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The world was quiet the moment Aria opened her eyes.

Too quiet.

Not the silence of winter, nor the silence of a ruined land still learning how to breathe again after the Cataclysm —

but the silence of something watching.

She pushed herself up from the cold stone floor, breath trembling in her chest.

The air shimmered faintly, bending around her skin the way light bends around heat. The Bond — the fragile thread that had once tied her to Rowan — pulsed somewhere deep within her, thin as a spider’s strand.

Alive.

But wrong.

The last thing she remembered was fire.

Shattering sky.

A scream torn from her throat as the world split open.

And Rowan—

Rowan disappearing into the heart of the darkness that swallowed him whole.

Aria rose to her feet, her legs unsteady. Outside the broken hall, dawn should have been rising. Instead, the horizon glowed with a sickly blue shimmer, drifting like breath across glass.

A disturbance.

A warning.

Her Bond flickered again—brief, sharp, electric.

“Rowan?” she whispered into the half-light.

No answer.

But the silence shifted.

She felt it before she heard it: a tremor in the air, a pulse of cold so sudden she gasped. Shadows bled across the walls, creeping toward her like spilled ink. They curled around her boots, tasting her magic, testing her fear.

Aria didn’t move.

“Show me,” she breathed.

And the world obeyed.

Darkness surged upward, swallowing the room in a rush of icy wind. A vision struck her — not a memory, not a dream, but something deeper, pulled straight through the Bond.

A boy’s laugh.

A man’s hand reaching for hers.

A monster’s eyes glowing blue as lightning cracked across his skin.

Rowan.

All of him.

None of him.

The vision snapped, leaving her breathless.

He was alive.

Somewhere between light and shadow, between who he had been and what the Taint had made of him.

But he was breaking.

Aria swallowed hard, steadying herself against the ruined stone.

“No,” she whispered. “You don’t get to fade. Not now. Not after everything.”

The shadows around her stirred, shifting as if they understood her vow — or challenged it.

Aria lifted her chin.

If the Bond still existed, even fractured, then she would follow it.

Into the Tainted Lands.

Into the heart of the darkness that had stolen him.

Into whatever part of Rowan still remembered her.

She stepped forward, and the shadows parted like a path.

“Hold on,” she whispered, her voice trembling but sure.

“I’m coming.”

And somewhere far beyond the broken light,

a pair of blue-lit eyes snapped open.
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Aria came back to herself on a breath that wasn’t fully hers.

Cold air scraped down her throat as she dragged it in, sharp enough to sting, sharp enough to remind her that she was—

Alive.

Barely.

The world around her was silent in the way broken things were silent: a silence that hummed, tense and waiting. Snow—or ash—drifted from a sky torn open by light. The ground beneath her palms pulsed faintly, like the heartbeat of something dying.

Aria blinked, vision swimming, and pushed up onto her elbows. Every muscle trembled. Her cloak was scorched, edges curled like burnt paper. Her hands were shaking, dirt and dried blood streaking her wrists.

But none of it mattered.

The first thought slicing through the fog was a name.

Rowan.

Her pulse jumped painfully. She searched the ruins with her eyes—shattered stone, splintered trees, the lingering shimmer of magic that hadn’t faded since the blast.

But he wasn’t there.

A breath hitched in her chest.

No—no, he had to be—

Aria closed her eyes and reached inward.

Toward the Bond.

The familiar thread flared weakly, like a spark buried under snow. Not empty. Not gone. Just... dim. Thin. Wrong.

A shiver crawled up her spine.

“Rowan,” she whispered, voice breaking. “Can you hear me?”

The Bond didn’t answer with words. It pulsed—once, fragile and faint, as if from a distance she couldn’t begin to measure. A pulse that wasn’t hers. A pain that wasn’t hers.

Alive.

But slipping.

Aria’s breath shattered. The world tilted.

He wasn’t beside her. He wasn’t safe. He wasn’t—

She forced herself upright, gripping a cracked stone for balance as dizziness washed over her. The battlefield stretched out in jagged lines of destruction, glowing fissures running like veins across the frozen ground.

This was where the blast had hit.

Where Rowan had stood between her and the collapsing shard of Shadow.

Where he had whispered her name before the world exploded in light and darkness.

The memory slammed into her like a blow—his hand pushing her back, his eyes burning bright, the storm swallowing him whole—

Aria squeezed her eyes shut.

“No,” she breathed. “I’m not losing you. Not again.”

The Bond fluttered weakly, as if it heard her.

As if Rowan was reaching back.

Aria staggered to her feet, ignoring the cold that gnawed at her bones. Each movement felt like wading through half-solid air, as if the blast had thickened the world around her. She brushed dust from her cloak and looked toward the distant ridgeline.

Smoke rose there—thin columns twisting into the pale sky.

