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The wind moved like it had forgotten how.

It crept low through the broken valley, dragging mist behind it like torn silk, coiling around blackened trees and the cracked bones of towers long since swallowed by moss. In the Shrouded Vale, even echoes traveled with caution—sound was a guest here, not a right.

And Vaelryn hadn’t spoken aloud in forty-two days.

She sat on the ledge of a dead branch jutting from the cliff’s edge, boots hanging loose above the fog, silver hair wrapped and knotted behind her head like a weapon at rest. Her eyes—hazel, split with amber—watched the horizon the way a hunter watches a dying animal. As if she knew it would lash out one last time before silence took it.

Beneath her, the forest didn’t breathe. No birds. No insects. Just the occasional hum of shifting stone—deep below—like something trapped beneath the Vale was still trying to move.

She didn’t flinch when the mirror pulsed.

It wasn’t a mirror, not in any real sense. Just a black shard tucked in the inner lining of her chest strap—cold, heavy, cracked along one edge, humming with something older than sound. She never touched it. She never had to.

It felt her.

And tonight, for the first time in years, it stirred.

The pulse wasn’t painful. It was worse.

It was familiar.

She closed her eyes, and the world warped.

For a single breath, she stood somewhere else—on black glass instead of stone. Lightning twisted above. Seven figures stood in a ring around her, none speaking, none blinking. One of them bled from the mouth. Another grinned without eyes.

She turned to run—but the sky cracked like a voice she almost remembered—

And then she was back.

Sweat beaded along her collarbone. Her hands trembled.

The shard had gone quiet again.

Behind her, the wind shivered across the Vale. This time, it carried smoke.

Moments later, she stood at the overlook, cloak twisted around one arm, blades strapped tight across her back. The scent was clear now—burnt wood. Wet ash. No lightning. No rain.

Just fire. Human fire.

There hadn’t been a traveler in months.

And fire meant one of two things:

Someone was lost. Or someone was looking for her.

Either way, she would need to leave the cliff.

Either way, the world was moving again.

And that meant the seals were, too.

The descent path had changed since the last storm. Stones once steady had fallen or shifted, and the rope ladder she’d woven from shadowvine and whisperleaf had snapped near the base. Vaelryn moved without hesitation, tracing new footing along the jagged ridge, one hand trailing against the cliff wall, the other ready at the hilt of her shortblade.

The wind chased her, whispering through the trees in broken syllables. Not words—names.

By the time her boots touched the forest floor, the light had thinned to a gray that didn’t belong to either moonrise or dusk. The Shrouded Vale had a way of suspending time when it sensed something bleeding back into it. She knew that now. Knew what it meant when the air thickened like breath caught in a dying lung.

She wasn’t alone.

Not anymore.

The scent of smoke was stronger here, mingled with something else—salt. Not the ocean. Tears, maybe. Old blood. A memory not hers.

She unsheathed the shortblade in silence. The metal whispered free like it hated the air.

Then the forest opened.

A clearing.

Six figures gathered around a dying fire. Not soldiers. Not priests. Pilgrims. Robes frayed at the hem. Hands bandaged. Faces wrapped in cloth to keep out the ash. One of them knelt before a blackened shrine stone, whispering prayers into the soil.

Another turned at her approach—and froze.

Not in fear.

In recognition.

The man stepped forward slowly, lowering his hood. White hair, streaked with ash. Pale skin lined by age and travel. A scar ran from his lip to his temple, crossing through one blind eye.

He didn’t speak her name, but she saw it in his face. He had expected someone. Not her. And yet...

He bowed.

Not deep. Not worshipful. But low enough to carry meaning.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Vaelryn said.

Her voice cracked like dry bark. She hadn’t meant to speak.

The man straightened. His voice was weathered and smooth.

“Neither should you. The shard’s awake again, isn’t it?”

Her grip on the blade tightened.

“The others will come. Some to join. Some to end it. And the seals...” He glanced toward the glade, voice lower now. “They’re no longer dormant. Something’s stirring them awake. And none of us are ready.” Vaelryn didn’t respond.

He stepped closer, careful, respectful—afraid.

“You carry the Mirror,” he said softly. “But the world no longer reflects. It devours.”

The wind picked up. Behind her, the trees bowed without snapping.

“Tell your people to leave this place,” she said. “Tell them not to light fires. Not here. Not while it’s stirring.”

“And if we don’t?”

Vaelryn looked past him, at the shrine—an old stone etched with the remnants of a glyph. One she recognized. One that matched the crack in her shard.

“Then I won’t be the one to burn you.”

A roar broke through the trees.

Not an animal.

A memory.

It wasn’t hers.

But the shard remembered.

And the Mirror was awake.

