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At first, Aria thought the world had ended.

There was no sky.

No ground.

Only a vast, echoing dark that felt too quiet to be real.

Then the silence shivered.

A thin ripple of silver light ran through the void, slicing through the darkness like a heartbeat trying to remember how to beat.

Aria’s breath caught.

Her pulse stuttered.

This place—this impossible nothingness—

was the Bond.

Or what remained of it.

She stood barefoot on a surface that wasn’t stone or earth but something colder, smoother, almost reflective. It stretched endlessly in every direction, mirroring her shape in a way that made her feel as if she were standing on the skin of a frozen lake.

“Hello?” Her voice echoed farther than it should, as if the void were hollow inside.

No answer.

Only the faint tremor beneath her feet.

Then—

a shadow moved.

Slowly.

Purposefully.

As if it had been waiting for her.

Aria’s heart lurched.

Shadows didn’t move here unless—

“Rowan?”

His name cracked through the silence.

The shadow peeled itself away from the far darkness, gaining shape, gaining edges, pulling itself into the outline of a boy—

a boy she knew better than she knew her own heartbeat.

But something was wrong.

Terribly, impossibly wrong.

When Rowan stepped into the silver light, it clung to him like frost on metal. His eyes, once warm and storm-bright, now glowed faintly—silver drowning in black. His shadow stretched behind him like wings torn from night itself.

Her breath trembled out of her.

“Rowan,” she whispered again, softer, breaking.

He heard her.

He stopped.

And the darkness around him stilled, as if listening.

“Aria.” His voice echoed strangely—two tones overlapping, one familiar, the other ancient and cold.

A fissure of fear slid beneath her ribs.

“You’re alive,” she said, taking a shaky step toward him. “I thought—”

The void cracked.

A thin fracture of darkness split the ground between them, jagged and sharp, racing outward like lightning frozen in midair.

Rowan didn’t move.

Didn’t reach for her.

Didn’t smile.

He only watched.

“There are things I remember,” he said slowly, as if tasting each word. “And things I don’t.”

“But you remember me.” It wasn’t a question—it was hope wearing the shape of a plea.

Something flickered behind his eyes. Pain? Memory? A ghost of the boy he had been?

Then it vanished—

swallowed by shadow.

“That is the problem,” he whispered.

The crack widened with a thunderous sigh.

The void trembled.

The Bond shuddered like something dying.

“Rowan—please—come back.”

Her voice broke on the last word.

He took a single step toward her.

Shadows curled around his ankles, resisting him.

Another step.

The void groaned.

Aria reached out, desperate, trembling, certain—

He would take her hand.

He always did.

But Rowan stopped just out of reach.

“I don’t know,” he said softly, painfully, “if I can.”

The shadows surged upward, swallowing him whole.

“Rowan!” Aria screamed as the void split apart, pulling her down, hurling her back into the world of air and light and pain.

The last thing she heard before everything dissolved was a voice—

his voice, layered with something older, colder, hungrier:

“The Bond is not broken.

It is being rewritten.”
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Cold air cut against Aria’s cheeks long before she understood why her body was moving.

Then she felt arms around her.

Strong. Steady. Holding her as if she weighed nothing.

Her eyelids fluttered.

A sharp breath spilled from her lips.

Someone was carrying her.

The world came back in fragments—

a rush of icy wind,

the snap of branches overhead,

the distant thunder of footsteps chasing them.

Aria forced her eyes open.

Moonlight spilled through the winter trees, silvering the figure who held her against his chest. Snowflakes clung to dark hair, drifting across a jaw she knew better than her own heartbeat.

For a moment, she forgot how to breathe.

Rowan.

He didn’t look down at her.

He didn’t even seem to notice she had awakened.

His gaze was fixed straight ahead, sharp and distant, as if he were tracking something only he could see. His breath didn’t tremble with the cold. His steps never faltered. And trailing behind him...

...his shadow stretched far too long across the snow.

“R–Rowan?” Aria whispered, her voice raw.

No answer.

He kept moving, the rhythm of his stride unbroken. Heat radiated from his body, but there was a coldness beneath it—a chilling stillness that didn’t belong to the boy she remembered.

Aria swallowed, her pulse stumbling.

She shifted slightly in his arms.

Only then did he react.

Not by looking at her—

but by pulling her closer, tightening his hold as if the forest itself threatened to rip her away.

Her breath hitched.

It felt protective.

Instinctive.

But wrong. So wrong.

The Rowan she knew had held her with warmth.

This grip was something else—

a reflex sharpened by fear, or hunger, or shadows she couldn’t yet name.

“Please,” she whispered, pushing weakly against him, “stop. Talk to me.”

Nothing.

Only the whisper of wind

and the steady, unnatural calm of his heartbeat—

a rhythm she could feel through his chest,

slow and cold as winter.

Something had changed in him.

Something deep.

But he was here.

Alive.

And the ache of that truth almost broke her.

