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Chapter 1

Captured in the Reaches

 

The forest was alive with the low, guttural hum of shadow-beasts. Elara pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders, the damp fabric clinging to her skin like a second layer of guilt. The Night Reaches had a way of swallowing the weak whole, and she was not sure which of the two—herself or Kael—was more vulnerable. He walked a few steps ahead, his sun-blessed skin glowing faintly even in the dim light, a beacon that would draw attention from the empire’s enforcers. She had to keep him close, but she also had to keep him from drawing attention. The air was thick with the scent of burning oil, a reminder of the Sun Court’s reach even in this remote corner of the world. She could feel the weight of the pendant at her throat, the faint ember glow pulsing in time with her heartbeat. It was a dangerous thing to carry, but it was also a lifeline. If she lost it, she would lose the last tether to the magic that had nearly destroyed her—and the only thing that had kept her alive these past weeks.

Kael turned sharply, his voice low but urgent. “We need to move. That growl—it wasn’t just a shadow-beast. It was too close.”

Elara didn’t answer. She was already scanning the underbrush, her breath visible in the frigid air, the cold seeping into her bones. She had seen what the empire did to those who strayed too far into the Night Reaches. They didn’t just disappear. They were taken, broken, and reshaped into something the empire could use.
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Then, from the shadows, they emerged.

A group of rebels—no, not rebels. Ember wielders, their eyes sharp with suspicion, their hands gripping weapons that looked more like twisted shards of metal than anything else. They surrounded them slowly, their movements deliberate, as if testing the air between them. Elara’s fingers twitched toward the dagger at her hip, but Kael caught her wrist before she could draw it.

“Don’t,” he said, his voice low, almost to herself. “They’re not here to kill us.”

Elara’s jaw tightened. “They’re not here to help us, either.”

The leader of the group stepped forward. He was older, his face lined with the kind of wear that only came from years of fighting the empire. His eyes flickered with ember magic, the glow casting shadows across his face. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he said, his voice rough like gravel underfoot.

Kael raised his hands slowly, a gesture of peace. “We’re not here to cause trouble. We were just—”

Elara cut him off, her voice sharp. “We were running. The empire’s after us.”

The older man’s eyes narrowed. “The empire’s after everyone. What makes you different?”

Kael hesitated. Elara saw the flicker of doubt in his expression. She had to make him understand. “Because I know what they’re doing,” she said, her voice steady. “I’ve seen it. I’ve felt it. And I’m not going to let it happen again.”
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The older man studied her for a long moment. Then he turned to the others. “Search them.”

Elara’s stomach twisted. She knew what that meant. They would take whatever they could find—her pendant, Kael’s sun-blessed blade, anything that could be used against the empire. She stepped forward, her hands raised, but her mind was already calculating. If they took the pendant, she would lose the one thing that kept her from losing herself completely.

Kael moved to stop her, but the leader of the group raised a hand. “Don’t. She’s not a threat. Not yet.”

Elara felt the weight of his words, the unspoken trust in them. She had no idea why he believed that, but she had to make it worth his while. She reached into her cloak and pulled out the pendant, holding it up so the others could see. “This is what they’re after,” she said. “It’s not just magic. It’s power. And they want it.”

The older man’s eyes flickered with something—recognition, maybe. Or fear. “You’re one of them,” he said, his voice low. “One of the ones who can control the ember magic.”

Elara didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The pendant was enough.

The leader of the group turned to the others. “Take them to the camp. We’ll decide what to do with them there.”

Kael looked at her, his expression unreadable. “You just handed us over to them.”

Elara didn’t look at him. “I didn’t hand us over. I gave them a reason to trust us.”

3

She followed the group deeper into the forest, her heart pounding. The deeper they went, the more the trees seemed to close in around them, the mist thickening until it was almost like walking through a dream. She could hear the distant hum of shadow-beasts again, but this time, it was different. It was louder. More insistent.