The wind coiled in tighter, carrying a tremble not born of air.

Vaelryn didn’t move.

But something in her did.

The shard against her chest let out a low vibration—not a sound, but a pressure—and in the span of a single breath, the clearing dimmed. Not from shadow. From reflection.

The trees around them shimmered like they’d been dipped in water. 

Their trunks stretched upward, then split, doubling, as if the forest were trying to remember two versions of itself at once.

A flash of white-blue light cracked down the center of the shrine stone, splitting the glyph clean in half.

The air stank of burned time.

The fire died.

The pilgrims dropped to their knees, hands over their ears, one of them muttering nonsense through tears. Even the elder winced, backing a full step away as the reflection snapped—

—and the forest snapped back.

Just trees.

Just silence.

Just her.

Vaelryn exhaled slowly through her nose. She hadn’t called it.

The Mirror had moved on its own.

The old man straightened with effort. His blind eye shimmered faintly now, like it had caught a second vision that hadn’t left.

“You’re leaking,” he said, voice lower than before. “The seal’s growing unstable. You can’t contain it much longer.”

Vaelryn didn't answer immediately. She scanned the trees—no movement. No echo this time.

Then she looked back at him. Calm. Measured. Cold.

“Now you have another reason to leave.”

He didn’t argue.

He didn’t bow again.

He just turned to the others and motioned for them to gather their things.

And as they moved, silent and shaken, the mist returned to swallow the path behind them.

Moments later

The clearing was empty again.

No voices. No fire. No false calm.

Vaelryn stood still beneath the bones of the shrine tree, head bowed slightly, one hand braced against the cracked stone where the glyph had split. The pulse in her chest had faded—but it left a phantom thrum behind, like her ribs were still echoing with a sound they couldn’t quite shake off.

She let go of the stone and stepped back into the center of the glade.

For a breath, the tough shell held.

Then it didn’t.

She unclipped the outer straps of her cloak, letting the weight fall loose behind her. Her hand—unsteady now—pressed flat over the hidden shard beneath her armor. Not to hold it in.

Just to feel it.

“I didn’t call you,” she whispered, barely audible.

The wind didn’t answer.

Of course it didn’t.

She looked up at the sky. No stars—just gray churn thick with lightning that hadn’t struck yet. Something was building. Not just in the Vale. Not just in her.

Something’s waking. Somewhere.

She didn’t know if it was Cael’ir.

She didn’t know if it was one of the others.

But something out there was stirring—and it knew she’d moved.

Her jaw clenched.

She hated that the old man was right.

She was leaking.

And worse?

The Mirror wasn’t whispering anymore. It was listening.

Somewhere beyond the Vale, a storm was gathering. Not clouds. Not wind.
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A convergence.

And she was still the one thing left between it and silence.

Somewhere far beyond the Vale, the sky cracked—but the sound didn’t reach her ears. It reached the shard.

Vaelryn felt it vibrate faintly beneath her hand, like a tuning fork struck from leagues away. The last time it had done that, a seal had broken. She’d felt the pull, the rupture in the weave of things—the same way prey must feel the shift in the earth before a predator’s step.

But this was different.

This wasn’t a death.

This was arrival.

She knelt slowly beside the tree’s exposed rootline, dragging the edge of her blade through the soft earth in a rough curve. Then another. A third. Simple runes—binding, old Vale-style. Meant to mask a presence, not protect it.

They’ll come faster now.

Not just persistent scavengers looking to carve the seal from her chest like an old-world relic.

The others. The bearers.

And when they came, they wouldn’t know her. They wouldn’t care what she’d sacrificed to stay hidden this long. All they’d see was what the Mirror wanted them to see. What it would reflect back at them if they got too close.

And if that happened—if two seals bled into the same breath of air, someone, something—

No.

She cut that thought off before it could finish forming.

Not yet.

She stood, brushing damp earth from her palms. The glyph stone behind her shimmered briefly—one half sliding out of place, falling flat against the ground like it had been waiting for permission to die.

That was a sign.

The Vale was done with her.

No more warnings. No more waiting.

Vaelryn turned toward the far edge of the glade, where the trees grew thicker and the path wound into the old canyon routes—the world outside.

“If you're coming,” she said quietly, to the shard, to the thing inside, to herself,

“Then stay quiet until I say otherwise.”

She didn’t expect obedience.

But the silence that followed felt... respectful.

For now.

She tightened the straps of her cloak, adjusted the weight of the blade at her back, and stepped into the trees. The forest bent behind her—not out of fear.

Out of recognition.

The trail south of the glade narrowed into an old hunting path, nearly reclaimed by vine and rot. Vaelryn followed it without haste, moving through the tangled underbrush like someone retracing steps from a past life she’d sworn not to speak of.

