctuary’s courtyard, a shallow basin lined with living columns of silverleaf and odd, knobby trees from the old continent. Normally, these walks restored Claire, the cadence of her steps resynchronizing mind and body, the clean air leeching the chemical tang of anxiety from her blood. Today, the effect was absent. The air felt thin, her skin too tight for her bones.
Kade walked beside her, not speaking. After the spar, they often debriefed, laughing off bruises or re-enacting particularly creative attacks. But now he moved like a body under water, every gesture deliberate, his attention divided between Claire and the perimeter, as if he expected an attack from the hedgerows.
She’d meant to head for the Archive Tower, to lose herself in reports and matrix analyses until the memory of the accident dissolved. But halfway down the corridor she halted, nearly overbalancing on the threshold. The familiar air shimmered, not quite a color, more the memory of light. For a beat, her heart hitched, because she knew that pulse. She knew the presence.
Kade felt it too. He stopped, gaze tracking hers to the empty cross-corridor ahead. “Was that… ?” “Yes,” Claire whispered, the word catching. Zephyr’s signature was unmistakable: a blue-white ripple, sharper and cleaner than most, edged with that wild hunger that set the teeth on edge. But this iteration was wrong. Distorted, blurred at the boundaries like a figure drawn through rain-streaked glass.
She braced her palm against the wall, but it failed to ground her. All at once, every nerve in her arm fired, a rush of heat that bit down into her wrist and then spread, heady and nauseating in equal measure.
From up the hall, a cluster of junior archivists paused, glanced at the two of them, then seemed to lose interest in the space altogether, as if they couldn’t decide whether Claire and Kade occupied it or not. One of the younger ones muttered a line from an old rhyme: “When the world starts doubling, best not to blink.” The others snickered and melted away.
Kade’s expression darkened. “It’s stronger now. Are you… ?”
But the words derailed, replaced by static. For an instant, the corridor flickered, stone walls softening, then sharpening, then blinking out and in, the way a mirror surface sometimes fails to reconstitute after a shatter. Claire’s sword, which had been lashed at her belt, was now on the ground between them, half-buried in the grouting. She couldn’t recall letting it fall.
She reached for it, but her hand lagged, as if her nerves had been switched for slow-moving syrup. Somewhere, Kade barked her name, but it echoed at the wrong pitch, then echoed again, distant and childlike, as if someone else was practicing her name from another room. Reality slurred.
When the stutter resolved, Kade was five meters away, half-turned and braced as though expecting an impact. The walls were scorched, no, not scorched, but printed with silhouette shadows, as if an explosive flash had imprinted everyone’s outlines in negative. Claire looked down. Her shadow on the floor was split, one half trailing behind her, the other half frozen in place where she’d stood moments before.
She tasted blood, discovered she'd been bitten through the inside of her cheek. It tasted like last night’s vision. Kade stalked toward her, but the floor beneath him blurred, as if his movement couldn’t quite catch up with the present. The world seemed to fracture and glue itself together in ragged fits.
“Claire!” he called, too-loud, as if compensating for the echo. He reached her, steadying her with hands that felt more solid than anything else in the space. “Did you… did we lose time?” she asked, voice trembling. He nodded, jaw tight. “Maybe two minutes. What just happened?”
She tried to find language, but her own memory rewound on itself, replaying the sense of Zephyr, then the cold, then the nothing. The air around them tasted electric, like an ungrounded spell. Her stomach rebelled, and for a moment she had to breathe through a wave of nausea. “We need to get out of the corridor,” she said. “I think whatever this is, it’s propagating.”
They moved together, Kade’s grip vice-tight on her arm, pushing through the corridor to the outer walkway. The space opened into a narrow atrium, a place used for ritual or private conversations, but today it was empty. Even the light was wrong, sunset orange though it should have been barely noon, casting long, horizontal shadows across the polished floor.
Claire’s skin prickled. She could see the shimmer now, a network of faint, gold-threaded fissures in the air, like the crackle of hairline fractures in a glass sheet. When she reached for Kade’s hand, the sensation doubled; for a split second, she felt two versions of herself, overlapping, each out of sync by the thickness of a heartbeat.
“I think it’s a timeline shift,” she said, the words arriving from somewhere else in her mouth. Kade nodded, face grim. “Can you stabilize it?” “Not alone.” She laced her fingers with his, trying to sync their breathing, to rebuild the resonance they’d always relied on. But as soon as their hands met, the energy between them repelled, blue lightning leaping from the contact point. Her hand spasmed; his did the same, but he didn’t let go. “Sorry,” she said. “We’re past apologies,” he replied, and his hand flexed, like he was anchoring them both by brute force.