Not from the battle.

From the camps.

People were already watching.

A sudden rustle behind her made Aria spin, her heart slamming against her ribs. Shadows flickered between the broken archways. Too fast. Too sharp.

“Rowan?” she whispered—but she already knew.

It wasn’t him.

The shadows stilled.

They weren't creatures.

Not soldiers.

Not ghosts.

They were simply... places where light bent wrong, as though something enormous had passed through moments before. Places where the air felt colder, the ground heavier, her breath shorter.

Traces of the Shadow Realm.

Her pulse spiked.

Rowan had carried some Shadow within him—yes. But this... this was different. This was stronger. Wilder. Untamed.

And very, very close.

Aria forced her voice steady.

“I’m not afraid of you.”

The shadows didn’t move. Didn’t flee.

They watched.

The Bond fluttered faintly, reacting—not in warning, but in recognition. As if Rowan had brushed against these wrong-shaped darknesses. As if they were echoes of where he had been taken.

Aria swallowed hard.

She needed to get out. She needed to reach the city, the Council, anyone who could help her follow the Bond’s fading thread. But when she turned toward the distant path, she froze.

Two figures stood there. Cloaked. Armed. Their silhouettes sharp against the snow.

Council scouts.

Her blood chilled.

They had come faster than she expected.

A voice carried on the wind—calm, controlled, too polite to be anything but dangerous:

“Aria. Step away from the epicenter.”

Her fingers twitched toward her dagger.

The other scout spoke, quieter but colder:

“Don’t make this difficult. We need to confirm whether you survived alone.”

Aria felt the meaning beneath the words like a knife under the skin.

Whether you survived alone.

Whether Rowan... didn’t.

She tightened her grip on her weapon.

“I’m not leaving.”

The first scout’s hand rested on his sword. “We’re under strict orders—”

“I know your orders,” Aria cut in, her voice low, trembling with cold and fury. “And if you take another step, I swear I will consider you a threat.”

The scouts hesitated.

The shadows behind her whispered.

And the Bond pulsed again—weak, distant, but unmistakably Rowan.

Alive.

Aria raised her chin, eyes blazing.

“I’m going to find him,” she said. “No matter what the Council thinks. No matter what stands in my way.”

The wind howled through the ruins, scattering ash like falling stars.

The scouts drew their blades.

And Aria, still trembling, lifted hers in return.

Snow swirled around them in frantic, circular gusts, as though even the wind couldn’t choose a side. Aria stood between the scouts and the ruins, her pulse a violent drum beneath her ribs.

One wrong breath — and blood would spill.

Again.

“Aria,” the older scout said, lowering his hood as if to soften his tone. His eyes were sharp, a soldier’s eyes, trained to measure threat before humanity. “Listen to me. After the Cataclysm, the Council can’t risk—”

“Risk what?” she snapped. “That I survived?”

“That you didn’t survive alone.”

The words hung between them like frostbitten blades.

Aria’s chest tightened. Even now — even after everything — they feared what she and Rowan had been.

Feared the power of their Bond.

Feared that together, they were something the Council could never control.

“I know what you’re insinuating,” Aria said, stepping forward, boots crunching through the ice. “But Rowan didn’t cause the collapse. He saved—”

The younger scout cut her off. “Aria... people died. Entire battalions vanished. We need to confirm that no Shadow entity escaped.”

She felt the ground shift under her feet. Not physically — something inside her.

So that was it.

They no longer saw Rowan as a person.

They saw him as a breach.

A threat.

A weapon.

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t call him that.”

But the Bond flickered weakly, as though hearing the exchange from somewhere far away. It pulsed once — a plea, a fragment, a heartbeat made of light and darkness.

Alive.

Terrified.

Lost.

Aria’s throat burned.

The older scout took a careful step toward her. “We need you to come with us. If the Bond is unstable, we must contain—”

“Contain?” Her laugh was sharp, brittle. “You want to cage me?”

“If necessary.”

Aria inhaled, and for the first time since waking, her magic stirred — thin, jagged threads of blue spreading under her skin like cracks in ice. The air hummed. The shadows bent toward her, and even the scouts flinched back.

Not because they feared her power.

But because they saw something in her eyes.

Resolve.

Desperation.

And the promise that she would burn the world open to reach Rowan.

“I’m going to find him,” she said, each word steady as stone. “And if you try to stop me...”

She didn’t finish the sentence.

She didn’t have to.

The ground trembled, a deep, resonant shudder — the kind the world made when a Bond flared for the first time in days. A shockwave of cold swept over them, brushing Aria’s cheek like a distant touch.

Rowan.

She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, her breath catching.

He was calling out.

Not in words.

In instinct.

In pain.

She opened her eyes, sharper than the wind.

