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  For those who begin journeys without knowing where they lead.

For the dreamers who believe broken worlds are still worth saving.

And for anyone who has ever taken the first step,

even when the sky was already starting to crack.






  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. THE LAST CHRONICLE
        
      

    
      	
        2. CRACKS IN THE ROOTS
        
      

    
      	
        3. A SCHOLAR IN THE SMOKE
        
      

    
      	
        4. SHADOWS OVER ALDORIA
        
      

    
      	
        5. BANISHED FROM THE SKY
        
      

    
      	
        6. EMBERS OF THE ASHENBORN
        
      

    
      	
        7. TREMOR IN THE GREEN
        
      

    
      	
        8. THE LIBRARY’S SECRET
        
      

    
      	
        9. SERAKITH UNMASKED
        
      

    
      	
        10. FLIGHT THROUGH THE BURNING CITY
        
      

    
      	
        11. ASHES ON THE WIND
        
      

    
      	
        12. A FOREST OUT OF TUNE
        
      

    
      	
        13. BROKEN CHAINS
        
      

    
      	
        14. SUMMONS FROM THE DEEP
        
      

    
      	
        15. THE SUNDERED CROSSING
        
      

    
      	
        16. ROOTS AND RUINS
        
      

    
      	
        17. WINDFALL
        
      

    
      	
        18. EMBER TRACKS
        
      

    
      	
        19. STONE AND STORM
        
      

    
      	
        20. STRANGERS AT THE FIRE
        
      

    
      	
        21. COMPANIONS OF NECESSITY
        
      

    
      	
        22. THE VALE THAT REMEMBERS
        
      

    
      	
        23. TEST OF THE CRYSTAL BRIDGE
        
      

    
      	
        24. SYLKRIN PROPHECY
        
      

    
      	
        25. SECRETS IN THE SAND
        
      

    
      	
        26. DURNAK’S WELCOME
        
      

    
      	
        27. THE SHADOWFORGE
        
      

    
      	
        28. BROTHERS IN CONFLICT
        
      

    
      	
        29. ECHO IN THE ANVIL
        
      

    
      	
        30. FLIGHT FROM DURNAK DEEP
        
      

    
      	
        31. ROOTS OF HOME
        
      

    
      	
        32. A TREE UNDER SIEGE
        
      

    
      	
        33. THE PRICE OF POWER
        
      

    
      	
        34. SKYSHARDS IN TURMOIL
        
      

    
      	
        35. TRIAL OF THE EXILE
        
      

    
      	
        36. COUNCIL OF FRACTURED WINGS
        
      

    
      	
        37. MOONFALL RUINS
        
      

    
      	
        38. BETRAYAL OF BLOOD
        
      

    
      	
        39. MALREK’S DESCENT
        
      

    
      	
        40. SHARD OF MEMORY
        
      

    
      	
        41. MARCH TO ELDERMOUNT
        
      

    
      	
        42. SERAKITH’S GAMBIT
        
      

    
      	
        43. THE FIRST PULSE
        
      

    
      	
        44. CLASH ON THE FROZEN PEAK
        
      

    
      	
        45. FALLING SKIES
        
      

    
      	
        46. FRACTURED FELLOWSHIP
        
      

    
      	
        47. ECHOES OF TOMORROW
        
      

    
      	
        48. OATHS IN THE ASHES
        
      

    
      	
        49. TIDINGS OF FROST
        
      

    
      	
        50. INTO THE COMING WINTER
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by David Cameron
        
      

    
    


  




  
  1

  
  
  THE LAST CHRONICLE
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The quills scratched like insects across the parchment, a quiet rasping under the vaulted stone of the Scriptorium. Candlelight guttered in the long rows of sconces, their flames shivering as though nervous of the words being written beneath them. Dust hung in the air like a thin veil, disturbed only by the slow movements of ageing scribes hunched at their workbenches.

High Scribe Morthain dipped his quill again, though his hand trembled. The ink pot beside him reflected the candlelight in a dark, oily sheen. He had spent fifty-seven years preserving histories, legends, and the mundane records of kings, but never had he written anything that shook him to his core.

He paused, listening.

The earth beneath the ancient tower hummed faintly. Barely perceptible, but there. A vibration like something stirring beneath their feet.

“Still it deepens,” whispered Scribe Lorn, seated two desks away. His voice quavered. “Every hour it grows worse.”

Morthain didn’t answer. He couldn’t afford to. He forced his quill to move again, shaping letters that thousands might one day read—if any survived what was coming.

And so the Seven Shards were scattered by the last of the Magelords, bound in wards deeper than memory, sealed where no single mortal may gather them…

His deep-set eyes narrowed. If only that were true still. The tremors proved otherwise.

Thunder growled outside the windows, low enough that the glass panes shuddered in their lead frames. The storm had not moved for three days, churning black above the tower as though pinned in place. The sky flashed intermittently, lighting the room in harsh, colourless strokes.

Brother Lorn set down his quill. “High Scribe… perhaps we should join the others in the chapel. For prayer—”

“Prayer will not stop what is coming,” Morthain muttered. “Ink might. If the records survive, they may outlive us all.”

“But the prophecy—”

“Is unfolding whether we put faith to it or not.” Morthain dipped his quill again, ignoring the cold that seeped into his fingers. “Keep writing. You heard the Council. The Chronicle must be finished.”

Lorn swallowed and lowered his gaze.

The Scriptorium trembled again.

This time the tremor was followed by a dull thump—distant but clear, like something striking the outer gate. A few scribes looked toward the door, eyes wide.

Morthain pretended not to notice.

Pretending, he thought bitterly, is what doomed us in the first place.

The quill scratched.

The Crown was broken, its will severed. The First Shadow sealed beneath the roots of the world. But the seal weakens when the shards wake in unison…

Another flash of lightning lit the room, and Morthain’s hand paused without his permission.

For just a heartbeat, he saw figures beyond the glass.

Black silhouettes, humanoid but wrong in their proportions. Tall. Lean. Limbs slightly too long. Eyes—if those hollow white points could be called eyes—fixed on the tower.

Watching.

Waiting.

He blinked, and they were gone.

“Morthain?” Lorn’s voice trembled. “Did you…?”

“No.” He forced the quill back onto the parchment. “You saw nothing.”

But he had seen.

And it meant they were out of time.

The storm outside howled suddenly, pressing against the windows like something alive. The sconces flickered violently. One went out.

Then another.

“High Scribe,” whispered Sister Thela, clutching her rosary beads tight enough that her knuckles whitened. “The wards… they’re failing.”

Morthain did not look up.

“I know.”

He wrote faster, the quill slipping slightly on the parchment as his hand shook.

Beware the one who gathers five. Beware the one who dreams of a throne rebuilt. For in the union of the Fifth Shard, the First Pulse shall awaken—

The tower shook.

This time violently.

A few scholars cried out as books fell from shelves and ink pots tipped over. Wax from candles spilled across the tables. The tremor rolled beneath them like a beast moving from slumber into hunger.

Something heavy struck the gate again.

Boom.

Dust drifted from the beams overhead.

Boom.

Thela gasped. “They’re already inside the courtyard.”

Morthain clenched his jaw. He had hoped for another hour. Maybe two. But Lady Serakith’s creatures moved faster than any living army. They did not march. They hunted.

Boom.

The door at the far end of the Scriptorium quivered.

Brother Harven grabbed a candle-holder. “We—we must arm ourselves!”

“With that?” Lorn snapped, pointing at the thin bronze rod. “We’re scribes, Harven! Not soldiers.”

“We won’t survive sitting here!”

“We won’t survive running either!” Lorn cried.