The shimmer built. The world flickered, then the lightbulb whine of a magical instability started to crescendo. Claire’s control was sudden gone. Magic spilled from her fingers in random arcs, each one sparking a different and unpredictable change: a vase in the corner shattered, its shards reconstructing into a spiral pattern; the curtains flapped as if caught in a hurricane wind; a section of the floor briefly liquefied, then refroze.
In her head, the warnings cascaded, her prophetic sense flickered on and off, dumping fractured images into her mind. Kade’s face, maskless and raw, screaming her name. Zephyr’s shadow, bleeding through a wall. The Sanctuary itself, twisting like a Möbius strip and folding into itself, a tidal wave of space and time about to collapse. At the center: herself, falling, always falling.
A cold pulse ripped through her chest, then through his. The shared pain brought them both to their knees. She gasped, clutching at his sleeve. His eyes met hers, the gold flaring bright, then hollow. “I can see it,” she whispered. “The break is right… ” She reached out with her other hand, gesturing at empty space. The fracture line was visible now, arcing from the ceiling through the center of the atrium, a razor of light cutting reality.
“Do we touch it?” Kade asked, voice shredded with pain. “We’re going to, whether we mean to or not,” she said, and laughed. It was that or start screaming.
She felt the wave before it arrived, a dissonance, a pressure in the air. The fracture pulsed, then split. For one brief, lucid second, the world was glass: perfectly clear, every shard reflecting a different path she could have taken. Every version of herself, every mistake, every broken promise, all frozen and screaming.
Then the fracture burst. The atrium went white, then black, then color returned in a rush: blue, gold, silver, and the bitter taste of timeline disruption. She and Kade collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and breath. Around them, the atrium spun; columns split and then regrew, walls pulsed in and out of being, light stuttered at the edges of vision. Claire tried to anchor herself with five senses, but nothing held. Only Kade did.
For a minute, for an hour, for all of time, they clung to each other in the hurricane center of unraveling reality. Then, as the world tried to right itself, she heard it: a new voice, crystal clear and cold as the inside of a mountain. “Beautiful,” it said. “You almost got it right this time.”
Claire blinked, but the voice was already gone, replaced by the scream of collapsing wards and the distant, helpless sound of the Sanctuary’s alarm. She turned to Kade, searching his eyes for explanation or comfort, but found only the reflection of her own, fractured self.
They held each other, and the world ended, and began, again.
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Chapter two
The Altered Return


Claire 
The Sanctuary atrium was a cathedral built to hold silence, but now it brimmed with the acoustics of apocalypse. Above, the domed ceiling pulsed with fault lines of living light, magical wards strobing and shorting as if the building itself anticipated its own collapse. The rift, which had opened at the heart of the space, did not scream or roar as legend might have predicted. Instead, it hummed with an anti-melody, a frequency that sanded away the edges of thought and made even memory feel granular.
Claire found herself pressed up against one of the internal pillars, the chill of its stone biting through her sleeve. Kade was beside her, shoulder brushing hers in a calculated solidarity, not for comfort but as an assertion that the two of them, at least, would try to withstand this together. Beyond their post, the atrium had reorganized into concentric rings of Sanctuary personnel, most of them carrying talismans that looked worryingly insufficient for the task at hand.
The rift dominated the room, not with size, but with an unnatural gravitational confidence. At first, Claire thought of it as an upright spindle, a seam of shimmer stitched from nothing to the marble beneath. But each time she blinked, its geometry evolved. Sometimes it was a tunnel glimpsed through rain; other times, an orrery's axis, trembling and emitting motes of blue-gold light. The edges of the rift bled energy in periodic surges, like an artery somewhere in the universe had been nicked and was now pulsing out raw potential.
She catalogued its effects: sound around the rift dropped by half, as if some predator wished to observe undetected. Small objects, loose quills, an inkpot, a half-drunk glass, lifted and set down in careful increments, jittering in response to the rift’s oscillation. Air pressure dropped, then spiked, on a two-second loop that left everyone off-balance, the sensation of descending in a broken elevator again and again.
She forced her breathing to stay slow, in counterpoint to the chaos. Five things she could see: the rift, Kade’s hand tightening on the pommel of his sword, the archiver two meters away gnawing his own wrist, the lattice of magical runes crawling up the columns, the edges as her own sleeve was gently tugged toward the center of the room. Four things she could touch: the cold stone at her back, the heat radiating off Kade, the rough-leather grip of her note-book, and, oddly, the fine dust particles that floated around the rift, as if it abraded even the air. Three things she could hear: the frequency warble of the rift itself, Kade’s low and even breathing, the high whimper of someone trying not to scream. Two to smell: the copper-penny sharpness of temporal instability, and the residue of sacred incense now twisted into something acidic. One to taste: the grit of her own teeth, ground nearly to dust.
