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Prologue
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The storm that killed Veylindra's mother spoke with her voice.

Three hundred years before Veylindra's exile, before the Court of Gales carved its throne from frozen lightning, before the Fallen Realm became a graveyard of broken oaths, there was a guardian who loved a storm-caller so completely that he shattered the laws of death to keep her.

Kaevreth remembered the exact moment. Not the date, not the hour, but the precise angle of failing light through the temple's shattered dome when Aelyndris pressed her palm to his chest and whispered the words that would damn them both. Her tempest magic had already begun consuming her from within, silver lightning crawling beneath her skin like living veins, and she had seventeen breaths left before the storm claimed what remained.

He had counted every one.

"The oath binds you to the realm," she said, her voice carrying the resonance of thunder and the softness of rain. "But I am rewriting it. When I die, you will not follow. You will wait."

"For what?" His hands shook where they cradled her face. Oath-magic was not meant to be altered. It was absolute, eternal, carved into the bones of the world by gods who no longer answered prayers.

"For her." Aelyndris smiled, and blood traced the corner of her lips. "She will come wearing my storm and carrying my sins. She will not know what she is. She will not know what you are. But when her lightning finds your oath-marks, Kaevreth, you will remember everything I have hidden in your bones."

The magic burned when she released it.

Three centuries of waiting. Three centuries of guarding ruins that crumbled slower than his sanity. Three centuries of feeling the oath-marks on his chest pulse with phantom lightning every time a storm crossed the horizon, searching, searching, always searching for the one who would wake him fully.

He had stopped believing she would come.

Then the exile ships arrived at the edge of the Fallen Realm, and a woman with silver-white hair and storm-gray eyes stumbled onto the broken shore, and the oath-marks that had slumbered for three hundred years ignited with a pain so exquisite he dropped to his knees in the ruins of what had once been his queen's throne room.

Veylindra.

She did not know him yet. She did not know that her exile was not punishment but prophecy. She did not know that her mother had been the last in a bloodline stretching back to Aelyndris herself, and that the storm magic burning her alive from within was the same tempest that had spoken to him three hundred years ago in a dying woman's voice.

But she would learn.

The magic does not forgive hesitation. It does not grant mercy. It does not allow those it chooses to walk away unchanged.

Kaevreth rose from his knees as the storm answered its heir's arrival with a violence that split the sky from horizon to horizon. Veylindra stood on the shore with her wrists still bound in iron meant to suppress what could not be suppressed, her face tilted toward the chaos she had called without trying.

She was beautiful. She was ruin. She was the end of everything he had sworn to protect and the beginning of something his dead heart had forgotten how to name.

Three hundred years of waiting, and it ended with her first breath in his realm.

It ended with the storm screaming her home.
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Chapter 1: The Shore of Broken Oaths
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Veylindra pressed her bound wrists to the ship's railing at 4:47 in the morning on the winter solstice, feeling the iron suppressors burn against her skin while lightning answered the call she had not made, splitting the sky with a hunger that matched the hollowness in her chest.

She was twenty-three years old. She had trained for seventeen of those years in the Court of Gales, mastering the tempest arts under masters who praised her precision and feared her power in equal measure. She had served as Storm-Speaker to the High Council for two years, channeling weather patterns across three kingdoms with a control that made seasoned callers weep with envy. She had been perfect.

Until six days ago, when her mother died screaming her name and Veylindra's grief had summoned a hurricane that killed forty-seven people, wounded two hundred more, and wiped the coastal district of Meridian from the map like the gods themselves had decided to erase it.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

"Stop calling it." Vardis's voice cut through the howling wind, sharp as the blade he wore at his hip. The emissary from the Court of Gales stood three feet behind her, his hand resting on that blade's hilt with the casual readiness of a man who had executed storm-callers before. "Every time you touch the sky, you make my job harder."

"I am not calling it." Veylindra did not turn around. The lightning forked again, and she tasted copper on her tongue. "The storm is calling me."

"Semantics."

"Physics." She finally looked at him, and something in her expression made him take a half-step back. Good. Let him fear her. Everyone else did. "My suppressors are working. Check them yourself if you doubt it. What you are witnessing is a storm that existed before we arrived, answering the presence of tempest magic the way iron answers a lodestone. I am not summoning. I am resonating."