Morthain kept writing, his quill racing across the parchment.

Should the Crown be reforged, no kingdom shall be spared the fall of night. And the First Pulse shall be but the beginning…

Boom.

The door frame splintered.

Screams rose from outside in the stairwell. Desperate. Brief.

Then silence.

“H-High Scribe,” whispered Thela. Tears streaked her cheeks. “We should flee. Please. The Chronicle is—”

“—not finished,” Morthain snapped.

“It won’t matter if we die!”

“It matters to whoever comes after!”

The storm erupted in a deafening crack of thunder overhead. The candles guttered, then flared as if ignited by sudden wind.

The door buckled inward.

Lorn screamed. Harven dropped the candle-holder. Thela backed away from the entrance, clutching her rosary with trembling hands.

The wood finally tore open.

A tall figure stepped through, framed in the broken doorway. Black smoke coiled around her like serpents—alive with whispering voices that scraped the air. Her cloak, if it was cloth at all, seemed made of shadowfire, constantly reshaping itself.

Lady Serakith.

She looked almost human, but her eyes were wrong—pupils thin as needles, irises like molten gold. Beautiful and terrible.

“Good evening,” she purred. Her voice slithered across the stone like silk hiding blades. “I fear I require a document.”

Morthain stood.

Slowly.

Though his legs trembled.

“You will find nothing here,” he said, closing the Chronicle with deliberate calm. “I sealed the pages.”

Her lips curved into a cruel smile.

“Oh, Scribe. I do not need the pages.”

She lifted a hand.

Shadow swirled.

Harven was dragged off his feet, screaming. His body twisted unnaturally as tendrils of smoke pierced him. His scream choked off abruptly.

Thela dropped to her knees.

Lorn tried to run.

Serakith flicked her wrist and he slammed into the ceiling with a sickening crack before falling limp to the floor.

She turned her eyes to Morthain.

“You know what I seek,” she said. “And you will tell me.”

“I will not.”

“You will.”

Morthain stepped backward, placing his hand on the closed Chronicle.

He felt something crack in his chest—a mix of terror and resolve.

The Chronicle would outlive him.

It must.

“Even if you kill me,” he said, “others will rise.”

“No.” Serakith smiled serenely. “They will not.”

Shadow curled around her like a shifting gown.

Morthain whispered a final prayer under his breath and placed one hand over the Chronicle’s cover. The other reached beneath the desk.

His fingers brushed a small wooden talisman—the final ward.

Serakith’s eyes narrowed.

He crushed it.

The Scriptorium ignited with golden light as ancient runes burned along the floor and walls. The Chronicle flared brightly, absorbing the protective magic. The runes crawled across the leather like living tattoos, sealing it from the touch of shadow.

Serakith hissed.

“You fool.”

Morthain felt the ward drain his last strength. His legs buckled. He fell to his knees, gasping.

But the Chronicle—his life’s work—glowed like a newborn star.

“It is done,” he whispered.

Serakith’s face twisted with rage.

She raised her hand.

Black fire struck him square in the chest.

The world vanished in pain.

And then—

Nothing.

The Chronicle thudded onto the stone floor beside his corpse. Its light faded, the runes settling deep into its binding.

Serakith stepped forward and reached for the book.

Her fingers recoiled as if burned.

She snarled.

“So be it.”

She turned away and stepped out of the Scriptorium. Shadows followed like obedient dogs.

The last of the scribes lay dead.

Only the Chronicle remained.

Its pages fluttered open as if moved by unseen hands.

A single sentence glowed faintly on the last written line:

And thus begins the age of Shattered Realms, where light shall wither and darkness shall wear the crown once more.

A gust of wind swept through the open door, extinguishing the last candle.

And the tower fell silent.
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The trees were screaming.

Flames climbed them like eager fingers, licking at bark and leaf and branch until the forest was nothing but a single, burning throat. Vaelana ran barefoot along a root-bridge that writhed under her feet, the wood hot enough to blister but not quite enough to wake her. Smoke clogged the air, but when she tried to cough, her lungs refused to move. The canopy above was a ceiling of fire.

“Stop.”

The word didn’t come from behind her or ahead. It came from everywhere—sliding down charred trunks and echoing along blackening roots. It vibrated in her bones.

She stopped.

Around her, the trees twisted, pulling their roots free from the earth like limbs. Their branches curled in agony, leaves shrivelling into ash. Sap ran from their bark in thick streams, but it was not the amber she knew. It was black, as if the forest bled ink.

“See.”

Her eyes were dragged downward, not by choice. The root beneath her feet split open, revealing a hollow glare of red beneath. Deep down, beneath the burning forest, something moved. A shape too large to understand. A tide of shadow, pressing upward, straining against the surface.

The roots, she understood then, weren’t only roots. They were chains.

And the chains were cracking.

The forest screamed again, louder, and this time it was a sound she knew in waking life—the low shivering groan of old wood under stress. Only now it rose to a pitch that tore through her mind like splinters.

Vaelana clamped her hands over her ears.

“Enough!”

The world shattered into sparks.

The fire, the trees, the red glow from below—all rushed upward and inverted, as if the forest itself had been flipped like a page in a book.

Darkness.

Then: light.

She jolted awake, sitting halfway up in her hammock, fingers knotted in sweat-dampened sheets of woven leaf. Her breath came shallow at first, then too fast. Her chest hurt. Her ears still rang with phantom screams.

The canopy above her was green, not burning. Soft morning light filtered through layered leaves and translucent seed-vines, casting a fragile pattern of gold and jade across the inside of her small chamber.

The forest was whole.

For a moment she simply sat there, listening.

The Heartroot beneath Vaeloria thrummed—a slow, deep pulse rising through the living wood of the city: through floors, branches, ladders, bridges. It was the constant background music of her life, a gentle beat of life and sap. But today, under the familiar rhythm, there was something else.

A faint ache.

She swung her legs over the edge of the hammock and pressed her bare feet to the floor. The wood was cool. It should have comforted her. Instead, the contact intensified the ache, as though something deep beneath the bark pressed its fingers against the soles of her feet, demanding attention.

She closed her eyes and breathed slowly.

One… two… three…

With each breath, she reached. Not with her hands, nor with any simple sense. She reached with the Echo—what her people called the old hearing. The feeling unfurled from her chest, spreading down her arms and legs like a second circulation. It sank into the floor, then deeper, following the roots.

Memories rose to meet her.

She tasted rain from three days ago, falling in silver beads on broad leaves. She felt the scuttle of beetles along bark, their tiny feet a tickling. She sensed the weight of children racing across a lower bridge, their laughter a faint chime through the wood.

Beneath it all, the Heartroot pulsed steadily, older than any living Vaelori, carrying the recollection of centuries. It remembered storms and droughts, seedings and funerals, joy and rot.

But threaded through that ancient memory was a bruise.

Vaelana pressed harder, breath tightening.

There—far below—the sensation of swelling pressure, as if part of the Heartroot had been struck and left to throb. Around the bruise, roots tensed and curled away, straining to contain something. Sap moved sluggishly, as though thickened.

For the briefest instant, she felt the sap itself.

It did not run amber in that place.

It crawled.

Cold. Heavy. Wrong.

Vaelana snapped back, gasping. The floor under her feet was just wood again, the echo fading like a receding tide.

Her hands trembled.

“It wasn’t just a dream,” she murmured to the empty room.

Outside, the morning chorus of finch-creatures and whisper-moths rose among the branches. The air smelled of moss and leaf oil and distant blossom-sap. Vaeloria, on this early light, was as beautiful as ever.

She did not feel reassured.

A soft chime sounded from the doorway—a shell knocking against wood.

