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​Dedication
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For those who walk between light and shadow,

who keep their courage even when the sky breaks—

and to my Dinky, whose laughter reminds me that

even in the darkest valleys, joy finds a way.

"When the shadow rises, the brave do not run—

they shine."

"The Rift calls every name.

Only the strong remember their own."



​

​


​Part I – The Restless Valley
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​Chapter One: The Sky Unravels
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The valley was restless.

Jaxon stood atop the Crystal Temple’s highest balcony; eyes fixed on the swirling distortion high above. The shimmering spiral had grown larger, twisting with a darkness that seemed to reach out like claws.

Beside him, Luna tightened the straps on her gear, her jaw set with quiet determination. “It’s getting stronger.”

Seris appeared behind them, her voice calm but edged with warning. “The Rift is waking. Whatever waits beyond is testing its reach — pushing it closer to us.”

Jaxon clenched his fists. “We thought sealing the locks would buy us time. But this... this feels like the beginning of something else.”

Seris’s gaze turned toward the valley below, where shadows flickered just beyond the edges of the villages, creeping like smoke in the wind. “Time is running short. We need to find where the Rift is bleeding through next — before it’s too late.”

A sudden chill swept the air, and the spiral above pulsed in sync with their heartbeats — a dark rhythm calling them forward.

Luna swallowed, voice steady despite the fear in her eyes. “Then let’s answer the call.”

Jaxon nodded, the weight of the coming storm settling on his shoulders.

The sky above was not the same.

And neither were they.

The balcony floor thrummed under their boots — a low, bone-deep hum from the temple’s crystal veins. The Crystal Temple had always sung when danger neared, its prismatic pillars filling with light like lungs with air. But today the song sounded wrong, a half-note low, like a voice speaking from underwater.

From the valley came another sound: the alarm drums: two beats, pause, two beats. Villagers moved like threads in a loom, weaving lines from doorways to pens, guiding herds into the safety rings of standing stones. Pterosaurs wheeled over the lake, their silhouettes knifing the lit clouds as if cutting the shadow into smaller pieces could weaken it.

“Do you feel that?” Luna whispered.

Jaxon didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The pulse from the spiral was inside his chest now, not just around it. It didn’t hurt. It tugged.

Seris placed her palm on the balcony’s rail. The crystal lip cooled, then flashed with symbols that rose like frost. “It’s changing pattern. The Rift’s heartbeat is... counting.”

“Counting what?” Jaxon asked.

“Places,” Seris said. “Doors.”

A gust peeled across the balcony. Below, a young triceratops bleated, separated from its herd by a swath of oily fog crawling over the pasture like spilled ink. Jaxon sucked in a breath. The fog didn’t sit still — it wriggled, as if something inside it were trying to push out.

“Luna, with me,” Jaxon said. He swung over the rung ladder, boots hitting steps two at a time. Luna followed without a word, the metal clasps on her harness ticking against stone.

“Wait,” Seris called. “Don’t touch the fog if you can help it. It steals warmth.”

“We won’t,” Jaxon said, already halfway down.

They reached the courtyard and sprinted for the meadow path. The air grew colder with each stride; even the insects went quiet, their usual summer buzz folding into the hush. Where the fog met sunlight, the edges smoked.

The triceratops calf bellowed again — high, panicked. It pawed at the ground, hornlets too small to be useful, sides heaving.

“It’s okay,” Jaxon said softly, kneeling at the pasture fence. He extended an open hand like Seris had taught them for frightened animals. “Easy. We’ve got you.”

The fog jerked toward him. Not drifted — jerked. A thread of shadow stretched like a hand, reaching for his wrist.

Luna whipped a coil from her belt and snapped it through the air. The weighted end sparked where it struck the fog, scattering it into tatters. “Move,” she barked, as to the calf as much as to Jaxon. She planted her feet, looped the coil around the fence post, and pulled, creating a narrow passage between two clumps of fog.

Jaxon slid through and pressed both palms to the calf’s brow. The skin was cold as river stone. The trike shuddered, eyes rolling. “You’re okay,” Jaxon whispered, forcing calm into his voice. He felt the pulse again — not the Rift’s, but something softer, hidden under panic. A heartbeat. He matched his breath to it, slow and steady.

