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Chapter 1: Phantom Blades
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The wind on the outskirts of the Hollow carried a lingering reminder of the rift that had nearly unmade them. For most, the air was clearing, the pervasive dread of the Void-King’s volatile energy settling into a steady, manageable hum. But for Lyra, the air felt like a tightening noose.

She moved through the perimeter patrol, her boots barely disturbing the dust. Every shadow that stretched across the jagged stones looked like a man with a blade, every snapping twig sounded like the muffled cough of a suppressed pistol. She rubbed her left forearm, a nervous tick she hadn’t possessed before the Citadel. Beneath the fabric of her sleeve, the skin felt wrong—too sensitive, as if the nerves were perpetually expectant of a strike.

Breathe, she told herself. You are not in the guild. You are not a ghost. You are home.

But the "home" she had built felt like a theater stage, a beautifully constructed set that could be torn down by a single misstep.

As she rounded the jagged corner of a limestone outcropping, the world flickered. It wasn’t a hallucination; it was a memory playing in high-definition overlay. The reality of the quiet, recovering wilderness vanished, replaced by the sterile, cold stone of the training halls. She saw the familiar face of a mentor—not Vane, but one of his lieutenants—lunging at her with a training blade.

Lyra reacted before her conscious mind could process the shift. Her body flowed, a dance of muscle memory refined by years of torture and repetition. Her hand darted to her belt, but instead of the mundane utility knife she carried for trail work, her fingers snatched at empty air.

Clang.

The sound of metal meeting metal echoed in her ears, impossibly loud. She blinked, the vision shattering like a dropped mirror. She was standing on the dirt path again, hand extended, fingers trembling. A civilian worker, a young man hauling a crate of supplies, stood ten feet away, frozen in terror. He hadn't been attacked, but in her moment of disorientation, she had drawn her hidden dagger—a blade of white fire, flickering with the residue of their soul-bond—and held it, point-first, at his throat.

"I..." Lyra’s voice was a ragged rasp. The white flame sputtered and died, leaving her hand pale and shaking.

The worker scrambled backward, tripping over his own feet, his eyes wide with the realization of what he had just seen. He wasn't looking at a hero; he was looking at a predator who had forgotten how to turn it off.

"I'm sorry," she whispered, though he was already sprinting toward the main encampment, likely to report a threat.

She slumped against the stone, the adrenaline dump leaving her nauseated. It wasn't just the memory. It was the training itself, seeping into her marrow. The Void-King’s power, which she had successfully wielded to bind the Parasite, had not merely acted as a conduit; it had acted as a multiplier. Every old reflex, every lethal instinct, was now backed by a terrifying, supernatural precision. She was an assassin who no longer needed to hide, and that thought—more than any ghost—terrified her.

She pressed her palms against her temples, trying to find the tether. Malakor. Usually, his presence was a warm, obsidian anchor in the back of her mind. Today, it felt distant, obscured by a static hiss of her own making.

She turned away from the path, heading into the deeper scrub where she could be alone. But the forest felt hostile. She felt the gaze—that prickling sensation on the back of her neck that all guild-trained killers learned to respect. It wasn't the Parasite. The Parasite was contained. This was something colder, more focused.

She moved through the brush, her senses hyper-acute. She began to see them—not as physical threats, but as flickers in the periphery. A shadow that lingered a second too long near a tree. The sound of a footfall that followed her own rhythm, perfectly synced to mask its presence.

She stopped, turning sharply, her hand hovering over her sheath. Nothing but the swaying of dead, grey grass.

"You're not here," she hissed into the silence. "Vane is dead. The Citadel is sealed. You are just nerves, Lyra. Just ghosts."

But her body knew better. She felt a phantom pressure in her chest, a sudden, sharp ache where the black glass had once bitten into her skin during the journey. It was a phantom wound, but it burned with a very real intensity. It was a tether, pulling her toward the northern ridge.

She fought the urge to run, to sprint toward the ridge and gut whatever shadow was haunting her. That was what the guild wanted. That was the loop. If she followed her instinct, she would be back in the game. She would be an assassin again.

She shut her eyes, focusing on the bond. She pushed through the wall of her own panic, seeking the deep, resonant darkness that was Malakor.

Malakor, she thought, the word a desperate prayer. I am fraying.