The moment the rift’s light contacted the far wall, Claire’s entire frame locked in place. It wasn’t magic; it was animal fear, so old it predated spells. She recognized, within the quivering air, the precise spectral signature she’d associated with Zephyr, the flavor of his energy was unmistakable, even through the interference. But there was another layer now, some invasive streak of black hunger curling around his usual brightness. It brought to mind fungal infections, the way a perfect fruit might look whole until you turned it over and saw the rot. The sensation, once familiar, now felt like a dare.
“Kade,” she whispered, not really expecting a reply. But he heard her, and shifted so he was fully between her and the rift. “I see it too,” he said, his voice pitched low, meant only for her. “He’s in there.” The pronoun hung in the air, unfinished. She wondered whether he meant Zephyr, or some other thing that had come back wearing Zephyr’s bones.
The rift stuttered, as if its invisible heart skipped a beat. Around the chamber, the effect was immediate: magical wards inlaid on the floor flashed from blue to angry red, and the ambient hum rose a register, drowning out even the deepest resonance of Kade’s voice. The wall sconces, each tuned to respond to magical emergencies, began to gutter and flicker like dying fireflies.
Claire’s hand went reflexively to her sternum. The bond she shared with Kade was not visible in this world, but she felt it as a tightness that compressed her chest. At the first sign of temporal distortion, the dragon-bond normally thrummed with stabilizing power, pinning her to this universe the way an anchor tethers a drifting ship. Today, the anchor was fractured. The bond’s familiar tug now seared across her consciousness, a streak of white-hot ache, and she knew, without looking, that Kade felt the same. They had lived with the bond’s peculiar feedback for so long, it had become background noise. Now it screamed for her attention, and through the pain, she caught the echo of herself crying out in another timeline, another life.
The rift pulsed again, this time with a low blue corona that swept the floor in a circle. Anything not already weighted or held was yanked half a meter closer to the epicenter, including the junior archivist who had foolishly edged into the hazard zone with his scribing slate. The poor soul sprawled and skidded, saved only by the quick reflex of a Watch Captain who caught him by the scruff and yanked him bodily backward. The rift did not slow. It seemed to fatten, to grow wider, and the image that came to Claire was less of a tunnel and more of an iris, a widening pupil that let in a flood of something not meant for human sight.
Her teeth ached from clenching. In the fractured light, she caught Kade’s profile, set in grim focus, every line of his face a denial of the inevitable. She wanted to reach for his hand, but even the small movement of her arm set the nerves in her wrist alight with phantom pain. She looked down and realized, with a cold horror, that a faint line had appeared along her forearm, a hairline fissure, as if her skin had remembered being broken and decided to rehearse the role in advance.
“Hold steady,” she heard someone bark, Elira, probably, her voice always carrying even when the world was ending. The directive was less than helpful; Claire’s legs felt like spent batteries, her muscles shivering and unwilling.
The bond between her and Kade tensed, then vibrated, and in her mind’s eye she saw it as a column of light stretching from her sternum to his, spiderwebbed now with a net of fine cracks. It was beautiful and terrible, the way light sometimes is at the moment before it’s snuffed.
Time itself began to slip. At first it was seconds lost here and there, Kade would turn to glance at her, then would already be looking away, the in-between lost in a memory gap. Someone screamed; then there was silence, then the scream would replay, lagged but still urgent. At one point, Claire saw herself from outside her own eyes, poised and terrified, Kade shielding her, the whole atrium a time-lapse painting in collapse.
In the whorls of air, she felt it: Zephyr’s energy, more insistent now, as if he was not just returning but actively clawing his way into this timeline. She could sense, in the violence of the rift’s oscillation, the same stubborn intent that had always driven him. But where before it had been tinged with kindness, she remembered a hand reaching out for hers, a soft word in the ear, now it bristled with a malice so alien it might as well have been a new form of life.
For a second, the rift stilled. The light it emitted fell into regularity, flickering not unlike a candle. All across the atrium, Sanctuary members froze, each waiting to see whether it was ending or preparing for the next act. Claire dared to breathe, and as she did, the bond tether between her and Kade snapped back into alignment for a heartbeat, the pain replaced by a clarity so sharp she almost cried out.
Then the rift convulsed, vomiting a cascade of energy that knocked everyone backward, books and papers and people slammed into walls or each other, a storm of matter reordered by the violence of the moment. Claire heard a wet crack and only later realized it was her own head hitting the pillar, her vision narrowing into a tunnel of black ringed by blue. Through the haze, she saw Kade already struggling to his feet, the muscles of his back corded with effort. She reached for him but her hand would not obey. The world wobbled, went out of focus, then snapped back.
The rift was now massive, a slit nearly two meters wide, and through its trembling surface she glimpsed not another place, but a vastness she could not comprehend. The sensation was not of seeing, but of being seen, and the gaze that pressed against her mind was not anything or anyone she knew. It was colder, older, and behind it all, she felt the deep, uncaring hunger of the thing that was trying to come through.
