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  For the ones who have ever felt lost in the dark,

and wondered if they would ever find their way back to the light.

For the ones who carry scars no one else can see,

who have survived things they never thought they could,

and who learned that being broken does not mean being beyond repair.

For those who believe that some people enter our lives by chance,

while others find us because they were written into our story long before we knew their names.

And for the ones who love fiercely







  
    
      “Every mark remembers.

Every scar carries a story.

And some stories were written long before we were born.”

— The Ashmaker Codex
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Twenty Years Ago

The first thing Elara remembered was not the heat, nor the choking black smoke that turned the night sky into a bruised shade of violet.

It was the sound.

It was a terrible, suffocating roar that seemed to pull the air straight from her lungs—a chorus of snapping timber, shattering glass, and human voices screaming from every corner of the valley. It echoed from the grand stone houses of the Upper Quarter, spilled through the narrow cobbled alleys, and reverberated from somewhere deep and raw inside her own small chest.

At sixt years old, she was too young to comprehend why the sky was weeping ash, or why the sweet night air smelled so sickeningly of copper, ozone, and burning pine. She only knew that her bare feet were bleeding against the freezing stones, and that the world was collapsing around her.

She stumbled through a narrow alley, coughing violently as the thick haze bit into her throat, tears carving clean trails through the soot on her face.

“Keep going!”

A rough, calloused hand shot out from the gloom and grabbed hers.

Elara shrieked, pulling back in terror.

“It’s me! Quiet, child!”

She forced herself to look up. Through the swirling smoke, she couldn’t make out his face—only the silver glint of his eyes and the severe, drawn line of his jaw beneath a heavy traveling hood.

“Don’t let go of me,” the man whispered, his grip tightening around her small fingers until it bruised. “Whatever you do, Elara, do not let go.”

“I want my mother,” she sobbed, her knees buckling beneath her as another distant explosion shook the alley walls. “I want my family!”

“I know,” the stranger rasped, his voice tight with an agonizing sorrow.

“Where are they?! Why aren’t they with us?!”

The stranger didn’t answer. He simply pulled her faster through the dark, and that silence terrified her more than the inferno consuming her home.

Elara turned her head, looking back over her shoulder.

Her family’s estate—the great house of House Voss—was engulfed in a pillar of white-hot fire. But through the flames, she saw shadows moving. Tall, deliberate figures draped in heavy slate-gray cloaks, their chests adorned with the gleaming silver sun of the Council.

Hunters.

One of the men paused atop the burning rubble, sweeping his pale gaze across the alley. He pointed a long, steel-clad finger directly at her.

“There!” the Hunter’s voice cut through the roar of the blaze like a iron blade. “The Voss bloodline! Kill the child!”

The stranger swore softly under his breath, wrenching Elara around and shoving her down a flight of crumbling stone steps toward a heavy oak cellar door.

“Run, Elara!”

“But what about you—?”

“I said RUN!”

Elara froze on the stairs, paralyzed by the raw panic bleeding from his voice. The stranger reached out, hauling her toward the narrow cellar threshold.

“Listen to me,” he demanded, his hands trembling as he grabbed her shoulders. “Whatever happens out there, no matter how close they get, do not release your magic.”

Elara shook her head frantically, her small voice cracking. “I… I don’t know how! I don’t have magic!”

“You do,” he said grimly. “It lives in your blood. And if they see it burn, they will rip your soul apart to take it.”

“I don’t know how to use it!” she wept. “I’m scared!”

The stranger dropped to his knees before her, putting himself between her small body and the oncoming storm of the Hunters. From beneath his scorched tunic, he pulled a chain holding a heavy, rusted amulet.

It was a broken circle forged from pale, ancient metal, with the delicate, stylized wings of a Phoenix carved into its center. He tore it from his neck and pressed it hard into her small, soot-covered palm, curling her fingers tightly over the cold steel.

“What is this?” she asked through her tears.

“Something you must guard with your life,” he whispered, his eyes dark with an ancient, desperate urgency. “Remember the first.”

Elara’s brow furrowed, her small frame shivering in the freezing draft of the doorway. “The first what?”

The stranger looked over his shoulder. The Hunter’s heavy boots were thundering down the stone alley, their drawn blades catching the violent crimson glare of the fire.

“The first Ashmaker,” the man rasped, turning back to her. He seized her shoulders one last time, pinning her gaze to his. “You are the last of House Voss, Elara. You are the last vessel of the flame.”

“I don’t understand…”

“You will,” he said, his voice dropping into a fierce, desperate whisper—a vow carved into the stone of the doorway. “When the night comes that the ink rises to drown you… when you feel yourself burning to ash… find the Raven.”

Elara stared into his eyes, her breath catching in her throat. “Who is the Raven?”

The stranger’s eyes filled with a devastating, profound pity.

“The only one who will remember you when the world forgets,” he whispered.

He shoved her backward through the heavy door. The solid oak slammed shut with a deafening CRACK, the heavy iron bolt dropping into place from the outside, locking her in the absolute gloom of the cellar.

“No! Let me out!” Elara threw herself against the heavy wood, pounding her fists against the oak. “Please!”

And then, above the sound of the burning city and the screaming men outside, it came.

A voice.

It did not belong to the stranger. It did not belong to the Hunters. It was not a voice born of human throat or flesh. It was vast, subterranean, and impossibly ancient—a sound like grinding stone and liquid shadow moving beneath the earth.

It whispered directly into the hollow spaces behind her ribs.

Elara.

She clamped her hands over her ears, dropping to her knees on the cold dirt floor. “Stop… go away!”

Elara Voss.

The stone floor beneath her bare feet erupted into a blinding, golden heat. The dust blew away as ancient, luminescent sigils carved themselves into the bedrock—a massive, sprawling Phoenix stretching its wings across the cellar floor.

Elara screamed as a sudden, agonizing heat ignited on the back of her right hand. She watched in sheer horror as the skin blistered and split, golden light bleeding through her veins, carving a delicate, feathered mark directly into her flesh.

Miles away, beneath the collapsed, burning timber of a ruined tenement in the lower slums, another child woke with a ragged gasp.

He had no name for the fire that was devouring his city. He had no words for the bodies lying silent in the alley outside.

He was just a boy with dark hair, a face covered in soot, and a heart beating furiously against a chest that was already scorched with a dark, terrifying mark. Above his heart, the skin was raised and stained with permanent, pitch-black ink—a stylized Raven, its wings wrapped tightly around his ribs like a cage.

He sat up in the ash, clutching his chest as a sudden, excruciating cold radiated from the mark, freezing the sweat on his skin.

He opened his dark hazel eyes. And for the first time in his life, he heard a voice that did not come from the world above.

Find her.

The boy pressed his hand flat against his chest, his breathing ragged, his young face turning pale with fear.

“Who?” he whispered into the dark.

The shadow in his blood answered, pulsing like a heavy, cold drum against his ribs.

The Phoenix.

Then the darkness swallowed the world whole.

Ten years later, Elara Voss would bolt upright in a quiet, dark library, gasping for air as she woke from the exact same nightmare.

She would rub the pale scar on the back of her right hand and tell herself it was just a memory. She would convince herself that the Blackridge Massacre was simply the night she lost her family, and that the quiet life she had built in the shadows was enough to keep her safe.

She would be dead wrong.

Because the night Blackridge burned was not the tragic end of a fallen house.