The connection answered instantly, but it wasn't the smooth, unified calm she expected. It was a jagged, fractured thing. Malakor was suffering, too. The bond, which they had used to imprison the entity, was a two-way mirror. He was feeling her terror, her flashbacks, the lethal coldness that had flooded her limbs.

She felt him reach out, not with words, but with a sensation of immense, crushing weight—the weight of a king trying to hold a kingdom together when his own sword-arm was a liability. He was terrified for her, and in his terror, he was losing his grip on the control he worked so hard to maintain.

She needed to move. She needed to find him before the shadow at the edge of her vision turned from a ghost into a blade. She started to run, not as a woman escaping, but as a predator hunting the thing that hunted her.

She vaulted over a fallen log, her movements fluid and lethal, her mind a warzone between the woman she had fought to become and the weapon she had been created to be. Every instinct screamed at her to kill, to execute, to neutralize.

She didn't stop until she reached the central courtyard of the Hollow, where the makeshift spire of the Void-King’s sanctum rose against the bruised, twilight sky. Malakor was there, standing on the balcony, his back to her. Even from this distance, she could feel the turmoil radiating from him in waves of dark energy that distorted the air.

He didn't turn. He didn't need to. He knew her arrival as clearly as he knew his own heartbeat.

"You smell of blood that hasn't been spilled yet," Malakor said, his voice dropping into that resonant, velvet tone that usually grounded her. But there was a tremor in it.

Lyra skidded to a halt at the foot of the stone steps, her chest heaving. "I nearly killed one of them, Malakor. A worker. I saw the halls. I saw the guild training. I didn't see the Hollow; I saw a target."

Malakor turned, his eyes—once soft with their shared future—were alight with a frantic, pulsing Void-fire. He descended the stairs in three long strides, his hand reaching out to catch her chin, tilting her face up to his.

"I feel it," he murmured, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw. "The feedback loop. We didn't just lock the Parasite away, Lyra. We locked ourselves into a system that is still calibrating. Every fear you have, I amplify. Every memory that haunts you, I sharpen."

"It’s not just the memory," she whispered, her voice trembling as she finally let the wall drop. "They are watching me. I can feel the gaze." Someone—something—is out there in the wastes. Someone who knows exactly how I move, how I breathe, how I think."

Malakor’s expression darkened, his gaze flicking to the horizon where the Obsidian Wastes bled into the darkening sky. "I thought it was the residue of the rift. A shadow cast by our own trauma."

"No," Lyra said, her eyes locked with his. "It’s too precise. It's a signature. It’s him. Even if he’s dead, he’s still here. Vane isn't done with me."

The wind gusted, carrying the scent of something burnt and ancient—a smell she hadn't encountered since the day Vane had cornered her in the fortress. It was the metallic, chemical stench of black glass.

Malakor’s grip tightened, his knuckles turning white. He pulled her against his chest, shielding her, or perhaps shielding himself. In the silence that followed, a soft, rhythmic clink-clink-clink drifted from the darkness beyond the torchlight.

The sound of a blade being sharpened against stone.

Lyra’s breath hitched. The peace they had fought so hard to secure felt impossibly fragile, like a thin sheet of glass waiting for a single, heavy strike to shatter it into a thousand lethal pieces. She rested her head against Malakor’s armor, feeling the erratic, powerful beat of his two hearts beneath the metal. They were alive. They were together. But the ghosts of her past had finally stopped haunting the periphery and had begun to step out of the shadows.

The sound of steel biting into whetstone was rhythmic, precise, and entirely too close.

Lyra’s pulse hammered against her throat, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone. She kept her back to the crumbling masonry of the Hollow’s outer wall, her lungs burning with the sudden, frigid intake of air. In the darkness beyond the flickering torchlight, the rhythm stopped.

Then, a whisper of wind. Not a breeze—a displacement of air caused by a sudden movement.

"Lyra."

The voice was a low, velvet rumble that vibrated not just in her ears, but in the marrow of her bones. Malakor emerged from the shadows of the sanctum, his eyes swirling with the nebulous, violet haze of the Void. He looked gaunt, the strain of their interconnected consciousness etching lines of exhaustion into his face.