Vardis's jaw tightened. He was perhaps thirty, sharp-featured, with the kind of cruel beauty that served well in political courts and poorly in actual combat. The Council had sent him because he was expendable enough to risk and connected enough to ensure her exile was witnessed by someone who mattered.

"Resonating," he repeated flatly.

"The Fallen Realm holds storms that never die. Everyone knows this." Veylindra turned back to the railing, to the shoreline emerging from the darkness like bones breaking through skin. "What did you expect would happen when you exiled a storm-caller to a land of eternal tempests?"

He did not answer. He did not need to. They both knew what the Council expected: her death, slow or fast, by storm or starvation or the things that lived in the ruins. Her exile was execution with prettier paperwork.

The ship lurched as it crossed some invisible threshold, and Veylindra felt the change in her marrow before her mind processed what was happening. The iron at her wrists went white-hot, then ice-cold, then simply stopped working. Not broken. Not damaged. Negated, as if the Fallen Realm itself had decided that suppression of storm magic was not permitted within its borders.

Lightning struck the mainmast.

The crew screamed. Vardis swore and drew his blade as if steel could fight weather. Veylindra simply stood at the railing with rain plastering her silver-white hair to her face, feeling the tempest power surge back into her veins like a lover returning after long absence, and she laughed.

It was not a kind laugh.

"You should not have brought me here." She raised her bound wrists, and the iron shattered. Not melted, not broken, shattered, falling to the deck in fragments that sparked with residual lightning. "You should have killed me cleanly in Meridian, Vardis. Now I am home."

The storm answered with a roar that drowned his response.

Consider the cost when you give a weapon back to someone who has nothing left to lose: Veylindra called the wind for the first time in six days, and it came to her like a starving hound to meat, wrapping around her body in currents that lifted her hair and dried her tears and whispered secrets in a language she had never been taught but somehow understood.

The ship struck the shore with a grinding crash that threw half the crew overboard. Veylindra stepped off the railing and let the wind catch her, lowering her to the black sand beach with a gentleness that stood in stark contrast to the violence still raging overhead.

She had killed forty-seven people six days ago.

She had saved forty-three sailors just now.

The mathematics did not balance. They never would. But as she stood on the Shore of Broken Oaths with storm magic singing in her blood and the ruins of a fallen kingdom stretching before her like a promise or a threat, Veylindra made herself a vow: she would learn to control this. She would master the tempest that had mastered her. She would become something other than a weapon that could not be aimed.

Or she would die trying, and at least then the storms would stop.

"Impressive entrance."

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, resonant with something that was not quite sound. Veylindra spun, lightning already crackling at her fingertips, and found herself facing a man who should not exist.

He stood among the ruins of what might have been a watchtower, his body half-hidden by shadows that moved wrong, that clung to him like living things rather than simple absence of light. Tall, broad-shouldered, with black hair that fell past his jaw and eyes the color of storm clouds before they broke. He wore armor that looked ancient, leather and metal worked in patterns she did not recognize, and across his chest, visible through gaps in the damaged breastplate, silver marks glowed faintly in the darkness.

Oath-marks.

Veylindra had read about them in texts so old they crumbled when touched. Oath-magic was supposed to be extinct, destroyed along with the kingdom that had practiced it, lost when the Fallen Realm fell. No one had worn oath-marks in three hundred years.

"You are not possible," she said.

"Neither are you." He stepped forward, and the shadows reluctantly released him. Up close, he was devastating: sharp cheekbones, a jaw that could cut glass, a mouth made for cruelty or kisses, she could not decide which. "Storm-callers do not survive the crossing to this realm. The storms tear them apart before they reach the shore."

"And yet here I stand."

"And yet here you stand." His gaze traveled over her slowly, cataloging, assessing, and something in those storm-gray eyes shifted. "Wearing her face. Carrying her power. Tell me, little tempest, do you know whose bloodline flows in your veins?"

Veylindra's pulse spiked to 127 beats per minute. She felt it in her throat, in her wrists, in the places where lightning wanted to escape. "My mother was Thessira of the Court of Gales. My father was no one worth naming. I am Veylindra, Storm-Speaker, exiled for crimes against—"

"Lies." He said it without heat, almost gently. "Not yours. Theirs. Thessira was not your mother's true name, and you are not simply a storm-caller. You are the heir to a tempest three hundred years old, and you have just walked into the only place in the world where that inheritance can fully awaken."