It was merely the first mark pressed into the parchment of a grander, darker tragedy. And deep within the forgotten vaults beneath the city, something that had slept in liquid dark for three hundred years turned in its slumber and opened its eyes.

The First Ink remembered.

And it was coming to collect its debt.
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The scent of smoke reached her before the vision did.

Elara’s eyes flew open, but there was no light—only a wall of roiling, violent orange flames. The world was burning. High, vaulted arches crumbled into dust as screams shattered the air around her, each cry shriller and more desperate than the last. She clutched her chest, her ribs aching as she fought for a single breath of clear air, but smoke filled her throat like ash. Her legs were lead, her body frozen in stone while the inferno closed its jaws around her. She opened her mouth to call for help, but her voice was swallowed by the roar of the fire.

“Elara! Elara, wake up!”

A sharp, frantic knock rattled her bedroom door.

Elara jolted upright, her sheets tearing away as her lungs seized on a sharp, cold gasp of air. Sweat clung to her skin, her heart slamming against her ribs like a trapped bird.

Silence. No flames. No crumbling arches. Just the soft, gray morning light filtering through her blinds.

“I’m up,” she rasped, her voice shuddering as she pressed her palm over her chest. “You can come in.”

The door creaked open, and Samantha stepped inside. Without a word, she crossed the room and climbed onto the mattress beside her, pulling her knees up to her chest.

“The same dream?” Sam asked softly, her green eyes filled with a quiet, heavy worry. “Elara… it’s been twenty years. You have to let it go. You were a kid. It wasn’t your fault.”

Elara let out a long, weary sigh, sweeping her damp hair back from her forehead. “I don’t want to talk about it, Sam. Not today.”

Sam searched her face for a long moment, recognized the iron wall dropping into place, and nodded softly. “When you’re ready. I’m here.”

Elara gave a tight nod before throwing off the blankets and retreating into the bathroom. The morning routine was her only anchor: wake, breathe, wash away the ash. Under the hot spray of the shower, she rubbed the skin over her ribs until it turned raw, trying to scrub away the phantom heat of a fire that had died a decade ago.

Once dressed in a loose tunic and soft leather trousers, she headed down the stairs toward the kitchen.

“Hey, Sam?” Elara called toward the living room, grabbing a glass bottle of water from the icebox. “I was thinking about taking the carriage into the lower district tonight. What do you think?”

Silence answered her.

It wasn’t the warm, comfortable quiet of the morning. It was a heavy, suffocating stillness.

Elara frowned, pausing with the bottle halfway to her lips. “Sam?”

She stepped into the living room, and the glass slipped from her fingers, shattering against the hardwood floor.

Five men in tailored, slate-gray coats stood in the center of her home. One of them held Samantha pinned face-first against the plaster wall, the cold steel barrel of a flintlock pressed directly into the hollow beneath her ear. Silent tears carved clean lines through the dust on Sam’s pale face.

“Let her go!” Elara’s blood ran hot. She lunged for the heavy bronze lamp on the end table, her fingers gripping the metal as she swung it toward the man holding her friend.

She never finished the arc. Four handguns clicked into place simultaneously, their barrels trained squarely on her chest.

A low, smooth chuckle drifted from the shadows near the hearth.

“So,” a man’s voice purred, dark and velvet-rich. “I finally found you. The little Ashmaker.”

Elara turned slowly, her knuckles white around the lamp.

He stepped out of the shadow of the bookshelf with the effortless, predatory grace of a king entering a tavern. He wore a dark woolen coat lined with silver thread, and his hazel eyes met hers with a terrifying, absolute confidence.

“You’ve been remarkably difficult to track down, Ms. Voss,” he murmured, stepping over the broken glass on the floor.

“What do you want?” Elara spat, her voice trembling despite her best efforts.

A slow, terrifying smile spread across his sharp features. “Immortality.”

He closed the distance between them until only inches separated his chest from her face. The faint, expensive scent of amber and aged rye clung to him as his eyes dragged down her face, assessing, calculating, weighing her worth like a piece of stolen art.

“And you,” he whispered, “are going to draw it for me.”

“And if I refuse?”

The man’s smile didn’t fade. He merely turned his head toward the guard holding Samantha and gave a single, dismissive flick of two fingers.

CRACK.

Samantha cried out as the butt of the guard’s pistol slammed across her cheekbone. She slumped slightly against the wall, blood welling at the corner of her lip.

“Stop!” Elara surged forward, but an arm like iron caught her shoulder, pinning her in place. “Don’t touch her!”

The leader stepped into her space, his long, scarred fingers closing firmly around her jaw, forcing her chin up until she was staring directly into his hazel eyes.

“Then open your chest of needles, little Ashmaker, and give me the mark.”

Every muscle in Elara’s body screamed to sink her teeth into his hand, to fight until the rug was soaked in blood. But she looked over his shoulder at Sam, trembling against the wall, and forced a stiff nod.

He released her jaw with a satisfied hum, waving his men back.

Elara crossed the room to the heavy mahogany cabinet tucked behind her collection of history texts. She pressed her thumb against a concealed brass mechanism, pushing upward until a hidden latch clicked open. Inside sat a brass-bound wooden chest.

Needles. Rare, metallic inks. Binding salts. Everything her lineage had kept hidden for generations.

She carried the heavy box to the oak dining table, forcing her fingers not to shake as she unlatched the bronze clasps.

“Hurry it along,” the leader drawled, pouring himself a splash of wine from her decanter. “Some of us have syndicates to run.”

Elara set the box down with a sharp thud and locked her gaze onto his. “A binding mark isn’t a draft house sign. It requires precision. One slip of the steel, one tainted drop of ink, and you won’t get immortality—you’ll get a rotting heart.”

The man’s expression hardened, the amusement evaporating instantly. In a single, fluid motion, he crossed the room, seized her wrist, and yanked her body flush against his chest.

“Then don’t slip,” he whispered into her ear, his hand tightening around her bones until they groaned. “Otherwise…” He glanced toward Samantha. “Your little friend will spend the rest of her short life serving the sailors down at the docks.”

Ice flooded Elara’s veins. She looked at Sam. The deep purple bruise blooming across her friend’s cheek was a testament to what these men were capable of. Sam had hidden her, fed her, and kept her secrets for three long years. She couldn’t let her bleed for a Voss legacy.

Think, Elara told herself, her heart thumping violently. Think like an Ashmaker.

A thought surfaced—small, desperate, and treacherous. A flaw in the ink that only a true master of the art would ever recognize.

She laid out the tools on the linen cloth: bone-handled needles, silver bowls, and vials of dark, pearlescent liquid.

The leader unbuttoned his waistcoat, throwing his heavy coat over a chair before pulling his linen shirt open to expose his bare chest. He leaned back against the table, completely unbothered by the cold air. For an immortality mark, the anchor had to sit directly over the heart.

Elara pulled on a pair of thin leather gloves and began wiping the silver needles with spirit. “Before I start digging into your flesh…” She looked down at his broad chest, where faint, old blade scars crisscrossed his skin. “What name should I attach to this soul?”

A faint, knowing smirk touched his lips. “I don’t recall offering it, little Ashmaker.” He held her gaze, his hazel eyes gleam in the pale light. “Cassian Vale.”

Elara’s breath hitched.

Vale.

The Syndicate Chief. The undisputed lord of the lower city’s underworld—a man who had murdered his way to the top of the dark guilds before his twentieth winter.

Instinctively, Elara took a step back.

