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A Note on Content





Epic romantasy ahead — expect ocean magic, enemies who can't quit each other, and a slow burn that finally catches (🌶️🌶️). 

For details, scan the QR code below or visit https://southernheatromance.wordpress.com/content-notes/.

 — Q
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Shadows & Starlight




The ocean doesn't forgive. It doesn't forget. It simply waits, patient as the tide, for the moment everything breaks open. 

The Tidecalled Realms stretch across a world without continents — only islands, currents, and the ancient magic drawn from the deep. Shadow callers who bend darkness through salt water. Storm callers who crack the sky with lightning and fury. Two factions, two centuries of war, and a Tideline that's been holding back something far worse than either side is willing to admit.

This is a world where magic costs everything and power corrupts absolutely. Where the sea is as much enemy as ally, and the monsters are rarely the ones you expect. Where found family is forged in crisis, love is forbidden by law and faction and prophecy — and the heart refuses to care.

Every story in this world begins with someone who has everything to lose.

They sail anyway.

— Quinn Sterling








  
  

Chapter one
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Drowning in Stillness





The cold never left anymore. 

Kaia Thorne moved through the pre-dawn training pools like a shadow given form, her body cutting through water dark as ink. Each stroke pulled the chill deeper into her bones—a price she paid gladly. Better to be cold than dead.

Better to be numb than to remember.

She surfaced in the center pool, drawing a sharp breath as frigid air met frigid water. Around her, Shadowhaven slept. The capital's stilted buildings rose like skeletal fingers over the harbor, paper lanterns extinguished, only starlight dancing across black wood and darker water. In an hour, the city would wake. The night markets would close, the day fishers would launch their boats, and the Shadow Council would convene to discuss the war that had consumed two centuries of lives.

But now, in this stolen moment before dawn, Kaia was alone with her secrets.

She raised both hands above the water's surface. Concentrated. The ocean responded—it always did. Tendrils of liquid darkness rose from the pool, responding to her will, bending light until shadows pooled in her palms like living things. The water twisted, solidified, became a blade of pure shadow-substance. Razor-sharp. Temporary. Beautiful.

Wrong.

The word whispered through her mind in Eryx's voice, as it had every day for the past eleven years.

Kaia let the shadow-blade dissolve. Droplets rained back into the pool, ripples disturbing the perfect stillness. Her hands trembled—from cold or memory, she couldn't say. Probably both.

Focus. She couldn't afford this. Not today.

She ducked under again, letting the cold water shock away the grief. Eleven years, and her twin's death still felt like yesterday. Still felt like her fault. She'd been the one to hesitate when the Shadow Guard came. She'd been the one who froze while Eryx tried to fight. She'd watched them drag him to the execution square, watched both factions' soldiers hold him down, watched shadow and lightning tear him apart simultaneously because a child with dual powers was an abomination that neither side could tolerate.

The Purge had officially ended twenty-seven years ago. Apparently, no one had told the executioners.

Kaia surfaced again, gasping. The sky had lightened to deep grey—dawn approaching. She needed to finish her meditation before the other Shadowtide callers arrived for morning drills. Needed to center herself in the cold, in the dark, in the philosophy she'd spent eleven years perfecting.

Flow with the dark current. Surrender to the depths. Strength through stillness.

She floated on her back, arms spread, and let the pool's cold seep into every muscle. Let it numb her. Let it make her into what the Umbral Covenant needed: a weapon without doubt, a soldier without question, a Shadowtide caller who would never, ever reveal that she could summon lightning just as easily as shadow.

Footsteps echoed on the wooden walkway above.

Kaia's eyes snapped open. She rolled upright in the water, instinctively pulling shadows around herself like a cloak. Through the darkness, she made out a familiar silhouette: broad shoulders, confident stride, the glint of navigator's instruments at his belt.

"Darius." She let the shadows dissipate. "You're up early."

"So are you." Darius Cole crouched at the pool's edge, his dark face barely visible in the dim light. "Though 'up early' implies you actually slept."

"I slept."