Here is what makes him lethal: not the impossible magic, not the ancient armor, not even the way shadows bent toward him like supplicants. It was the certainty in his voice when he spoke about her, as if he knew her better than she knew herself, as if he had been waiting for her specifically, as if her arrival was not accident but inevitability.

"Who are you?" she demanded.

"Kaevreth." He said the name like it hurt. "Last guardian of the Fallen Realm. Oath-bound to protect a kingdom that no longer exists and a queen who died in my arms three centuries ago." The silver marks on his chest pulsed brighter, and Veylindra felt an answering surge in her own magic, a resonance she did not understand. "And apparently, little tempest, I am bound to you as well."

"I do not want a guardian."

"Then we have something in common." His mouth curved, not quite a smile. "I do not want another storm-caller burning through my ruins and waking things that should stay sleeping. And yet here we are, both burdened with what we did not choose."

Lightning struck the beach thirty feet to her left, and Veylindra did not flinch. Neither did he. They stood in the chaos of the storm like two fixed points around which the world could safely rage, and she hated how natural it felt.

This is not desire. This is recognition, some deep and primal part of her brain acknowledging something it should not know, should not remember, should not want with such sudden and devastating clarity.

"The others from your ship." Kaevreth's voice pulled her back from the edge of whatever cliff she had been approaching. "They will drown if you do not calm the waters."

Veylindra turned to look and saw the sailors struggling in the churning waves, their screams barely audible over the storm's roar. Vardis among them, his pretty face twisted in terror as a wave crashed over his head.

She should let him drown. He had brought her here to die.

She reached for the storm instead.

The magic answered with an eagerness that frightened her. Veylindra pulled at the wind, redirected the rain, smoothed the waves with commands she did not consciously form. In seventy-three seconds, the sea went from deadly chaos to sullen calm, and forty-three sailors washed up on the black sand beach gasping and retching and alive.

"Forty-seven dead in Meridian," she whispered. "Forty-three saved here. Still in debt."

"You count them." Kaevreth had moved closer without her noticing, and he stood near enough now that she could see the individual silver threads of his oath-marks, could smell rain and stone and something darker on his skin. "Every death, every save. You keep a ledger."

"Do you not?"

Something flickered in his expression. Pain, perhaps. Or recognition. "I stopped counting after the first century. The numbers became too large to carry."

Veylindra looked at him then, really looked, and saw what she had missed in her first assessment: the weight in his shoulders that had nothing to do with physical burden, the shadows under his eyes that spoke of sleepless centuries, the careful blankness of a man who had learned to feel nothing because feeling anything would destroy him.

She knew that blankness. She wore it herself.

"You said I am heir to a tempest," she said quietly. "Explain."

"Not here." He glanced toward the sailors dragging themselves up the beach, toward Vardis already shouting orders with the desperate authority of a man trying to reestablish control over a situation that had left him behind. "There are things in this realm that listen for storm magic. Your arrival has already woken some of them. We need to reach shelter before full dawn."

"And I should trust you because?"

"Because I am the only thing standing between you and the god currently swimming toward this shore, drawn by the taste of your power." Kaevreth smiled, and it was not reassuring. "Also because if I wanted you dead, little tempest, you would have drowned with the others instead of riding the wind to safety. Your survival was not accident. It was intervention."

"You caught me?"

"I redirected the storm's attention long enough for you to catch yourself. Different technique, same result." He extended one hand, and Veylindra saw more oath-marks there, spiraling down his fingers in patterns that made her eyes water if she looked too long. "Come with me now, or stay and meet Rythael when he surfaces. He has been waiting nearly as long as I have for someone like you, and his patience ended decades ago."

The difference between trust and survival is measured in seconds, and Veylindra had already wasted too many. She took his hand.

Lightning arced between them.

Not the violent strike of a storm but something worse, something intimate, a connection that bypassed skin and muscle and bone to wrap directly around her magic and pull. Veylindra gasped as her power responded without her permission, surging toward him like it recognized something in his oath-marks, like it was trying to complete a circuit three hundred years interrupted.

Kaevreth's eyes went wide. His grip tightened on her hand, not to trap but to steady, and for three heartbeats that lasted an eternity, they stood connected by a current that was not lightning and not magic and not anything she had a name for.