He didn't need to ask what was wrong. He felt the jagged spikes of her panic, the residual frost of her memories—the smell of copper, the snap of a neck, the absolute, cold efficiency of a Guild executioner. He flinched, clutching his side where the bond pulled tight like a fraying rope.

"The sharpening," Malakor rasped, his gaze darting toward the perimeter, his fingers sparking with volatile, dark energy. "You hear it too."

"It’s not just a sound, Malakor," Lyra hissed, her hand trembling as she reached for the hilt of her blade. Her skin began to glow with a sickly, ethereal white light—the manifestation of her purifying flames, erratic and uncontrolled. "It’s a tether. Someone is pulling at the threads of my past. It’s him. It has to be Vane."

"Vane is dead," Malakor said, though his own doubt was a foul, metallic taste in their shared mind. "We saw the fortress fall. We saw the Sunken Citadel consume him."

"We saw the body," Lyra corrected, her voice dropping to a jagged whisper. "But Vane was never just a man. He was an idea—a disease of the soul. You can’t kill a memory, and that’s all he is now. He’s hunting us from the static."

As she spoke, the air in the square shifted. The darkness between the torches didn't just loom; it condensed. A spectral blade, translucent and dripping with liquid shadow, manifested mid-air, spinning with impossible speed toward a young scout returning from the outer patrol.

"Look out!"

Lyra lunged, not with the grace of a hero, but with the blurring, terrifying speed of an assassin. She didn't think; she let the muscle memory of a thousand kills take over. She intercepted the shadow-blade, her own hand erupting in a blinding, searing white light. The impact sounded like a bell tolling for the dead. The white flame clashed with the shadow, shattering the manifestation into a thousand stinging shards of black glass.

The scout fell back, gasping, eyes wide with terror as he stared at the woman standing over him. Lyra was panting, her eyes bleeding white light, her knuckles bruised and smoking. She didn't look like the savior of the Hollow. She looked like the monster they feared she had been.

The scout scrambled away, his heels scraping the stone. He didn't thank her. He fled.

Malakor was at her side in an instant, his presence a heavy, cooling shroud against her boiling fury. He placed his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. His touch was an anchor, but it was also a bridge; the raw, unfiltered terror of the scout flooded into their bond, mixing with Lyra’s self-loathing.

"Stop," Malakor commanded, though his voice cracked. "Lyra, breathe. You are drowning in the ghosts."

"I am the ghost, Malakor!" she screamed, shoving him back. The force of the movement sent a shockwave of white flame rippling through the cobblestones, cracking the earth beneath their boots. "Look at me! I just drew blood to save him, and he looked at me like I was the plague. Every time I reach for you, I bring the darkness with me. And every time I try to shield you, I become the thing I swore I’d leave behind! "

She collapsed to her knees, the white fire dying down to a dull, painful flicker beneath her skin. She grabbed her head, the psychological weight of the Guild—the whispers of her masters, the cold training, the methodical mapping of human anatomy for maximum lethality—crashing over her in a tidal wave.

"I can hear them," she sobbed, the sound raw and broken. "When you sleep, when we connect... I hear the Guild masters whispering in the silence between our heartbeats. They’re telling me that this peace is a lie. That you’re a target, not a king, and part of me—a part that’s been screaming for years—agrees with them.

Malakor knelt before her, heedless of the way the ground around them curdled with Void energy. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her forehead against his. The agony of the connection was immense; for a moment, they both saw it—a flickering, nightmarish vision of Vane, standing in a place where the light didn't reach, sharpening a blade made of nothingness, waiting for the exact moment their bond strained to the point of snapping.

"Then let them whisper," Malakor murmured, his voice firm, defying the encroaching darkness. He poured his own strength into her, a steady, rhythmic flow of calm that fought the chaotic oscillation of her soul. "We are not the sum of our pasts, Lyra. You saved that boy." You used that fire to protect, not to destroy. That is the only reality that matters."

"He's coming for us," Lyra whispered, her body shivering against his chest. "I can feel the Gaze." It's colder than the Void. He isn't trying to conquer the Hollow. He’s trying to hollow us out from the inside, until there's nothing left but the weapons he molded us to be."