“Vaelana?” a voice called. “Are you awake?”

She recognised the tone at once. Calm, patient, with the slight rasp of age, like bark worn smooth by countless seasons.

“Yes, Mentor,” she replied. Her throat still felt too tight. “Come in.”

The woven curtain parted and Maerith stepped through, ducking automatically under the low arch, though she’d had to duck that way for decades. Her hair, once the copper of fresh leaves, was now streaked heavy with grey and tied back in a loose knot. Lines of age creased the corners of her eyes—the same eyes Vaelana wore, green with flecks of gold, though Maerith’s gaze carried the weight of many long winters.

“You took your time rising,” Maerith said, setting a wooden bowl on the small table beside the hammock. Steam curled from it, carrying the bitter-earth scent of root tea. “I heard you cry out.”

Vaelana looked away. “Did I?”

“You did.” Maerith’s tone gentled. “Again.”

It wasn’t the first time, then. Vaelana had hoped it was. Dreams came and went, but this felt like more than that. The taste of smoke still clung to her tongue, though she knew there was none in the air.

“Sorry,” Vaelana said reflexively.

“Don’t apologise for what your mind does while you sleep,” Maerith said. “Tell me what you saw.”

Vaelana hesitated.

There were things the Vaelori didn’t speak aloud easily. The forest heard. Words carried weight, especially when said near living wood. Dreams of burning, of blackened sap… such things felt close to curses.

Maerith waited.

Her mentor had the patience of old trees. She would stand there all day if needed, leaning lightly on her walking staff of carved heartwood, the fine root-etchings along its length glowing faintly in the morning light.

“It was the forest,” Vaelana said at last. “On fire.”

Maerith’s mouth tightened, but she said nothing.

“The trees were…” Vaelana struggled for words. “They were screaming. Not just burning. It felt as if something below was pushing up, and the roots—our roots—were the only thing keeping it down. They were cracking.”

She swallowed.

“And the sap ran black.”

The silence that followed was heavy.

Maerith’s grip on the staff whitened slightly. Her gaze flicked reflexively to the ceiling, where long seed-vines curled in lazy arcs. They rustled softly as a breeze touched them, unaware of the conversation below.

“And the Echo?” Maerith asked. “You reached for it when you woke, yes?”

Vaelana nodded. “The Heartroot is… bruised. Deep below. I felt something thickening the sap. It felt cold. Not like anything I’ve ever sensed in it. Wrong.”

Maerith exhaled slowly through her nose. “You’ve been taking too many readings.”

Vaelana blinked. “What?”

“Listen to yourself,” Maerith said, motioning to the hammock. “Your hands still shake. Your eyes are rimmed red. You’ve been stretching the Echo every day, yes?”

Vaelana said nothing, which was answer enough.

“You’re twenty-four years to the leaf,” Maerith said gently. “The Echo in you is still deepening. Pushing that connection too hard warps it. You start feeling storms in still air, rot in healthy bark. Dreams bleed into waking. This is why we set limits.”

Vaelana bristled. “This isn’t just nerves or a tired mind, Mentor. You taught me to feel the difference between a thought and an Echo. That bruise is real. The sap is different.”

Maerith raised her hand in a calming gesture. “I do not say there is nothing. The Heartroot has felt… strained. The council has noted it. But fire in dreams?” She shook her head. “Our fears always take familiar shapes. You worry for the forest, so your mind burns it.”

“It wasn’t just burning.” Vaelana’s voice rose despite herself. “Something beneath it was moving. As if the forest was chains on a beast.”

Maerith’s eyes narrowed slightly, studying her.

“Sit,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“Sit.”

Vaelana obeyed, perching on the edge of the hammock. The floor beneath her feet pulsed faintly with the city’s life. She tried not to lean into it with her senses again.

Maerith remained standing.

“Tell me,” she said, “the first lesson of the Echo.”

Vaelana ground her teeth. They both knew she knew it. But Maerith would not move on until she answered.

“The Echo,” Vaelana recited, “remembers everything, but not always truthfully. Memory is a lens, not a mirror.”

“And the second?”

“Emotion colours what is received.”

Maerith nodded. “Good. You are scared.”

“Yes.”

“Overworked.”

“Maybe.”

“Still young.”

Vaelana glared.

Maerith’s mouth quirked. “You are allowed to be both talented and young, child. It is not an insult. It is a state.”

“I’m not imagining black sap.”

Maerith’s gaze softened at the raw edge in Vaelana’s voice.

“No,” she admitted. “You’re not the only one who has felt that bruise. The Rootwatchers reported similar anomalies near the outer boughs. A sluggishness in the sap. Knotted roots where there should be smooth growth.”

Vaelana’s heart stuttered. “You didn’t tell me.”

“I didn’t want your mind running ahead of your training,” Maerith said. “The council believes it is likely a deep blight, far below the immediate reach of our healing. Disturbing, yes, but not unprecedented. These things happen across centuries.”

“Blight doesn’t make the roots feel like chains,” Vaelana said quietly. “Or dream of something pushing up.”

“Dreams,” Maerith repeated. “Dreams are a different matter.”

Frustration flared hot under Vaelana’s skin. “You believe something is wrong, enough that the council talks of it, and yet you stand here telling me to rest?”

“I stand here,” Maerith replied, “telling you two things at once. One: something is wrong. Two: you are not its only answer. Burning yourself out will not heal the Heartroot.”

Vaelana looked down at her hands.

Sap-stains traced pale lines along her fingers, from long nights tending to wounded branches and sick leaves. The work was hard, but she had never begrudged it. The forest had raised her. The trees had sung her to sleep as a child. Their memories had been her first lullabies.

Now they screamed.

“How far has the bruise spread?” she asked.

Maerith responded with a question of her own. “When you reached, what did you feel at the edge of your range?”

Vaelana closed her eyes, trying to recall the sensations. The ache. The thick cold. She retraced the mental steps, but there was a fuzz at the edges, as if something had smeared the memory.

“It’s… hard to say,” she admitted. “It felt distant. Deep under the city, not just under my chamber. But… it was moving. Slowly.”

Maerith’s jaw tightened. It was the only betrayal of her worry.

“The Rootwatchers say the same,” she said. “Whatever it is, it’s not static.”

“Then send healers down,” Vaelana said. “Deeper than we usually go. If there’s a blight, we have to cut it out before—”

“We cannot simply dig into the Heartroot like soil,” Maerith snapped, the first sharpness entering her voice. “You know this. The Heartroot is not just wood. It is memory. It is our history. Pull at the wrong part and you tear generations apart.”

Vaelana fell silent. She did know. It was basic lore: the Heartroot’s deepest layers stored centuries of Echo. To cut through them carelessly would be like burning every record ever written.

Maerith rubbed her temples with thumb and forefinger, suddenly looking very tired.

“The council has decided to send observers,” she said. “Not healers. Not yet. There will be a measured investigation of the lower roots near the bruise. You are not currently among those chosen.”

Vaelana felt the words like a slap. “What? Why?”

“Because you are too close to it already,” Maerith said firmly. “Your dreams prove that. We need eyes and Echo untouched by preconception.”

“I’m not pre—”

“You are,” Maerith said, but her voice gentled. “You love the Heartroot too fiercely to see it clearly right now.”

Vaelana stood abruptly, the hammock swinging behind her.

“So I’m to do what?” she demanded. “Sit here and drink tea while the forest bleeds black beneath us?”

“You are to do your work,” Maerith said. “The outer rings need tending. Leaves have been browning more quickly. The Fruitspans reported a drop in yield. Life still goes on, Vaelana. We care for what we can reach.”

“While something beneath us breaks the roots,” Vaelana muttered.