Cassian’s hand shot out with blinding speed, his fingers wrapping around her forearm, arresting her movement instantly. “I won’t harm you unless you give me a reason, Elara.”

Her blood ran cold. She had never spoken her name in his presence.

Seeing the shock in her eyes, Cassian let out a dark, breathless chuckle. “Ms. Voss, everyone who moves in the shadows knows the name of the last living Ashmaker of the Voss line.” His thumb stroked the inside of her wrist, feeling her frantic pulse. “I did my research before I brought my men to your door.”

He leaned up slightly, his voice dropping into a dangerous whisper. “But one detail bothers me. If your bloodline is as grand and powerful as the legends claim… why isn’t there a single trace of your work registered in the Sovereign Council’s grand archives?”

Elara yanked her arm free from his grip. “Because the Council burns what it cannot own,” she said coldly. She picked up a bone needle, dipping the steel tip into a shallow dish of glowing, dark ink. “Do you want the mark, Lord Vale, or do you want a history lesson?”

Cassian studied her face for a quiet moment, then lay back against the wood, silent.

Elara took a slow, deep breath, centering her focus. She pressed the needle against his skin, right above the slow, heavy thud of his heart, and began.

An hour bled away in absolute silence, save for the rhythmic dip-and-press of the needle against flesh.

When she finally pulled back, wiping away the dark beads of sweat and blood with a damp cloth, the work was finished. Resting directly above his heart was an intricate, dark mark—an elegant infinity knot intertwined with the sweeping wings of a rising Phoenix.

It was stunning. But deep within the curve of the bird’s left eye, woven into the microscopic lattice of the ink, lay a deliberate, invisible tear. An intentional flaw designed to fracture the magic the moment it was fully invoked.

Elara peeled off her gloves, casting them onto the tray. “You have what you came for,” she said, her voice hollow. “Let her go.”

Cassian sat up slowly, running a hand over the fresh, burning ink above his heart. He buttoned his tunic with infuriating ease. “So demanding,” he purred, rising to his full height. “And here I thought we were beginning to understand one another.”

A bitter, humorless laugh escaped Elara’s throat. “Not in a thousand years.”

Cassian’s playful air vanished in an instant. Before she could react, his hand clamped hard around her jaw, tilting her head back until her neck was exposed.

“Careful, little Ashmaker,” he murmured, his thumb pressing into her skin just enough to cause pain. “I have my mark, but I can still make the rest of your morning thoroughly miserable. For both you and the girl.”

Elara lifted her chin, staring back into his eyes without flinching. “You’ve overstayed your welcome in my house. Get out.”

A rich, booming laugh echoed through the room. “Oh, my men and I are leaving,” Cassian said, his eyes glittering with a dark, triumphant light. “But you, Ms. Voss… are coming with us.”

Elara’s stomach plummeted into an abyss.

“I spent three years tracking down the last living Voss Ashmaker” Cassian added, tossing his heavy coat over his shoulder. “I’m certainly not leaving you behind to sell your craft to my enemies.”

“You swore you’d let us go!”

“No,” Cassian corrected, shaking his head with a mocking, gentle smile. “I promised I wouldn’t kill your friend. I made no such promises regarding your freedom.”

Elara turned her head frantically toward Samantha. Sam was watching her through swollen eyes, her mouth bleeding, her shoulders trembling as the guard kept his grip on her arms.

If Elara fought here, Sam would be the first to take a bullet. If she ran, they would butcher Sam out of spite.

There was no victory in this room. Only survival.

Elara slowly reached down, gathering her bone needles and vials, placing them back into the brass-bound wooden chest. She latched the cover and slung the heavy leather strap across her shoulder.

Before stepping toward Cassian, she met Samantha’s eyes.

No words were spoken. It was the same silent, unspoken vow they had shared as children hiding in the ashes of Blackridge ten years ago.

I will survive this. I will come back for you.

Cassian offered her his arm with a dark, mocking bow. “Shall we, Ms. Voss?”

Elara ignored his arm, stepping past him into the cold morning air, stepping back into the dark world she had spent a decade trying to escape.
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A massive black carriage waited at the curb, its polished obsidian enamel gleaming beneath the sharp afternoon sun. Of course a crime lord traveled in state. Cassian boarded first, his long coat sweeping behind him, then gestured for her to follow. The moment Elara crossed the threshold, the driver snapped the reins, and the carriage lurched forward over the cobblestones.

Cassian settled into the plush velvet seat opposite her, unfolding a fresh edition of the Sovereign Gazette as though abducting royal bloodlines was simply another item on his daily ledger. He acted as if she weren’t even there.

Elara forced her eyes away from him, surveying her gilded cage. The carriage interior was lavish, framed in dark, mirror-polished mahogany that caught the amber glow of two silver lanterns. Each lamp ran on refined ink, burning with a steady, smokeless flame. The velvet upholstery was soft enough to swallow a person whole, but the luxury was a thin veneer.

Across the glass windows, faint iridescent lines shivered—protective wards woven directly into the pane. Even the door latch bore an intricate locking rune that could only be unsealed from the outside. A prison disguised as a noble’s transport.

She leaned toward the glass, taking stock of their escort. Two mounted guards rode flank, their handguns holstered at their hips, while a third trailed close behind. Every escape route she mapped in her mind collapsed under the same grim reality: three armed men, a runic lock, and a carriage moving at a breakneck pace.

Her eyes drifted back to Cassian. Beneath his unbuttoned coat, something glinted at his hip—a dagger. Its hilt was wrought of black iron and inlaid with gold thread, capped by a deep crimson ruby in the pommel that caught the lantern light every time the carriage rocked.

Three separate ways to kill him with his own blade formed in her mind before they had even cleared the inner district.

Without lowering his newspaper, Cassian spoke. “If you’re calculating the drop to the cobblestones, the leap itself won’t kill you. The trailing rider’s horse will.”

Elara stiffened, her jaw tightening. “Who said I was looking at the road?”

He lowered the paper just enough for his dark hazel eyes to meet hers, a flicker of cold amusement dancing in their depths. “You’ve measured the clearance of the rear wheels three times in the last minute, Ms. Voss.”

She folded her arms tightly across her chest. “I was merely admiring your atrocious taste in transport.”

The corner of his mouth twitched upward. “Good. I was beginning to worry I’d abducted a martyr.”

Elara turned her face to the glass before he could catch the sharp irritation flashing across her features.

Outside, the city of Oakhaven churned with forced prosperity. Citizens walked the crowded thoroughfares, proudly displaying their skin—wrists, necks, and forearms threaded with shimmering, enchanted ink. Overhead, massive crimson banners hung from every guard tower and lamp post, each stamped with the silver seal of the Sovereign Council: a raven with its wings pinned across an endless violet infinity loop.

They truly believe their reign is eternal.

Near a fountain, a cluster of children laughed as they chased one another through the crowd, pausing in awe as a wealthy merchant lifted three heavy iron-bound crates with a casual flick of his wrist. Beneath his silk sleeve, the blue ink on his forearm flared with light, lifting the load effortlessly.

To the common folk, the ink was magic. It was progress. To Elara, it was a leash—a slow, beautiful poison sold to them by the men who held the needles.

As the carriage slowed to navigate a congested turn, movement in a narrow, shadow-drenched alley caught her eye.

An old beggar stood beneath the crumbling stone arch of a ruined chapel. His clothes were threadbare, hanging from a frame worn thin by decades of winter and starvation. Faded leather gloves concealed his hands, and a long, snow-white beard rested against his chest.