“Claire!” Kade was at her side now, hands on her shoulders, his own face spattered with flecks of blood, not his, but someone else’s, the violence of the rift having made its mark on all present. “Don’t let go,” he said, and this time she knew he meant the bond, the thread of light and pain that anchored them both to now. She wanted to speak but her jaw was locked, so she gripped his sleeve with a desperation that bordered on animal.
In the periphery, she caught Elira and a half-dozen other Sanctuary officers, all of them forming a barrier between the rift and the unprepared. Elira’s eyes were wild, but her hands moved with the precision of a surgeon, laying down new runes even as the old ones peeled up from the floor like burned paper. The air in the room began to vibrate at a pitch only the desperate could hear, and Claire felt her eardrums flutter in warning.
Inside the rift, something moved.
It was not a figure, not yet, but the suggestion of form, a density in the light, the hint of a shadow deeper than any darkness. The air around the opening swirled, condensing into frost at its edges, and the magical temperature dropped so rapidly Claire’s breath came out in plumes. The movement grew more distinct: first an arm, then the implication of shoulders, then the unmistakable weight of a returning soul.
Every nerve in Claire’s body blazed with warning. She wanted to step forward, to reach for the shadow and the light she felt in equal measure, but the pain in her chest redoubled. The bond tether to Kade, now so cracked it looked more fracture than line, threatened to shatter completely. She grit her teeth and held tight, refusing to let either the pain or the fear force her away.
The rift quivered on the edge of giving birth. In the lull before the final convulsion, the world stilled again, as if all reality was waiting to see whether the next thing to come through would be friend, enemy, or the thing that destroys categories entirely. Claire whispered softly, not as a summons but as a prayer. The rift answered in silence, gathering energy for the moment to come.
They didn’t have to wait long, as the rift suddenly convulsed and gave up its secret.
Zephyr tumbled through, landing hard on both knees… human knees! His was not the poised descent of the old gryphon, but a crash, limbs at wrong angles, head bowed like an automaton in power-down. The rift snapped shut behind him with a shattering, almost wet sound, an afterbirth of light and residue that splattered across the marble and briefly painted everything in reverse-shadow. For a moment, he knelt there, hunched and ragged, arms hanging at his sides and eyes shut tight.
Then he looked up.
The air went rigid. Everyone in the atrium, even those farthest from the epicenter, recoiled in some manner, as if a primal sense warned them not to approach a wounded predator. Zephyr’s face was a map of damage and defiance. The bones were all in place, but something in the arrangement was off, a once-handsome symmetry now jagged at the jaw, one eye listing slightly higher than the other, like someone had reassembled him from memory and missed a step. His skin bore the same silver-white fissures Claire remembered from the vision, but now they ran deeper, crossing cheek and brow and chin in a branching river delta. Some of them leaked a faint, non-Newtonian glow, not blood, but something more abstract and painful.
His eyes were a greater horror. Where once they had been dark, almost black, and brimming with sardonic warmth, now there were visible lacunae, hollowed pockets, as if chunks of memory or soul had simply been excised. Occasionally, a flicker of awareness returned to them, and in those instants, the old Zephyr peered out from behind the damage. But then it vanished, replaced by an emptiness that stared straight through Claire as if she were only one of a thousand possible realities.
A dark aura clung to him, not as ornament or defense, but as if the rift had left a vacuum in his outline and the universe had rushed in to fill it with shadow. The effect was both beautiful and obscene: black smoke rose from his skin in slow drifts, only to snap and twitch at random, as if subjected to unseen winds. At his feet, the shadows pooled so densely they pulled at the geometry of the room, stretching along the marble in lines that bent and doubled and returned, fractal-like, to the source. Where his hand brushed the floor, even the light bent in concession, refusing to touch him.
Claire's chest wrenched as if the invisible gryphon had wrapped a claw around her heart. Instinct and muscle memory forced her forward, a half-step toward Zephyr before sense and horror conspired to stop her. She could not name the urge that compelled her, only that it was equal parts mourning and recognition, like seeing the face of a dead friend on a stranger in a crowd.
Kade did not hesitate. He moved bodily between her and the apparition, every line of his body telegraphing both threat and protection. He stood upright, chin high, arms loose at his sides but with the promise of violence in the curl of his fingers. The bond between them, already cracked, now flickered in and out of existence, as if reality could not decide whether to allow their connection in the presence of this third thing. Each pulse sent a micro-shock through Claire’s nervous system. The pain was nothing compared to the greater terror: that she might lose either Kade, or Zephyr, or herself, and not know until too late.