“This conversation is over.”

The scouts exchanged a panicked glance.

Aria turned toward the mountains — toward the direction her Bond pulled — and began to walk.

No one dared stand in her way.

By the time Aria reached the ridge overlooking the valley, the sky had deepened to the color of bruised steel. Columns of smoke still curled from the ruins scattered across the landscape — the last scars of the Cataclysm. She stood alone at the edge, wind clawing at her cloak, the Bond tugging faintly somewhere beyond the mountains.

She wasn’t alone for long.

A shimmer tore the air beside her, warping the snowflakes mid-fall. The distortion twisted, then snapped open into a vertical rift — the Council’s signature portal magic, cold and gleaming like broken glass.

Aria’s jaw tightened.

Of course.

Three figures stepped out. Cloaked. Masked. Their insignias glowed faintly against deep slate robes — the mark of the High Dominion, the Council’s internal enforcement division. The ones sent when a situation wasn’t just “dangerous.”

When it was unacceptable.

The leader raised a gloved hand.

“Aria Vale.”

Her name sounded like a verdict.

“We sensed a Bond surge,” he continued. “Strong enough to register in the capital. You should have reported this.”

Aria barked a humorless laugh. “I woke up in a ruin with half my memories scorching my skull. Forgive me for not filing paperwork.”

The man didn’t react. The Dominion never did.

That’s what made them terrifying.

“Your Bond with Rowan Caelan,” he said, voice sharp as frost, “should not be functional. He is presumed dead.”

Her heart lurched — but she masked it.

“He’s not.”

The second Dominion stepped forward. “Whether he is or isn’t is irrelevant. A destabilized Bond between a Shadow vessel and an untrained mage poses catastrophic risk. You are to return with us for containment and assessment.”

There it was again.

Containment.

The word scraped down her spine.

Her magic stirred in protest — sparks of blue threading across her fingertips, though she forced them still.

“I am not going anywhere with you,” Aria said.

The atmosphere tightened like stretched wire.

The lead Dominion tilted his head. “Refusal will be considered defiance of the Council. You understand the consequences.”

“Yes,” she said simply. “And I don’t care.”

A flicker of surprise — brief, but real — crossed the third Dominion’s masked face.

“You intend to locate Rowan Caelan,” the leader concluded. “Despite the risk.”

“That’s not a risk,” Aria said quietly. “That’s my choice.”

For a heartbeat, the world was silent except for the roar of the wind.

Then the Dominion spoke — not to her, but to the others.

“Mark her.”

Aria’s pulse froze.

They lifted their hands. Magic coiled, forming a sigil — a seal the Council placed only on fugitives.

Hunted.

Tracked.

Restricted.

Aria moved before she could think.

Shadow and light burst from her palms in a violent clash — the signature of her Bond, raw and unpredictable. The rune they cast shattered mid-air, dispersing into shards of blue fire.

The Dominions recoiled.

“She’s unstable—” one hissed.

“No,” Aria said, stepping back toward the mountain pass. “I’m done letting you decide what I am.”

The Bond throbbed again — a pulse, faint but urgent.

Calling her away.

Calling her home.

She turned and ran, snow exploding beneath her boots, cloak snapping behind her. Behind her, she heard commands barked, spells forming, the opening crackle of pursuit.

The hunt had begun.

And Aria didn’t look back.

Snow lashed at Aria’s face as she ran, the wind slicing at her cheeks with icy teeth. The mountain pass rose ahead in jagged, uneven steps — a path carved by storms and old wars, not meant for frantic escape. Her lungs burned, but she didn’t slow.

Behind her, the Dominion’s spells cracked through the air like distant thunder.

Keep moving. Don’t stop. Don’t think.

But thinking was impossible when the Bond flared again — not faint this time, not distant.

Strong.

Sudden.

A jolt of cold lightning shot through her ribs, stealing her breath. She stumbled, catching herself on a boulder rimed with frost. The mountain seemed to tilt beneath her as the world narrowed to a single, thundering sensation:

Rowan.

Not his voice.

Not his mind.

But the unmistakable echo of him — like a memory pressed too close to the skin.

Images flickered through her vision, sharp and disjointed:

A dark corridor.

Shifting shadows crawling up walls.

A hand—his hand—braced against stone.

Blue light crackling under his skin like shattered stars.

And pain.

A deep, bone-heavy ache that wasn’t hers.

Aria gasped, gripping her chest as if she could hold the Bond steady by sheer will.

“Rowan—”

Her voice splintered. “I feel you. I swear I feel you.”

Her knees buckled, and she dropped to the snow, breath ragged. The cold bit at her palms, but even that felt distant compared to the echo pounding through her veins.

He was hurting.

Hurting in a way she’d never felt through the Bond before.

Alive.