The beard shimmered.

Not with the natural light of the sun, but with the distinct, pearlescent sheen of living ink.

Elara pressed her shoulder closer to the window.

The old man slowly lifted his head. His eyes—milky white and clouded with advanced cataracts—settled directly on the carriage. On her.

Her pulse gave a hard, violent thud. The enchanted glass was mirrored from the outside; no one on the street should have been able to see into the dark interior. Yet the old man smiled—a thin, knowing line across his weathered face.

With agonizing slowness, he pulled the leather glove from his right hand. Scar tissue crisscrossed his knuckles, thick and jagged, twisting around faded blue lines that had long since lost their glow. He raised two fingers into the stagnant air of the alleyway.

In the space between them, he traced a single, silent symbol.

A smooth upper arch. A sharp, diagonal descent. A circle that remained forever unsealed.

Elara’s breath hitched in her throat.

The Unbroken Mark.

It was a hidden signature. A silent greeting known only to the grandmasters of the old guilds. She hadn’t seen that mark drawn since the night her father’s studio burned to the ground.

She tore her gaze away, her skin flushing ice-cold. When she forced herself to look back out the window a second later, the alley was empty. The old man was gone, leaving only the swirling dust behind.

Swallowing down the sudden lump in her throat, Elara glanced back at Cassian. The rear fold of his newspaper was turned toward her, displaying a bold, ink-black headline across the front page:

FOURTH MASTER ARTISAN VANISHES FROM LOWER DISTRICT

Sovereign Council Denies Involvement; Guild Houses Enforce Curfew.

Her stomach plummeted. The fourth one this month.

Cassian caught her stare. Without a word, he turned the paper around, his eyes sweeping the small print of the article. His jaw set in a hard, rigid line for a fraction of a second before he folded the paper neatly and set it on the velvet seat beside him.

Silence settled over the cabin, heavy and suffocating, broken only by the rhythmic clatter of hooves and the groaning of the wooden wheels.

Suddenly, Cassian froze.

His hand shot up, his fingers digging hard into his temple as a violent, ragged breath tore from his chest. His eyes squeezed shut, his knuckles turning white.

A child’s laughter echoed through his mind—bright, clear, and ringing with innocence. Then came the sudden, deafening roar of roaring fire. Screams. The acrid, terrible stench of burning hair and pine. A woman’s desperate, weeping voice cutting through the ash: “Take her and run!”

Cassian’s eyes snapped open, wide and bloodshot.

The phantom noise evaporated, leaving only a dull, throbbing pressure behind his brow. He rubbed his face with a heavy hand, his chest heaving as if he had just emerged from deep water. Across the small carriage, Elara sat motionless, watching him with hawk-like intensity.

Beneath his linen shirt, right above his heart, the fresh mark she had drawn pulsed once—a faint, iridescent violet light that bled through the cloth before dying out.

Elara’s breath caught. The flaw in the ink. It’s already fracturing his mind.

She looked down quickly before he could catch her staring. “Mr. Vale?” she asked, her voice tight.

Cassian lifted his head, his dark eyes slightly unfocused before settling back into their cold, calculating reality. “What?”

“I need to use a washroom.”

He let out a short, weary breath, pressing two fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Can it wait? We are less than twenty minutes from the gate.”

Elara crossed her arms, leaning back against the velvet. “No. Unless you’d prefer I ruin the velvet in your pristine carriage.” A cold, sharp smile touched her lips. “Test me, Vale. See if I won’t.”

Cassian stared at her for three long seconds. For a moment, she couldn’t tell if he was going to snap her neck or laugh. Finally, he reached up and struck the wooden partition behind his head twice with his knuckles.

The carriage slowed immediately.

“Pull over at the tavern ahead,” Cassian called through the small brass grate. “The prisoner requires a moment.”

“Understood, Chief,” a guard called back.

The heavy carriage ground to a halt outside a sagging, timber-framed roadside tavern bearing a faded sign for The Salty Dog.

The carriage door was ripped open from the outside, and the lead guard reached in, his thick, leather-clad hand clamping brutally around Elara’s upper arm to haul her out.

Before her boots could even touch the step—

“Release her.”

The tone was soft, but it carried the weight of an iron blade hitting stone.

Cassian’s hand closed around the guard’s wrist. The heavy leather groaned under the sheer force of his grip.

The guard froze, his face going pale beneath his helmet. “Sir… I was only securing the asset—”

“Touch her like that again,” Cassian whispered, his hazel eyes locking onto the man’s face with terrifying stillness, “and I will cut off your hand and feed it to the hounds. Step back.”

The guard swallowed hard and immediately let go, taking two swift steps backward into the dust.

Silence descended over the roadside. Even the draft horses stopped shifting. Cassian didn’t offer an apology, nor did he look at the guard again. He simply sat back into the shadows of the carriage as if the threat had been as mundane as ordering a drink.

Elara adjusted her tunic, staring at him. She couldn’t reconcile the action. Everything she knew about Cassian Vale painted him as a sociopath who ruled the underworld through terror and blood. Why protect her from a rough grip?

He isn’t protecting me, she reminded herself coldly. He’s protecting his investment.

The guard, notably more cautious now, gestured toward the tavern door without touching her.

The moment Elara stepped inside, the thick, heavy warmth of the tavern hit her—a suffocating mix of roasted mutton, sour ale, and pipe smoke. A fiddler was playing a lively tune in the corner, and men were shouting over a game of dice near the hearth. For three seconds, it felt like a normal, chaotic afternoon.

Then the heavy front doors burst open behind her.

The music died instantly.

The fiddler’s bow froze mid-stroke. Tankards remained suspended halfway to open mouths. The entire room went deathly, terrifyingly still.

Heavy iron-shod boots echoed against the floorboards. Slow. Methodical. Absolute.

Council Enforcers.

Six of them marched into the tavern in tight, militaristic formation. Their long, slate-gray coats were spotless, immaculate despite the mud of the road. Across their breasts, the silver raven of the Sovereign Council gleamed under the lanterns, its wings pinned over the violet infinity loop. They didn’t draw their weapons. They didn’t need to.

An oppressive aura preceded them—the weight of three hundred years of unyielding, autocratic terror.

Around the room, patrons shrank into the shadows. A merchant hastily pulled his wool sleeve down to hide the glowing merchant mark on his wrist. A young mother yanked her daughter behind her apron, forcing the child’s head down before she could catch an Enforcer’s eye. Even the barkeep stopped wiping his counter, his hands trembling violently.

No one had been accused. No blood had been shed. But the terror was absolute. It was the fear of being questioned. The fear of being dragged off to the Iron Spire. The fear of simply ceasing to exist.

Elara’s heart slammed against her ribs. If they see my face…

“Move. Now,” her guard muttered, his voice dropping an octave as he subtly placed his broad frame between her and the Enforcers.

Elara pulled her heavy hood forward, letting the deep shadows obscure her pale features as they edged toward the rear exit. She kept her chin tucked, every muscle in her body screaming at her to break into a sprint.

They slipped out the side door just as the lead Enforcer’s voice boomed across the tavern, demanding to inspect the registry.

“Get in,” the guard hissed, shoving her unceremoniously back into the carriage.

Elara scrambled inside, pulling the door shut until the latch clicked. A second later, the Enforcers stepped out onto the tavern porch, their sharp gaze sweeping the street. The lead officer’s eyes lingered on the black, unmarked carriage, his hand resting on the hilt of his shortsword.