The calf quieted. Together, they backed it out through Luna’s narrow gap. The fog reached again but met only the crackle of Luna’s coil.

They cleared the fence, and the calf collapsed against Jaxon’s side, tremors becoming shivers.

“Blanket!” Luna shouted to a nearby villager. A woven throw appeared, then another. They draped the calf and rubbed its flank until it snorted and blinked, the stiffness leaving its legs.

“Thank you,” the villager breathed. “I thought the darkness had it.”

“It didn’t,” Jaxon said, though his hand still tingled where the shadow had brushed him. A faint white mark, like frost, faded across his skin and then was gone.

Luna saw it too. “Jax...?”

“I’m fine,” he said quickly. Too quickly. “We need to get back to Seris.”

They returned up the path, the valley spreading uneasily around them. On the far ridge, a line of hadrosaurs trumpeted at nothing visible. A flock of pterosaurs broke formation and flared away from an empty patch of sky. Even the river looked darker, as if the water had swallowed shadows like a mouth swallowed words.

Seris waited by the temple’s outer gate, her staff planted in the soil. The crystal at its tip flickered between blue and black, unsure which world to belong to.

“You touched it,” she said without turning.

Jaxon blinked. “Barely.”

“Barely is enough.” Seris reached out, not for his hand but for his shoulder, checking his temperature as much as his strength. “You kept your warmth. Good.”

“What happens if you don’t?” Luna asked.

Seris’s eyes slid to the pasture. “You slow. Then you stop. And the shadow learns your shape.”

A band of elders approached, faces drawn. “Keeper,” one said to Seris, “the northern orchards are covered in the fog. And the lake... the lake is talking.” His voice broke on the last word. “It says names.”

“What names?” Seris asked gently.

“Children’s.”

Luna’s jaw tightened. “We’re going.”

Seris lowered her staff and traced a circle on the packed earth with its crystal tip. The ground lit with a ring of pale light that sank like breath into the soil. “We will go — but not blind. The Rift leaves echoes. We can make them visible.”

She looked to Jaxon. “You should stand at the center.”

“Because of the locks?” Jaxon asked, though he knew that wasn’t the whole of it.

“Because the Rift... listens to you,” Seris said carefully. “It always has.”

Jaxon stepped into the circle. The light rose to his ankles, then to his knees, as if the ground were becoming water. The temple’s humming deepened into a chord. Above them, the spiral pulsed — once, twice, three times — and the air over the ring trembled on the third beat.

Images cracked into being, shards of sight like crystal plates:

— The northern orchards' leaves coated in frost, though the day was hot. A smear of darkness tugged at the world between the trunks like a rip in fabric.

— The lake’s surface pulling upward into a thin column, ripples spelling letters that rearrange into names.

— The Whispering Pines at the valley’s edge, each needle vibrating with a pitch too high to hear, and in the tremble a flicker of something moving between the trees — too fast, too sleek, wrong.

The images froze. The crystal ring dimmed.

“Three weak points,” Seris said. “Three doors.”

“Which first?” Luna asked.

Jaxon was already turning to the north. “The orchards. If the fog spreads, it’ll cut the valley in half. We won’t be able to move the herds.”

Seris nodded once. “Agreed. Take the east ridge path. It stays high — the fog rolls low.”

They moved quickly. Luna checked their packs — flares, coils of woven copper-wire, a pouch of river glass. Seris lifted a satchel of moon-powder, the fine dust so pale it was almost invisible until it caught light. Jaxon slung his spear across his back. The weapon wasn’t just wood and stone anymore; the crystal tip had been set with a slice of the Temple’s heart after the locks were sealed. It hummed when he touched it, like a caged note.

“Jax,” Luna said as they started out. “If it reaches for you again... don’t be brave.”

“I’ll be smart,” he promised.

“Be both,” she said. “But if you have to pick, pick smart.”

They kept to the ridge trail, their boots crunching on sun-dried needles. The orchards spilled below them in neat green sheets, shining under the day — and then not shining at all, as if someone had dragged a dark brush through the center. Where the fog touched, brown spread through leaves in veins.