This route was older than most knew. Once a caravan line, long before the seals, before the war—when the Blue Elves still ruled from their skyforts and the Dark Elves hadn't yet been driven below the treeline. 

The stone markers were buried now, but she could still feel them underfoot: faint curves, old glyphs smoothed down by time and rain.

The Vale thinned as the hours passed. The trees changed. Where once the canopy choked out light, now streaks of gold pierced through—sunlight. Actual sun, not the pale gray reflection the Vale offered like a sad joke. It filtered through twisted branches like broken glass, falling in narrow shafts across the path.

She paused once at a stream to rinse the ash from her arms. The water hissed against her skin, cold and clean. 

Her reflection stared up at her for a breath too long—then rippled, distorting not from her hand but from something deeper in the current.

She pulled away before the Mirror could respond.

Further down the path, the terrain shifted again. Low ridgelines curved in tight, unnatural arcs—the bones of the world, they used to call them. Formed not by quake or wind, but by seal shockwaves, places where the Breath had pressed too close to the surface once.

Here, birds returned. Not many. Not brave ones. But their song curled through the trees in delicate threads, weaving over the steady rise of village smoke ahead.

She slowed when the scent reached her.

Not firewood.

Oiled armor.

Visitors.

Her boots landed silent on the moss-covered stone as the path opened into a clearing rimmed with blackwood homes, low-arched and sunken into the rock. Every building had been carved, not built—grown by hand over generations, shaped by spell and patience. The banners above the roofs still bore the old symbols: veiled eyes, crossed blades, hollow circles.

This was home.

Not in the way most meant the word. But in the way only those who’d burned every other bridge had left.

She passed the first archway. A child peered at her from behind a doorway—wide-eyed, silent, gripping the wrist of an older sibling who said nothing. The air here was tighter. Less forgiving.

And at the center of the village, near the old council ring, she saw them:

White armor. Silver cloth. Golden embroidery that shimmered without sun.

A delegation. Three soldiers. One elder.

The white-haired male stood in quiet conversation with a dark-skinned figure draped in obsidian robes—Elder Kareth. His eyes, once blind, glowed faintly now with inner light. He looked older than she remembered. Or maybe she was just seeing him clearly for the first time.

The White Elf’s voice was calm, too formal for truth.

And then—as one—they all turned to her.

Soldiers straightened. Kareth exhaled sharply. The White Elf elder fell completely still, gaze locked on her like he’d just realized a name from prophecy had arrived uninvited.

Vaelryn stepped fully into the clearing.

And said nothing.

The silence that followed her entrance wasn’t complete. It had a weight to it. A shape.

Like the air itself had paused to watch what she would do next.

The White Elves held their composure with the effortless arrogance of their kind—back straight, expressions unreadable, not so much armored as polished. Their skin bore the flawless glow of sun-drenched bloodlines, hair pale as salt or bone, robes lined in goldscript runes that hummed with passive protection. They didn’t carry weapons openly.

They didn’t need to.

Their very presence was an announcement.

She hated them for it.

Not because they were proud. Not even because they were powerful.

Because they had never bled for anything. Not the Breath. Not the seals. Not the world.

The White Elves had stayed clean while the rest of them drowned.

Vaelryn didn’t slow her pace. Didn’t drop her eyes. Her fingers brushed the hilt at her side—not to draw, but to remind.

Elder Kareth raised his voice, smooth and steady, though she could hear the tension under it.

“Vaelryn. You’ll approach.”

His voice pulled her back to years she’d tried to seal off. Lessons spoken like commandments. Warnings delivered like prophecy.

She stopped a few paces from the circle.

Kareth turned toward her fully now—his face weathered, his robes plain by comparison, but there was still fire behind his eyes. His gaze swept over her, narrowing slightly at the tension in her jaw.

“Your eyes are sharp, as always. And your posture rude.”

He gestured toward the White Elf.

“This is First Luminary Thalres. You will speak with respect.”

Vaelryn didn’t move.

Didn’t blink.

But her voice came low and sharp, like steel sliding slow from a sheath.

“That depends. Will he speak like he’s not already decided what I am?”

A soft gasp from one of the younger Dark Elves nearby. A sharp inhale from one of the White Elf guards.

Kareth’s expression hardened, and the old power in his tone returned, quiet but immovable.

“Watch your tongue, girl. The breath may forgive pride—I will not.”

It was not a threat.

It was a reminder.

Vaelryn held his gaze for a moment longer. The fire in her chest still flickered—but she swallowed it.

She bowed.

Not low. Not deeply.

But enough.

“Luminary,” she said coolly. “You’ve traveled far to see a village you forgot existed.”

The Luminary didn’t answer right away.