They reached a clearing, and the camp was there—half-hidden beneath the canopy, a tangle of makeshift shelters and flickering lanterns. The air was thick with the scent of burning oil, but there was something else, too. A metallic tang, like blood and fire mixed together.

Elara’s stomach twisted again. She had heard stories of the Ember Council, of what they did to those who crossed them. She had thought it was just rumor. But now, standing in the camp, she could feel it. The weight of it. The cost of it.

Kael pulled her back slightly, his voice low. “Don’t look around. Don’t show them you’re afraid.”

Elara didn’t answer. She was afraid. She was afraid of what they might do to her. But she was also afraid of what she might do to them. She had seen what the empire did to people like them. She had seen the way they were broken, reshaped, and made into something else entirely.

And now, she was here. In the heart of it. With no way to turn back.

The leader of the group led them to a central fire, where a group of Ember Council members stood, their faces lit by the flickering light. Elara’s breath caught. She had heard of them. She had heard

4

of the rituals they performed, the way they drained the life from those who came to them. She had heard of the cost of survival.

But she had never seen it.

She had never seen the way the council looked at people like her—like Kael. Like the ones who had come before them.

The leader of the group stepped forward, his voice low. “You’ve come a long way, Elara. But you’re not here to save anyone. You’re here to understand the cost of what you’re trying to do.”

Elara’s fingers curled into fists. “I understand it well enough. I’ve seen what the empire does to people like you. I’ve seen what it does to people like me.”

The leader of the group studied her for a long moment. Then he turned to the others. “Bring them inside. Show them what we’ve done.”

Elara felt Kael’s hand on her arm, but she didn’t pull away. She didn’t need to. She already knew what was coming. And she was ready for it.

They led them through a narrow passage, the air thick with the scent of burning oil and something more acrid, something metallic. Elara’s pulse throbbed in her ears, each step forward a slow unraveling of the last remnants of her control. Kael’s grip on her arm tightened, but she didn’t flinch. She couldn’t. Not now. Not when the truth was so close, so visible, so inescapable.

The passage opened into a vast chamber, its ceiling lost in darkness. Rows of stone slabs lined the floor, each one marked with a symbol
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Elara didn’t recognize—something ancient, something that sent a shiver down her spine. At the center of the room stood a single pedestal, and on it, a figure lay bound, their body wrapped in chains that glowed faintly with an eerie blue light. The figure’s face was turned away, but Elara knew without looking that it was another like her—another who had been taken, another who had been broken.

The leader of the group stepped forward, his voice a low murmur. “This is what happens to those who resist the empire. This is what happens to those who think they can change the system from the inside.” He gestured toward the figure. “This is what happens when you refuse to be reshaped.”

Elara’s stomach twisted. She had heard the stories. She had heard the whispers of those who had tried to fight back, only to be captured, tortured, and left to wither in the depths of the Reaches. But she had never believed them. Not really. Not until now.

Kael’s voice was quiet beside her. “Elara, we need to leave. Now.”

But she couldn’t move. Her eyes were fixed on the figure on the pedestal, on the way their body had been twisted, on the way the chains had carved into their skin like something alive. She could feel the weight of the council’s gaze on her, feel the way they were watching her, waiting.

The leader stepped closer, his expression unreadable. “You see now, don’t you? You see what the empire does to people who resist.”

Elara’s jaw tightened. “I see what you do to people who resist.”
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A murmur passed through the gathered council members, but the leader only smiled. “You’re not wrong. We do what the empire demands of us. We take those who are broken and make them stronger. We take those who resist and make them into something else entirely.”

Elara’s breath came faster now, her pulse hammering in her throat. She could feel the weight of the room pressing down on her, the way the air seemed to thicken with every passing second. She could feel the way her thoughts were unraveling, the way the truth was slipping through her fingers like sand.

And then she saw it.

A flicker of movement near the edge of the room. A shadow shifting against the darkness. Her eyes narrowed. There was someone else here. Someone who wasn’t part of the council. Someone who wasn’t bound.