Zephyr stayed kneeling for a moment longer, then rose with a slow, marionette grace. He surveyed the atrium, not in the way of a man returning home, but as a stranger processing an unfamiliar threat. His gaze lingered on Kade, and the air between them turned conductive. Then, slowly, his eyes tracked to Claire, and she felt a memory, not her own, but his, flash across the tether between them: the sanctuary garden at dusk, her laughter, a feeling of safety now gone to rot.
She catalogued the differences in him even as her heart rebelled at the assignment. The Zephyr she remembered had been alert to the smallest social cues; this version parsed only physical ones. He stood, shoulders back, chin high, the bearing of an ancient commander restored, but it was a bearing emptied of context, like an actor forced to improvise a role without the script. He tried to smile, but the attempt failed halfway, twisting instead into a grimace of apology.
The aura intensified, more smoke boiling up from the open cracks on his arms, now visible beneath what was left of his tunic. His body bore new scars, old ones overwritten, the lines of damage both patterned and wild. She tried to calculate the magical signature of the aura, but the process was like trying to read a book while someone randomly tore out every third page. The flavor of it was Zephyr, but corrupted, shot through with a darkness that ate every attempt at illumination.
He took a step forward. The air between him and Kade ionized, a corona of blue lightning arcing across the distance. Kade’s face barely changed, but his hands spread a fraction wider, ready to intercept. The shadow tether between Claire and Kade, now so frayed as to be a mere suggestion, snapped taut for a heartbeat, then went limp. She gasped, the loss more intimate than breath. For a split second, she believed the bond had died for good. Then it shuddered back, weaker, but present.
“Zephyr?” she asked. The question was almost laughable; of course it was him. But the name was a trigger, and she saw, in his eyes, a flicker of recognition. He opened his mouth. The first attempt yielded nothing, then a guttural sound, then, finally, language. “I… came back,” he said, and the words hit the floor like stones, heavy and chipped and insufficient. He wobbled on his feet, then steadied, setting his jaw in that same, impossible stubbornness she remembered from the old gryphon they knew and loved.
Claire wanted to run to him, to press her hand to his face, to feel for the temperature of the being she’d mourned, but her rational mind was louder now, reminding her that whatever had returned was not the Zephyr who’d left. The way his gaze skipped over her face, the way his body shadowed itself, the way he seemed to hunger not for reunion but for context, all of it bespoke an otherness she did not have words for.
Kade held position, eyes never leaving Zephyr, but his hand crept behind him and found Claire’s, interlacing their fingers with desperate force. It hurt, but she held on, using the physical pain to anchor herself to the moment.
Around them, Sanctuary officers gathered at the perimeter, some already layering defensive wards, others just staring, slack-jawed and terrified. Elira, ever the professional, advanced a meter closer than any of the others, her hands held open, palms out, in the international gesture for don’t shoot. “Zephyr,” she said, her voice dipped in honey and caution. “You’re safe. You’re home. Do you know where you are?”
He blinked, once, twice, as if rebooting. “Sanctuary,” he managed, but the syllables came out rough and wrong, like the word was new to his mouth. “Good,” Elira said, inching closer. “You’re among friends. Can you tell us what happened?” He looked away, the darkness swirling around his body in agitation. Claire watched as it thickened and then thinned, as if he were learning to control it moment to moment. “I… ” He stopped, blank for a full five seconds. “I lost time. I was here. Then I was… ” He trailed off, expression vacant.
Claire’s heart broke at the sight, but the observer in her could not help but note the pattern: classic temporal aphasia, complicated by magical trauma, and overlaid with an active curse vector that distorted not only memory but volition. She felt a surge of scholarly purpose, the old compulsion to fix what was broken, and it was only then she realized she’d already stepped out from behind Kade.
She was no longer protected. She was no longer even certain she wanted to be.
Zephyr saw her and, for a fleeting instant, something in his face rearranged itself into a smile. Not the old smile, but a ghostly, partial reflection of it. Then the moment was gone, replaced by a shuddering wave of darkness that fanned outward from him, sweeping over the assembled crowd like the shadow of a wing.
Several in the crowd flinched. One of the junior archivists fled outright, dropping his notepad in a trail of panicked footsteps. Kade flinched too, just a fraction, but enough that Claire noticed. She did not retreat. She stood her ground, and when Zephyr took another halting step toward her, she did not move. The bond between her and Kade fluttered in warning, but she ignored it.
She forced herself to catalogue what she saw: the ways Zephyr had changed, the ways he remained the same, the signals he broadcast and the dangers they implied. It was the work of a lifetime, and she had only seconds. She let herself hope, just for a moment, that whatever had returned could be made whole again.
Zephyr stood before them not quite breathing, the air around him a stormfront of disrupted currents. He looked like a man barely stitched to this world: every gesture caused his shadow to writhe on the floor in counterpoint, every inhale sapped the room of warmth. For a while, no one moved or spoke. The Sanctuary’s finest stood arrayed like chess pieces along the atrium’s perimeter, not one of them willing to break formation or even glance away. All eyes, for the moment, remained on Zephyr.