Maerith’s eyes flashed. “Do you think I do not feel it? That the elders sleep peacefully while the Heartroot aches? We are not blind. We are careful. That is how we have survived while kingdoms rise and fall beyond our branches.”

Vaelana held her gaze.

There was years of respect there, but also resentment. She’d grown hearing stories of how the elders had turned inward when the world beyond grew too dangerous—closing their borders, pulling back bridges, letting the outer world’s politics and wars pass like storms on a distant horizon.

Now the storm was beneath them.

“Eat,” Maerith said at last, motioning to the bowl of root tea and a small plate of flatbread she’d brought. “Then go to the East Bough. The sapflow there has been sluggish. Tendra will meet you with a watch list.”

Vaelana exhaled hard through her nose.

“Yes, Mentor,” she said.

Maerith hesitated at the curtain.

“And, Vaelana?”

She looked up, wary. “Yes?”

“Do not reach for the Heartroot again today,” Maerith said quietly. “Let your Echo rest. Promise me.”

Vaelana opened her mouth to argue, then closed it.

“I promise,” she said, though the word tasted like ash.

Maerith studied her a moment longer, as if weighing the honesty of that promise. Then she nodded once and stepped out, the curtain whispering shut behind her.

Vaelana stood very still.

The city murmured around her—voices above and below, feet on bridges, the creak and sway of living wood.

She sat slowly back down, picked up the cup, and took a sip of the root tea. It was bitter, grounding. It always had the taste of damp earth after rain. Today, however, she thought she could detect a faint metallic tang beneath it, as if the roots themselves were rusting.

She set the cup down.

Her promise to Maerith hung between her and the forest like a thin, fragile vine.

She lasted all of ten breaths before breaking it.

Closing her eyes, she let her awareness sink again—not deeply, not down into the bruised darkness, but outward along the surface roots. She told herself that didn’t count as reaching for the Heartroot. This was just… listening.

Familiar impressions washed over her. Saplings reaching toward light. A child’s bare feet pounding across a bridge. The bite of some insect into bark. The distant rumble of a cart on a lower trading span.

She pushed a little further.

The ache was there. Duller at this distance, but real—a pressure like storm clouds brewing far beyond the horizon. Above it, the forest’s smaller concerns almost seemed like nervous chatter.

Her thoughts drifted outward, toward the eastern fringes of Vaeloria, where the roots grew thin before plunging into the deep soil, reaching unseen places. She felt the grass there, the wind.

And something else.

She stiffened.

There was a coolness where there should have been warmth. A hollow pocket in the Echo, like a missing note in a familiar song.

She reached toward it.

For a heartbeat, she tasted stone. Old stone, not part of Vaeloria. Then… nothing. A blank. As if something refused to be felt.

A memory flashed unbidden in her mind: her dream, of roots as chains holding something down.

She jerked her awareness back with a sharp gasp, heart pounding.

“All right,” she whispered to herself, forcing her breathing to slow. “All right. East Bough. Work first. Panic later.”

She dressed quickly, knotting her long dark hair back with a strip of barkcloth. Her work tunic was simple, dyed a muted green that blended with the leaves. She strapped on her belt, the small pouches of salves and pruning tools knocking lightly against her hips.

At the doorway, she paused and glanced once more at the floor.

“I’m here,” she whispered, not sure if she spoke to the Heartroot or herself. “I hear you.”

The wood under her feet thrummed.

It was answer enough.







Outside, Vaeloria unfolded in layered bridges and platforms, an entire city grown rather than built. Homes and halls spiralled around massive trunks, their walls woven from living branches trained over generations. Rope-vines hung like curtains. Lantern-pods glowed faintly from beneath their translucent skins, though the morning light made their gold seem pale.

Vaelana stepped onto the nearest root-bridge. The springy wood flexed slightly under her weight before settling. Far below, glimpses of the forest floor showed between the entwined roots—a distant sea of ferns and shadow.

She passed other Vaelori on their morning errands—healers with baskets of herbs, children racing along the narrower branches, elders sitting in shaded alcoves, their fingers tracing old patterns on the bark. A few nodded to her. One or two gave her sympathetic looks, as if the story of her nightmares had already travelled. News moved through Vaeloria faster than sap.

By the time she reached the East Bough span, some measure of normalcy had settled over her. The routine helped. The feel of the tools at her hips. The sound of leaves. The familiar tilt of light through the canopy at this time of morning.

Tendra was waiting where the main bridge split into a lattice of smaller spans. Older than Vaelana by perhaps ten years, she had the weathered look of someone who spent more time outdoors than in. Her hands were stained green to the wrists, and her hair was braided with small twig-charms.

“You look like you didn’t sleep,” Tendra said by way of greeting.

“You look like you didn’t stop working,” Vaelana replied. It was almost a joke.

Tendra snorted. “Who has time to sleep, with half the eastern sapflows sulking? Here.”

She handed Vaelana a bark-slate, its surface etched with neat rows of symbols.

“List of roots and branches we’re watching. Sap checks, leaf inspections, quick Echo tests if you can manage them without fainting.”

“I don’t faint,” Vaelana said.

“You went white as frost last week on the North Span.”

“That was a deep reading,” Vaelana protested.

“Aye. Maybe don’t do that again.” Tendra nodded toward the bridge. “We’ll split. You take the outermost list. I’ll work inward.”

Vaelana scanned the slate. The outermost list meant the roots closest to the forest’s true edge. Closest to whatever hollow pocket she’d just sensed.

“Fine,” she said. “If any branch starts whispering doom, send a bird.”

“You’ll hear it before I will,” Tendra said.

Vaelana wasn’t sure if it was meant warmly or not.

They parted, Tendra heading toward a cluster of fruit-heavy branches that sagged under their own yield. Vaelana took the thinner path, where the branches grew more sparse and the roots plunged downward.

The air cooled slightly as she walked. Not enough to be uncomfortable, but noticeable. The song of the city’s inner roots dimmed, replaced by the quieter hum of more independent growth. Beyond here, the great trees of Vaeloria gave way to the wilder forest, where roots drank more from soil and less from one another.

She reached the first mark on her slate, pressed her palm to the branch, and listened.

Sap sluggish, but moving. Leaves beginning to spot at the edges; likely a minor nutrient imbalance. She murmured a brief encouraging word—not necessary, but habit—and applied a measured smear of salve from one of her pouches.

Routine.

Normal.

She moved on.

The second mark showed more pronounced signs: bark dryness, undersap clumping. She noted it on the slate, planned a deeper treatment later.

It wasn’t until the fourth mark that she felt it.

A faint, unnatural chill spreading upward through the root.

She frowned and knelt, pressing both hands more firmly to the wood. Closing her eyes, she let the Echo brush lightly along the grain.

Cold. Thick. The sap here moved like syrup near freezing, even though the air itself was warm. Tiny bubbles of something darker threaded through the amber flow.

She swallowed.

Black sap.

It wasn’t full yet. More like streaks through an otherwise healthy stream. But the pattern matched the feeling from her dream enough that her stomach knotted.

She followed the sensation downward in her mind.

Deeper.

Past where she should have stopped.

There was that stone sensation again—rough, old, wrong in the context of root and soil. And beyond it… the same hollow pocket. A space where Echo stopped. A silence that felt more dangerous than any scream.

Vaelana pulled back sharply, heart hammering.

She opened her eyes.

For a moment, she thought she saw something in the bark—a hairline crack, thin as a strand of hair, running along the root’s length.

She blinked.

It was gone.

She logged the cold sap on her slate, hand tighter than necessary around the stylus.

Above her, birds chattered. The wind shifted, carrying the distant smell of cooking fires from deeper in the city.