Wrong.

Changing.

She pressed her forehead to the icy ground, the world spinning around her. The Dominion’s shouts faded into meaningless noise. Nothing mattered except that desperate, pulsing thread tying her to him.

“Hold on,” she whispered, tears freezing at the corners of her lashes. “Please hold on.”

The mountain answered.

A tremor rippled through the snow beneath her knees. The wind stilled, as though the air itself was listening. Shadows deepened between the rocks — pooling, gathering, pulling toward her like a tide.

Aria lifted her head.

The shadows were moving.

Not in attack.

Not in malice.

In recognition.

They curled toward her boots, forming thin, wavering tendrils that brushed her skin without touching. Her magic responded instinctively — a flicker of blue light spiraling up her arm.

Shadow and light.

Together.

Her breath caught.

“Rowan,” she whispered. “Is this you... or what’s left of you?”

The shadows quivered, and for a heartbeat she thought she felt a reply — not words, but yearning. Need. A pull so strong it rocked her backward.

Then the moment shattered.

A spell cracked against the rocks behind her, exploding in a burst of white fire. The Dominion had reached the edge of the pass.

“Aria Vale!” the leader shouted. “Stand down!”

She rose slowly, turning toward the path ahead — the mountains stretching into mist, toward the place where the Bond throbbed like a beacon.

Her fear drained away.

There was only resolve.

“I’m coming, Rowan,” she breathed. “No Council, no gods, no shadows will stop me.”

Blue light flared around her fingers.

The shadows bent at her feet.

The world held its breath.

And Aria stepped into the mountains, leaving everything else behind.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




The night after the Bond’s pulse brings Aria no rest.

Shadows move where they shouldn’t.

Light flickers as if afraid.

And something in the air waits—

not for her,

but because of her.

The Council feels it too.

And now they are not only hunting Rowan...

they are hunting her.

Morning in the fractured city is never quiet anymore.

Not truly.

Aria steps onto the street, and the air meets her like something half-alive — cold, metallic, carrying a faint tremor beneath the cobblestones, as if the earth itself has begun to pulse out of rhythm. The sky hangs low, washed in the pale violet that appears only after heavy magic. Or after damage deep enough to bruise the atmosphere.

People move, but not the way they used to.

Vendors open their stalls in silence. Fishermen check their nets without laughter. Mothers hold their children close, keeping their eyes down, as though looking directly at the world might invite something unwelcome to look back.

Aria walks slowly, absorbing every detail, letting the city speak.

It speaks in cracks.

Thin lines run through the nearby walls like veins of old glass. A lantern flickers, dimming to a strange, smoky black before reigniting in a sickly gold. A stray breeze carries whispers that don’t belong to any human throat — soft, fragmented, like a thought trying to form itself into words.

She stops.

The whispering sharpens at the edge of her awareness, brushing her mind like cold fingers.

Not Rowan.

Not the Bond.

Something else.

Something that shouldn’t know her name — and yet feels as though it does.

Aria exhales slowly, letting the tension settle under her ribs. The more she watches, the more the city resembles a creature waking up wrong, stretching its limbs after too long in the dark. Not broken.

Changed.

And the change is spreading.

A group of workers attempt to repair a collapsed archway ahead. One man taps the stone lightly—and the echo that comes back is wrong. Hollow, but not from emptiness. Hollow from depth, as if the wall has become a doorway to somewhere beneath the city, somewhere they were never meant to reach.

The man recoils. Others pretend they didn’t hear it.

Aria did.

Bond energy flickers faintly under her skin, reacting instinctively — not to the workers, not to the city, but to the unfamiliar pull, distant and trembling, like the last fading vibration of a struck wire.

Rowan.

But not close.

Not safe.

The knowledge hits her chest in a quiet, painful bloom.

She wraps her cloak tighter and keeps moving. Every step she makes through the city feels like walking across thin ice, hearing it groan but not seeing the cracks yet. And people know something is coming. Their glances dart to the shadows too fast, to the sky too often, to her with something between fear and accusation.

It doesn’t matter.

She can’t let it matter.

Whatever is happening here — whatever wound the world has taken — it’s connected to him. And until she finds Rowan, until she sees him with her own eyes, she will not believe anything else.

The world feels wrong.

Because he’s missing.

And because someone else—someone stronger, more ancient, more patient—is noticing the absence.

Noticing her.

Aria forces her shoulders back and keeps walking, heart steady but breath sharp.

She is not afraid.

Not yet.

But she can feel the moment creeping closer.

When she will be.

The marketplace is quieter than Aria remembers it ever being.

Not because there are fewer people — the square is crowded — but because the noise has changed. Conversations that once spilled from every direction now dissolve into sharp whispers the moment she passes. Faces turn away too quickly. Others linger too long.