Claire’s training took over, even as her heart battered itself to pieces. She modulated her voice for clarity and calm, flattening the tremors in her throat. “Can you tell us what happened? How did you return?”
Zephyr blinked, his face still half-stuck in the old pattern of analytical detachment. “I came back through the… I don’t remember what it’s called.” He frowned, as if the words themselves tasted wrong. “There was a path, but it was not a path. I followed it. I was told, no, that isn’t right, but I decided to come back. But everything after that is…” He gestured vaguely, hand carving empty space in the air, “blank.”
His confusion was not just cognitive; it resonated through the room like a minor chord. Claire could feel the sanctuary wards reacting in sympathy, their blue glow dimming and pulsing as if they too had lost faith in their purpose. The rift itself, still trembling open behind Zephyr, spat sparks that floated up and evaporated like moths in a torch beam. She tried again, voice more insistent. “What do you remember, then? The last moment before you left?”
This time, a shadow of the old Zephyr glimmered in his eyes, and for a heartbeat, Claire was sure he would make a joke, say something cutting to diffuse the tension. But it slipped away, drowned by something far colder. “I remember you,” he said. “And Kade. I remember… fading. I remember deciding not to come back. But then I did.” He shuddered. The dark aura around him rippled, shedding threads of black vapor that curled and recoiled from every nearby surface.
Kade’s posture shifted subtly, as if anticipating a threat. Claire watched the micro-adjustments, he drew half a breath, realigned his hips, flexed the hand at his side. She could feel, through the battered tether of their bond, the effort it cost him to keep from launching into violence or retreat. Instead, he spoke, his voice so controlled it bordered on emotionless. “Are you alone in there, Zephyr?”
The question landed with surgical precision. Zephyr flinched, just a tiny hitch of the jaw, and the shadows around him pulsed. “I think so,” he said, but it sounded more like a question than an answer. “There are… echoes. But they’re all me.”
Claire catalogued the lie immediately. His use of the word “echoes,” the refusal to clarify, the twitch of his gaze, these were signals she’d trained herself to detect in half-conscious prisoners, in unstable witnesses. She wanted to cross the space and touch him, but the old discipline kept her in place.
All around them, small magical anomalies multiplied. The ward lights guttered again, painting the walls with hieroglyphic static. The heavy glass lamp above the atrium’s center started to weep beads of molten light, which sizzled to nothing before hitting the floor. Candle flames in the upper gallery leaned away from Zephyr, then guttered out entirely, plunging that part of the room into darkness. Even the air itself felt misaligned, as if every molecule had been shifted one Planck length to the left.
“I need to see,” Claire said, but only after the fact did she realize she’d spoken out loud. She meant the aura, the scars, the breaks in Zephyr’s soul; she needed to examine them for herself. She stepped forward, slow and deliberate, and Kade’s hand lashed out to grab her wrist. He didn’t pull, but the contact was iron. Claire stared him down, and after a moment he released her, though she saw the way his knuckles whitened with each heartbeat.
She closed the distance between herself and Zephyr, every step a rehearsal for disaster. His scent was different now, less of feathers and wind, more of scorched air and sweet, rotten fruit. She focused her sight, dialing up the minor gifts the Archives had installed in her years ago, and let the auras overlay themselves atop reality.
Zephyr was a disaster zone. His own internal magic, once a clear and defined stream, now swirled in self-contradictory loops, eddying around pockets of black static. The cracks in his body ran deep, some right through the core of his being, leaking not just energy but a particulate darkness that seemed alive in its own right. She reached out, slowly, letting her hand hover a hair’s breadth from his chest.
“Don’t,” he said. The word was soft, almost a whisper, but it struck her like a slap. She withdrew, but did not retreat. “Why?” she asked, quietly. “If you touch me, it will get worse,” Zephyr said, and for a moment his face crumpled, the mask falling away to show the lost soul beneath. “The fracture isn’t sealed. If you’re close, you’ll break too.” She heard this, and did not care. “We’re already breaking,” she said. “If I can help… ”
Kade’s patience snapped. “This is not the time to experiment,” he said, his voice heavy with old pain and new fear. He stepped closer, forcibly interposing himself, and for a moment, all three stood nearly chest-to-chest, a triangle of old loyalties and new danger. Zephyr smiled, and this time it was almost familiar. “You never did know when to quit,” he said, not unkindly, and Claire felt a rush of longing and terror that threatened to floor her.
The magical turbulence in the room suddenly rose to a crescendo. All around the atrium, the perimeter lights failed one by one, until only the rift itself was left to illuminate the three of them, casting their shadows huge and warped against the walls. Zephyr turned, blinking at the rift, and cocked his head as if trying to solve an equation only he could see.