"Liar." But his tone was gentle. He'd known her too long to be fooled, had been her friend since childhood, her lover briefly when they were younger and trying to find comfort in a world that wanted them dead. That relationship had ended years ago—amicably, honestly—but the friendship remained. The secret-keeping remained.

"The Council meeting is in two hours," Darius said. "Selene wants you there early."

Kaia's stomach clenched. Commander Selene Vex didn't summon people early unless something significant was happening. "Did she say why?"

"No. But she had that look."

Kaia knew the look. Had seen it on Selene's face eleven years ago when she'd personally overseen Eryx's execution, her traditional Shadowtide tattoos glowing with power as she'd helped hold the barrier that contained his screams. Selene didn't know Kaia had witnessed it—Kaia had hidden in the crowd, just another child in the masses. But she'd never forgotten the cold efficiency in her future mentor's eyes.

Selene believed she was protecting the Covenant. Believed the Purge had been necessary.

She had no idea she'd been training a Twilight caller for the past decade.

"I'll be there." Kaia pulled herself from the pool in one smooth motion, water streaming from her training clothes. The pre-dawn air bit at her wet skin, but she barely felt it. The cold had become her constant companion, the price of using Shadowtide magic. Her internal temperature had dropped years ago. Now she couldn't remember what warmth felt like.

Darius handed her a towel. "Kaia. Whatever this is about—"

"I'll handle it."

"You always say that."

"And I always do." She dried her face, squeezed water from her long black hair. In the growing light, she could see concern in Darius's eyes. He worried. He always worried. It was part of why they'd made better friends than lovers—his protective instincts had clashed with her self-destructive ones.

"They're talking about the Tideline again," Darius said quietly. "The breaches are getting worse. Three more islands were consumed last month."

"I know."

"There are rumors. About an accord. With the Solari."

Kaia's hands stilled on the towel. "An accord."

"A joint mission. To investigate the Tideline's failure." Darius's voice dropped even lower, though they were alone in the pre-dawn stillness. "They're saying both factions would send their best callers. Work together for the first time in two hundred years."

The towel slipped from Kaia's fingers.

A joint mission. Shadowtide and Stormborn, working side by side. Living on the same ships. Using magic in close proximity.

They'd sense something was off about her within days.

"It's just a rumor," Darius said quickly, reading her expression. "Nothing's been decided. And even if it has, they wouldn't send you. You're too valuable here. You're one of Selene's best—"

"I have to go." Kaia retrieved the towel with shaking hands, wrapped it around her shoulders. "Council chambers. Early summons."

"Kaia—"

"I'll be fine, Darius."

His jaw tightened. "When are you going to stop lying to me?"

"When you stop believing I'm worth saving."

She walked away before he could respond, her bare feet silent on the wooden walkways that connected Shadowhaven's buildings. Around her, the city woke. Lanterns flickered to life in windows. The smell of rice and fish drifted from early-opening food stalls. Voices murmured in Shadowsong, the Umbral language that flowed like water, all soft consonants and tonal meaning.

Home. This was home. The only home she'd known since her parents died in a Solari raid when she was eight. The Umbral Covenant had taken her in, trained her, shaped her into a weapon.

And she'd spent every day since Eryx's death waiting for them to discover what she really was.

They'll kill you like they killed him. Slowly. Painfully. They'll make an example.

Kaia pushed the thoughts away and focused on the path ahead. Her small quarters were two buildings over—a single room with a sleeping mat, a trunk for her belongings, and a shrine to her parents and brother. She needed to change into formal clothing before meeting with Selene. Needed to look like the devoted soldier, the perfectly controlled Shadowtide caller who would never question orders.

Needed to hide the fear crawling up her spine like ice.

She was toweling off when she noticed it: a white envelope slipped under her door.

Kaia froze. Messages left like this were never good news. Slowly, she crossed the room and picked it up. Official Shadow Council seal. Her hands trembled as she broke the wax.

Inside, a single sheet of paper. Two sentences.

Commander Thorne: You have been selected for the Tide Fleet Accord. Report to Council Chambers immediately.

The paper slipped from her fingers.

The Tide Fleet Accord. Not a rumor. Real.