Life going on.

She straightened slowly and looked toward the far edge of the branch, where it dipped toward the forest’s outermost ring.

Somewhere beyond that, whatever gnawed at the Heartroot waited. Moving. Growing.

“Blight,” she whispered, though the word felt too small.

Her dream whispered back—chains and something pressing against them from below.

Vaelana tightened the strap on her tool-belt and forced herself to turn away, to continue down the list. For now, she could only note, observe, report.

But as she moved from branch to branch, her mind kept circling the same thought.

If the roots were cracking, whatever they held wouldn’t stay down forever.

And when it rose, Vaeloria’s beautiful, fragile city of leaves would be directly above it.
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The first hint of danger came as a tremor beneath the marble tiles, subtle enough that Eryndor thought it might be his imagination. The Royal Library of Aldoria had been standing for six hundred years; its stone foundations rarely complained. Yet the quiver ran through the soles of his boots like the ghost of a heartbeat.

Eryndor paused in the aisle between towering shelves, one hand resting on a stack of old ledgers he’d been tasked to reorganise. The long hall stretched ahead in majestic stillness, rows of scrolls and leather-bound volumes rising on either side like silent witnesses. Shafts of late-afternoon light slipped through high arched windows, dust motes drifting lazily through the beams.

He waited, brow creasing.

Nothing.

Just the whisper of pages stirred by the draft. The distant murmur of a clerk stamping approvals near the entrance hall. The faint smell of parchment and lamp oil. Familiar. Comforting.

He exhaled.

A trick of nerves, he told himself. He’d slept poorly again — another night spent bent over texts he had no business studying. The words still echoed in his skull: fragmented verses, half-legible warnings, symbols that refused to align cleanly even after hours of translation attempts.

He collected the ledgers again and moved toward the archive stairs.

Another tremor rippled through the floor.

Stronger this time.

He froze as one of the ledgers on his stack slid sideways and tumbled onto the floor with a soft thud.

“Not again,” he muttered.

He crouched and retrieved it — a dull brown volume with a frayed spine, its pages swollen from age and humidity. He brushed off dust, placed it atop the others, and continued, though unease coiled like a vine around his ribs.

The Restricted Vaults lay deep beneath the library, protected by layers of locks, wards, and bureaucratic obstacles. Eryndor, as a junior archivist, technically had no clearance to be anywhere near them — but today he wasn’t going in. He was only returning a misplaced document to a shelf outside the first warded threshold. That, his supervisor insisted, was perfectly normal.

Perfectly safe.

He didn’t believe that anymore.

Not since the last two nights, when the lower halls had smelled faintly of smoke, though no lanterns had been left burning.

Not since he’d found that old prophecy fragment tucked inside a mislabelled herbarium.

Not since the tremors began.

He reached the wide stone stairwell spiralling downward and sighed. The ledgers were heavy, and his satchel thumped against his hip with every step. At the landing between levels, the torch in its bracket flickered. A gust of warm air brushed past him, surprising him enough to stumble on the next stair.

Warm. In the vault floors.

His throat tightened.

He descended faster.

Two floors down, the air shifted from warm to stifling — unnaturally so. A haze began to cling to the steps, barely noticeable at first, then thickening. Eryndor’s nose twitched.

Smoke.

His heart slammed against his ribs.

“Gods—no—”

He broke into a run.

As he rounded the final bend, heat washed over him like the breath of a furnace. The corridor glowed orange with flickering light, and a deep, low roar echoed from the end where the Restricted Vaults began.

Flames.

Real flames.

Inside the vaults — the one place where flames were utterly forbidden.

“Fire! Fire in the archives!” Eryndor shouted, his voice cracking with panic.

His cry echoed along the stone corridors, bouncing from the shelves and walls, disappearing into the thunderous breath of the inferno ahead.

He sprinted toward the vault entrance.

The heavy iron door to Vault Chamber One hung open — forced open, its hinges bent. No one ever left that door open. He dug his heels into the stone, coughing on the spreading smoke, and stared in horror at the sight inside.

The vault wasn’t just burning.

It was erupting.

Shelves of ancient scrolls and sacred tomes burned like torches, flames licking up in spiralling waves. The fire didn’t behave like normal fire — it curled in patterns, moving with unnerving purpose. Smoke swirled downward instead of rising, coiling along the floor like dark serpents.

“What in the—” He covered his nose and mouth with his sleeve and ducked inside.

He shouldn’t have gone in.

He knew that.

But the vaults held texts so old and fragile that some were the only surviving witness to entire centuries. Lore older than any living scholar. Secrets buried in languages most of Aldoria had forgotten. And somewhere in here, he suspected, were more fragments like the prophecy he’d already uncovered.

If they burned…

He forced himself deeper, praying the heat wouldn’t blister his skin.

The first row of shelves stood half-consumed, charred spines collapsing inward. Eryndor grabbed whatever volumes he could physically carry — three from the top shelf, two from the middle, one that crumbled in his hands before he could save it.

He choked on the smoke and kept going.

Something shifted above him.

He looked up.

The overhead beams, ancient oak braced with iron, bowed slightly, groaning.

“Hold,” he whispered. “Just hold—”

A loud crack split the air.

A flaming strut splintered overhead, sending burning debris plummeting toward him.

Eryndor dove sideways, hitting the stone floor hard. A rain of embers fanned across his cloak.

He rolled, patting out sparks, chest heaving.

“You irresponsible idiot,” he muttered to himself, scrambling back to his feet.

He staggered deeper.

Past another shelf.

Past the runic pillars that marked the threshold to Vault Chamber Two.

And there, at the end of the corridor, he saw it.

A small pedestal, half-collapsed and burning on one side.

Upon it lay a single scroll, its edges charred black. The fire around it moved strangely — as if avoiding full contact — curling instead in wreaths of shadow-edged flame.

Eryndor’s breath caught.

The prophecy.

He knew it. He felt it. As if the scroll itself pulsed with recognition.

He stumbled toward it.

Heat hammered at him, stealing the air from his lungs. The flames around the pedestal surged higher, twisting into a column that shimmered with unnatural darkness. Eryndor shielded his face with his arm and plunged his free hand through the burning halo.

His fingers closed on parchment.

Hot, brittle, half-burned.

He yanked it free, staggering back as the flame around the pedestal suddenly roared upward like a beast denied its prey.

The ceiling groaned.

Stone dust fell from above.

The entire vault trembled.

“Move, move, move—”

Eryndor sprinted for the exit, clutching the prophecy scroll against his chest. The smoke thickened, choking him. He stumbled over fallen debris, nearly dropping the scroll twice.

A beam fell behind him with a crash, scattering embers.

He lunged through the broken doorway as the vault groaned again.

The floor lurched.

He tumbled into the corridor outside, coughing violently. The world spun as fresh, clean air hit his lungs. His vision swam.

Then—

A roar of collapsing stone.

The vault entrance caved inward, sending a cloud of dust and smoke billowing through the corridor. Flames belched up through the cracks where the ceiling fell away.

He lay on his back, sucking in breaths, staring up at the twisting smoke.

Someone shouted from down the hall.

“Fire crews! Bring water charms—hurry!”

Boots thundered on the stairs.

Eryndor scrambled to his feet, wiping soot from his face. His arms trembled violently, but he kept the scroll clutched tight, hidden behind his cloak.

A squad of royal sentinels rushed forward, their armour gleaming with protective runes. Behind them came two firewardens, each carrying crystal globes filled with water that glowed faintly with enchantment.

“What happened here?” one sentinel barked.

Eryndor swallowed. His throat felt lined with ash. “I—I don’t know. The vault was open. Flames everywhere. It moved like—”

He caught himself before he said alive.