The driver didn’t wait. He whipped the reins, and the horses broke into a hard trot, pulling the heavy carriage away from the curb.

Elara held her breath, staring out the tiny rear window until the Enforcers shrank into small gray specks in the distance. Only then did she let out a long, ragged exhale, her chest heaving as she slumped against the velvet seat.

Across from her, Cassian lowered his newspaper. For a fraction of a second, his dark eyes held something raw—something that looked dangerously like relief. But before she could analyze it, the expression was gone, replaced by his usual unreadable mask.

“Control your breathing,” he said dryly. “They didn’t see you. Panic is a useless emotion.”

Elara glared at him, her hands still trembling in her lap. “Easy for you to say! You aren’t the one with a execution warrant signed by the High Prelate!”

“No,” Cassian replied calmly, folding the newspaper into a neat square. “I am not.” He looked directly into her eyes. “But while you are in my company, Ms. Voss, you are under my mantle. The Council does not touch what belongs to the Vale Syndicate.”

“I don’t belong to you,” she snapped, her eyes flashing.

The faintest hint of a smirk touched his lips. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, little Ashmaker.”

She scoffed, turning her back to him to stare resolutely out the window.

The remainder of the ride passed in tense, unbroken silence. As the city grid dissolved into rolling, fog-draped hills, a pair of massive wrought-iron gates materialized through the mist. Intricate black iron vines twisted through the bars, wrapping around a stone coat of arms depicting a striking hawk.

The gates swung open automatically, groaning on heavy iron hinges.

Beyond lay an estate that defied everything Elara had anticipated. She had expected an ugly, practical fortress—a hideout for murderers and thieves. Instead, she was greeted by sprawling, melancholic grandeur.

Ancient gray stone walls rose through thick blankets of dark ivy. Impeccably kept gardens stretched across the grounds, filled with night-blooming roses and pale trees whose leaves shimmered under the light of enchanted glass lanterns. Crystal fountains bubbled softly, and towering stained-glass windows reflected the dying amber rays of the setting sun.

Then her eyes caught the East Wing.

A massive, three-story library dominated the structure, its floor-to-ceiling windows revealing endless rows of dark oak shelves vanishing into the upper gloom. Thousands of leather-bound volumes.

He lives here?

The carriage came to a smooth halt at the foot of the grand marble staircase. A footman in a dark uniform stepped forward, snapping the door open. Cassian stepped down first, adjusting his coat, then turned back and offered her his hand.

Elara stared at his long, pale fingers as if they were dipped in venom.

“I don’t bite,” he said quietly, holding her gaze. He raised a single brow. “…Unless requested.”

The arrogant bite in his tone was unmistakable.

Elara rolled her eyes, ignoring his hand entirely as she stepped down onto the gravel on her own. “I would rather touch an iron stove.”

Cassian fell into step beside her as they climbed the stairs, his tone entirely unbothered. “The feeling, my dear Ashmaker, is entirely mutual.”

“I have a name,” she said, her teeth gritted. “Use it.”

“I know your name.”

“Then say it.”

He glanced down at her, a wicked spark in his hazel eyes. “And forfeit my favorite provocation? Absolutely not.”

As they crossed the wide stone terrace, Elara took in her surroundings. Servants lined the grand entryway, bowing their heads respectfully as Cassian passed. There was no terror in their faces. No flinching. They greeted him with quiet, familiar reverence before returning to their duties.

It made no sense. A monster who ran a criminal empire should be surrounded by terrified slaves, not loyal retainers. The contradiction unsettled her deeply.

Before they reached the massive oak front doors, they swung open. A young woman stepped out into the evening chill.

She couldn’t have been more than eighteen. She had thick, chestnut hair that spilled over her shoulders and brilliant, striking hazel eyes—nearly identical to Cassian’s.

“You’re home,” the girl said, a soft, radiant smile lighting up her pale face as she hurried down the stone steps.

She took three quick steps before her knees suddenly gave way. Her foot caught the edge of a flagstone, her body swaying dangerously.

Cassian moved with terrifying speed. He was across the stairs in a heartbeat, catching her under her arms before she could strike the stone.

“Lyra!”

The single word tore from his throat—raw, panicked, and stripped of every layer of his arrogant facade.

He hauled her up gently, supporting her entire weight against his chest.

“I’m fine,” Lyra gasped, offering him a weak, embarrassed smile. “I just… lost my footing.”

“You almost hit the marble,” Cassian said, his hands firm on her shoulders as he brought her right-side up. “You’ve been out of bed again.”

“I was reading,” she protested softly, leaning against him. “I got tired of the four walls.”

A long, quiet breath escaped Cassian. He lifted a hand, gently pushing a strand of dark hair away from her damp forehead. He pressed the back of his knuckles against her cheek, checking her temperature with a tender, practiced familiarity that left Elara completely dumbfounded.

“You’re burning up again,” he murmured, his voice soft, almost pleading.

“It’s just the evening chill, Cass,” she whispered back.

Before he could answer, a harsh, terrible coughing fit wracked her small frame. Lyra turned her head away, burying her face into a silk handkerchief until the episode passed. When she lowered the cloth, she quickly tucked it deep into her sleeve, but not before Elara caught the dark, unmistakable crimson stain blooming across the linen.

Cassian saw it too. His expression went rigid, a deep, agonizing shadow sweeping across his eyes.

“To your room. Now,” he commanded softly.

Lyra sighed, knowing better than to argue. “You’re absurdly overprotective.”

“I am sensible,” he countered, though the corner of his mouth softened into a brief, genuine smile—a real one, devoid of cruelty or malice.

It vanished the moment he turned his head and remembered Elara standing on the terrace.

“This is my sister, Lyra,” he said, his voice dropping back into its neutral, guarded tone.

Lyra turned her warm gaze toward Elara, her green eyes bright despite her obvious exhaustion. “So… you are the famous Ashmaker.”

Elara looked between the girl and the crime lord standing over her like a desperate shield. “I am,” Elara said quietly. “And his latest prisoner.”

Lyra offered a small, sad smile, glancing at her brother. “With Cassian, the line is often blurred.”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he placed a hand gently on his sister’s back. “Inside. The draft is getting worse.”

The warmth evaporated from Cassian’s face as he turned back toward the grand foyer. The mob boss had returned, the iron mask sliding back into place over his features.

Elara followed them into the manor, her mind churning in absolute chaos. She could not reconcile the ruthless tyrant who had threatened to butcher her best friend with the man who had just held his little sister as if she were made of spun glass. Neither felt like an act. And that made Cassian Vale infinitely more dangerous.

The interior of the manor was breathtaking. Polished white marble floors reflected the soft light of massive crystal chandeliers. Deep crimson velvet drapery framed towering windows, and hand-carved oak bookcases lined every wall, filled to bursting with ancient texts, maps, and ledgers.

Cassian led her past the main grand staircase, down a long, quiet corridor in the East Wing, stopping before a massive, ordinary-looking bookcase filled with leather-bound legal volumes.

He reached out, his fingers depressing a hidden catch behind a volume on Council Maritime Law.

With a low, mechanical hum, the entire fifteen-foot bookcase slid smoothly into the wall, revealing a vaulted chamber beyond.

Elara stepped across the threshold, and the air left her lungs.

It was an archive. Shelves stretched thirty feet to the ceiling, accessed by brass rolling ladders. Hundreds of ancient maps were pinned to cork walls. Fragile, yellowed scrolls lay under protective glass cases. Hundreds of handwritten journals, council census reports, and detailed architectural schematics of every major city in the realm covered a massive oak table in the center.