Then it passed, and they were just two people holding hands on a beach while a dead god swam closer and an emissary shouted threats no one was listening to and the storm above them began, finally, to quiet.

"What," Veylindra breathed, "was that?"

"Trouble." Kaevreth released her hand like it burned him. "The oath-marks responded to your bloodline. That should not be possible. Aelyndris said—" He stopped, shook his head, and when he looked at her again, his expression had shuttered completely. "Later. We run now."

He did not wait for her agreement. He turned and moved toward the ruins at a pace just short of sprinting, and Veylindra followed because she had no better options, because the water behind her had begun to glow with sickly phosphorescence, because her hand still tingled where he had touched her and she wanted to know why.

She wanted to know everything. Who was Aelyndris? What had he meant about her bloodline? Why did her magic reach for him like a plant reaching for sunlight?

The magic burns hotter when questions go unanswered, and Veylindra had enough questions to keep burning for years.

They ran through ruins that had once been grand and were now merely haunting. Collapsed columns still carved with symbols that made Veylindra's eyes sting. Shattered fountains that wept water despite no visible source. Streets paved in stones that glowed faintly beneath her feet, recognizing her magic, welcoming it home.

Home. She had been here for less than an hour, and already the Fallen Realm felt more like home than seventeen years in the Court of Gales.

"Here." Kaevreth stopped before a structure that might have been a temple, its dome collapsed on one side but the rest miraculously intact. He pressed his palm to the door, and the oath-marks on his hand flared bright enough to hurt before the stone swung inward. "Inside. Quickly."

Veylindra ducked through the entrance and found herself in a space that defied the ruin's exterior. The interior was whole, warm, lit by globes of light that hovered near the ceiling without any apparent anchor. Shelves lined the walls, filled with books and scrolls and objects she could not identify. A fire burned in a hearth that should not have existed, and before that fire sat a woman with empty eye sockets and a smile that knew too much.

"The storm-heir arrives at last." The blind woman's voice carried harmonics that made Veylindra's teeth ache. "Seventeen minutes ahead of the god. Well run, guardian. Well run indeed."

"Orlaith." Kaevreth's tone held warning and respect in equal measure. "She needs truth, not riddles."

"Truth is the cruelest riddle of all." The woman, Orlaith, tilted her head toward Veylindra with uncanny accuracy for someone without eyes. "Come closer, child. Let me taste your storm."

"Taste?"

"She is a seer," Kaevreth explained, positioning himself between Veylindra and the door as if expecting attack. "She reads magic the way you might read text. Your approach has been singing to her for days."

"Six days," Orlaith confirmed. "Since your grief split the sky and called the old storms to witness. They have not stopped speaking of you since. Tempest-born, tempest-cursed, tempest-crowned. You wear three titles and know none of them."

Consider the cost when knowledge comes from sources you cannot trust: Veylindra stepped closer despite every instinct screaming caution, because she needed answers more than she needed safety. Her mother was dead. Her life was destroyed. Her magic had killed forty-seven people and would kill more if she could not learn to control it.

If this eyeless woman in this impossible temple could teach her, she would pay whatever price was asked.

"Tell me what I am," Veylindra said.

Orlaith's smile widened. She reached out with hands that were too thin, too pale, and Veylindra forced herself not to flinch as those cold fingers pressed against her temples.

The world went white.

She was standing in a throne room that did not exist anymore, watching a woman who wore her face press a palm to the chest of a man who wore Kaevreth's. She was crying. He was crying. Magic moved between them in ribbons of silver and gold, and the woman was saying words Veylindra could not hear but somehow understood: a binding, a promise, a sacrifice stretched across centuries to land in this exact moment.

"The first storm-caller loved the last guardian," Orlaith's voice echoed through the vision. "She died in his arms, and with her dying breath, she rewrote his oath. No longer bound to protect the realm. Bound to protect her bloodline. Bound to wait for you."

The vision shifted. Veylindra saw generations flash past like pages turning too fast, saw her own mother as a young woman with wild silver hair, saw a choice made in desperate midnight: give up the baby or watch the Court of Gales destroy her for carrying forbidden blood.

Her mother had chosen to hide her. To rename herself. To pretend Veylindra was simply talented rather than something older, something dangerous, something the Court would execute on sight if they ever learned the truth.