"Then we will be a weapon he cannot handle," Malakor replied, his violet eyes glowing with a terrifying, absolute resolve. He stood, pulling her up with him. As they rose, the white fire of her soul and the violet void of his merged, casting a long, strange shadow against the wall—a single entity, two hearts beating in a synchronization that defied the laws of their fractured world.

The sound of the blade sharpening returned, but this time, it was faint, distant, struggling to find purchase against the weight of their united presence.

"We don't wait for him to finish," Malakor said, staring into the dark. "If he wants to play with shadows, we’ll show him the edge of the abyss. We go to the source, Lyra. We hunt the hunter."

Lyra looked at her hands. The white flame was steady now, contained, focused. She looked at Malakor, the man who had seen her at her worst and reached for her anyway. The terror didn't vanish—it couldn't—but it transformed into something colder, sharper, and far more dangerous.

"He wants to see if I've forgotten how to kill," she said, her voice turning into the steel blade she had once been. "I’ll show him that I’ve learned how to save, too." And for someone like Vane, there is no greater death."

The wind gusted again, carrying the faint, metallic scent of ozone and old, stagnant blood. Somewhere in the dark, the sharpening stopped entirely. The silence that followed was heavy with the weight of an approaching storm—a war that would be fought not just with steel, but with the very consciousness of their souls.

"Are you ready?" Malakor asked.

Lyra reached out, interlacing her fingers with his. Their bond flared, a brilliant, blinding light that pushed back the night, revealing nothing but the long, empty road ahead.

"I have been ready for a lifetime," she said.
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Chapter 2: The Embers of the Hearth
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The stone walls of the inner sanctum were cold, but the air between them felt fever-warm and charged with shared consciousness. Outside, the Hollow breathed in the rhythmic sighs of a city recovering, but inside, the world narrowed down to the space Lyra occupied against Malakor’s chest.

Lyra leaned back, her spine pressing into the hard, reassuring planes of his armor. She could feel the Void coiled within him—a restless, rhythmic tide that matched the beating of her own heart. It was a strange comfort, the way his darkness didn't stifle her, but rather acted as a foundation for her own jagged edges.

"You're counting again," Malakor murmured, his voice a low vibration against the shell of her ear.

Lyra blinked, her eyes tracking the shadows that danced across the vaulted ceiling. She hadn't realized her fingers were tracing the scars on his forearm, rhythmically mapping the tissue as if it were a tactical blueprint. "Old habits," she confessed, her voice barely a breath. "The Guild taught us that every mark on a body is a lesson. If you know the lesson, you know how to bypass the guard."

Malakor’s hands settled over hers, stilling the movement. His palms were cool, a stark contrast to the internal furnace he kept banked behind his ribs. "You aren't an assassin anymore, Lyra. And I am not a target to be dismantled."

"Sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference," she said, turning in his arms to face him.

The light in the chamber was dim, cast by flickering luminescent moss that clung to the stonework. In the half-light, Malakor looked more like a man than a god, his brow furrowed with the kind of fatigue that sleep couldn't reach. He was hollowed out by the effort of holding his own power back; his eyes searched hers with a desperate, unspoken hunger for stability.

She reached up, pressing her palm against his cheek. Immediately, the sensation flooded her—not just touch, but a cascade of his memories: the crushing weight of the Void, the fear of the dark glass that had ravaged the world, and the overwhelming, terrifying relief that she was still here, still tethered to him.

"We survived the Sunken Citadel," Lyra reminded him, her thumb brushing the jagged scar near his temple. "We turned the monster’s own hunger into a cage. We aren't just surviving anymore, Malakor." We’re holding the line."

Malakor leaned into her touch, his eyes closing. "The line is thinner than it seems. Sometimes, when the wind hits the spires just right, I hear the Parasite. Not in the world—in the echo. A static in the back of my mind. It’s like a splinter in a wound that won't knit shut."

"I hear it too," Lyra whispered. "It’s not the entity." It’s the scar it left behind. "

"It feels like a summons," he said, opening his eyes. They were obsidian-deep, swirling with faint violet nebulae. "Like it’s waiting for us to falter. For our bond to fray just enough so it can slip a finger through the crack."

Lyra pulled him closer, pressing her forehead against his. She focused on the center of their connection, the white-hot core of her own power, and poured it into him. It was a deliberate act of synchronization, a blending of her tempering fire with his chaotic Void. She felt him flinch, then steady, his breathing slowing to mirror her own.