Ahead, the trees shuddered as voices rose in the darkness—

pursuers closing in.

Rowan finally spoke, his voice low and too smooth:

“Not now.”

It wasn’t cold.

It wasn’t harsh.

It was... empty.

And in that emptiness Aria felt, for the first time, a flicker of fear.

A sharp crack echoed through the forest—

a snapped branch, too close to be coincidence.

Rowan stopped so abruptly that Aria felt the jolt run through his arms.

His body went still.

Not tense—

predatory.

He lowered her to her feet with a kind of detached precision, as if placing a fragile object on the ground. His hands lingered on her waist a heartbeat too long, the warmth of them startling against the icy air.

Then he stepped back.

Just one step—

but it felt like a cliff opening between them.

Aria pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders, breath puffing in pale clouds.

“Rowan,” she said softly. “Look at me.”

He didn’t.

His gaze scanned the trees, tracking shadows that moved too fast, too quietly, to be human.

“I... I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”

Her voice cracked, shamefully fragile.

Still nothing.

As if her words were snowflakes melting before reaching him.

The silence grew heavier, thicker, pressing against her ribs until she forced herself closer.

“Rowan, please.”

At her voice—her plea—

he finally turned.

But the relief that surged through her chest died just as quickly.

His eyes...

They were still his, the same shape, the same storm-grey hue—

yet hollowed out, streaked with a faint, unnatural silver that pulsed like a heartbeat beneath the surface.

He looked at her as if he remembered the idea of her,

not the girl herself.

“Something happened to you,” Aria whispered. “I can feel it. Just—tell me.”

His jaw tightened.

“Not now,” he repeated, the words flat, stripped of their warmth.

“You’re scaring me,” she breathed.

A flicker—too quick to place—crossed his expression.

Regret? Pain? Recognition?

But it vanished under a veil of cold composure.

When she took a step forward, reaching out—

he stepped back again.

A clean, controlled motion.

Almost effortless.

Almost instinctive.

But his shadow...

it didn’t move with him.

It stretched toward her instead—

as if pulled.

Aria froze, breath lodging in her throat.

“Rowan...”

A whisper.

A warning.

A longing.

He followed her gaze down to the shadow reaching toward her boots. For a moment, something sharp and terrified flickered in his eyes.

Then—

he clenched his fist, and the shadow recoiled like a struck animal, curling tightly at his heels.

She stared at him, heart hammering.

“See?” he said quietly, voice scraping the edge of something ancient.

“That’s why you shouldn’t be near me.”

His words were a blade—

and they cut deeper because she knew he believed them.

But she took another step anyway.

“Then why did you come back for me?” she asked, voice trembling but steady.

He didn’t answer.

Not with words.

A distant shout tore through the woods, breaking whatever fragile thread held them in place.

Rowan’s head snapped toward the sound.

The starguard were close.

And the look he gave Aria before turning away was nothing like a boy reunited with the girl he loved.

It was the look of someone trying—and failing—to hold himself together.

The shout came again—closer this time.

Metal clashed.

Feet pounded through snow-heavy underbrush.

Branches snapped under armored weight.

The starguard were no longer just chasing.

They were closing in.

Rowan’s posture changed in an instant.

He straightened, shoulders rolling back with a fluid, unnatural grace. The cold air thickened around him, shadows rising like a breath drawn by something not quite human.

Aria felt it—

a shift in the forest’s pulse.

A silence that wasn’t silence, but anticipation.

“Rowan—” she began.

He didn’t let her finish.

He moved between her and the approaching danger, lifting a hand in a gesture so soft it nearly broke her.

“Stay behind me.”

Not a command.

Not a plea.

Something in between—soft, dangerous, protective in a way that didn’t feel entirely like him.

Aria stepped back, boots sinking into the snow.

The first of the starguard burst through the trees, lanterns swinging wildly, swords glinting.

“THERE! TAKE THEM!”

Three of them charged at once.

Rowan didn’t reach for a weapon.

He didn’t need one.

The shadows at his feet rose, stretching across the snow as if recognizing prey.

Aria’s breath caught.

Rowan didn’t attack—

he simply moved.

A blur.

A shift in the air.

A streak of darkness where moonlight should’ve fallen.

One starguard fell before he even realized Rowan had passed him.

Another gasped, clutching at his throat, eyes wide with terror as frost formed across his armor—not from cold, but from shadow.

The third stumbled back, sword trembling.

“What—what is he?” the man gasped.

Rowan stopped then, just long enough for the man to meet his eyes.

Those hollow, silver-tinged, midnight-dark eyes.

Something broke in the soldier’s resolve.

He ran.

He didn’t make it far.

Rowan lifted a hand, almost lazily, and the soldier’s own shadow jerked upward, pinning him to the nearest tree as if invisible fingers clutched his armor.

Aria’s heart slammed against her ribs.

“Rowan, stop!” she shouted.

For a terrifying second, he didn’t seem to hear her.