She was being sent on a joint mission with the Solari Dominion. With Stormborn callers who would recognize the lightning in her blood the moment she slipped. Who would execute her the instant they knew.

For a long moment, Kaia stood motionless in her small room, dripping water onto wooden floors, staring at nothing. Then, slowly, something shifted in her chest. Not fear. Not anymore.

Relief.

This was it. This was how it would end. She'd volunteer—because of course she would volunteer, that's what good soldiers did—and she'd go on this suicide mission and she'd die. Maybe not from discovery. Maybe from the Tempest Wastes themselves, from the Drowned, from the reality-breaking chaos beyond the Tideline. But she'd die.

And dying honorably was better than dying like Eryx. Better than being drowned in shadow and lightning while the crowds watched.

Better than living with the guilt.

Kaia dressed in her formal blacks—layered silk and waterproof outer robes, the traditional wrappings that marked her as a ranked Shadowtide caller. She braided her hair back tightly, tucking the silver streak—the one that marked her power—into the plaits where it would be less visible. Applied the dark contacts that hid her storm-grey eyes, made them appear fully black like a proper Shadowtide caller's should be.

Became the lie she'd lived for eleven years.

The Council Chambers occupied the highest building in Shadowhaven, a structure of dark wood and darker stone that rose like a blade above the harbor. Kaia climbed the stairs slowly, her footsteps silent despite the formal boots. Other summonees were arriving—she recognized faces from her cohort, from training, from missions. All the best fighters. All the strongest callers.

All of them walking toward their probable deaths with their heads held high.

"Commander Thorne." A young officer fell into step beside her. Lyra Moon—nineteen, curvy, eager, with the kind of idealism that eleven years of war hadn't yet crushed. "Is it true? Are they really sending us to work with the Solari?"

"Looks that way."

"I can't believe it. Two hundred years of war, and now..." Lyra's hazel eyes shone with something that might have been hope. "Maybe this means peace is possible. Maybe if we work together, we can fix the Tideline. Stop the fighting."

Kaia wanted to tell her the truth: that peace was a fantasy, that the Solari were butchers who'd killed her parents, that this mission was probably a trap designed by both factions to eliminate their most powerful callers in one convenient accident.

Instead, she said: "Maybe."

Because Lyra was young enough to believe it. And Kaia was old enough to let her.

The Council Chambers' doors stood open. Inside, the seven members of the Shadow Council sat in a semicircle, their black pearl crowns catching the light from hanging lanterns. At the center sat the High Keeper, an ancient man whose name Kaia had never learned. On his right: Commander Selene Vex.

Selene's eyes found Kaia immediately. The traditional Shadowtide tattoos covering her arms glowed faintly—marks of rank, of power, of achievements Kaia could only imagine. She was forty-five and beautiful in the way of deep water: cold, dark, and absolutely unforgiving.

"Commander Thorne. Front and center."

Kaia stepped forward, acutely aware of every eye on her. The chamber held perhaps forty callers—all elite, all powerful, all watching as she approached the Council. She stopped at the designated mark on the floor and pressed her fist to her heart in the traditional Shadowtide salute.

"Commander Vex. High Keeper. Honored Council."

The High Keeper leaned forward. "Commander Thorne. You know why you've been summoned."

"The Tide Fleet Accord. A joint mission with the Solari Dominion."

"Correct." His voice creaked like old wood. "For the first time in two hundred and twenty-five years, both factions have agreed to cooperate. The Tideline is failing. Islands are being consumed. The Tempest Wastes expand daily. If we do nothing, within a decade, there will be no safe waters left."

Around the chamber, callers shifted uneasily. Everyone knew the Tideline was weakening. Everyone pretended it wasn't as bad as it was.

"Five ships," the High Keeper continued. "Mixed crews from both factions. Your mission: map the Tempest Wastes, investigate the Tideline's structural failures, and if possible, discover a method of reinforcement or repair."

"If possible," someone muttered behind Kaia. "Meaning it's impossible."