"Let it wait," she said firmly. "Let it rot in the dark. We have tonight. The city is quiet. The glass has stopped growing. For the first time in years, the silence isn't a precursor to a scream."

Malakor let out a ragged breath, his arms tightening around her waist until she could feel the rigid plates of his breastplate pressing into her ribs. It was an embrace that bordered on desperate, a silent testament to the months of bloodshed and the trauma of their near-annihilation. In the intimacy of the chamber, the weight of the crown he wore seemed to vanish. He wasn't the Void-King here; he was simply a man clinging to the only piece of reality that felt true.

"You are my anchor," he murmured, his voice thick with a vulnerability he would never show his council. "Without this... the chaos is just noise. It has no shape."

"And you," Lyra replied, closing her eyes and letting her consciousness drift fully into the tether between them, "you are the only reason I don't feel like a weapon pointed at the world."

They sat in the quiet, the bond hummed between them like a taut string, vibrant and resilient. It was a fragile peace, a thin veneer over a history of violence, but as Lyra felt the steady, rhythmic pulse of his soul-bond against her own, she believed it was enough. She allowed herself to drop the guard she had held since she was a child, letting her instincts drift from defense to something softer, something human.

She felt his exhaustion beginning to bleed away, replaced by a deep, resonant calm. It was a rare, beautiful thing—two monsters who had fought their way through the end of the world, finding sanctuary in the wreckage.

Lyra traced the line of his jaw, her heart hammering a slow, steady beat against his chest. For a moment, the past was just a memory, and the future was a distant, secondary concern. There was only the warmth of his skin, the rhythmic thrum of their connection, and the profound, terrifying realization that she would burn the world to ashes to keep this one moment of peace intact.

"Stay," he whispered, a command that sounded more like a plea.

"I’m not going anywhere," Lyra answered.

She leaned her head against his shoulder, letting the stillness settle over them, unaware that the air in the chamber was beginning to thicken, losing its clarity as the faint, metallic scent of ozone—the harbinger of the Void—began to bleed in from the cracks in the stone floor. The peace was perfect, which meant, in the world they inhabited, it was already coming to an end.

The ozone scent did not merely drift; it curdled. It grew thick and metallic, tasting of ionized copper and the cold, breathless vacuum of the spaces between stars.

Lyra shifted, her back pressing against the warmth of Malakor’s chest. The quiet peace of the inner sanctum—the rhythmic drip of a water clock, the low hum of the magical wards—was suddenly hollowed out. It felt as though someone had pulled a rug from beneath the architecture of reality itself.

Malakor’s hand, resting on her waist, tightened. His grip was not possessive; it was defensive. "Do you smell that?" he murmured, his voice a low vibration against her spine.

"The Void," Lyra whispered. She didn't move, but her muscles coiled. Her assassin’s training, which she had spent the last hour trying to bury under the softness of their shared breath, surged to the surface. It was a reflex, cold and binary: Threat detected. Neutralize. "It’s not just bleeding in, Malakor. It’s being invited."

The air in the chamber buckled. A hairline fracture appeared in the center of the room, a jagged streak of nothingness that defied the laws of light. From that tear, a sound emerged—not a scream, but the rhythmic, grating scrape of steel against a whetstone.

Shhhk. Shhhk.

It was the sound of Vane’s favorite blade. It was the sound of a funeral march.

"He shouldn’t be here," Malakor said, his voice sharpening with a flicker of the Void-King’s innate authority. "I felt his spirit shatter in the Citadel. I felt the end of him."

"Death doesn't have the same meaning for things that have touched the Parasite," Lyra said, sliding out of his hold. She didn't reach for a weapon; she couldn't. She didn't have one. Instead, she let the white fire of their bond bleed into her fingertips, a soft, ethereal glow that illuminated the encroaching darkness. "He’s a ghost in the machine, Malakor." A signal trapped in the frequency of the Void."

As she spoke, the room groaned. The stone walls began to frost over with black glass, crystalline veins spider-webbing across the ancient masonry. The sanctum was being overwritten.