“I don’t think it’s done,” he said. “There’s something left.” Claire asked, “What is it?” and Zephyr shrugged. Kade spoke low, but with the steel of someone preparing for war. “Whatever comes, we handle it. Together.”
They watched as the rift’s interior surface began to vibrate faster and faster, compressing all its colors into a pure, blinding white. Then, with a snap that deafened every living thing in the room, it imploded, sucking all the excess energy, light, and shadow into a point the size of a tear, and then vanishing entirely.
For a moment, all was black. Claire heard, or imagined, the sound of her own blood in her ears, the dragon-bond flickering on and off like a dying radio. She thought of Zephyr’s warnings, his lost-soul smile, the way Kade’s hand had felt on her wrist, and she wondered what it would be like if it fractured beyond repair.
Slowly, color returned to the world. Zephyr had collapsed down on one knee, his opposite hand flat on the floor for balance, breath coming in sharp gasps. Kade hovered over him, uncertain whether to offer help or restraint. The Sanctuary staff had collapsed back against the walls, most of them clutching at wounds or simply sobbing into their sleeves. Claire knelt beside Zephyr, ignoring the ice-water pain running through her own bones. “You’re here,” she said. “You made it.”
Zephyr rolled over, blinking against the fog. “For now,” he said, and tried for the old smile, failed, then tried again. “Thank you.” “Don’t thank me yet,” Claire said, “There’s a lot left to fix.” She meant all of it: his soul, the Sanctuary, the world itself. But also her own cracked and battered heart.
Kade offered her his hand, and she took it, allowing him to help her to her feet. Zephyr looked up at the two of them, and for a second, Claire saw a glimpse of what could be, a world rebuilt, or at least held together, if only they all willed it so.
In the hush that followed, the magic in the air twisted and shimmered, still unpredictable but, for now, survivable. They stayed together in the blue dawn, and for the first time in what felt like forever, the cracks in the world let the light in.
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Chapter three
Cracks in the Bond


Kade 
The Sanctuary’s ritual chamber had a hush that reminded Kade of the old crypts: stone swallowing sound, air tuned for secrets and violence. Blue-white torches floated in rings above the dais, shedding their witch light across three interlocking pentacles. Even empty, the space thrummed, ancient wards knitted into every slab and lintel, each breath laced with ozone and the perfume of sacred ink.
They’d prepared the room twice over, but Kade still felt watched. He always did in places built for containment. His eyes caught every shimmer in the walls, every fracture line spidering beneath the gloss of the warded tiles. None of that mattered compared to Claire, perched on the threshold in a tunic several sizes too big, sleeves pushed back to expose the cracks on her wrists. She examined the runes with the skepticism of an archivist grading counterfeits. Her mouth, set in a tight line, might have fooled anyone else, but not Kade.
He stood beside her, posture slack but fingers twitching. The remnants of the curse in his blood wanted out, sometimes it rebelled at the faintest provocation, sometimes it was only the memory of past pain that haunted his nerves. Lately, it had trouble distinguishing between them all. He let himself exhale slowly, anchoring himself to the present. Claire looked up at him, brows tilting in a question. “Ready?”
“Define ready,” he muttered, but stepped into the pentacle with her. The surface pulsed, luminous, as if testing their weight. “Center yourselves,” came Elira’s voice, crisp and echoing, from the far corner. The ritual officer’s staff ticked a sharp rhythm on the flagstones as she approached, her hooded robe trimmed with those same blue-gold runes that now circled Kade’s boots. Her hands glowed faintly, magic coiling around her knuckles in anticipation.
Facing each other, Kade let his hands fall to his sides, waiting for the signal. Claire hesitated, then offered her left hand, palm up. He took it. The warmth startled him. For a moment, everything else, the torches, the ice of the curse, the endless catalog of pain, fell away. Elira circled once, scribing a loop of light through the air. The air tensed. “Ready,” Claire said again, but this time it was a challenge.
“Begin,” Elira called. “Sync, then amplify.”
Claire squeezed his fingers. Kade focused on her pulse. It was a subtle thing, the merging: an old technique, not meant for show. He thought of the bond as a lattice of light between their hearts, tensioning, humming, alive. He’d felt it hundreds of times, but today there was an itch under the skin, a static gathering along the bone.
Claire exhaled, closed her eyes, and drew on the bond. A blue-white ribbon spooled out of her palm, leaping to his, hotter and brighter than any he’d felt before. For half a second, the connection was perfect, total resonance, every cell in his body vibrating in harmony with hers.
Then something foreign crawled in from the edges. The ribbon shattered. A crack ran from their joined hands up to his elbow, then shot across his collarbone in a spiderweb of cold fire. He dropped to one knee, the floor rippling beneath him as if the pentacle itself recoiled at the contact.