His head tilted, eyes locked on the struggling man, as if listening to a voice she couldn’t hear.

The shadow tightened.

The man choked.

“Rowan!” Aria cried again, louder, stepping forward.

This time—he froze.

Slowly, the shadow loosened.

The soldier collapsed into the snow, unconscious but alive.

Rowan let his hand fall.

His chest rose and fell once.

Only once.

He hadn’t even broken a sweat.

Aria stared at him, breath trembling.

The Rowan she knew had been strong.

Fast.

Skilled.

But this?

This was something else entirely.

She felt a shiver crawl up her spine.

Not from fear of him—

but from fear of what had changed him.

Rowan turned slightly, snowflakes gathering on his dark hair, the shadows behind him curling and uncurling like restless smoke.

He didn’t look proud.

He didn’t look furious.

He looked—

Lost.

And when his gaze finally found hers, something inside her cracked.

Snow drifted through the battle-scarred clearing, settling over the fallen starguard like a thin veil of peace that Rowan had not earned.

Not this version of him.

Aria swallowed hard, forcing her pulse to steady. Her boots crunched in the snow as she stepped toward him.

“Rowan...”

Her voice cracked on his name.

He didn’t look at her right away.

He stood with his back half-turned, breath slow and silent, shoulders still lifted as if expecting another attack. Shadows clung to him in uneven patches—like bruises made of night.

“Rowan,” she tried again, softer. “Look at me.”

His head turned.

Just a little.

Enough that she could see the edge of his profile—sharp, pale, carved with something that looked too much like sorrow.

But when he finally met her gaze fully—

Aria’s breath froze.

His eyes...

They were his.

And they weren’t.

Silver threaded through the storm-grey, shimmering like frost beneath the surface. A flicker pulsed inside—living shadow, moving like a second heartbeat.

Her chest tightened.

Not with fear.

With grief.

“What happened to you?” she whispered.

This time he did answer, though not with words.

He took a step toward her, boots sinking into the snow. Just one step—but it felt like the world shifted with it.

Aria’s heart slammed painfully against her ribs.

He wasn’t threatening her.

He wasn’t cold.

He was... breaking.

“Rowan,” she breathed, lifting a trembling hand toward his cheek.

Her fingers hovered inches from his skin.

For one fragile moment—

he didn’t pull away.

His eyes softened, shadows wavering, breath catching as if something inside him reached for her—

And then the ground trembled.

A ripple of darkness crawled across the snow.

Not from him.

Not from her.

From his shadow.

It lifted.

It rose, stretching upward like a living thing awakening from sleep. Tendrils of darkness curled over his shoulders, fanning behind him in slow, graceful arcs—like wings made of night.

Aria stumbled back, heart seizing.

Rowan flinched, jaw tightening, hands curling into fists as if trying to force the shadow down.

He couldn’t.

The shadow moved again—

this time toward her.

“Stop,” Rowan whispered, the word ragged, desperate. “Not her.”

But the shadow didn’t retreat.

It reached for her boot, brushing the snow near her toe—

so gently it was almost a caress.

Aria froze.

“Rowan...”

Barely a breath.

He stepped in front of her instantly, blocking the shadow’s touch, his body a shield he didn’t seem to control anymore.

“Stay back,” he said hoarsely. “Please—stay back.”

His voice broke.

Tears burned behind Aria’s eyes.

This wasn’t a monster.

This wasn’t a stranger.

This was the boy she loved—

fighting something inside him

that wanted her as badly as she did.

“Rowan,” she whispered, swallowing the tremor in her voice. “I’m not afraid of you.”

He laughed—

a shattered, broken sound.

“You should be.”

His shadow curled restlessly at his feet, almost impatient, almost hungry.

And for the first time, Aria saw it clearly:

It wasn’t just following him.

It was leading.

He lifted his eyes to hers, pain glowing in the silver-dark depths.

“I don’t know what I am anymore,” he said quietly.

Wind howled through the trees.

The clearing fell silent.

Shadows tightened around him—

And in the final breath before the night swallowed his outline,

Rowan whispered:

“But whatever brought me back... it wasn’t me.”

His silhouette dissolved into the darkness.

Aria stood alone, snow falling softly around her, the echo of his voice curling through the empty forest—

and the shadows, still warm where they had almost touched her.

Night pressed against the trees long after Rowan vanished.

Aria waited—seconds, minutes, she couldn’t tell—until the shadows around her finally settled.

But the Bond didn’t.

It pulsed under her skin, sharp and frantic, pulling her toward the very boy who had just run from her.

When Rowan stepped out of the darkness again, snow in his hair and silence in his eyes, she wasn’t sure what terrified her more—

that he had left her.

Or that he had come back.
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Night clung to the forest long after the shadows swallowed Rowan.

Aria stood alone in the clearing, snow settling on her sleeves, breath trembling in the frozen air.

The Bond pulsed beneath her ribs—too fast, too sharp, as if trying to tear its way toward something.

Toward him.