Malakor stood, his shadow stretching unnaturally long, detaching itself from his feet to crawl up the walls. His eyes, usually a calm, weary slate, flashed with the roiling, violet instability of the Void. He took a step toward the fissure, but his gait faltered. He clutched his chest, a sharp gasp escaping his lips as a ripple of feedback pulsed through their bond—a shared agony of memories not his own, but Lyra’s.

He saw a rain-slicked rooftop. He saw the cold precision of a blade entering a neck. He felt the hollow, sociopathic detachment Lyra had spent her life trying to kill.

"Don't look," Lyra commanded, her voice cutting through the telepathic static. "If you open your mind to the Void while he’s feeding on our history, he’ll hollow us out from the inside. We are the bridge, remember? That’s what he wants."

"He’s not just a memory, Lyra," Malakor grit out, his knuckles turning white as he fought to contain the erupting energy within him. A wave of dark pressure blasted outward, shattering a nearby vase. The shards didn't fall; they hovered, suspended in the gravitational distortion caused by his uncontrolled power. "He’s using my own instability as a conductor. Every time I fear losing control, he grows stronger."

The scraping sound stopped. From the tear in the air, a shadow stepped forth—not a physical body, but a silhouette of oil-slicked darkness, jagged and unfinished. It wore the shape of Vane, the coat swirling with the erratic motion of a storm.

“Still trying to be the hero, little bird?” The voice wasn't spoken; it bypassed their ears, resonating directly in the marrow of their bones. “You sacrificed so much to build this kingdom, to play house in the ruins. But a house built on a grave always collapses.”

Lyra stepped between Malakor and the entity, her white flames flaring, turning the air around her into a shimmering heat haze. "You’re a stain, Vane. A memory that refuses to fade."

“I am the consequence,” the shadow hissed. The black glass walls erupted, obsidian spikes shooting toward them with lethal speed.

Lyra didn't think. She became a blur of motion, her movements stripped of all hesitation. She caught a flying shard mid-air, the white fire from her bond sizzling against the corruption of the glass. She deflected the strike with a violent twist of her wrist; the white flame cauterized the air as she pivoted to guard Malakor.

Malakor reached out, his hand shaking, and placed it on her shoulder. The contact was an anchor. As the shadow-Vane lunged, Malakor didn't fight the Void energy; he channeled it. He took the swirling, chaotic darkness and forced it into the shape of a barrier, a wall of pure night that blocked the entity’s strike.

"Together," Malakor commanded, his voice steadying. "He’s trying to split our focus. He needs us to fight him separately."

Lyra felt the synchronization take hold. It was a terrifying, beautiful sensation—the feeling of two minds becoming one, the barriers between their souls dissolving until she could feel the cold, cosmic reach of the Void as clearly as she could feel her own pulse.

"He’s tethered to the rift," Lyra realized, her eyes locked on the jagged tear behind the shadow. "He’s not manifesting here. He’s projecting."

"If we sever the link," Malakor said, his presence expanding, filling the room with the crushing weight of a sovereign king, "the projection collapses."

The entity surged forward, a whirlwind of blades and black glass. Lyra met it head-on, her white fire tearing through the shadow’s constructs, turning glass back into dust. She was a hurricane of light; her assassin’s instincts finally serving a purpose beyond killing—now, they were the scalpel cutting away the corruption.

"Now, Malakor!"

Malakor didn't hesitate. He stepped forward, raising his hands, and unleashed the full, unbridled weight of his position as the Void-King. He didn't attack the shadow; he attacked the space behind it. He surged into the tear, gripping the raw, unstable reality with his willpower.

The room shrieked. The ozone smell intensified until it was choking, a metallic tang that signaled the collapse of the dimension.

Lyra saw the entity falter, its form flickering like a dying candle. She seized the moment, lunging past the shadow’s guard, her hand glowing with a blinding, purifying heat. She drove her palm into the center of the rift, forcing the white fire of their bond into the tear.

It was like throwing a torch into a freezing dark. The rift buckled, the edges of the reality-tear curling inward.

“You cannot kill what is already dead,” the shadow whispered, its face contorting into a mask of pure hate as it began to dissolve. “I am the echo of every drop of blood you ever spilled. I am forever.”

"Then we'll just have to be the silence that follows," Lyra replied.

With a final, unified push, she and Malakor poured the essence of their bond into the breach. The white fire fused with the
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