And everywhere—drawn on parchment, carved into wood, etched into brass—were detailed diagrams of Ashmaker sigils.

Elara took a trembling step forward, her hand hovering over a centuries-old master ledger.

He hadn’t been hunting her for weeks. He hadn’t been hunting her for months.

Cassian Vale had been tracking her lineage for years.

Cassian walked to the center of the room, stopping before a sprawling map of the continent. He didn’t turn around as he spoke, his voice cold, steady, and devoid of humor.

“You are going to translate every text in this room, Ms. Voss. You are going to teach me the ancient syntax, and you are going to show me how to bind the ink permanently.”

A cold, bitter laugh burst from Elara’s chest. “Over my dead body, Vale.”

The silence that followed was absolute.

Slowly—deliberately—Cassian turned around. The warm, protective brother was gone. The amused captor was gone. Standing before her was the ruthless lord of the underworld, his dark eyes locked onto hers with lethal promise.

“That,” Cassian said softly, “can be easily arranged.”
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Cassian crossed the small expanse of the library archive in three measured, predator-quiet strides, his shadow looming long across the floorboards before his fingers clamped down around Elara’s wrist.

“You’re going to help me,” he said, his voice flat, devoid of heat, carrying only iron.

Elara yanked her wrist free with enough force to pop her joint, stepping back and jabbing a needle-calloused finger directly at his chest. “I’d rather carve off my own hands and feed them to the dogs.”

For a long, suffocating moment, Cassian simply stared down at her. His striking face betrayed nothing—no flare of temper, no flash of irritation, only a deep, subterranean resolve that made her blood run cold.

Without a word, he turned his back on her, walking toward the tallest mahogany display case along the north wall. His long fingers brushed over the worn leather spines before settling on a thick, water-stained journal bound in cracked black calfskin. Dust drifted into the air like gray snow as he pulled it from the shelf.

He crossed back to the central oak desk, tossed the volume down with a heavy thud, and flipped it open to a marked page.

The brittle, yellowed parchment was covered in meticulously rendered Ashmaker sigils. Elara’s stomach dropped into a sickening vault.

Every single one of them was fundamentally, disastrously wrong.

Some were missing the terminal anchor-curve. Others had the directional flow carved backward. A few had been altered so subtly that anyone who hadn’t bled over a binding needle would never notice—until the ink tore through the flesh of the bearer and ignited their lungs.

Cassian rested his palm flat against the open page. “Fix them.”

Elara looked from the mangled syntax up to his hazel eyes. “What?”

“I said…” His gaze locked onto hers with terrifying weight. “…fix them.”

She folded her arms tightly across her ribs, lifting her chin. “No.”

“I wasn’t requesting your permission, Ms. Voss.”

“And I am not your guild-apprentice.”

For the first time since she had stepped into his carriage, something dark and dangerous flickered in the depths of his eyes—not blind rage, but a desperate, unyielding determination. He stepped forward and caught her wrist once more. His grip was an iron band, arresting her completely, yet precise enough that it didn’t leave a mark.

Guiding her firmly toward the leather armchair, he forced her down and slid the open journal directly in front of her.

“You do not leave this room until every symbol in that ledger is corrected,” he stated evenly.

He turned on his heel and walked toward the hidden bookcase door.

“Cassian!” He didn’t slow. “Cassian, turn around!”

The heavy mahogany case swung shut with a low, mechanical groan. A sharp, definitive click echoed through the stone walls. The deadbolt.

“No!” Elara sprinted across the rug, seizing the brass lever and twisting it wildly. It didn’t budge a millimeter. She slammed her open palm against the wood. “Cassian! Open this damn door!”

Only absolute, heavy silence answered her.

Her breath came in short, hot hitches as her mind scrambled. She refused to be caged. Her gaze darted across the vault, taking in every inch of stone and timber. There had to be a seam. A flaw.

She rushed to the towering lancet windows at the far end, but thick iron bars had been forged directly into the stone masonry outside, almost completely disguised beneath curtains of dark, trailing ivy. She shoved against the heavy glass. Reinforced with warding magic. Unbreakable.

She moved to the bookshelves next, her fingers tearing along the carved edges of the paneling, pressing down on loose moldings, knocking against the wood to listen for hollow spaces. Nothing. She dropped to her knees on the stone, crawling beneath the heavy desk, feeling along the underside for hidden brass levers or iron foot-pedals. Nothing.

Her eyes snapped to the grand stone fireplace. Hope flared in her chest. She hurried over, kneeling on the hearth, only to find the chimney flue choked by a thick, riveted iron grate anchored deep into the brickwork.

A gasp of pure, helpless frustration tore from her throat. “There has to be a way out…”

She swept the room a second time, then a third. Every wall. Every shelf. Every seam in the floorboards.

Nothing.

Her breathing turned shallow and frantic. The reality settled over her shoulders like a coat of wet iron.

This room hadn’t been built to keep common thieves out. It had been engineered as an inescapable vault—a cell designed to keep an Ashmaker in.

Slowly, the frantic energy drained from her limbs. She walked back to the hidden door one last time, pressing her forehead against the cool, dark wood. No footsteps in the corridor. No faint murmur of voices. No sign that anyone was coming back.

With a long, shuddering sigh, Elara slid down the face of the door until she was sitting on the cold floor, her knees pulled tight to her chest, her fingers tangled in her hair. Her gaze drifted across the carpet to the open journal waiting patiently on the desk.

Yesterday, she had been drinking tea in her kitchen, arguing with Sam about buying fresh peaches. Today, she was a captive in the stronghold of the underworld’s most terrifying lord.

She buried her face in her arms. “Is this what it comes down to?” she whispered into the empty air.

A prisoner. Stripped of everything.

Nearly two hours bled away before Elara forced herself up from the floorboards. She wiped her face, swallowed her pride, and walked back to the desk. The journal lay open beneath the lantern light, its false sigils mocking her silence.

With a heavy exhale, she sank into the chair, pulled the glass inkwell closer, and picked up a steel-tipped quill. She dipped the point into the dark ink and touched it to the parchment, drawing a smooth, corrective arc over the first bastardized symbol.

One page became five. Five became twenty. The silence of the room swallowed time whole.

By the time she reached the end of the second volume, her lower back throbbed, her eyes burned from the dim lantern light, and a dark stain of black ink was smeared across the outer edge of her right hand.

A soft, hesitant knock rattled the mahogany door.

Before Elara could speak, the deadbolt retracted with a heavy thud, and the door swung inward. Lyra stepped across the threshold, balancing a heavy silver tray in her thin hands. The rich, savory aroma of roasted garlic, seared fowl, and warm sourdough bread instantly filled the stale air of the archive.

“I brought dinner,” Lyra said softly, offering a timid smile. She set the tray down on a clear corner of the desk, right next to the open ledgers. “I figured my brother wasn’t giving you meal breaks.”

Elara looked from the steaming bowl of soup up to the pale girl. “Am I allowed to consume this, or is it poisoned? Another test to see if I can translate the ingredients?”

A quiet, breathless laugh escaped Lyra. “No poison. Just chicken, carrots, and thyme. I had the cook make it myself.”

Elara studied the girl’s delicate features, noting the faint blue shadows beneath her eyes. “You know… you don’t seem anything like him.”