Fear has a sound.

This is it.

Aria keeps her gaze forward, though she feels every stare like a pebble striking her back. A pair of young boys stop mid-play, clutching their wooden swords to their chests as if she might snatch them away. An elderly woman mutters a prayer under her breath — not for Aria’s safety, but for protection from her.

Shadows stretch unnaturally beneath the stalls, as if listening.

A group of merchants stand at the corner, their voices hushed:

“She walked out of the blast zone unharmed—”

“They said the tethers reacted to her—”

“No one survives that kind of surge unless—”

The last merchant glances at Aria and abruptly stops speaking, jaw tightening.

Unless what?

Unless she caused it?

Aria’s chest tightens, but she keeps moving. She’s learned to carry pain without letting it reshape her posture. Still, the accusation lingers like smoke clinging to her skin.

A sudden tremor runs under the cobblestones — faint, barely noticeable, but enough that a few crates rattle. People flinch. One man drops his basket of fruit.

And they all look at her.

As if the tremor came from her.

Aria’s breath catches, heat rising unbidden to her cheeks. The Bond inside her shifts at the same moment — a flicker, a tremble, a pulse that has nothing to do with the city’s instability. Rowan. Pain flares for half a heartbeat, sharp enough that Aria grips the nearest stall to steady herself.

The vendor recoils as if she’s touched him with a burning hand.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” she says quietly, though the words taste useless the moment they leave her mouth.

The man only stares, eyes wide, until Aria steps back.

A mother near the water fountain pulls her daughter closer.

“Heard the Council is meeting again,” someone whispers behind her. “Because of her.”

“They should’ve acted sooner.”

“She’s marked—can’t you see it?”

Marked.

Aria stills.

She isn’t wearing anything unusual. No visible sigils. No glow. But fear doesn’t need evidence — only a direction.

The whispers swirl around her like cold wind.

For a heartbeat, she almost lets it break her.

Almost.

Then she straightens. She remembers Rowan’s voice in the quiet moments — steady, grounding, impossibly patient with her storms.

“You don’t fold. You rise.”

So she rises.

She steps into the center of the square, letting everyone see her clearly — her posture tall, her expression unreadable, the Bond steadying inside her despite the faint tremors of pain. And though the crowd recoils, though mothers lift their children away and men grip their tools like weapons, Aria does not look away.

If the world wants to fear her, fine.

But she will not give it a reason to hate her.

She turns and walks toward the Council district, where the air feels colder and the shadows sharper — as if the city itself knows something is waiting for her there.

Something she is not ready to face.

But will face anyway.

The Council district rises above the city like a spine of pale stone — rigid, cold, painfully orderly amidst the surrounding ruin. Even the air feels different here. Thinner. Sharper. As if carved into shape by rules that were never meant to bend.

Aria walks through the archway, and a prickle runs up her back.

Wards.

Hundreds of them.

Some old, humming with age. Some new — unfamiliar, unpleasant, vibrating with the same jagged frequency she felt during the Dominion’s marking attempt.

Two guards stiffen when they see her approach. Their hands move instinctively toward the hilts of their weapons, though neither draws. Not yet.

“Aria Valen,” one says, voice controlled but tight. “You are not expected.”

Expected.

The word tastes wrong.

“I heard the Council is meeting,” Aria replies, keeping her tone neutral. “About the disturbances in the city.”

His jaw works once, a muscle twitching near his temple.

“They are meeting. But not about the city.”

Her pulse slows.

“What, then?”

A flicker of hesitation — almost subtle enough to miss.

“You.”

The single syllable lands heavy between them, echoing in the cold air.

Aria’s heart doesn’t race. Doesn’t crack. Doesn’t shift.

It simply steadies — dangerous in its calm.

She steps forward. “Let me in.”

The guard shifts, not in refusal, but in uncertainty. “It’s not permitted. The Council ordered—”

A low, resonant thrum ripples through the ground beneath their feet.

Like a heartbeat.

Aria’s fingertips tingle.

Rowan.

But faint. Weak. Almost smothered.

She inhales sharply, and the guard flinches — as if her breath alone could fracture the stones.

“You feel that?” she asks quietly.

They do. She sees it in their eyes — fear, yes, but also recognition. Something is wrong. Something more dangerous than Aria. More unpredictable than the girl they were taught to guard against.

Before either man can answer, the iron doors at the far end of the courtyard swing open.

A member of the High Dominion steps out — cloaked in layered silver, runes stitched into the sleeves like weapons meant to be worn. His gaze sweeps the courtyard once, lands squarely on Aria, and hardens.

“Bring her,” he orders without looking at the guards.

“But the Council—”

“Bring. Her.”

The guards swallow and obey.