"Your exile was not punishment," Orlaith whispered. "Your mother's death was not accident. The Court discovered what you are, child, and rather than kill you publicly, they chose this. Exile to the one place your bloodline might survive. Whether that was mercy or cruelty, I cannot say."

The vision shattered, and Veylindra found herself on her knees before the fire, gasping, her pulse hammering at 156 beats per minute, her magic writhing beneath her skin like something trying to escape.

Kaevreth crouched beside her. His hand hovered near her shoulder, not quite touching, and she saw the conflict in his expression: the urge to comfort warring with the fear of what comfort might trigger.

"Breathe," he said quietly. "The visions hit hard the first time. The disorientation passes."

"You knew." Her voice came out ragged. "You knew what I was the moment you saw me."

"I suspected." He let his hand fall to his side. "The oath-marks responded to your presence before you even reached the shore. That only happens with direct bloodline descendants of the one who created the oath. Aelyndris had no children when she died. I thought the line ended with her."

"My mother." Veylindra closed her eyes against the tears she refused to shed. "She was hiding. Hiding me. The Court found out, and they—"

"The Court has been hunting your bloodline for three hundred years." Kaevreth's voice hardened. "Every storm-caller who showed too much power, every child who resonated too strongly with the eternal tempests, they have eliminated them all. Your mother lasted longer than most because she learned to diminish herself, to pretend she was less than she was."

"She taught me control." The words tasted like ash. "All those years of training, of mastering my power, of being perfect—she was teaching me to hide."

"And when she died, your grief stripped away the mask." Orlaith had risen from her chair and now stood beside them, her empty eye sockets somehow conveying compassion. "The hurricane that killed forty-seven people was not loss of control, child. It was the first honest expression of your magic since you were an infant. The Court saw it and recognized what you are. They could not let you live."

Here is what makes him lethal: Kaevreth stood and turned toward the door as if he could sense something beyond it, his hand dropping to a sword Veylindra only now noticed at his hip. "She is not wrong. The Court sent Vardis to ensure your exile, but they will send others to ensure your death. The Fallen Realm is dangerous, but it is also beyond their reach. If you stay here, if you learn to master what you are rather than hide it, you may live long enough to become something they cannot destroy."

"And if I do not want to stay?"

He looked at her over his shoulder, and something in his expression made her breath catch. "Then you will die within a month, and I will spend another three centuries waiting for a heir who never comes." A pause. "I would prefer not to do that."

"Preference is not—"

The door exploded inward.

Kaevreth moved faster than anything human should, his sword drawn and singing through the air in a strike that caught the creature lunging through the doorway directly across its throat. Black ichor sprayed, hissing where it struck stone, and the thing collapsed in a twitching heap of wrong angles and too many limbs.

"Storm-wraiths." Kaevreth did not lower his blade. "They hunt tempest magic. Your arrival has drawn them out of hiding."

More shadows moved beyond the ruined doorway. Three. Seven. Twelve. Veylindra lost count as the darkness seemed to multiply, producing forms that hurt to look at directly.

She stood.

Her magic rose with her, lightning crackling at her fingertips, and she did not try to suppress it this time. These things wanted her storm? Fine. Let them have it.

"Stay behind me," Kaevreth said.

"No."

He turned sharply. "You do not know how to fight them."

"Then teach me while I improvise." Veylindra raised her hands, and the storm outside answered with a roar that shook the temple's remaining walls. "I am done hiding what I am. I am done pretending to be less. Forty-seven people died because I lost control for one moment, and I will carry that weight forever, but I am done letting fear make me small."

The first wraith lunged.

Veylindra threw lightning.

Not the wild, unfocused strike of her grief-hurricane but a precise, targeted bolt that caught the creature mid-leap and reduced it to ash before it hit the ground. The power surged through her like a drug, like a lover's touch, like coming home after years of exile, and she laughed with the fierce joy of finally, finally being fully herself.

The magic burns hotter when it is no longer restrained.

Kaevreth moved to her left, his sword work efficient and brutal, cutting down wraiths that tried to flank while Veylindra's lightning took the frontal assault. They fought without speaking, without planning, but somehow their movements complemented each other perfectly: where she struck high, he struck low; where she created openings, he exploited them; where her magic flared too bright, his shadows rose to shield her eyes.