She took a step forward, her voice low. “Who are you?”

The figure turned slowly, revealing a face that sent a jolt of recognition through her. It was one of the others. One of the ones who had disappeared before the council had taken them. One of the ones who had vanished into the Reaches without a trace.

“Elara,” the figure said, their voice low, almost to herself. “You have to leave. Now.”

But before she could respond, the leader stepped forward again, his expression dark. “You think you can run from this? You think you can pretend you’re not part of this?”
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Elara’s hands clenched into fists. “I’m not part of this. I never was.”

The leader’s eyes narrowed. “Then why are you here? Why are you standing in the Reaches, watching as we do what the empire demands of us?”

Elara opened her mouth to respond, but no words came. She felt the weight of the moment pressing down on her, the way the truth was beginning to take shape in her mind. She had come here believing she could save people like Kael. Like the others. But now, now she saw the truth.

She had come here believing she could change the system from the inside. But the system had already changed her.

The leader took a step closer, his voice low. “You don’t understand what’s happening here, do you? You think you’re the one in control. But you’re not. You’ve always been the one who’s been controlled.”

Elara’s breath came in short, shallow gasps. She could feel the walls of the chamber closing in around her, the way the air seemed to vibrate with the weight of the council’s presence. She could feel the way the truth was slipping through her fingers, the way the past was beginning to catch up with her.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the moment shattered.

A sharp cry echoed through the chamber, and Elara turned in time to see the figure on the pedestal lurch forward, their chains snapping with a sound like breaking glass. The council members scrambled back, their faces pale with fear.
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Kael grabbed her arm, pulling her toward the passage. “We have to go. Now.”

But Elara hesitated. Her eyes were fixed on the figure, on the way they were struggling against the chains, on the way their body was beginning to shift, to change.

The leader’s voice was sharp. “Don’t look. Don’t watch. You don’t want to see what happens next.”

But Elara couldn’t look away. She couldn’t.

The figure’s body twisted, their skin peeling away in long, thin strips, revealing something beneath—a thing that was neither human nor beast, something that pulsed with a light that was neither fire nor flame.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the figure collapsed, their body dissolving into a pool of black liquid that spread across the stone floor, seeping into the cracks and crevices of the chamber.

The silence that followed was deafening.

Elara felt Kael’s grip on her arm tighten. “Elara, we have to go. Now.”

But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t look away from the pool of liquid that had once been a person, that had once been someone like her.

The leader’s voice was quiet, almost reverent. “That’s what happens to those who resist. That’s what happens to those who refuse to be reshaped.”
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Elara’s breath came in ragged gasps. She could feel the weight of the chamber pressing down on her, the way the air seemed to thicken with the scent of burning oil and something more acrid, something more dangerous.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, she felt something shift within her.

A memory surfaced, unbidden and unrelenting.

She was younger, standing in the same chamber, watching as the council had taken someone else—someone who had looked just like her, who had whispered the same words, who had believed the same things.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, she had been taken.

The memory faded, leaving her breathless, her mind reeling.

She looked at Kael, her voice low, almost to herself. “I can’t leave.”

Kael’s eyes were wide with fear. “Elara, please. You have to.”

But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t leave.

Because now she understood.

Now she saw the truth.

Now she knew what the empire had done to people like her.

Now she knew what it had done to her.

And now, she was ready to fight back.
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The leader stepped closer, his voice a low, velvet coil. “You understand now, don’t you? You see the truth. You know what they’ve done to you. And you know what you must do next.” His hand reached out, fingers brushing the edge of her shoulder, but Elara flinched away. She didn’t want his touch. She didn’t want his words. She didn’t want to be part of this anymore.

Kael’s grip on her arm tightened, his knuckles white. “Elara, listen to me. You have to run. You have to leave. They won’t stop until they break you.” His voice was urgent, desperate. But Elara’s mind was already elsewhere, already unraveling the threads of the memory that had surfaced earlier. She had been taken. Not just once, but again and again. She had watched others like her—others who had believed the same things, who had whispered the same words—only to be dragged away, never to return. And now she understood why.