So when Rowan stepped out of the darkness again, snow in his hair and exhaustion stitched into the corners of his eyes, she wasn’t sure what terrified her more—

that he had left her,

or that he had come back.

He didn’t speak.

He simply nodded once, a quiet gesture that said follow, and began walking through the trees.

Aria fell into step beside him.

The forest was silent in a way that didn’t feel natural.

Their boots sank into snow with soft, muted thuds, but even the wind seemed to hold its breath.

Rowan kept his gaze ahead, shoulders tight, jaw clenched.

The distance between them was only a few steps—

yet it felt like miles.

“You... you disappeared.”

Her voice wavered, a fragile thread between them.

“I had to.”

His answer was low, clipped, like each word cost him something.

Aria bit her lip.

She hated how small she sounded when she said:

“You didn’t have to leave me.”

He stopped walking.

Not slowly.

Not gradually.

He stopped as if something inside him hit a wall.

Rowan turned, and the look he gave her hollowed the breath from her lungs.

Cold.

Not indifferent—

wounded.

“I remember your voice,” he said. His tone was soft but sharp enough to cut.

“I remember the way you say my name.”

Her chest tightened painfully.

“But the memories behind it...”

He shook his head, frustrated, lost.

“They’re fractured. Wrong. And every time I try to pull them closer—”

His breath hitched.

Shadows at his feet flickered, restless.

“It hurts,” he said finally. “Remembering you is the problem.”

Aria felt something deep inside her crack.

Not because he was angry.

But because he sounded afraid.

“Rowan...”

She reached toward him before she could stop herself.

He flinched—not from her, but from the shadows that surged subtly at her movement.

Her hand froze midair.

For a moment, only silence existed between them.

Frozen, fragile, heavy.

Then Rowan looked away.

“We shouldn’t be this close,” he murmured. “Not until I know what I am again.”

Aria swallowed hard.

Snowflakes melted on her lashes.

“But you came back,” she whispered.

His jaw clenched.

“That’s the problem,” he said quietly.

He turned and began walking again, leaving her to follow through a forest that felt suddenly colder.

Aria pressed a hand to her chest.

The Bond thrummed beneath her palm—

not weak,

not broken—

changing.

And with every step she took beside the boy she loved, she felt it twist tighter, hotter, stranger.

As if the magic between them wasn’t holding them together anymore—

but rewriting them both.

The deeper they moved into the forest, the stranger everything became.

At first, Aria thought it was her imagination—the way branches leaned ever so slightly toward Rowan as he passed, the way frost crawled across the bark mere seconds after his shadow touched it.

But soon it was impossible to ignore.

The forest wasn’t behaving like a forest anymore.

It was behaving like a witness.

Rowan walked ahead of her, his posture rigid, hands shoved into the folds of his cloak as if to hide the slight tremor in them. He didn’t speak, but the air around him did—a low hum of energy that prickled along Aria’s skin.

When she exhaled, the wind shifted with her breath, swirling in patterns that felt intentional.

When he inhaled, the shadows thickened around his boots.

Aria slowed.

“Rowan... do you feel that?”

He didn’t turn around.

“Unfortunately.”

She stepped closer, boots sinking into snow softened by the warmth of his presence.

The moment her shoulder brushed his, a jolt shot through the Bond—sharp, electric, twisting like a hot wire inside her ribs.

Rowan inhaled sharply.

Shadows burst outward from his feet, racing across the snow in dark ripples.

The nearest tree cracked, bark splintering as its own shadow detached for a heartbeat—like it tried to reach for him.

Aria jerked back.

Rowan didn’t.

He stood still, eyes closed, jaw tight, letting the surge wash through him.

The wind roared around them, swirling in jagged spirals, pulling his cloak like invisible hands.

Aria’s voice was barely a whisper.

“Rowan... open your eyes.”

He did.

Silver flared through the storm-grey, brighter than before, flickering like a candle fighting the dark.

And the world—

the air, the snow, the trees—

reacted.

Frost bloomed in delicate patterns beneath his boots.

The wind dropped suddenly, falling into a heavy, unnatural stillness.

Shadows clustered behind him like an audience awaiting a command.

Aria swallowed.

“This isn’t normal.”

“That’s an understatement.” Rowan’s voice was soft, threaded with exhaustion. “The world isn’t reacting to me. It’s reacting to—”

He didn’t finish.

Because in that moment, their hands brushed again.

Only a whisper of contact—

skin against skin for a fraction of a second—

but it was enough.

The Bond snapped like a pulled string.

Heat flooded Aria’s veins.

A low, distant rumble shook the ground beneath them.

A swirl of shimmering black dust spiraled upward between their fingers, as if their magic had collided and couldn't decide whether to bind them together or tear them apart.

Rowan stumbled back, breath ragged.

“Don’t,” he warned. “Not again.”

Aria pressed her hand to her chest, heart pounding so violently she felt the Bond pulse through her palm.