As Aria walks between them, the runes carved into the stone walls hum, almost in greeting. Or warning. It’s impossible to tell.

Inside, torches burn with steady, unnatural light — flames too still, too silent. The corridors feel like they’re holding their breath. Every step echoes, amplifying the tension that coils tighter with each pace.

The Dominion officer keeps glancing at her. Not with hatred — with calculation, as though she is a puzzle he’s been assigned to solve. Or a threat he’s meant to assess before it detonates.

When they reach the chamber doors, he finally speaks.

“You should know,” he says, voice low, “that today’s session is not a debate.”

Aria meets his cold gaze.

“What is it, then?”

He hesitates only long enough to show that he does, in fact, fear the answer.

“A verdict.”

The doors swing open.

And Aria steps inside.

The Council chamber feels colder than the corridors—

not because of temperature,

but because of judgment.

Twelve seats curve around the elevated dais, each carved from the same pale stone as the walls. Runes pulse faintly along the edges, reacting to Aria’s presence. Two Dominion officers stand at either side of the entrance like statues, hands resting lightly on their weapons.

No one speaks when she enters.

Not at first.

Aria lifts her chin, meeting the eyes of every Councilor one by one. Some look away immediately. Others stare with a mixture of calculation and fear. One woman narrows her gaze, fingers tightening around the armrest as if gripping the seat keeps her steady.

Finally, the High Keeper rises.

His silver robe falls in perfect folds, not a single crease to betray human imperfection. His voice, when it comes, is smooth as polished glass.

“Aria Valen. You were not summoned.”

“I came because the city is unraveling,” Aria answers. “You feel it too. The tremors. The distortions. The shadows that—”

“We are aware of the disturbances,” he cuts in. “And we have identified their source.”

A murmur ripples among the Councilors.

Aria’s pulse slows.

Not with fear—

with a terrible, sharpened clarity.

“And you think it’s me.”

One of the older men leans forward. “You survived the blast when no one should have. The tethers reacted to you. The Bond within you is unstable. You appear wherever the distortions are strongest.”

Another voice: “These anomalies began the moment your... companion vanished.”

Companion.

They don’t say Rowan’s name.

Cowards.

Aria’s hands curl at her sides. “The anomalies began because something is wrong with the world, not with me.”

The High Keeper’s expression doesn’t shift.

“You deny involvement?”

“I deny ignorance. I feel everything you feel—and more. I’m trying to understand what’s happening. You’re trying to blame it on the nearest target.”

One of the women on the left arches an eyebrow.

“A convenient target, perhaps... but not an unfounded one. Your Bond to the Shadow-marked mage may have compromised you.”

Rowan.

He isn’t here, and yet they drag him into every corner of this room.

Aria steps forward. “Rowan is alive.”

The chamber stirs—shock, disbelief, something darker.

The High Keeper’s voice lowers. “And what exactly did you feel, Aria Valen?”

Aria hesitates for a fraction of a second.

Not because she doubts.

Because the truth is raw. Precious.

A flicker of life she refuses to hand over to people who will weaponize it.

“I felt nothing you need to know,” she says softly.

The Council reacts like she struck them.

“So you admit the Bond persists,” a man says sharply. “That alone is grounds for containment.”

Guards shift behind her.

Containment.

Not arrest.

Not trial.

Containment means one thing in Council law—

caging something dangerous before it grows.

Aria’s heartbeat slows again, focusing, sharpening. The Bond stirs faintly under her skin, responding to her rising tension, threading heat through her ribs like a whispered warning.

“I am not your prisoner,” she says.

“No,” the High Keeper replies, lifting a hand. “But you may soon become something far worse.”

A long pause.

A verdict gathering weight.

“Until we understand the instability in the city,” he declares, “you are bound by restriction. You will not leave the capital. You will not access outer districts. You will not approach any tether point or magical boundary. Dominion officers will monitor your movements. Any deviation will be considered an act of aggression.”

Aria breathes once.

Slow.

Controlled.

A blade lodged behind her ribs.

“You want me caged,” she whispers. “Because you’re afraid of what I might find.”

The High Keeper’s eyes narrow.

“We are afraid of what you already are.”

The guards step forward.

And Aria understands something very clearly:

This is no longer political suspicion.

This is the start of a hunt.

The guards move toward her with the slow, deliberate precision of men trained not to provoke—

and yet everything about their posture is a threat.

Aria doesn’t step back.

She refuses to give them that satisfaction.

But the room tilts almost imperceptibly, air tightening around her like a fist. The runes along the chamber walls brighten, humming in a low, synchronized vibration. She feels the pressure of the containment spell building — invisible, silent, merciless.

They’re going to cage her here.

Now.

Without trial. Without proof.

Without Rowan.

The thought hits her like a blade.