Lyra arched a thin dark brow. “Is that an insult to him, or a compliment to me?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

That earned a faint, genuine smile, but it vanished quickly as Lyra watched Elara adjust her posture with a wince.

“You’re miserable,” Lyra noted softly.

Elara let out a short, humorless breath. “I was abducted from my home, forced to watch my best friend get struck, dragged halfway across the province, and locked in a stone box to fix dead men’s mistakes.” She gestured bitterly at the mountain of journals. “All your brother sees when he looks at me is a tool. A needle that breathes. He doesn’t see a human being.”

Lyra lowered her eyes, tracing the silver lip of the serving tray with a pale finger. “Cassian is… complicated,” she murmured, the words heavy with an old, worn grief. “He doesn’t show people what’s inside. He forgot how to a long time ago.”

“You speak about him like he’s a tragedy,” Elara replied coldly. “He’s a syndicate lord who rules through fear.”

“We’ve both lost more than anyone should ever have to lose,” Lyra whispered, her voice dropping so low Elara had to lean forward to hear it.

Elara’s posture stiffened slightly. “What does that mean?”

Lyra’s expression faltered. A sudden, terrible shadow crossed her face—a flicker of agony so raw that she immediately looked away toward the far bookshelf. “It isn’t my story to tell.”

“It haunts you.”

Lyra offered a small, sad smile, adjusting the wool shawl over her shoulders. “Perhaps. But today isn’t the day for old ghosts.”

Elara recognized that guarded tone instantly. It was the same hollow armor she put on whenever someone in a tavern asked how she had survived the night Blackridge fell.

Instead of pushing, Elara merely bowed her head. “Thank you for the food, Lyra.”

The girl’s smile returned, warm and fragile. “You’re welcome. Eat. You look like you’re about to collapse.”

Only then did Elara look down at the tray properly. A thick quarter-loaf of crusted sourdough, still steaming from the oven, sat beside a bowl of thick chicken broth and roasted root vegetables. Her stomach chose that exact moment to let out an agonizingly loud, echoing growl.

Elara instantly slammed both hands over her face, her cheeks burning crimson. “God above… that was horrific.”

Lyra burst into a bright, musical laugh, the sound ringing through the stale archive like a silver bell. “I believe your body just called me a liar for keeping you waiting!”

A reluctant, embarrassed smile tugged at the corner of Elara’s lips. “I suppose it did.”

“When did you last eat a proper meal, Ms. Voss?”

Elara frowned, calculating backward. “…Yesterday morning. A piece of dry toast before the market.”

Lyra’s smile vanished, replaced by stern disapproval that looked hilariously unnatural on her soft face. “That is unacceptable.” She picked up the sourdough loaf, tore off a massive chunk, and pressed it directly into Elara’s hand. “Eat. The dead syntax can wait until you’re human again.”

For the first time since Cassian had breached her home, Elara felt a small, fragile knot of tension loosen in her chest.

“CASSIAN ALEXANDER VALE!”

The shrill, demanding cry echoed down the grand marble hallway outside the archive, rebounding off the high vaulted ceilings.

The response was instantaneous and terrifying.

Heavy, thunderous boots pounded against the floorboards overhead. A door slammed above, and a heartbeat later, Cassian vaulted down the grand staircase, taking the steps three at a time, his coat flying behind him like a dark cloak.

He burst through the archive doorway, breathless, his dark hazel eyes wide and frantic as they swept over Lyra.

“What happened?!” he demanded, his voice laced with absolute panic. “Are you bleeding?! What hurts?!”

He was across the room in a blur, gripping Lyra’s elbows, his eyes wildly scanning her face, her chest, her hands. “Lyra, answer me! What hurts this time?!”

Elara stood frozen behind the desk, her hand hovering over her soup. This time?

Lyra folded her arms across her chest, tilting her head up with a look of supreme, unbothered authority. “I am entirely unharmed, Cassian.”

Cassian froze, his chest heaving, his dark brow furrowed in utter disbelief. “Are you certain? You aren’t dizzy? Your pulse—”

“I am fine.”

Only then did the rigid terror drain from his posture, leaving him looking suddenly exhausted. He rubbed a heavy hand over his face, letting out a long, shuddering breath. “Then why in the hell,” he rasped, “did you scream my full name through the manor?”

A mischievous, sharp little smirk touched Lyra’s lips. “Because you are in severe breach of protocol.”

Cassian blinked. “…I am what?”

“You are in trouble.”

He looked genuinely bewildered, like a commander suddenly handed an order written in a language he couldn’t decipher. “What are you talking about?”

“You abducted an artisan, locked her in a vault for six hours, and didn’t even order the kitchen to send up tea.” Lyra crossed her arms tighter. “You are acting like a savage.”

Cassian’s eyes flicked to Elara for a fraction of a second before returning to his sister. “I was not concerned with her culinary comfort, Lyra. She is here to—”

“You were concerned with something else,” Lyra interrupted softly, her voice dropping its playful edge.

Cassian’s jaw set into an iron block. “Lyra. Do not.”

She took a step closer to him, reaching up to lay a pale hand against his heavy coat. “I know what is driving you, Cas. But you cannot keep doing this.”

For three terrifying seconds, the formidable crime lord vanished. Standing in his place was a man drowned in bone-deep, suffocating exhaustion—a man carrying a mountain on his spine.

“It is already done,” Cassian whispered, so low Elara barely caught the sound.

Before another word could be spoken, Lyra suddenly gasped, her head jerking away as a violent, dry cough tore from her throat. A second cough followed, harder, racking her thin shoulders until she doubled over.

Cassian was on his knees before her before she could stumble. “Slow,” he murmured, his voice infinitely gentle as he wrapped one broad arm around her waist to support her weight, his other hand pressing flat against her back. “Breathe through it, sweetling. Slow.”

The fit went on for nearly a minute, echoing terribly in the quiet room, until Lyra finally sagged against him, breathing in shallow, wheezing hitches.

Cassian squeezed his eyes shut, pressing his forehead against her shoulder for a single second of raw, silent agony.

When he lifted his head and stood, the tenderness was wiped completely clean. He turned his face toward Elara, his hazel eyes dropping into a temperature below freezing.

“You,” he spat.

Elara blinked, taking a half-step back. “What?”

“Back to the guest quarters. You are done in the archive for tonight.”

“I was doing what you commanded me to—”

“You are giving her one more damn thing to worry about!” he cut her off, his voice dropping into a quiet, lethal register that vibrated the floorboards. “I said enough.”

Lyra reached out, catching his sleeve. “Cas, she didn’t do anything—”

A single, quiet look from her brother cut her off. It wasn’t an order; it was a desperate plea for her to stop pushing.

Cassian carefully lifted his sister, wrapping his arm around her waist to carry her weight as he led her out toward the corridor. “We are finished here,” he said softly to the room.

The heavy door closed behind them. The deadbolt did not click.

Elara remained standing by the desk, the half-eaten loaf of bread still in her hand, her mind spinning out of control.

The man who ruled the city’s dark guilds through blood and terror had just torn through his own estate in a blind, terrified panic because a frail girl had shouted his name.

Who is he? she thought, the question burning like acid in her chest. What is he so afraid of losing?

Curiosity swallowed her pride whole.

Elara finished her soup in three large swallows, wiped her hands on a cloth, and began pacing the quiet archive. If Cassian Vale was going to keep her trapped in his home, she was going to dissect every secret he owned.