“It wasn’t intentional,” she whispered. “I didn’t—”

“I know.”

His voice broke on the words.

“That’s what scares me.”

The wind shifted again—

but this time, it wasn’t following him.

It was following them.

Together.

As if the entire forest recognized something Rowan was still trying to deny.

As if the world itself had started watching their every step, waiting for the moment when the Bond would stop trembling...

...and snap.

It began with a sound.

Not a whisper.

Not a voice.

Something deeper—like the echo of a memory striking stone.

Aria froze mid-step.

The world around her dimmed at the edges, as if someone had drawn a veil over the forest. The trees blurred. The cold vanished. Even the wind stilled.

And then—

A crack.

A pulse.

A flash of white light behind her eyes.

“Aria?” Rowan’s voice sounded distant, distorted, as though he were shouting through water. “Aria, look at me—”

She didn’t hear the rest.

Because suddenly she was standing somewhere else.

Snow was gone.

So was the forest.

Instead—

A shattered temple opened before her, columns broken like ribs around a fallen body. The air hung heavy with dust and the copper scent of blood. A dark smear stretched across the cracked stone floor—fresh, glistening, leading toward the center of the ruins.

Her heart slammed painfully against her ribs.

And then she saw him.

Rowan—

but not the Rowan beside her in the forest.

This Rowan knelt in the middle of the broken temple, breath heaving, one hand pressed against his chest as if holding himself together.

Shadows pooled beneath him, trembling.

A voice curled through the air, cold and ancient:

“Remember what you broke.”

Aria tried to step closer—but the world rippled, like reflection on a disturbed pond. Everything warped. The stone beneath her feet split, a dark vein of shadow opening like a wound in the ground.

A second voice followed, softer, closer—like it came from her own bones:

“Find where the Bond began.”

Her vision blurred.

The light fractured.

The temple cracked open in a violent flash—

Hands gripped her shoulders.

“Aria! Breathe—look at me!”

She blinked hard, gasping as the forest snapped back into focus. Rowan held her firmly, his face pale with fear, his silver-streaked eyes wide and frantic.

“I’m here,” she rasped, though her knees nearly buckled beneath her.

The world spun.

Her pulse raced.

Rowan steadied her, shadows twitching violently behind him like panicked wings.

“What did you see?” he demanded softly, urgently. “Aria—tell me.”

She swallowed, throat tight.

“A temple,” she whispered. “Destroyed. Blood everywhere. And you... you were there. On your knees.”

Rowan’s breath hitched.

A flicker of pain crossed his face—raw, unguarded, terrifying.

“I’ve been dreaming of that place,” he said, voice barely audible. “But I can never reach it.”

Aria’s pulse stumbled.

“Then why could I?”

He shook his head slowly, as if afraid of his own answer.

“Because the Bond is trying to show you something,” he murmured. “Something it won’t show me.”

The wind surged around them, swirling in a tight circle—almost protective, almost warning.

And Rowan whispered, almost to himself:

“The Bond is choosing you.”

Aria’s skin prickled.

A cold dread settled below her ribs.

She wasn’t sure what frightened her more—

that she had seen the temple,

or that Rowan sounded like he already knew exactly what it meant.

Rowan didn’t release her shoulders right away.

For a moment—

a fragile, trembling moment—

his fingers stayed on her skin, as if he needed the contact to anchor himself.

As if letting go would pull him back into the shadows that stalked him.

But then the forest shuddered.

A ripple of wind circled around them, tugging at Rowan’s cloak and at Aria’s hair, responding not to danger but to emotion. His emotion.

He stepped back too fast, as though burned.

“Don’t look at me like that,” he said quietly, turning his face away.

“Like what?” Aria whispered.

“Like you’re afraid for me.”

The distinction struck her like a blade.

“Because I am,” she breathed.

His jaw clenched.

He closed his eyes for a moment, as if steadying himself—

but the silver beneath his lashes pulsed, betraying the storm inside him.

“Aria... I hear things now.”

His voice was low, strained.

“Thoughts that aren’t mine. Memories that don’t belong to me. Sometimes they sound like echoes, sometimes like commands. And sometimes...”

He swallowed hard.

“Sometimes they sound like you.”

Her breath caught.

“Me?”

He nodded once, barely.

“It’s not your voice. Not truly. More like a memory of a memory. A shadow of what I felt for you. Something inside me tries to hold onto it, even when I can’t.”

Her heart twisted painfully.

He wasn’t saying he didn’t care.

He was saying he cared so much the Bond was trying to rebuild itself without asking his permission.

“Rowan...” She took a small step toward him. “Why are you telling me this now?”

“Because I need you to understand,” he said, finally looking up.

“I’m losing control. And the closer you get, the faster I lose it.”

The wind surged, a sudden cold gust that shook frost from the branches.

Aria held her ground.

“You’re not dangerous to me.”

A humorless laugh escaped him—soft, broken.

“My shadow disagrees.”