It should not have worked. They had never fought together, never trained together, barely knew each other's names. But the connection that had sparked when their hands touched was still there, humming beneath the surface, allowing communication without words.

She wanted to hate it. She wanted to fear the intimacy of it, the violation of having someone inside her magic without permission.

She craved it instead.

"Enough." Kaevreth's voice cut through the battle-haze. "There are too many. We need to collapse the entrance."

"I can—"

"Not with lightning. The structure is too fragile. Let me."

He sheathed his sword and raised both hands, and the oath-marks on his skin blazed with silver fire. The shadows around them responded, thickening, solidifying, pouring toward the doorway in a tide of darkness that swallowed the remaining wraiths and sealed the entrance with a wall of impossible black.

Silence fell.

Veylindra's ears rang with the absence of thunder. Her hands trembled with spent adrenaline. Her pulse refused to slow from its racing 167 beats per minute, and when she looked down, she saw scorch marks on her palms from where the lightning had been too eager, too hungry, too much.

"You are hurt." Kaevreth crossed to her in three strides, catching her wrists and turning her hands palm-up to examine the damage. His touch was gentle despite the calluses, and Veylindra's breath stuttered at the contact.

"It is nothing. The lightning sometimes—"

"Burns its wielder. I know." His thumbs traced the edges of the marks, and she felt that current again, that impossible connection, singing through her veins. "Aelyndris bore scars like these. She said the storm always took its payment."

"You speak of her often."

"She was my queen." He did not release her hands. "She was my friend. She was—" He stopped, and something ancient and agonized moved behind his eyes. "She was everything, once. Before she died and left me alone with an oath I did not ask for and a purpose I did not want."

"You loved her."

"I did."

The difference between jealousy and grief is measured in centuries, and Veylindra had no right to either where this woman was concerned. But something clenched in her chest at the raw admission, something that felt too much like possessiveness for someone she had known less than an hour.

This is not desire. This is madness. This is the bond trying to convince me that I belong to a man who has been mourning another woman for three hundred years.

She pulled her hands free. "We should—"

"You should rest." Orlaith's voice came from somewhere behind them. "The wraiths will not breach Kaevreth's shadow-wall until dawn, and by then you will need strength for what comes next."

"What comes next?"

"Training." The blind seer smiled her too-knowing smile. "You have power enough to level kingdoms, child. Now you must learn to level only those who deserve it."

Veylindra wanted to argue. She wanted to demand more answers about her bloodline, about the oath-marks, about why her mother had died and whether the Court had killed her deliberately. But exhaustion crashed over her like a wave she had not seen coming, and when Kaevreth guided her toward a pallet near the fire, she did not have the energy to resist.

"Sleep," he said, and his voice was almost gentle. "I will guard the door."

"You do not need to—"

"I have guarded doors for three centuries. One more night changes nothing."

She wanted to thank him. She wanted to curse him. She wanted to understand why his presence made her magic settle into something almost peaceful when it had been chaos since her mother's death.

Instead, she closed her eyes and let the darkness take her.

She dreamed of storms.

Not the violent tempests of her waking hours but older storms, ancient storms, storms that had raged before humanity learned to name the wind. In the dream, she stood at the center of a hurricane that spanned from horizon to horizon, and a woman who wore her face stood beside her with silver light pouring from her empty eyes.

"You carry my storm," Aelyndris said, and her voice was thunder. "You carry my love. You carry my curse. I am sorry for what I have given you, daughter of my daughters, but I am not sorry that you exist. You are the only hope this realm has left."

"Hope for what?"

"For him." Aelyndris turned to look at something Veylindra could not see. "He has been alone so long. He has forgotten how to be anything but a guardian, how to want anything but duty, how to feel anything but loyal grief. You can give him back what I took when I bound his oath. You can set him free."

"I do not even know him."

"You will." The ancient storm-caller smiled, and it was heartbreaking. "You will know him better than you know yourself before this is over. The bond between your bloodline and his oath is absolute. It does not care about time or readiness or fear. It simply is."

"And if I do not want it?"

"Then you will spend your life fighting something that cannot be defeated." Aelyndris reached out and pressed her palm to Veylindra's chest, and lightning bloomed where they touched. "Or you will surrender
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