The High Keeper ignored the comment. "Captain Cassian Stormwright will command the fleet from the Solari flagship. Commander Vex will serve as Shadowtide liaison. We have selected forty of our finest callers for this mission." His gaze settled on Kaia. "You, Commander Thorne, have been chosen for your tactical expertise and your proven record in dangerous situations."

Kaia's throat tightened. "It would be my honor to serve."

"Would it?" Selene's voice cut through the formality. "This is a volunteer mission, Commander. No one will fault you for refusing. The Tempest Wastes have claimed hundreds of ships. The Drowned hunt there freely. Reality itself breaks down beyond the Tideline. And you'll be working alongside Stormborn callers—the same people who murdered your parents."

The chamber went silent.

Kaia met Selene's eyes and saw the test hidden there. Selene was giving her an out. A way to refuse without shame. Because Selene actually cared, in her cold, controlled way. She'd lost people to the Solari too. She understood revenge. Understood hatred.

She just didn't understand that Kaia had been waiting for an honorable death since she was twelve years old.

"My parents died fighting for the Covenant," Kaia said clearly. "My skills belong to the Covenant. If this mission can save lives, prevent more islands from being consumed, then I volunteer. Gladly."

Approval flickered across several Council members' faces. Selene's expression remained unreadable.

"Very well," the High Keeper said. "You depart in three days. Report to the Northern Docks for assignment. Dismissed."

The gathered callers dispersed, voices rising in whispered conversation. Kaia turned to leave—

"Commander Thorne. A moment."

Selene's voice stopped her cold.

Kaia waited as the chamber emptied, as the other Council members filed out through side doors, as Lyra shot her an encouraging smile before disappearing down the stairs. Then it was just Kaia and Selene in the vast chamber, lantern-light flickering across dark wood and darker water visible through open windows.

Selene descended from the Council dais, her formal robes whispering against stone. Up close, the tattoos covering her arms were even more intricate—patterns that told stories of battles won, enemies defeated, secrets kept. Her deep brown skin bore the perpetual coolness of a lifelong Shadowtide caller. Her silver-streaked black hair was braided in the traditional style of the Deep Callers, marking her as master of her craft.

"You volunteered very quickly," Selene said.

"The mission is important."

"The mission is a death sentence." Selene's dark eyes searched Kaia's face. "I watched you grow up, Kaia. I trained you. I know when you're running toward something and when you're running away. Which is this?"

Kaia's carefully constructed mask slipped. Just for a second. Just long enough for Selene to see.

"I see." Selene's expression softened—barely, but noticeably. "You think this is your chance to die like your brother. Honorably. In service to the Covenant."

"I think," Kaia said carefully, "that I'm one of the best tactical minds you have. That I can navigate dangerous waters. That I'm not afraid to work alongside the enemy if it serves our people. Isn't that what you need?"

"What I need is for you to survive." Selene reached out and gripped Kaia's shoulder. Her hand was cold. "You're too valuable to throw away on survivor's guilt. Eryx's death wasn't your fault."

It was. It was, it was, it was.

"I know," Kaia lied.

Selene studied her for a long moment, then sighed. "I can't stop you from volunteering. And truthfully, I do need you on this mission. But Kaia—" Her grip tightened. "Be careful. The Solari are not to be trusted. Ever. They killed your parents. They'd kill you without hesitation if they knew you were one of the Covenant's best. Don't give them the opportunity."

"I won't."

"And Captain Stormwright..." Selene's lip curled. "He's the worst of them. Ruthless. Arrogant. They call him the Tempest Prince. He's twenty-six and already has more kills than callers twice his age. He'll see you as either a threat or a tool. Don't be either."

Kaia nodded, filing the information away. Captain Cassian Stormwright. The man who would command the fleet. The man she'd be stuck on a ship with for weeks or months.

The man who might be the one to discover what she really was.

"Three days," Selene said. "Use them to prepare. Say your goodbyes. And Kaia—" She released Kaia's shoulder. "Come back alive. That's an order."

"Yes, Commander."

Kaia descended the Council Chambers' stairs in a daze. Three days. She had three days to prepare for a mission that would likely kill her. Three days to put her affairs in order. Three days to—

"So you're really going."