The sentinel narrowed his eyes. “Why were you down here alone?”

“I was returning misfiled ledgers.” Eryndor forced the words through a ragged cough. “Archivist’s duty.”

A warden brushed past him. “This wasn’t lantern fire,” the woman muttered. “Something corrupted the ambient air. Never seen flames behave like that.”

The sentinel nodded grimly. “Serakith’s spies have been active. Could be sabotage.”

Eryndor stiffened.

The name tasted like poison.

Lady Serakith — a noble on paper, but rumoured to be something altogether darker. Someone the king’s court whispered about in half-phrases they never finished. Someone whose influence had grown far too rapidly.

Someone who’d been seen speaking with officials who should have known better.

He forced his expression to remain neutral.

“I—should return to the upper archives,” he said quietly. “I inhaled too much smoke.”

“Go,” the sentinel said. “We’ll handle this.”

Eryndor turned before they could question him further.

The scroll felt like a burning coal pressed against his ribs through his cloak, though it wasn’t hot to the touch. Its weight felt wrong. Heavy in a way that had nothing to do with mass.

As he climbed the stairwell, the corridor behind him filled with shouts, pounding boots, rushing ward-water.

He didn’t look back.

He didn’t dare.

Only when he reached the third floor did he duck into a side alcove between shelves. He unwrapped the cloak enough to examine the scroll.

Half the parchment was burned away, but what remained—

He swallowed hard.

Symbolic script. Ancient. Older than Aldoria itself. The edges pulsed faintly with an echo of the unnatural fire.

One line, in particular, glowed faintly through soot:

“…and when the Fifth Shard is named, the Crown shall wake, and shadow shall claim its throne once more.”

Eryndor’s blood ran cold.

The missing fragments suddenly made sense. The strange tremors. The vault behaving as if possessed. The fire that avoided the scroll instead of consuming it.

Someone had come for this prophecy.

Someone had wanted it destroyed.

Or worse — concealed.

A chill crept down his spine.

“Gods help us,” he whispered.

If the Crown of Shadows was truly beginning to wake…

A scream echoed faintly from the floors below.

Eryndor flinched.

He didn’t need to see what was happening. He didn’t need to know whether the vault collapse had trapped someone inside, or whether something darker had slipped out through the damage.

He only knew one thing with certainty:

This scroll could not stay in the vaults.

Nor in the library.

Nor anywhere Serakith could find it.

Clutching the prophecy tight, Eryndor stepped out of the alcove.

The library didn’t feel safe anymore.

And for the first time in his quiet, unremarkable life, he knew he was holding something that kings, killers, and monsters would tear kingdoms apart to claim.

He straightened.

His breath steadied.

Then he turned toward the exit.

If he was going to live long enough to understand this prophecy — or to stop it — he needed to disappear before the wrong eyes noticed him.

The fire behind him roared like a beast denied its prey.

And Eryndor hurried into the gathering dusk, the half-burned prophecy clutched like a dying truth against his chest.
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The council chamber of Aldoria was built to impress and intimidate in equal measure.

Columns of white stone lined the long hall, carved with scenes of old victories: kings on horseback, banners aloft, enemies fleeing beneath the boots of armoured cavalry. The high arched ceiling had been painted years ago with a map of the known realms; now the once-vivid blues and greens had dulled with lamp smoke and dust. At the far end, beneath a tall window of coloured glass, the royal dais rose in three wide steps.

King Haral IV sat at its centre, the weight of the crown making him look older than his fifty years. His beard, once black, had gone more iron than ink. The lines around his eyes spoke of years spent squinting at reports he did not like.

Today’s pile was stacked high.

Envoys filled the hall—stiff collars, rich fabrics, the clink of rings on goblets. Aldorian nobles in sober blues and greys; a handful of foreign faces whose presence was rare and therefore fraught. Guards stood along the walls, halberds upright, every breastplate burnished to a mirror shine. The air tasted of polished metal, wine, sweat, and tension.

“…and I tell you, Your Majesty, they did not bleed red,” the envoy from the southern marches insisted, voice loud enough to bounce off the stone. “The Ashenborn raiders that hit Holmsbridge bled black. As tar. As pitch. Ask any of the survivors.”

Murmurs rippled through the chamber.

On the lower benches, scribes dipped their quills, the scratching of ink the quiet undercurrent to the storm of words.

At the back of the hall, among the clerks and lesser officials, a woman in a dark, unobtrusive cloak listened with her head bowed just enough to avoid attention. Her hood cast her face in soft shadow. Only the occasional glint of pale eyes showed from within when torchlight caught at the right angle.

Lady Serakith did not look like a noble this morning.

She looked like no one at all.

A minor aide. A clerk’s assistant. Another ink-stained functionary in a hall full of them.

She preferred it that way.

“Rumour piled upon rumour,” scoffed Lord Meren, a wide-bellied noble from the river provinces. “Black blood? You think us children? The Ashenborn have always been savages, yes, but flesh is flesh.”

“Not if they’ve given themselves to shadow,” the envoy replied. “They came out of the dark like smoke. Their weapons cut through mail as though it were cloth. We had no warning, no scouts—”

“Because you drink more than you drill,” Meren snapped.

Laughter—too loud, too eager—burst from a few of the nearer benches, then died quickly under the king’s gaze.

Haral raised a hand.

“Enough,” he said. His voice was not loud, but it carried. “We are not children squabbling behind a barn. We are the rulers and representatives of this realm. We will proceed with order.”

The envoy bowed stiffly, swallowing whatever retort he’d had ready.

King Haral turned to his left, where a slim woman in a high-collared gown sat in a slightly lower chair. Chancellor Mirelle, Keeper of Trade and Treaties, eyes sharp as flint.

“You’ve heard the reports from Holmsbridge and Northmere,” the king said quietly. “Your assessment?”

Mirelle tapped one finger against the arm of her chair, considering.

“Three Ashenborn raids in as many weeks,” she said. “Too far inland for comfort. Too well-timed to be coincidence. The descriptions of their behaviour… unusual. More organised. Less interested in defending territory, more interested in… disruption.”

“Disruption?” Haral echoed.

“They hit supply wagons and bridges, not treasuries,” she said. “They burn grain, not silver. Whatever they’re doing, it’s not mindless pillaging. Someone is guiding them.”

Serakith smiled faintly under her hood.

Someone.

Not something.

Haral’s jaw flexed. “Have we received any word from their chieftains? Any demands? Any threats?”

Mirelle shook her head. “Ashenborn ‘diplomacy’ has always consisted of fire and withdrawal. They don’t speak our tongue. They barely speak their own.”

“Savages,” Lord Meren muttered again.

One of the eastern envoys, a tall man with the dark braids of the hill tribes, shot him a look. “Careful with your words, Meren. When you call one tribe savage, you make it easier to call all tribes the same. We’ve had our own share of labels from this court.”

“I meant no offence to your people,” Meren said, though his tone suggested otherwise. “I speak of those ash-skinned fiends who worship in volcanoes and drink smoke—”

“They bleed like any others,” said another voice, quiet but firm.

Heads turned.

The speaker was a young captain of the city guard, standing near one of the side doors. His armour was plainer than that of the royal guard, more functional. Smoke stains darkened the edges of his cloak.

Serakith recognised him.

Captain Jorren, if memory served. He’d been at the vault fires.

“Your Highness,” Jorren said, stepping forward as Haral motioned him closer. “With respect, the Ashenborn raiders our scouts have encountered are… odd. Some appear frenzied, yes. Others move like trained soldiers, not berserkers. And their wounds—” He hesitated. “Some of them do seep darker. Thicker. Our healers say it’s like… clotting ink.”