She ran her fingers over the endless rows of leather spines. It wasn’t just old ledgers. There were ancient botanical surveys detailing rare ink ingredients, Council tax registries from forty years ago, map charts of forgotten underground waterways, and private correspondence between long-dead Ashmaker masters.

It wasn’t a collection amassed by a collector or a tyrant. It was a massive, obsessive investigation.

Near the back of the chamber, hidden behind a row of heavy legal texts, she spotted a cluster of ancient volumes bound in dark, cracked vellum. The titles stamped into the spines were written in High Imperial—a dead script used only by the earliest church scholars.

She pulled one down, flipping through the brittle pages. She couldn’t read the text, but her heart skipped a beat when her eyes landed on the marginalia.

Hand-drawn sigils covered the borders—symbols identical to the ones carved into the cellar floor the night Blackridge burned.

She slid the book back into place, her eyes drifting toward the far western wall of the vault.

A massive, seamless map of the continent was pinned directly into the stone masonry, illuminated by a single hanging lantern. Red wool threads stretched across the map in a chaotic, web-like pattern, connecting towns, dates, and names written on small paper tags.

Ashmaker Disappearances.

Council Inquisitorial Raids.

Ruins of the First Church.

The Blackridge Fire.

Scrawled in harsh, black ink at the absolute center of the web, where every single red thread eventually converged, were three heavily underlined words:

THE FIRST INK

Elara’s breath hitched. The First Ink.

Every apprentice was taught the fable—that the original magic was a living, dark fluid forged in the core of the earth, a myth used to scare children into respecting the needle. But Cassian wasn’t tracking a fairy tale. He was tracking something else. 

Her gaze swept down the stone wall until she noticed a small, low cabinet constructed of solid iron, tucked away in the shadows beneath the map. A small brass key sat directly in the lock.

She knelt down and pulled the door open.

Inside rested a row of fresh, modern medical texts, their leather bindings immaculate:

Degeneration of the Blood and Marrow

Cellular Decay via Magical Corruption

Anatomy of the Human Heart and Lungs

The Binding of Soul-Ink to Mortal Vessels

Elara’s eyebrows drew together. Why would a crime lord need texts on blood corruption and pulmonary failure…?

She reached out, her fingers brushing the spine of the nearest volume.

“I would strongly advise against that.”

The voice hit her like a bucket of ice water.

Elara gasped, jumping back as Cassian materialized from the shadows near the doorway. He moved so fast she didn’t hear his boots on the rug. Before she could react, he reached down, caught the medical text, and slammed the iron cabinet door shut.

The brass key turned in the lock with a sharp, definitive CLACK.

For a split second, the emotionless mask covering his face fractured completely. Standing before her was a man terrified—not of an enemy blade, but of what she might deduce from those titles.

He stood motionless, resting his hand against the iron cabinet as he forced his breathing to slow. When he finally turned to face her, the cold, arrogant mob chief had returned, though his face was paler than before.

“I believe I instructed you to leave the archive,” he said quietly.

Elara stood her ground, her eyes darting between his face and the locked iron box. “You seem remarkably protective of a few medical books, Vale.”

Cassian’s jaw set into a hard line. “What sits in this room is not your concern, Ms. Voss.”

“It becomes my concern when I’m being held hostage!”

Cassian rubbed two fingers against his brow, letting out a long, dark sigh. “If I grant you freedom of movement through the residential halls, there is one non-negotiable term.”

Elara crossed her arms, tilting her head. “There is always a condition with you.”

“You may wander the grounds, the gardens, and the main library,” he said, his eyes locking onto hers. “You do not set foot in the West Wing.”

Elara narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“What are you keeping in the West Wing?”

“Nothing that concerns an Ashmaker.”

“If there’s nothing there, then why bar the hall?”

“Because it is my house, Ms. Voss, and I do not answer to my prisoners.” His tone was flat, cold, and absolute.

Silence hung heavy between them. Elara stared at him for three long seconds before giving a stiff, dismissive shrug. “Fine. Keep your secret wing.”

Cassian studied her face, searching for a lie, before lifting his voice slightly. “Rowan.”

The heavy-set captain stepped out from the corridor, his hand resting casually on the hilt of his shortsword. “Chief?”

“Show Ms. Voss to the guest quarters in the East Tower.”

“Understood.”

Rowan didn’t offer her a word or a polite gesture. He simply turned his broad back and began walking down the corridor. Elara followed three paces behind, her eyes taking in the grand archways and silver sconces of the estate.

Rowan made zero effort to conceal his disdain. His posture was rigid, his shoulders set like iron plates. He didn’t trust her, and he wanted her to know it.

They reached a heavy, carved mahogany door at the end of the eastern gallery. Rowan stopped, turning slowly to face her, his steel-gray eyes hard as flint.

“I don’t know what game you’re playing with the boss,” Rowan rasped, his voice like grinding stones. “But if you bring distress to his sister, or if you attempt to cross him, I will drop you in the river before he has time to stop me.”

Elara matched his cold glare without blinking. “And if you threaten me again, Captain, I’ll ink a mark on your collarbone that turns your blood to vinegar.”

Rowan’s jaw clenched tightly, his hand shifting on his sword hilt.

Before the tension could break into violence, footsteps echoed down the stone hall. Cassian walked toward them, three heavy, leather-bound dictionaries cradled beneath his arm.

“Stand down, Rowan,” Cassian said smoothly. He looked at Elara. “Inside, Ms. Voss. We have material to review.”

Elara suppressed a heavy groan. “More reading?”

She pushed the door open and stepped inside—and stopped dead in her tracks.

The guest room was breathtaking. Ivory plaster walls caught the amber glow of the setting sun pouring through massive arched windows. A four-poster bed draped in white silk and cashmere stood against the north wall, flanked by plush charcoal rugs and hand-carved mahogany side tables. A fire crackled softly in a small stone hearth, filling the room with the pleasant scent of dried birch and lavender.

It was warm, luxurious, and deeply peaceful.

Elara turned back, staring at Cassian in genuine confusion. “You expect me to believe a criminal chief designed this suite?”

Cassian set the heavy books down on a small writing desk near the hearth. “If you intend to assist me with translating the earlier syntax, you will need the proper lexicons.”

She looked at the titles: High Imperial Lexicon, A Dictionary of Dead Guild Marks, Origins of the Arcane Syntax.

“You gave me access to your private texts?” she asked, caught off guard.

“Knowledge is useless if the only person capable of reading it is kept in the dark,” he replied smoothly.

“I thought I was your captive.”

“You are. But I am not an uncultured barbarian, Ms. Voss.”

Before she could form a sharp retort, a distant, wet cough echoed from the far end of the manor.

Cassian froze instantly. His eyes flicked toward the door, his posture rigid, before he caught himself and forced his expression back into an unreadable slate.

“If you require anything, inform the house staff,” he said quietly, stepping back into the hall.

The heavy mahogany door clicked shut behind him.

Elara waited ten full minutes until the hallway outside fell completely silent.

She stepped out into the corridor. The manor was quiet



















































OEBPS/cdbcfa209cfc540fcce48e927593e3496abda9d4_smallRaw.jpg
INKBOUND TRILOGY
——=> BOOK 1 <=
-

SHE’S RUNNING
FROM A PAST
SHE CAN'T ESCAPE
HE’S REACHINC
FOR THE ONLY THI
E DOESN'T SEE
COMING.

FOR LOVE?
OR FOR POWER?
A DARK ROMANCE OF INK,

ALANAH BASHAW
