Darius waited at the bottom of the stairs, arms crossed, face set in hard lines.

"I volunteered," Kaia said.

"Of course you did." He pushed off the wall and fell into step beside her as she headed toward the residential district. "Because you have a death wish."

"I have a duty."

"You have survivor's guilt and a martyr complex." His voice rose. "Kaia, you don't have to do this. You could refuse. Stay here. Live."

"For what?" The words came out sharper than she'd intended. "To keep hiding? To keep pretending I'm something I'm not? To wait for the day someone discovers the truth and I end up like Eryx?"

"To have a life!" Darius grabbed her arm, spun her to face him. Passersby gave them a wide berth—public displays of emotion were frowned upon in Shadowtide culture, but Darius had never cared much for propriety. "To find something worth living for instead of something worth dying for!"

Kaia stared at him. At her oldest friend, who'd kept her secret for eleven years, who'd covered for her, who'd loved her in his way and never asked for anything in return except that she try to stay alive.

"I'm sorry," she said quietly. "But I have to do this."

"Why?"

"Because maybe..." She swallowed hard. "Maybe if I do this, if I help save the Tideline, if I protect people... maybe Eryx's death will have meant something. Maybe mine will too."

Darius's hand dropped from her arm. "You really believe that."

"I have to believe something."

They stood in silence as Shadowhaven woke around them. Merchants opening stalls. Children running to morning classes. Tidecallers heading to their training. Normal life, continuing despite the war, despite the failing Tideline, despite everything.

"I won't be able to protect you out there," Darius said finally. "Not from the Solari. Not from the Wastes. Not from yourself."

"I know."

"If they discover what you are—"

"They won't."

"But if they do—"

"Then I die. Like I was always going to." Kaia touched his cheek gently. "Thank you. For everything. For keeping my secret. For being my friend. For trying to save me from myself."

"Kaia—"

"I have to go. I need to pack. Prepare." She stepped back, breaking contact. "I'll see you before I leave. I promise."

She walked away before he could argue, before the tears burning behind her eyes could fall, before she could change her mind and let fear win.

Three days.

Three days until she boarded a ship with the enemy.

Three days until she sailed beyond the Tideline into waters where even the ocean itself had gone mad.

Three days until she found out if she'd die like a hero or like her brother—screaming and broken while both factions watched.

Either way, she thought as she climbed the stairs to her quarters, at least it'll be over.

The cold had never left. But for the first time in eleven years, Kaia almost felt warm.

It was the warmth of resignation. Of acceptance.

Of finally, finally giving up the fight to stay alive when every instinct screamed that she deserved to die.

She didn't know—couldn't know—that in three days, she'd meet someone who would make her want to live again.

Someone whose lightning would answer her shadows.

Someone who was just as broken, just as desperate, just as convinced that death was the only way out.

Someone named Cassian.

But that was three days away.

For now, Kaia Thorne packed her few belongings, said her silent goodbyes to ghosts, and prepared to die with honor.

It was all she had left.








  
  

Chapter two
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Lightning in the Blood





The mirror didn't lie. 

Cassian Stormwright stood bare-chested in his cabin aboard The Tempest Crown, watching the blue glow pulse beneath his skin. The veins in his forearms had begun to luminesce three months ago—faint at first, easy to dismiss as a trick of the light. Now they traced electric rivers from his wrists to his shoulders, visible even through bronze skin that had weathered twenty-six years of sun and salt.

He was becoming his father.

No. He pressed his palm flat against the mirror, watching lightning crackle between his fingers and the glass. Not yet. Not today.

The corruption was spreading faster than he'd predicted. The lightning scars across his chest had multiplied—angry purple-white marks where his own power had burned through from the inside out. Some nights, he woke with his bedsheets smoldering. Other nights, he didn't sleep at all, couldn't sleep, the electrical charge in his blood making rest impossible.

Three days without sleep now. Maybe four. Time had become slippery.

A knock at his cabin door. Sharp, rhythmic—Rowan's pattern.

"It's open."