Murmurs rose again.

“Black blood,” someone hissed.

“It could be a disease,” suggested a merchant envoy. “A corruption of the humours.”

“Or sorcery,” another whispered.

Sorcery.

Serakith’s fingers flexed at her sides. She could almost feel the word, the way it vibrated in the air between them, fat with fear.

“Whatever it is,” Jorren said, “it’s spreading. We’ve had reports from the border forts of men hearing whispers in the smoke after battles. Seeing shapes in the campfires. Our sentries are nervous.”

Mirelle looked sharply at him. “Why is this the first I hear of whispers?”

“Because until now,” Jorren said carefully, “we assumed it was just nerves. Men who’ve seen too much blood.”

Haral leaned back slightly, the leather of his chair creaking. The coloured light from the great window painted one side of his face red, the other blue.

“And now?” he asked.

Jorren hesitated. Clearly the line between telling the truth and keeping his king calm was a narrow one.

“Now, Sire,” he said, “I have men who swear they heard spoken words in a language none of them knew. The same rhythm, the same cadence. In three different camps.”

The hall went very still.

Language in flames.

Serakith lowered her gaze to hide the flicker of satisfaction in her eyes.

Whispers in the smoke had never been meant only for the Ashenborn. The fire in the vaults had spoken, too—though that old fool of a scribe had cut the conversation short with his ward.

She had been in the city that night, cloaked in another face, watching the glow of the burning tower from a quiet rooftop. She’d felt the wards flare, felt the Chronicle seal itself like a clam closing around a pearl.

Irritating.

But not irreparable.

Knowledge sealed in pages could still be acquired through other means.

“Are you suggesting,” Lord Meren blustered, “that the Ashenborn are working with sorcerers? That they are… what, possessed? Cursed?”

“I’m suggesting,” Jorren said, “that something about them has changed. And that whatever it is, it arrived with the whispers and the black blood.”

“Perhaps you should stop sending boys who still smell of milk to the front,” Meren sneered. “They’re jumpy. They hear their own fear and call it magic.”

Jorren’s eyes hardened, but he kept his voice even. “With respect, my lord, the last ‘boy’ to report hearing the whispers had a spear through his lung. He died mid-sentence. He had no reason to invent ghosts.”

Silence.

Haral’s fingers drummed against the armrest of his chair.

Serakith watched all of them through lowered lashes.

Fear sat differently on each face.

On Haral, it hid behind calculation, behind the slow weighing of risks. On Mirelle, it flared as irritation—fear of losing control over a situation she could not reduce to numbers. On the envoys, it appeared as outrage, suspicion, eagerness to find a scapegoat that was not their own people.

On Jorren, fear manifested as anger held on a short leash.

Among them, only she wore it as amusement.

She let her attention drift.

Two columns to the left, a narrow staircase led up to the inner balcony—an area usually empty during council but now holding three robed figures with warden-sigils. They murmured among themselves, occasionally glancing toward the doors, the windows, the shadows.

Their wards had been tested by the vault fire. They had not liked how it went.

To the right of the dais, the great double doors stood open to the outer hall. Guards flanked them, but their attention kept being drawn toward the corridor beyond, where anxious petitioners gathered—merchants seeking reassurance, minor nobles bringing rumours.

Beyond them lay the city walls.

Beyond those—the world.

Serakith’s gaze moved to the upper corners of the hall. Old arrow slits, now plastered over. Narrow maintenance doors half-hidden behind tapestries. The placement of the guards.

The weaknesses.

Haral’s voice cut through her calculations.

“We will not jump at stories,” the king said. “We will not call this sorcery until our own wardens confirm it. We will increase patrols along the southern roads. Jorren, you will assign your steadiest men to the border forts and send word to our allies for any similar strange reports.”

Jorren bowed. “Yes, Sire.”

“As for the Ashenborn,” Haral went on, “until we know more, we treat them as we always have. As raiders who understand only strength. Double the garrison at Holmsbridge. Reinforce the signal towers.”

Lord Meren puffed up. “Finally, sense.”

“We will also,” Haral added, fixing Meren with a flat stare, “send envoys to the hill tribes and river lords. If the Ashenborn are moving inland, our own borders will mean little if our neighbours decide we are weak or distracted.”

Meren’s mouth clicked shut.

Mirelle cleared her throat.

“Your Majesty,” she said, “there is another matter. The vault fire two nights ago. We still don’t know how it started.”

The word vault sent a ripple through the hall. A few of the older nobles exchanged uneasy glances. The restricted archives were supposed to be impregnable. Flame-free. Locked behind wards older than Haral’s grandfather.

“We have not recovered any malicious implements,” Mirelle continued. “No oil flasks. No broken lanterns. No footprints leading in or out that shouldn’t be there. And yet…” She spread her hands. “And yet half the chamber collapsed in unnatural fire.”

Haral’s expression darkened. “Could it be connected to these supposed whispers?”

“That is the concern,” Mirelle said. “One of the junior archivists—Eryndor?—claims the flames moved oddly. He might be addled from smoke inhalation, but…”

“But?” Haral pressed.

Mirelle met his eyes. “The wards around that vault flared as if resisting an intrusion that came from within, not from without.”

A chill slid along the spine of the room.

Serakith’s smile widened a shade.

“Oh yes,” she thought. “Feel it. Let your fear unfurl.”

Haral massaged the bridge of his nose.

“Warden Mellian?” he called.

One of the robed figures on the balcony stepped forward to the railing and bowed.

“Sire?”

“Have you found any evidence of tampering with the vault seals?” Haral asked.

“We found… stress,” Mellian said slowly. “As if the wards were being pushed from beneath. No sign of human hands. No sign of any material catalyst. Just… pressure.”

“From what?” Haral demanded.

“We do not know,” Mellian said. “But whatever it was, it… felt old.”

The word hung in the air oddly.

Old, as in aged by time.

Old, as in predating Aldoria’s neat boundaries and maps.

Old, as in the kind of old that didn’t care who currently wore the crown.

Serakith tilted her head, enjoying the tightening air.

Somewhere beneath the city, beneath the tower, beneath all their carefully laid stones, the echo of the First Shadow’s seal had stirred when the Chronicle was sealed. Like tapping a drum that had been silent for centuries.

Just a little.

Just enough for those with a sense for such things to feel.

King Haral exhaled slowly.

“We cannot afford to see demons in every tremor,” he said. “We have raiders at our borders, a winter’s stores to protect, and neighbours who will pounce if they smell weakness. We will deal with the Ashenborn raids as a matter of steel and strategy.”

“And the vaults?” Mirelle asked.

“We will repair them,” Haral said. “Strengthen the wards. And we will keep this matter quiet. The last thing we need is panic over tales of living fire.”

There it was.

The line she had expected him to draw.

Serakith almost nodded in approval.

“Fear is already here,” she thought. “You just choose which faces you put on it.”

Mirelle’s lips thinned but she inclined her head. “As you say, Your Majesty.”

Haral rose—slowly, the act itself a statement. Conversations dwindled.

“Send word to our allies,” he said. “Ask politely for any information regarding strange raids, black blood, whispering smoke, or… anything echoing these reports. Phrase it as concern, not alarm. Aldoria does not tremble.”

A few nobles straightened, reassured by the tone if not the content.

The king continued. “We will call a smaller council tonight. Wardens. Commanders. Trusted ears only. This hall is too crowded with tongues that wag faster than thought.”

There were some offended noises at that, quickly swallowed.

“Until then,” Haral finished, “you have your orders. Go. Do your duty. And if you hear more rumours of shadows, bring them to us before the streets get to them.”