As if on cue, the darkness at his feet rippled outward, stretching toward her like smoke reaching for warmth. Rowan inhaled sharply and stepped back, but the shadow followed, slipping across the snow in a smooth, hungry glide.

“Stop,” he whispered to it—

but it didn’t listen.

Aria froze as the tip of the shadow brushed her boot, not cold, not warm—

just an indescribable pull, like gravity trying to claim her.

Rowan moved instantly.

He threw himself between them, boots skidding, cloak snapping behind him. His hand slammed into the ground, forcing the shadow to recoil violently, retreating like a wounded animal.

He stayed crouched there for a breath, shoulders trembling.

Then he looked up at her—

and the devastation in his eyes nearly broke her.

“This is why I can’t be near you.”

“Rowan—”

“No.”

His voice cracked.

“You don’t understand what it wants.”

Aria swallowed.

“What does it want?”

He hesitated.

Then, in a voice barely louder than a breath:

“You.”

The word hung between them like a curse and a confession.

The Bond surged in her chest—heat and ache and something dangerously close to longing.

Rowan staggered back, as if the force of it physically struck him.

“Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t feel that. Not now. The Bond reacts. The shadow reacts. I can’t— Aria, I can’t protect you from whatever is tied to me.”

“But you’re trying,” she whispered.

“That’s the problem,” he said, voice shaking. “The more I try to hold onto who I was... the more the Bond rewrites me.”

He breathed out slowly, painfully.

“Something is breaking. And I think it’s starting with me.”

Before Aria could answer, the ground trembled beneath them—

a deep, distant thunder rolling through the roots of the forest.

Rowan’s head snapped up.

His eyes widened, silver flaring bright like metal catching flame.

“Aria... do you feel that?”

She did.

A pull.

A direction.

A magnetic tug beneath her skin, pointing toward something ancient, waiting, waking.

She looked north—

and in the far distance, beyond the treeline, a faint glow flickered on the horizon.

The same glow from her vision.

The temple.

Rowan’s breath hitched.

“It’s calling you,” he whispered.

And for the first time since he returned from the shadows—

Aria felt afraid not for him...

but for what the Bond was guiding her toward.
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The forest changed long before the temple came into view.

Aria noticed it first—the silence.

Not the peaceful kind, but the heavy, suffocating hush of a place that had forgotten how to breathe. No wind. No birds. Even the crunch of their boots against the snow seemed muffled, swallowed by something unseen.

A thin layer of ash drifted downward, pale gray flakes that weren’t snow at all. They settled on her sleeves like dust from an old book being opened after centuries.

Rowan touched a flake with the tip of his finger.

It dissolved instantly, turning into black vapor.

His expression tightened.

“This isn’t natural,” he murmured.

Aria nodded, unable to shake the prickling sensation crawling along her spine.

The deeper they walked, the more wrong everything felt. The trees leaned unnaturally toward the same direction—as if straining to hear something. Their shadows stretched ahead, long and distorted, pointing toward the clearing like arrows.

Ahead, the horizon glowed faintly with a pale, sickly light.

The temple.

Aria’s pulse quickened.

Every step toward it felt heavier.

Like wading through invisible water.

Like the air itself resisted her presence.

Rowan walked slowly beside her, his eyes fixed forward, jaw tight. But it was his hands that betrayed him—fingers trembling ever so slightly inside his gloves.

She had only seen him truly afraid once before.

This felt worse.

“Rowan?” she said quietly.

He didn’t look at her.

“I hear something.”

Aria stopped.

“What do you hear?”

He tilted his head, listening to something she couldn’t hear, something beyond the trees, beyond the world.

“A pulse,” he said finally.

“Like a heartbeat... but broken.”

The Bond shivered inside Aria’s chest in answer, as if agreeing.

They continued deeper into the thinning trees.

The ground under their boots became uneven—cracked, jagged, as though struck by a massive force. Frost clung to the fractures like veins.

Aria crouched and touched the ground.

Warm.

Too warm.

“Rowan,” she whispered, looking up at him. “This ground... it’s—”

“I know.”

His voice was barely audible.

“It feels alive.”

When they reached the last line of warped trees, the world opened.

And the temple appeared.

Or what remained of it.

A vast stone structure lay half-sunken into the earth, its pillars shattered like bones. The roof had caved in long ago, revealing a jagged tear in the sky above it—like a wound the world had forgotten to heal.

Ash drifted from that tear in slow, haunting spirals.

Aria inhaled sharply.

It was exactly as in her vision.

Exactly.

Rowan stepped forward—and for the first time since he returned from the shadows, Aria saw something she never expected to see in his eyes.

Fear.

Not for himself.

For what this place might reveal.

“Aria,” he whispered, his voice trembling with a truth he wasn’t ready to say.

“This is where everything started to go wrong.”

Aria looked at the ruined temple, at the trembling shadows pooling around Rowan’s boots, at the rift in the sky bleeding ash onto the snow—

and she knew:

Nothing that happened here would leave them untouched.