Lieutenant Rowan Ashford entered with the careful movements of a man who'd learned to compensate for a body that didn't always cooperate. His carved wooden cane clicked against the deck with each step, a sound as familiar to Cassian as his own heartbeat. They'd been friends since the Academy, since they were fifteen-year-old cadets convinced they'd save the world. Eleven years later, the world remained stubbornly unsaved.

"You look like shit," Rowan said.

"Thank you for the observation." Cassian grabbed his formal coat from the back of his chair—white linen with gold trim, the uniform of a Solari captain. "I assume you're here for a reason beyond insulting my appearance."

"Several reasons, actually." Rowan lowered himself into the chair by Cassian's desk, stretching his left leg out with a wince. The old wound ached in storm pressure—and there was always storm pressure around Cassian now, the air perpetually charged with electricity he couldn't fully contain. "The Accord meeting is in an hour. Your mother sent three messages demanding updates. And Marrick wanted me to remind you that you're supposed to be at our wedding next spring, which requires you to be, and I quote, 'not dead.'"

Cassian fastened the coat's buttons, hiding the worst of the glowing veins beneath crisp fabric. "Tell Marrick I'll be there."

"Will you?"

The question hung in the air like ozone before a strike.

Cassian met Rowan's eyes in the mirror. His friend's dark face was carefully neutral, but eleven years of friendship made the concern impossible to hide. Rowan knew. Of course he knew—he was the ship's medic, had been treating Cassian's "minor burns" and "overuse fatigue" for months. Had watched the symptoms progress despite every treatment they'd tried.

"I have time," Cassian said.

"How much?"

"Enough."

Rowan's jaw tightened. "Cassian—"

"I said enough." Lightning sparked across Cassian's shoulders, involuntary, uncontrolled. The air crackled. A navigational chart on the desk smoked at the edges.

Rowan didn't flinch. Just reached over and moved the chart away from the spreading scorch marks.

"Your mother's going to notice," he said quietly. "If she hasn't already. Helena Stormwright doesn't miss anything."

"My mother sees exactly what she wants to see." Cassian forced his breathing to slow, forced the lightning back beneath his skin. The blue glow dimmed but didn't disappear. "A war hero. A worthy heir. A captain who will bring glory to the Dominion."

"And if she sees a son who's becoming Drowned?"

The word landed like a blow.

Drowned. The fate of every Tidecaller who drew too much power, who let the magic consume them instead of controlling it. The fate of Admiral Korven Stormwright, Cassian's father, who had hidden his corruption until the madness took him. Who had killed twenty-three crew members in a lightning-fueled rampage before his own son had put a bolt through his heart.

The official record said Korven died in battle. A hero's death. Cassian had written the report himself, hands steady, eyes dry, the smell of his father's burning flesh still clinging to his uniform.

"I won't become him," Cassian said. "That's why I volunteered for this mission."

"To die in the Tempest Wastes instead of at home?"

"To find answers." Cassian turned from the mirror, faced his friend directly. "The Tideline was created by Tidecallers. If there's knowledge out there about how our magic works, about how to stop the corruption—"

"There isn't." Rowan's voice was gentle, but firm. "Cassian, people have been looking for a cure for four hundred years. If one existed—"

"Then I'll die trying to find it." Cassian's voice didn't waver. "Better than dying in some Council chamber while my mother orders my execution to avoid scandal."

Rowan's eyes widened. "She wouldn't—"

"She burned my father's body before it was cold. Told the priests he'd requested cremation. Made sure no one would ever know what he'd become." Cassian laughed, and the sound was bitter as bile. "Helena Stormwright would execute her own son before she'd let him embarrass the family. It's not cruelty. It's duty. She genuinely believes she'd be doing me a kindness."

"That's—" Rowan stopped. Swallowed. "Gods, Cassian."

"Don't." The word came out sharper than Cassian intended. "I don't want pity. I want time. This mission gives me time. A few weeks, maybe a few months, away from her oversight. Away from the Court's scrutiny. If I can find something—anything—that slows the progression..."

He didn't finish the sentence. Didn't need to. They both knew how slim the chances were.

Rowan was quiet for a long moment. Then he reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small vial—glass filled with pale blue liquid that seemed to glow faintly in the cabin's dim light.