But the smile that touched his lips had no warmth.

And Vaelryn felt the Mirror twitch faintly, like it had tasted something in his silence.

Luminary Thalres studied her for a moment, hands folded neatly at his waist, his expression unreadable in that infuriatingly practiced way all White Elves seemed to master by birth.

Then he offered a shallow nod—not condescending, not warm. Measured.

“Your hostility is noted, Vaelryn of the Vale,” he said, his voice smooth as riverglass. “And understood. I have not come to correct it. Only to speak.”

The words floated into the stillness without resistance. Not gentle. Just... certain.

“My presence here,” he continued, “is not political. It is not symbolic. 

I come under the blessing of the Seven Sanctums with a mission of peace—and of urgency beyond anything your people have faced in a generation.”

Vaelryn kept her eyes on him, but said nothing. She didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust anything that didn’t bleed when it moved.

Kareth, standing slightly between them now, shifted his weight and looked to both parties with the quiet weight of someone used to extinguishing fires before they sparked.

“Enough words in open air,” he said, voice gruff. “This is not the place for truths, especially not ones traveling under banners the wind remembers.”

He turned toward the central hall, gesturing for his attendants to clear the path.

“You’ll follow me. All of you. What must be spoken,” he paused, glancing once more toward Vaelryn, “will be spoken properly.”

Vaelryn hesitated only a second.

Then she moved, falling in step—not beside the White Elves, but behind.

Close enough to hear.

Far enough to remain a shadow.

The storm wasn’t coming.

It was already here.
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Council Hall, Shrouded Vale

Later that evening, the central chamber was lit by hollowstone braziers, the kind that burned cold and violet instead of warm. Shadows danced across carved walls, twisting in rhythm with the low murmur of voices and the clink of clay vessels meeting in slow, diplomatic toasts.

At the circular table of blackroot wood, three of Kareth’s councilors sat beside two White Elf dignitaries, their body language formal but beginning to soften with the influence of strong darkleaf wine. A third goblet rested in Luminary Thalres’ hand, untouched, save for a single measured sip.

He swirled the contents gently, regarding the color like it held philosophy.

“Stronger than I expected,” Thalres said, nodding. “There is clarity in its depth. We’ve long underestimated the crafts of your people.”

Kareth’s second, Elder Myren, chuckled and leaned back in his seat.

“You mistake distance for absence, Luminary. We’ve had three centuries to improve while you polished mirrors.”

A few chuckles followed. Even Thalres allowed himself a smile.

“Then perhaps it’s time we speak not only of threats,” the Luminary said, “but of trade. Our isolation has cost both our peoples more than pride should demand.”

He leaned forward slightly, the diplomacy in his voice giving way to something firmer.

“But that is for another night. Tonight—there is a matter of urgency. One that may soon eclipse every border drawn since the seals fell silent.”

The table quieted.

Kareth met his eyes, then gave a single nod.

“Then we speak tonight not as enemies. Nor allies. But as the last ones who remember what came before.”

Outside the Council Hall

Vaelryn stood just beyond the arched stone threshold, arms folded across her chest, back to one of the sunken pillars. The cold from the hollowstones didn’t touch her—she had long since taught her body what to ignore.

Her eyes, though—those burned.

Two of the White Elf guards stood at the entrance, spears reversed and resting against their shoulders, their posture statuesque in the way all White Elf warriors were trained to mimic serenity.

But she knew their kind.

Knew what lay under those perfect white robes.

What gleamed behind the polished silver of their eyes.

The one on the left noticed her first. His gaze locked with hers—and held.

His expression didn’t shift, but a glint passed behind his stillness. The recognition of something they couldn’t fully categorize. Something dangerous.

The second guard turned next, following his comrade’s eyes.

Both scanned her—slowly.

From her boots to the knot in her hair. From the tension in her shoulders to the tilt of her jaw.

Then, without a word, the first brought two fingers to his lips and blew a lazy, mocking kiss.

The second tilted his head slightly, extended his tongue in an obscene, slow curl—and smiled.

They didn’t laugh. They didn’t speak.

But they turned back to their post like men who thought they’d already won whatever war they were playing at.

Vaelryn said nothing.

Did nothing.

But the shard against her chest warmed, just enough to let her know it had felt her rage.

She exhaled—once—and let it pass.

For now.

Council Hall Interior

Nightfall, Shrouded Vale

The braziers hissed softly, cold flame licking the rims of the hollowstone bowls as the conversation shifted from pleasantries to purpose. The warmth of the wine no longer softened the room—only sharpened its edges.

Kareth sat straighter now, eyes fixed on Luminary Thalres with the steady weight of a man who had buried truths too long to flinch at new ones.
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