Nothing.

The Bond pulsed once, painfully hard, as if warning her.

As if calling her forward.

The moment they stepped closer to the ruins, the air changed.

Not colder.

Not warmer.

Just... wrong.

The space around the collapsed temple seemed to pulse—slow and rhythmic, like the echo of a heartbeat buried beneath centuries of dust.

Aria felt it in her ribs, a faint vibration, as if the Bond itself were resonating with the ruin.

Rowan noticed.

He froze mid-step, his breath catching.

The shadows at his feet trembled, tightening as though bracing themselves.

“Do you feel that?” Aria whispered.

“I’ve felt it since the forest,” Rowan said, voice low. “But here... it’s stronger.”

He stepped beside her, so close she could feel the cool brush of his cloak. His eyes—storm-grey streaked with silver—remained fixed on the shattered columns.

A soft sound shivered through the air.

Not wind.

Not stone shifting.

A whisper.

Aria’s pulse spiked.

She took a step forward, boots crunching over broken tiles dusted with ash. Her breath fogged in front of her, curling like smoke.

Then she heard it clearly—

A voice.

Every syllable clear as glass.

“The Bond is rewriting itself.”

Aria staggered.

The words surged through her like electricity—sharp, cold, precise. They didn’t come from a person. They didn’t even come from the temple.

They came from the air itself, vibrating like an ancient spell.

Rowan inhaled sharply, head snapping toward her.

“You heard it too?” she whispered.

“No.”

His voice was tense.

“I heard something else.”

She turned toward him.

He wasn’t looking at her now—

he was staring at the center of the ruin, where a faint ripple of darkness gathered like a trembling heartbeat.

“What did you hear?” she asked.

Rowan’s throat worked as he swallowed.

“My name.”

Aria’s stomach dropped.

“Rowan—”

He shook his head, backing up a single step, as if afraid the sound might follow him.

“It wasn’t your voice,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t anyone’s. It was like—”

He hesitated, searching for words.

“—like something remembering me. Or trying to.”

A cold shiver danced down Aria’s spine.

The Bond pulsed hard under her skin in response to his fear.

Or maybe to the temple.

A second whisper drifted across the ruins—soft, fractured, as though the world were speaking through a cracked mouth:

“Find where you began.”

Aria clutched her cloak.

“That’s what I heard in the vision.”

Rowan turned to her sharply.

“That place—” He pointed at the trembling shadows in the heart of the ruin. “What did you see there, Aria? What exactly?”

She swallowed.

“You were kneeling. Hurt. And the shadows...”

Her voice faltered.

“They were trying to pull you inside.”

Rowan’s breath stuttered out of him.

“I’ve dreamt of that,” he whispered. “For weeks. That exact moment. That exact place.”

Aria stared at him.

This wasn’t coincidence.

This wasn’t shared trauma.

This was a pattern—

a memory the Bond was forcing them to uncover.

The ground rumbled softly beneath their feet, dust raining down from the broken columns.

The temple was waking.

Rowan stepped closer to her, his voice low and raw:

“Aria... whatever happened here—whatever broke me—this is where it started.”

The shadows beside him quivered violently, as if answering.

And Aria suddenly realized—

They weren’t just standing at the site of a disaster.

They were standing at the epicenter of the Bond’s rebirth.

The trembling began softly.

A faint vibration under Aria’s boots—

like something massive turning in its sleep beneath the earth.

Then the air tightened, pressure building in her ears.

Dust spiraled upward.

A distant crack echoed from the heart of the ruin.

Rowan’s head snapped up.

“Back,” he said sharply. “Aria—step back.”

But before she could move, the ground shuddered again—harder this time.

Fragments of broken stone skittered across the floor.

A column groaned, leaning further into collapse.

The temple wasn’t just waking.

It was remembering.

Aria staggered as another tremor rocked the clearing. She caught herself on a fractured pillar, heartbeat racing.

“Rowan—what’s happening?”

He didn’t answer.

Because the shadows around his boots had begun to move.

Not flicker.

Not stretch.

Move.

They slid across the stone like living ink, flowing toward the center of the ruin—toward the trembling dark pool that pulsed like an exposed vein of magic.

“No,” Rowan breathed, stepping back. “Not this. Not again.”

The shadows ignored him.

They reached upward, twining around his ankles like black shackles.

Aria’s breath broke.

“Rowan!”

He tried to pull free—violently, desperately—but the shadows held fast, coiling around his legs, climbing higher.

His voice cracked with panic. Real panic.

“Aria—stay away!”

But she was already moving toward him.

The Bond surged inside her chest, a sudden bright heat racing through her veins. Not fear.

Not even instinct.

Something older.

Deeper.

A pull.

She reached for him—

and the world split open.

A flash of blinding white flooded her vision.

The Bond erupted between them in a burst of raw force—electric, wild, alive.

Rowan gasped, staggering as the magic slammed into him.