He sat.

The council broke.

Chairs scraped. Robes rustled. Guards moved to escort key envoys out, while others clustered in small, muttering knots.

Serakith remained where she was a moment longer, still as a carved figure in the shadows at the back.

Then, with the slow care of a woman who had nowhere particularly important to be, she turned and joined the current of lesser officials flowing toward the side exit.

Her borrowed name today was “Lysa,” a scribe’s assistant assigned to the accounts of grain levies. Her hair, under the hood, was the plain brown of half the city. Her face, if anyone bothered to look, would appear pleasant but forgettable. She wore a ring on her left hand, dull brass, that whispered small nudges into the minds of those around her:

Not important. Not worth noticing. Just another servant.

As she passed through the doorway into the outer hall, she let her fingers brush the carved frame. Old wood. Older than the current panelling. The grain whispered faintly against her skin.

She could feel it now.

The slightest tremor under the stone. Not enough for ordinary feet. But there, beneath the surface, like a cat stretching in sleep.

“So you feel it too,” she murmured, low enough that only the wood could hear. “Good. This will be easier if you wake before I knock again.”

She left the council hall behind.

The palace corridors twisted around her like veins. Guards at intersections, posted in pairs. Narrow servant passages half-hidden behind decorative screens. Arrow slits long since blocked with mortar. Old kill-holes above key choke points, disguised by hanging banners.

She walked slowly, mapping.

Counting steps.

Measuring sight lines, timings, gaps.

At the west-facing window she paused, looking out over Aldoria’s inner wall. Beyond it, the city sprawled in tiers of stone and slate roofs, chimneys coughing smoke into the air. Farther still, the outer walls stood like a grim necklace, their towers bristling with ballistae and signal beacons.

Strong, on the surface.

But she saw the seams.

Supply carts queued at the southern gate, unchecked in the rush to move grain. A blind corner in the alley to the east tower. A section of wall where the stone was slightly darker—newer—where repairs had been hastily made after last year’s flood.

Strong.

But unready for her.

A messenger hurried past, nearly bumping her, then muttered a distracted apology and kept going. He carried a sealed scroll marked with the sigil of the Wardens.

Likely a report on the vault.

She watched him disappear down the corridor toward the tower where the magical council nested like nervous birds.

“Run faster,” she said softly. “The fire you fear is not the one already burned.”

She turned away from the window.

There was much to do.

Whispers to encourage. Rumours to plant. Nightmares to cultivate.

And somewhere in this city, a young archivist clutched a half-burned prophecy that should have been ash.

She had felt him in the vault as the wards screamed—in the reflexive reach of someone who still believed knowledge could rescue the world.

She would find him.

But not yet.

First, she would let Aldoria stew in its own half-understood fear. Let them blame the Ashenborn, the ghosts of their own frontier negligence, the convenient scapegoat. Let them sharpen swords in the wrong direction.

When the time came, and her Shadowsteel armies marched, they would find the city strong in all the wrong ways.

She smiled to herself, a small, private curve of lips hidden by the shadow of her hood.

In the council hall behind her, King Haral discussed doubling patrols at Holmsbridge.

No one spoke of the root of the tremors.

No one spoke of the old thing beneath their feet.

Shadows lengthened across Aldoria’s marble floors as the day wore on.

And somewhere beyond the walls, in camps where Ashenborn and men alike muttered about black blood and whispers in smoke, the first pieces of her long-laid pattern slid quietly into place.
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  BANISHED FROM THE SKY

  
  




The sky always felt endless—until the moment it tried to swallow her.

Lyssira dropped through the cloud break like a falling star, wind roaring along her arms as she angled her flight. Her wings—thin membranes of stormlight woven through bone and tendon—flared wide to catch the updraft. Lightning hummed in her veins, eager, restless.

“Squad Seven, form up!” she shouted over the rushing gale. “Keep tight!”

Six other Aerinth glided behind her, their wings glittering pale-blue in the morning light. Below them, the world stretched in rolling green and grey, a calm canvas beneath the wild chaos above.

Today’s drill should have been simple.

Controlled descent. Formation manoeuvrers. Cloud-piercing in low winds.

Nothing dangerous.

Nothing forbidden.

At least, that was the plan before the storm arrived—a storm that was not on any chart.

It rose from the west like a bruise swelling across the horizon. Dark. Boiling. Shot through with violet flashes instead of natural white. The clouds churned as if alive, and the wind smelled faintly of iron.

Lyssira felt the wrongness of it before she saw it.

Her lightning senses prickled. Tiny arcs danced across her fingertips.

She slowed, frowning. “What in the gods’ breath…?”

Behind her, Zethor—a lanky flyer with more confidence than talent—whistled low. “Storm wasn’t scheduled.”

“It isn’t ours,” Lyssira said.

“Meaning?” asked Sera, blades attached to her forearms glinting in the light.

“Meaning brace yourselves.”

Because storms belonged to the Aerinth.

They charted them, shaped them, redirected them. No wind or cloud formed naturally above the Skyshards without the council’s knowledge.

This one had.

Worse—its heart felt hollow, as though lightning belonged to it and yet didn’t. As though something inside it was trying to remember how storms worked.

Zethor drifted closer. “We should pull back.”

“No,” Lyssira said. “We investigate. That’s our job.”

“It’s a training drill,” he insisted. “We’re not even armed—”

Thunder cracked—low, sharp, wrong. The sound hit them like a shove. Lyssira steadied herself, wings snapping taut.

Then she saw it.

A funnel of cloud twisting down from the stormfront—not reaching the ground but hanging like a claw poised to strike. Winds spiralled upward, pulling loose feathers and stray dust into the vortex. The funnel pulsed, expanding.

And then it moved.

“Move!” Lyssira shouted.

It surged toward them with unnatural speed.

The squad scattered—but not fast enough.

Sera was the first to be caught. The funnel seized her mid-wingbeat and yanked her upward like a rag. She screamed as her spine bent at a sickening angle, wings flailing.

Two others spun out of control, smashing into each other before tumbling downward in a deadly spiral.

Lyssira dove hard and caught Sera’s forearm, muscles straining as the vortex tried to tear them both apart.

The storm roared louder, surrounding them with deafening wind.

This wasn’t nature.

This was something else.

Something malicious.

“Hold on!” Lyssira shouted.

Sera’s eyes were wide with terror. “Let go! You’ll be pulled in—!”

“I said hold on!”

Lightning surged at Lyssira’s call, crackling down her arms like living veins of white fire. She forced the power into her wings, into the air around her. She shaped it, as she had been taught since childhood—bending arcs into barriers, weaving static into anchors.

The storm bucked against her, a wild beast trying to throw its rider.

“Lyssira!” Zethor screamed. “Forget them! You’ll die!”

She ignored him.

The squad fought for their lives—some tumbling, some barely holding level flight. Lyssira was their squad lead. Their safety was her responsibility.

She would not abandon them.

Lightning coiled beneath her skin, begging to be released.

The forbidden kind.

The kind no Aerinth was allowed to use outside of war.

But this storm was not of the sky. It was not alive. It was not part of the old rhythms.

It was a tear in the world.

If she didn’t counter it with real stormforce, it would shred all of them.

Sera slipped again, fingers clawing at Lyssira’s wrist.

Lyssira made her choice.

She spread her arms.

Lightning erupted.

Not white.

Not blue.

But silver—pure, volatile, crackling across her body in a radiant explosion that burned through the unnatural wind.

The spiralling funnel recoiled with a noise like shattering stone.

The shock wave blasted outward, flattening clouds for miles. The impact threw the remaining squad members through the air like leaves.

Lyssira felt
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