A tremor flickers through her chest — the Bond stirring, not with clarity this time, but with a strange, aching static, as if Rowan is calling out from somewhere far, far beyond her reach. The sensation is faint, almost swallowed by the oppressive spells in the chamber.

But it’s enough to steady her.

Aria lifts her chin. “I won’t submit to your restrictions.”

The High Keeper’s expression doesn’t change.

“You no longer have a say.”

Before she can react, the guards activate a sigil etched into their gauntlets. A shimmering ring of pale light forms around her feet, rising slowly like a translucent cage. It hums with power — binding magic, layered and ancient, the kind designed to suppress unstable forces.

Or people they fear.

Aria’s breath sharpens. She feels the magic tugging at her skin, pulling at the edges of her strength like greedy fingers.

“Stop fighting it,” one of the guards murmurs, voice low and strained. “You’ll only make it worse.”

She looks at him — young, uncertain, terrified.

He believes the lies they told him.

She almost pities him.

Almost.

The cage climbs to her knees.

If it reaches her chest, she won’t be able to break it.

No.

Aria centers her weight, draws one breath—

and lets every fractured emotion inside her sharpen into a single point.

Fear.

Loss.

Fury.

Hope.

And Rowan.

The Bond flares — sudden and bright—

a pulse of warmth slicing through the cold chamber like sunlight through a crack in storm clouds.

Light explodes under her skin, not golden, not shadowed—

something between.

Something new.

The rising cage shatters.

The sound is deafening — a crystalline crack that ricochets through the chamber and sends every Councilor recoiling. Runes flicker violently. A gust of raw force ripples outward, knocking one guard off balance and extinguishing two of the unnatural torches along the wall.

Aria stands in the center of the shattered spell, breathing hard, eyes glowing faintly with the Bond’s awakening energy.

Not enough to harm.

Enough to warn.

The High Keeper stares at her, genuine shock breaking through his controlled façade.

“You have no idea what you’re becoming,” he whispers.

Aria meets his gaze, steady and unflinching.

“Then perhaps,” she says softly, “you should have thought twice before making me your enemy.”

A tense silence fills the chamber.

The guards don’t move this time.

Not out of strategy—

but fear.

Aria turns and walks toward the doors. No one stops her. No one even breathes until she’s gone.

Outside, the cold air hits her like a slap, clearing her mind. The Bond quiets back down, pulsing faintly—still weak, still distant, but alive.

She presses a hand over her heart.

“I’m coming, Rowan,” she whispers.

The city trembles beneath her feet.
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Chapter 3
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Night did not bring peace.

Aria could still feel the aftershock of her own power humming under her skin—raw, shaken loose, barely contained. The Council's fear lingered in every corridor she passed, in every pair of eyes that quickly looked away.

But something else pulsed beneath it.

A tremor.

A pull.

A soundless whisper threading itself through the bond she thought was shattered.

It wasn’t memory.

It wasn’t hope.

It was a warning—dark, distant... and unmistakably his.

The first signal.

The first crack in the Shadow’s silence.

And it was coming from far beyond the walls of the city.

Aria stopped breathing.

Because for the first time since the Cataclysm...

Rowan wasn’t gone.

He was reaching for her.

The morning was too quiet.

Not the peaceful kind of quiet—the doomed kind, the kind that pressed against Aria’s ribs as if the air itself were waiting for something to crack. Frost clung to the stone ledges outside her window, glittering like a warning she didn’t yet understand.

She had barely stepped into the corridor when it hit her.

A jolt—sharp, electric, tearing through her sternum.

Aria gasped and caught the wall with one hand. The Bond flared inside her like a vein of lightning splitting open. Cold swept through her bloodstream, colder than winter, colder than breath. It wasn’t just magic.

It was him.

Rowan’s presence—distant, fractured, but real—slammed into her senses with a force that nearly drove her to her knees.

Her vision pulsed white for a heartbeat.

Then she heard it.

Not a voice.

Not even a thought.

A raw pulse of pain.

A soundless, desperate cry that reverberated through the connection she had sworn was broken.

Her fingers trembled. “Rowan...?”

No answer—only another shockwave rolling through her chest, fainter than the first but unmistakably his. A pull, dark and magnetic, tugging at something deep inside her that had never stopped reaching for him.

Aria pressed her palm over her heart, feeling the icy burn spreading across her ribs. The world around her blurred at the edges.

He was close.

Too close.

Closer than he should have been after the Cataclysm.

But this wasn’t the Rowan she remembered—warm, sharp, unmistakably alive.

This was colder. Harder. A shard of something wounded and wild.

And it was calling for her.

Another pulse shot through her, and she flinched—but this time, beneath the pain, she felt something else:

A tremor of fear.

Not hers.

His.

Aria’s breath shattered in her throat.