"It won't cure you," he said. "But it might buy you more time. I've been working on it for months. Electrical suppressant. It should dampen the worst of the symptoms, help you sleep, reduce the visible signs."

Cassian took the vial, turning it in his fingers. "How long did this take you?"

"Long enough that Marrick thinks I've been having an affair with my laboratory." Rowan's smile didn't reach his eyes. "He sends his love, by the way. Said to tell you that if you die before the wedding, he'll find a necromancer and kill you again himself."

Something loosened in Cassian's chest. Rowan and Marrick—his oldest friend and the merchant who'd somehow won that friend's heart—were the closest thing to family he had left. The only people who saw him as something other than the Tempest Prince, the war hero, the Stormwright heir.

"Thank you," he said. "Both of you."

"Thank me by surviving." Rowan pushed himself to his feet, gripping his cane. "Now. About this Accord meeting. I assume you've read the briefings?"

"I've read them." Cassian tucked the vial into his coat pocket, felt its slight weight against his chest like a promise. "Forty Shadowtide callers from the Umbral Covenant. Commander Selene Vex as their liaison. Five ships, mixed crews, a mission to map the Wastes and investigate Tideline failures."

"And you're commanding the entire fleet."

"I'm commanding the fleet." Cassian moved to his desk, shuffled through papers that didn't need shuffling. "First joint operation in two hundred years. If it goes wrong, I'll be remembered as the captain who started another war. If it goes right..."

"You'll be remembered as the captain who saved the realms." Rowan's tone was dry. "No pressure."

"None at all." Cassian found the document he'd been avoiding—the crew manifest from the Umbral Covenant. Names he didn't recognize, ranks and specializations noted in neat script. Forty potential enemies. Forty people who'd grown up being told that Stormborn callers were monsters. "Have you reviewed the Shadowtide assignments?"

"I have." Rowan limped closer, tapped a name on the page. "This one's interesting. Commander Kaia Thorne. One of Commander Vex's protégés, apparently. Strong tactical record, multiple dangerous missions survived, known for precision and control."

Cassian's eyes caught on the brief biographical note. Parents killed in Solari raid, year 217. Brother Eryx, deceased.

"She lost family to us," he said.

"Most of them have." Rowan's voice was matter-of-fact. "We've been at war for two hundred years, Cassian. Everyone's lost someone."

True. Cassian had lost his father—not to the Umbral, but to the corruption that came from wielding Stormborn power without restraint. Lost him twice, really: once to the madness, once to the lightning bolt that had ended it.

"She'll hate me," he said. "They all will."

"Probably." Rowan shrugged. "Does it matter?"

Did it? Cassian had spent his career being hated—by enemies, by rivals, by subordinates who resented his rapid rise. The Tempest Prince, they called him. Golden boy of the Solari fleet. If they knew the truth—that the golden boy was rotting from the inside out, that every victory had cost him another piece of his humanity—would they hate him more or less?

"No," he said finally. "It doesn't matter."

The door opened without a knock.

Admiral Helena Stormwright entered like a storm front: inevitable, cold, and utterly commanding. She wore the formal grey of the High Admiralty, silver hair pulled back in a severe bun that emphasized the sharp planes of her face. At fifty-two, she remained one of the most feared figures in the Solari Dominion—and Cassian's mother had never let him forget that fear and respect were the same currency.

"Captain Stormwright." Her eyes swept the cabin, cataloging every detail. "Lieutenant Ashford. You're dismissed."

Rowan didn't move. "Admiral, I—"

"I said dismissed, Lieutenant."

Cassian gave Rowan a small nod. Go. I'll be fine.

His friend's expression said clearly that he didn't believe it, but he left anyway, cane tapping against the deck as he closed the door behind him.

Helena waited until the footsteps faded. Then she crossed to Cassian's desk and picked up the Umbral crew manifest, studying it with the same clinical detachment she'd apply to a battlefield map.

"You're sending me reports," she said. "But you're not telling me everything."

"I'm telling you what's relevant to the mission."

"And your health?" Her pale eyes lifted to his face. "Is that not relevant?"