Something moved along the furthest row. A ripple. Then a shape — tall, lean, a raptor’s outline whose scales drank light instead of reflecting it. It lifted its head, and where a normal creature might have eyes, this had two pits of ember-red.

Luna stopped dead. “Tell me that’s a trick of the light,” she whispered.

Jaxon didn’t answer. The wind carried the thing’s scent up the ridge — not musk, not animal. Cold. Like the air in caves that never saw the sun. Like stone too deep to warm.

The shadow-raptor — no other name fit — placed a claw against the trunk of a fruit tree. The bark blackened where it touched, the color spreading out in threads. Not rot. Not frost. Something else.

“It’s marking a path,” Seris said quietly. “They leave trails they can follow back.”

“They?” Luna asked.

Seris didn’t look away from the raptor. “The Forgotten.”

The raptor’s head snapped toward them. Jaxon felt the pulse again, but it wasn’t from the Rift this time. It was from inside the creature. The rhythm was the same. It took one step, then another, then sprang — not at them, but away, into the thicker fog.

“Did it see us?” Luna asked.

“Oh yes,” Seris said. “And it chose not to finish the seeing. That’s worse.”

They slid down from the ridge, landing lightly in the rows. The fog clung to the tree bases, coiling around roots like lazy snakes. Seris shook moon-powder from her fingers; it fell like slow snow and stuck wherever the fog touched it, outlining currents. Jaxon realized it wasn’t random — the fog flowed. It was heading toward a single point at the orchard’s center.

“The door,” Jaxon said.

They reached a clearing where stones made a circle around a well. The fog throbbed here, expanding and contracting like a lung. The well’s rope was damp with cold, a rime of frost creeping up fibers toward the pulley.

“Names,” Luna whispered.

Jaxon listened. At first, all he heard was air, the slow whisper of the fog. Then, under it, faint as a memory: “Mara... Tiko... Ash...”

The names were from the schoolhouse. From the smaller village across the footbridge. Jaxon’s stomach tightened.

“Seris,” he said hoarsely. “How—”

“Echoes,” Seris said, her voice steady to keep his from breaking. “They listen. They repeat. They don’t know what the names mean. Not yet.”

Luna had already moved to the stone ring, laying copper-wire coils in a pattern Seris had taught them last winter, when the locks were only stories. Seris traced sigils on the well stones with moon-powder. Jaxon planted his spear in the ground, crystal tip angled toward the fog’s heart.

“On my mark,” Seris said. “Luna, spark the coils. Jax, when the fog recoils, aim for the gap. Do not step into the circle. If the door opens, it will try to swap places with whatever stands above it.”

“Swap—?” Jaxon began.

“Not now,” Seris said. “Mark!”

Luna struck flint. Sparks bit the copper. The coils glowed, and a crackle popped through the air. The fog sprang back, a startled animal. For a heartbeat, the clearing was empty air — and inside that heartbeat Jaxon saw it: a slit in the world. Not black. Not light. A color that wasn’t a color, the way silence wasn’t a sound.

Jaxon drove the spear forward. The crystal tip sang and sank into the slit’s edge. Everything lurched. The world tilted. The clearing fell away, and the sky fell toward him, and for an instant Jaxon was sure the door had pulled him through — but then Luna’s hand clamped his shoulder, anchoring him, and Seris’s staff struck stone with a syllable of power that tasted like iron.

The slit snapped shut. The coils dimmed. The fog held itself in place like a breath held too long.

Then, slow as sap, it exhaled — and dissolved. Not gone entirely, but thin enough that sunlight laced through it like threads.

The well rope steamed where frost melted.

Jaxon’s knees felt weak. He forced them to lock. He didn’t let go of the spear until Luna did first.

“You okay?” she asked.

He shook out his hand. The white mark flashed again and vanished. “Yeah.”

Seris circled the well, nose wrinkling with concentration. “We sealed it,” she said at last. “This one.”

“One of three,” Luna said.

Seris looked toward the lake. “Two of three.”

“And then the pines,” Jaxon murmured. The image of the shadow-raptor slid through his head like a blade. “What if more doors open while we’re closing these?”