If Rowan was afraid... then whatever held him—whatever the Shadow had become—was worse than anything she had imagined.

She straightened slowly, the cold inside her hardening into resolve.

He was out there.

He was hurting.

And the Bond—silent for so long—had just screamed.

“Hold on,” she whispered, more prayer than promise. “I’m here. I feel you.”

But the Bond did not answer again.

Only the echo of pain lingered, fading like a dying heartbeat.

And Aria understood something with terrifying clarity:

This was just the first signal.

The next might break him.

Aria didn’t make it three steps down the corridor before she heard it—

the low, resonant hum of the Council Chamber awakening.

A vibration rolled through the stone floor, subtle but unmistakable. Someone had triggered the wards.

Someone had felt the same pulse she did.

She quickened her pace, ignoring the tightness still coiled under her ribs. When she reached the carved double doors, they swung open before she touched them.

Inside, the chamber was already buzzing with alarm.

Shadows trembled along the domed ceiling as the protective runes flickered—

glitching, struggling, reacting to a force they were not designed to withstand.

Three Councilors stood in the center, robes rustling like irritated wings.

The eldest, Seredon, turned sharply when he sensed her.

His eyes narrowed.

“You felt it too.”

It wasn’t a question.

Aria swallowed, her pulse still trembling from the Bond’s flare.

“Yes,” she said, stepping forward. “A surge. Not random. Intentional.”

A murmur rippled through the room.

Seredon studied her with the cold patience of a blade being weighed before use.

“Describe it.”

Aria hesitated. How could she explain a sensation that came from the deepest, most vulnerable place inside her? A place only Rowan had ever touched?

“It was like... a break,” she said softly. “Something tearing through the Bond, but not severing it. A call—sharp and uncontrolled.”

The second Councilor, Lisan, shook her head.

“A remnant, then. The shadow-fragments left after his... transformation.”

“No,” Aria whispered, surprising even herself with the force of the word. “It was him.”

The room went silent.

Seredon’s expression darkened. “Impossible. Rowan is gone. What remains is only the Vessel the Shadow claimed.”

Aria lifted her chin, anger sparking like flint behind her eyes.

“Then explain why I felt fear.”

That caught them. A visible shift.

Lisan’s fingers stilled on her runesheet.

Seredon’s nostrils flared, just slightly.

Because fear, shared through a Bond, meant consciousness.

Identity.

A soul struggling.

The Council did not want to consider that possibility.

“It could be an echo,” Seredon said tightly. “Residual emotion.”

“It wasn’t residual.” Aria stepped closer, voice low, controlled. “It was now.”

The chamber lights flickered again—this time stronger, as if reacting to the tension.

A third Councilor, Marvek, finally spoke, his voice softer, wary.

“If the Bond is active again... we may need to locate the Vessel sooner than planned.”

Planned.

Aria’s stomach knotted.

Their plan had always been simple:

Find the Vessel. Destroy it. End the threat.

And she had just given them proof that Rowan still stirred inside it.

Seredon folded his hands behind his back.

“If what you felt is true, Aria, then Rowan’s presence is destabilizing the Vessel. That makes it more volatile. More dangerous.”

Aria’s jaw tightened. “Or more reachable.”

His gaze sharpened.

“Do not mistake hope for strategy.”

But Aria was already turning, her heartbeat accelerating with purpose.

Rowan was alive—somewhere close, somewhere hurting.

And now the Council wanted to move.

They were going to search for him.

To hunt him.

And if she didn’t get to him first—

They would finish what the Shadow started.

Aria left the Council Chamber with her pulse still echoing the flare inside her chest.

Cold air struck her as soon as she stepped into the outer corridor, but it did nothing to steady her.

The Bond kept trembling—

a faint, rhythmic distortion, like someone knocking on the other side of a door that shouldn’t exist anymore.

She pressed a hand to her sternum.

“Rowan...”

The whisper escaped before she could stop it.

For a heartbeat, everything around her stilled.

The torches lining the hall flickered—one by one—

as if pulled inward by the same force tugging at her Bond.

Then it came.

A second pulse.

Sharper.

Closer.

Wrong.

Like Rowan—but twisted by something that wasn’t him.

Aria staggered back against the stone wall, gasping. Pain spiked through her ribs, bright and cold, as if the Bond was being pulled taut from the inside.

Images flickered across the edges of her vision:

—snow falling in darkness

—broken stone

—blue eyes burning from within shadow

—a voice, raw and desperate, trying to form a name—

Her knees buckled.

This wasn’t a memory.

It wasn’t an echo.

It was a call.

And this time, it was not just fear she felt.

It was warning.

“Aria!”

Hands caught her shoulders just as she slid downward.

Commander Rhea knelt beside her, eyes wide, breath misting in the frigid air.
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