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Chapter 1 — Seven Nights of Sign
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The first thunder doesn’t sound like war.
It sounds like a choir learning to breathe.
On Night One the lightning stops pretending it’s random. Blue strokes seam the cloud cover into neat, deliberate lines. Streetlights dim to a pulse. Pigeons wheel in geometric spirals over the courthouse dome, tracing a pattern my eyes know but my mouth can’t name. Somewhere below, a siren gives up midway through a wail like it’s embarrassed to interrupt.

I hold the Sword of Storms at my side and wait for the test. The metal hums in a key my bones recognize. The dragon is only rumor—heat on the back of my neck, the sense that the sky could look back if it wanted.

A kid on the sidewalk points up. “Is it—art?”

“Sure,” I tell him. “Collaboration piece.”

He grins and runs off. I try a tiny cast, barely a spark, merely to see if the current remembers me. It does. It also bites. The sting blooms along my wrist in a fine red script: don’t lie. I wasn’t lying, exactly. I was... editing. The storm has no patience for editors.

Night Two, the sigils return with punctuation. The lines sharpen, anchor into the skyline, and the spaces between them begin to glow like hot glass cooling. The city pretends nothing is happening and promptly changes everything—traffic thins, the usual arguments in the park get whispered, and the subways run as if they’re worried about being late to their own appointments.

Night Three, I try to tell a white lie to a reporter—something gentle, sanded down at the corners. The burn flares across my palm like I touched an invisible stove. The Sword purrs in disapproval. I switch to honesty, and the pain ebbs to a pressure, a stern fingertip on a bruise. Lesson logged.

By Night Four the birds aren’t alone. Schoolkids arrange themselves into hopscotch constellations without speaking. A busker changes keys mid-song and lands on the pitch the sky is singing. The sigils above us are moving toward grammar—clauses forming, a sentence stubbed out against the wind.

The dragon arrives on Night Five as if it had always been there, a coil of living script unrolled across the clouds. It isn’t a creature so much as a will with excellent penmanship. The air smells like rain and new books. Every time I breathe, the dragon writes tighter. Every time I doubt, it lifts its head.

I go to the rooftop. The Sword hums higher, pleased and difficult. “Terms,” it says without words.

“Terms,” I echo. “I’ll defend truth without spectacle.”

The blade warms, then cools, as if weighing the clause about spectacle. Somewhere below, a drone’s camera blinks red like a small mechanical conscience. The Sword dims a fraction more.

Night Six, the cost curve shows its teeth. I reach for a childhood street name during a conversation and find only fog. The map in my head has a blank square where a corner store used to be, where a sweet old woman sold guava pastries and warnings. I remember the bell on the door, the tilt of sun through dusty glass, but the name itself slides off my tongue like oil off rain. The storm takes its tithe in nouns.

On the ground, a neighbor stops me. “You okay? You look like you swallowed a riddle.”

“I misplaced something,” I say.

“You’ll find it,” she says kindly, and walks on. The burn doesn’t flare. I didn’t lie. I just didn’t add the part about how the storm keeps better records than my heart.

Night Seven is a courtroom with no walls. The sigils stop pretending to be art and settle into a filing system. Lines lock. Curves lean. Over the city, the grammar clicks. The sentence writes itself in strokes of lightning so precise they might as well be engraved.

A verdict.

Not for someone. For me.

It hangs there, elegant and merciless: You owe what you took.

The crowd below murmurs in the uneasy way people do when a billboard starts telling the truth. Phones go up, cameras blink, the reporter’s drone returns like a guilty bird. I search my ledger—ink the color of deep water, the columns of wrongs and repairs I’ve been keeping since the first storm—then stop. I know what it means before I read it.

Years ago, at the beginning, I took a shortcut. I called a storm without naming the cost and paid nothing up front. The universe doesn’t forget an unpaid invoice. The dragon lifts its head and writes a small flourish at the end of the sentence. Not a period. A colon.

You owe what you took: name it and pay.

The Sword grows heavier until my shoulder hollows around the weight. The city waits with me. If I don’t swear the oath by dawn, the covenant will choose a substitute—someone else to carry the bond, and my debt with it. I am many things, but I won’t be the reason an innocent is drafted into my ledger.

The first birds open the morning like a book. I inhale. The air tastes like rain and old promises.

“Terms,” I say again, and this time the words feel like they were carved into me in a language I had to learn to deserve. “I will defend truth without spectacle. I will name the cost, every time. I will not outsource my debts.”

Lightning threads the blade, a quiet crown. The dragon’s coil eases, pleased.

Somewhere far below, the false judge smiles into a camera and rules that I have already failed.

The Sword bites my palm for the smallest fraction of a second, not as punishment but as punctuation: don’t lie.

“I won’t,” I tell it. “Not even to myself.”

The verdict above the city softens, the colon becomes an open door, and the first thunder finally sounds like what it is—breath before speech, truth learning its shape.
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Chapter 2 — The Rooftop Oath
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Rain comes in on a slant, stitching the night shut. The city below is a board of wet obsidian, every light a pin driven clean through. I climb the last iron rung and step onto tar—soft, slick, honest. The Sword of Storms is a quiet weight at my hip. Above, the blue dragon coils in cursive, sentences unwinding and rewinding like breath learning itself.

“Terms,” the Sword hums into my bones.

“Terms,” I answer, and the air tightens—as if the sky wants to make sure the transcript is accurate.

Lightning spiderwebs the cloud deck and holds, a net of blue veins. Inside that steady light, the dragon draws nearer without moving. It is a witness more than a beast: the patience of law expressed as weather. My palm rests on the hilt. Metal warms, inviting, dangerous.

“Name your work,” the Sword says without words.

I swallow. “To defend truth,” I begin. The sigils sharpen. “Without spectacle.”

The blade brightens—and then dims, like a breath held. Far off, a news drone hovers to life with the self-importance of a gnat. Its red eye blinks. The dragon’s coil tightens a hair.

“I mean it,” I say, more to myself than the machine. “If they come for a show, they will leave with silence and a verdict.”

The storm wants specifics.

“I will name the cost before I cast,” I continue. “And I will pay it myself.” The hum deepens. “I will not outsource my debts.”

Lightning flickers once
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