“Kade?” Claire’s voice sliced through the haze. She too had crumpled, her hair haloed around her face, one cheek pressed to the tile. He wanted to reach for her, but couldn’t move. Each breath triggered a new chain of fractures, icy spikes worming up his side and into the hollow behind his sternum.
He heard Elira’s staff clatter as she sprinted across the circle. Her hands found their wrists, cool and unflinching. She muttered in a language Kade didn’t know, ancient, not exactly human, and traceries of red light wove around the cracks. It didn’t numb the pain, but it gave it boundaries, containing it to the surface of the skin instead of letting it gnaw at his core.
“This isn’t natural deterioration,” Elira announced, her voice flat and oddly pleased, as if she’d just solved a favorite puzzle. “Something is actively poisoning what should be your greatest strength.” She twisted his arm to expose the branching fissures that already faded from view, her lips pursed in concentration.
Kade gritted his teeth, tasting iron. He could smell burning ozone, and under that the faint scent of Claire’s hair, nothing mystical, just sweat and the ghost of whatever herbal wash she favored that week. “What does that mean?” he managed when his jaw unlocked.
“It means your bond isn’t merely decaying,” Elira said, fingers dancing above the cracks, drawing glyphs that glowed and then burst in sparks. “It’s being sabotaged. From the outside, or very deep inside.”
Claire shivered, her voice smaller than he’d ever heard it. “Can you fix it?” She tried to push herself upright, but her hand failed, skidding on the tile. Kade crawled the last half-meter and put his hand under her shoulder, anchoring her with his own unsteady weight. The contact re-ignited the pain, but it also cleared the fog behind his eyes.
“Hold still,” Elira snapped. “The backlash is still active.” She leaned in, inspecting the cracks like a jeweler with a new flaw. “Who did you spar with today? Who else have you synced with in the last cycle?” “Nobody,” Kade said, but Claire’s eyes flickered. “Yesterday,” she whispered. “We went to the archives. Zephyr… ” She cut off, then clamped her mouth shut.
Elira’s attention sharpened. “You saw Zephyr?”
“He’s gone,” Kade said, more sharply than he meant. “Dead, or whatever passes for it in the in-between.” The pain was ebbing now, the cracks shrinking under Elira’s ministrations, but he could still see the afterimages of blue-white light arcing between his fingers, a ghost of what had just burned them both.
Elira finished her circuit and let go of their wrists, rising to her full height. “That doesn’t matter. The vector doesn’t need him alive. Just close enough to remember the resonance.” She stalked back to the outer ring of the pentacle, re-setting the staff upright with a click. “I need a sample,” she muttered, more to herself than to them.
Kade watched her gather a phial and a slender silver needle from her satchel. “You want blood?” he asked, and Elira nodded. She gestured for his hand, then Claire’s, and pressed the needle just below the surface. Both drops sizzled when they hit the phial, blue and gold mixing into an iridescent swirl. Elira corked it, then tucked the bottle away, already making notes in a slim, battered book.
“Rest,” she said. “You’ll need it. If you attempt another merge before I identify the toxin, it could kill you both.” She spun on her heel and vanished through the side door, staff echoing along the stones.
Silence returned. Kade counted the heartbeats it took for Claire to stop shivering. He laid his palm over hers, careful to avoid the last flickering embers of pain. “Still think you can science your way out of this?” he asked, a weak joke, but it pulled a smile from her. “Not today,” she said, eyes heavy. “But maybe tomorrow.” She let him help her sit up, her head falling against his shoulder, her breathing evening out as the magic receded.
He looked down at the hairline cracks on his own skin, already fading, already almost forgotten. But he remembered, in perfect clarity, the taste of the blue-white ribbon, the sensation of something cold and foreign writhing through the connection. Not a part of Claire, not a part of himself, but something that hated them both and meant to eat the world.
Kade stayed there, holding her, until the torches dimmed and the night beyond the Sanctuary pressed in like a second skin. He promised himself, quietly and without drama, the way he’d always promised things, that he would not let it take her, no matter what it cost.
Kade was still kneeling, his arm braced around Claire’s shoulders, when the ritual chamber shuddered with a temperature drop so sharp he saw his own breath fog in the torchlight. For a moment, he thought the curse was staging an encore, but then a filament of shadow slid across the tile, dragging his attention to the arched doorway behind them.
Zephyr appeared in the threshold like a negative exposure, skin faintly luminescent, eyes gone sharp and hungry, every line of him limned by an aura of black and silver that bled into the air like ash and starlight. He moved carefully, not with caution but with the brittle precision of a thing reassembled too many times. For a half-beat, Kade saw his friend’s old bearing, the predator’s grace, the slight lilt of a lifelong tactician, but it flickered, and what replaced it was stranger: a being tuned for the impossible.
He
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