Aria felt herself yanked forward, as if invisible hands dragged her toward him. Her heart hammered, her pulse roaring in her ears.

“Aria—STOP!” Rowan shouted, bracing against the force.

“It’s the Bond—it’s trying to—”

“Connect us,” she choked out.

Because that’s what it felt like—

like the Bond wasn’t asking, wasn’t waiting—

it was choosing for them, pulling her toward him with the gravity of a collapsing star.

The shadows tightened around Rowan’s waist, dragging him toward the center of the ruin.

“No—NO!” Aria launched herself forward.

A violent surge of magic exploded through the ground.

Stone split.

Snow blasted upward in a swirling storm.

Their magic collided—white-gold light from her, black-silver shadow from him.

Rowan reached for her.

Aria reached back.

Their fingers brushed—

And the Bond ignited.

A shockwave tore through the temple.

Stone pillars shattered.

Ash spiraled like a black blizzard.

The ground beneath them cracked open, separating them with brutal force.

Aria was thrown backward, skidding across the fractured stone, breath ripped from her lungs.

Rowan was hurled the opposite direction—

straight into the pool of shadows.

“Rowan!”

Her scream tore through the collapsing ruin.

For a single heartbeat, she saw him through the swirling darkness—

his eyes wide, silver blazing, a hand reaching toward her—

Then the shadows swallowed him whole.

The tremors stopped.

The air fell silent.

Aria dragged herself upright, chest heaving, fingers bleeding where she’d scraped stone—

and stared at the spot where Rowan had vanished.

A crack beneath her feet pulsed weakly, echoing the Bond—

but it no longer pulled toward Rowan.

It pulled down, deep into the darkness below, as if the temple itself whispered:

Follow.

For a long moment, Aria couldn’t move.

The silence that followed the collapse felt absolute—

thick, choking, ringing in her ears as though the world itself had gone deaf.

Snow drifted through the jagged gap in the roof, settling over the cracked stone and the swirling residue of shadow. Ash lay scattered like a second snowfall.

But Rowan was gone.

A hollow ache pressed against her ribs.

The Bond flickered in her chest—weak, uneven, like a candle smothered by wind.

“Rowan...”

Her voice broke on his name.

The place where he had vanished—

a black fissure in the ground—

still pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat slowing...

but not stopping.

Aria crawled toward it on unsteady hands and knees, her palms scraping against broken stone. She reached the edge of the fissure and leaned over.

Darkness stared back.

Deep. Endless. Breathing.

A tremor ran through her.

“Rowan!” she called again, louder this time, her voice cracking open at the edges.

No answer.

Not even an echo.

Only the Bond’s faint, stuttering pulse—and even оно звучало чуждо, как будто пытается вспомнить, каким должно быть.

Aria squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the burn of tears.

This wasn’t just a magical accident.

This wasn’t just the temple collapsing.

It felt deliberate.

As if the place itself had recognized Rowan—

claimed him—

and dragged him back into whatever nightmare had created this ruin.

Her hands curled into fists against the stone.

“No,” she whispered. “You don’t get to take him.”

A faint tremor stirred beneath her palm.

The Bond answered.

Not with warmth.

Not with comfort.

With a pull.

A slow, insistent tug downward, into the dark—

as if Rowan’s magic were calling her from somewhere far below.

Aria’s throat tightened.

She pressed her hand flat to the crack, and the Bond surged weakly in response, forming a thin thread of sensation—like a whisper brushing her skin.

He was alive.

She could feel that much.

Dimly.

Distorted.

But alive.

“Hold on,” she breathed. “I’m coming, Rowan.”

The wind outside howled suddenly, slamming into the ruins, scattering ash around her like torn feathers. The broken pillars groaned, shifting dangerously.

This place was collapsing for good.

Aria pushed herself to her feet, legs shaking.

She wiped the dust from her palms, straightened her cloak, and forced her breaths to steady—even though her heart trembled like shattered glass.

She took one step toward the fissure.

Then another.

The Bond pulsed harder, guiding her.

But before she leapt into the darkness, she whispered into the cold air:

“You pulled him from me.

Now you’re going to lead me back to him.”

A final tremor shook the ruins.

Aria stepped into the shadows.

And the darkness—

that had swallowed Rowan whole—

opened around her like a doorway.

Darkness wasn’t a fall.

It was a passage.

Aria felt herself pulled through it—not down, not up, but sideways, as if the world folded around her. Shadows pressed against her skin, whispering fragments she couldn’t understand.

And then—light.

Heat.

Hands pulling her from the void.

When she opened her eyes, she was no longer in the ruins.

She was lying on warm stone, surrounded by the sharp scent of herbs and the hushed voices of witches.
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Light came first.

Not sunlight—

but a warm, flickering glow, soft as breath and smelling faintly of smoke and rosemary.

Aria blinked against it, her vision swimming in and out of focus until the ceiling above her stopped spinning.

A stone ceiling.

Carved with spiraling runes that pulsed a gentle amber.
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