Cassian's heart stuttered. The lightning beneath his skin flickered, threatening to surge. He forced it down with an effort that made his temples throb.

"I'm fine."

"You're lying." Helena set down the manifest and approached him, close enough that he could smell her perfume—salt and citrus, the scent of his childhood. Her hand rose toward his face, and for a moment, Cassian thought she might touch him gently. Tenderly.

Instead, she gripped his chin and tilted his head toward the light.

"Your eyes," she said. "They're beginning to crackle."

He pulled away. "It's nothing. Fatigue."

"It's corruption." The word fell between them like a blade. "Don't insult us both by pretending otherwise, Cassian. I watched your father hide his symptoms for six months before the end. I know what it looks like."

"Then you know I have time."

"How much?"

The same question Rowan had asked. Cassian gave the same answer: "Enough."

Helena's lips thinned. "That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I have." He moved to the window, stared out at the harbor. The Tempest Crown rode at anchor among a dozen other Solari vessels, white sails furled, golden figureheads glinting in the morning sun. In three days, this fleet would sail to meet the Shadowtide ships. In three days, everything would change.

"I volunteered for this mission because I believe I can make a difference," Cassian said. "The Tideline is failing. If we don't find a solution, there won't be a Dominion left to protect. You taught me that duty comes before self. Before comfort. Before survival."

"I taught you to be strong." Helena's voice was cold, but something flickered behind it—something that might have been grief, quickly suppressed. "Your father thought he was strong too. Right up until the moment he slaughtered his own crew."

Cassian's hands clenched on the windowsill. "I'm not him."

"You're exactly like him. That's what frightens me." Helena approached, stood at his shoulder. In the window's reflection, he could see her face: composed, controlled, utterly unreadable. "Korven was the most powerful Stormborn caller of his generation. Brilliant tactician. Beloved by his men. Everyone said he'd change the course of the war."

"And then he went mad."

"And then he went mad." Helena's voice didn't waver. "And I had to watch my husband become a monster. Had to give the order to contain him. Had to let my nineteen-year-old son be the one to end it because no one else was strong enough."

Cassian closed his eyes. He could still feel it—the lightning leaving his hands, striking his father's chest, the way Korven had looked at him in that last moment. Not with rage or madness, but with relief.

Thank you, his father's eyes had said. Thank you for ending it.

"I won't become him," Cassian said again. "That's why I'm going. To find answers. To stop this before it goes too far."

"And if you can't? If you find nothing? If the corruption takes you while you're surrounded by Shadowtide enemies and there's no one who can stop you?"

"Then I'll handle it myself." The words came out steady, certain. He'd thought about this. Planned for it. "Before it gets that bad. I won't let myself become what he became."

Helena was silent for a long moment. Then she reached up and placed her hand on his shoulder—the first gentle touch she'd offered him in years.

"I know," she said quietly. "That's what I'm afraid of."

She left without another word. The door clicked shut behind her, and Cassian was alone with his reflection, with the lightning crawling beneath his skin, with the weight of a legacy that had already destroyed one man and was coming for him next.

He pulled out the vial Rowan had given him. Uncorked it. Drank it in one swallow.

The effect was immediate—a cooling sensation spreading through his veins, the electrical charge dampening to a low hum. The blue glow faded. The urge to destroy, to burn, to unleash the storm building inside him... it quieted.

Not gone. Never gone. But manageable.

Enough time, he told himself. I have enough time.

Three days until the mission began. Three days until he sailed into waters where reality itself broke down. Three days until he met the Shadowtide callers who would be his reluctant allies or his inevitable enemies.

Three days until he met her.

He didn't know her name yet. Didn't know she was hiding secrets darker than his own. Didn't know that her shadows would answer his lightning in ways that would change everything.

All he knew was that he was running out of time, and the Tempest Wastes were his last hope.

Cassian Stormwright straightened his coat, composed his expression into the mask of the Tempest Prince, and went to face his fleet.

I won't become my father, he swore silently.

But the lightning beneath his skin crackled in response, as if it knew something he didn't.

As if it was only a matter of time.
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