“Then we move faster,” Seris said. “And we hope the valley holds.”

A distant rumble rolled from the north ridge, the ground trembling under their feet. Not thunder. Footfalls. Heavy ones.

Jaxon and Luna exchanged a look. “Titans,” they said together.

A column of sauropods crested the horizon, necks like living bridges pointing not toward their usual feeding grounds but toward the lake — drawn to it, to the sound of their names in the water or to the silence that replaced them. Smaller herds flanked the column, matching its pace as if tethered.

“They’re migrating wrong,” Luna said.

“Not wrong,” Seris murmured. “Commanded.”

“By who?” Jaxon asked.

Seris lifted her staff and pointed — not at the sauropods, the lake, or the sky. The spiral had widened, dark and bright at its edges, its pulse steady and certain.

“The Rift is calling,” she said.

A shadow detached from the orchard’s far side and glided across the clearing. The raptor again — or another like it — its shape crisp now that the fog had thinned. It paused at the circle’s edge, nostrils flaring, then leaned its head toward Jaxon as if listening for something inside him. The air grew so cold that Jaxon’s breath fogged.

“Back,” Seris said softly. “Don’t give it your reflection.”

The raptor’s ember-pits brightened. It stretched a claw to touch the line where moon-powder still glowed faintly on stone — and hissed when the light burned its skin into smoke. It recoiled with a violent snap of its head, stared one heartbeat longer, and vanished into a seam between two trees that Jaxon was sure hadn’t been there before.

“What does it want?” Luna asked.

Seris didn’t move. “The same thing any shadow wants,” she said. “A shape.”

Jaxon tightened his grip on the spear. The pulse from the sky matched his heartbeat again, a call-and-answer he hadn’t invited but couldn’t ignore.

“Lake next,” he said.

Luna nodded. “Lake next.”

Seris touched the stone again, leaving a final rune gleaming and sinking. “And then the pines,” she said. “Because the thing that watched us won’t wait forever.”

They climbed back to the ridge in a world holding its breath. The orchards shone again, greens bright and ordinary — but the ordinary felt like a costume the valley had put on, a play it was acting for their sake.

Halfway up, Jaxon paused. The hum from the spear had changed — a higher vibration, almost playful despite everything. He glanced down. The crystal tip was faintly lit... not with the Temple’s cool blue but with a thread of the Rift’s pulse.

“Seris,” he said. “It’s—”

“I know,” she said, without looking. “I’ve known since the first lock. The Rift recognizes you.”

“Why me?” Jaxon asked the question that had grown teeth in his head since the day the sky first tore.

Seris’s mouth softened. “Because the world likes balance,” she said. “And doors need both sides to hold.”

They reached the top. The lake lay sprawled like a mirror. In the center, a wind brush drew letters across its skin, the strokes too neat to be waves. Names. New ones now.

Luna set her jaw. “We move,” she said, and Jaxon heard no tremble in it this time.

He looked once more at the spiral in the sky. It pulsed, and for a single breath, he felt not a tug but a push, as if something out there had put a hand on his back and wanted to guide him toward the water.

Jaxon stepped away from the edge. “We move,” he echoed, and didn’t look up again.
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​Chapter Two: Shadows in the Villages
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The Rift’s pulse did not stay in the orchards.

It followed them.

By the time Jaxon, Luna, and Seris reached the lower paths, the valley’s rhythm had changed. The village drums, which usually beat in steady patterns for work, meals, and dusk, stumbled now—two beats, a pause, a scatter of anxious tapping whenever someone swore they saw their own shadow move sideways. Smoke drifted from hurried braziers where families burned sagevine and orange peel to escape nightmares. Pterosaurs refused the open sky and clustered on roofbeams, folding their wings tight like cloaks against cold that hadn’t come from weather.

Jaxon slowed as they entered the square. The fountain in the center—once a place of splash fights and gossip—had become a hush circle. People gathered in tight knots, muttering not to each other but to themselves. At first, it sounded like a prayer in many voices. Then Jaxon realized it was a list.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
8 JAXON AND THE
DIN(})SAURS SERIES

THE RISING '
SHADOW |

M. WILLIAMS





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