The leader’s smile was cruel, knowing. “You think you can run, Kael? You think you can escape the Reaches? You’re already too deep. Too far gone.” His gaze flicked to Elara, and she felt the weight of his words settle over her like a shroud. “You’re not the first to see the truth, Elara. But you are the first who will choose to act on it.”

A sharp, metallic clang echoed through the chamber as the doors at the far end of the room swung open with a hiss of steam and pressure. Elara turned, her heart pounding, and saw a group of figures stepping into the light. They wore the dark, oil-stained uniforms of the empire’s enforcers, their faces obscured by masks that gleamed with the same cold, unyielding precision as the machines that surrounded them.
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Kael’s face paled. “No. No, no, no—”

But Elara was already moving, her body propelled by something deeper than fear, something older and more primal. She didn’t run. She didn’t hesitate. She turned on her heel and strode toward the enforcers, her steps measured, her expression calm. The leader’s eyes narrowed, his smile fading into something else—something darker.

“You think you can defy me?” he hissed. “You think you can challenge the empire?”

Elara didn’t answer. She didn’t have to. Her silence was enough.

Kael was at her side in an instant, his voice a desperate whisper. “Elara, what are you doing? You can’t—”

“I’m not afraid of them,” she said, her voice steady. “I’m not afraid of you.”

The leader’s eyes flared with something like rage. “You think you’re brave? You think you’re strong?” He stepped forward, his presence commanding, his voice a low, dangerous growl. “You are nothing. You are a child, a pawn, a prisoner. And you will be broken, just like the rest of them.”

Elara didn’t flinch. She didn’t move. She met his gaze, unflinching, and for the first time, she saw the truth in his eyes. Not the truth the empire had told her, not the truth the council had whispered to her in the dark. But the truth of who he was. The truth of what he had become.

He was afraid.
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Not of her.

Of what she had seen.

Of what she had learned.

And suddenly, the chamber seemed to shift around her. The air thickened, the light dimmed, and for a moment, she was no longer standing in the Reaches. She was standing in the chamber from her memory, the one that had haunted her for so long. The one where she had watched as the council had taken someone else—someone who had looked just like her, who had whispered the same words, who had believed the same things. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, she had been taken.

The memory surged through her, unbidden and unrelenting, and for a moment, she felt herself slipping, falling into the depths of that past. She saw the council, their faces blurred, their voices muffled. She saw the machines, their whirring blades, their cold, unfeeling precision. She saw the others—those who had come before her, those who had tried to resist, those who had failed.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the memory faded.

Elara gasped, her breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. She staggered, her vision swimming, her mind reeling. The leader’s voice was a distant echo, his words meaningless, his presence a shadow.

Kael was still beside her, his hands gripping her arms, his face a mask of desperation. “Elara, please. You have to leave. You have to go. Now.”
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But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t leave. Because now she saw the truth. Now she knew what the empire had done to people like her. Now she knew what it had done to her. And now, she was ready to fight back.

The leader stepped closer, his voice a low, venomous whisper. “You think you can fight them, Elara? You think you can stand against the empire?” His hand reached out, his fingers curling around her wrist, his grip like iron. “You are nothing. You are a child, a pawn, a prisoner. And you will be broken, just like the rest of them.”

But Elara didn’t flinch. She didn’t move. She met his gaze, unflinching, and for the first time, she saw the truth in his eyes. Not the truth the empire had told her, not the truth the council had whispered to her in the dark. But the truth of who he was. The truth of what he had become.

He was afraid.

Not of her.

Of what she had seen.

Of what she had learned.

And suddenly, the chamber seemed to shift around her. The air thickened, the light dimmed, and for a moment, she was no longer standing in the Reaches. She was standing in the chamber from her memory, the one that had haunted her for so long. The one where she had watched as the council had taken someone else—someone who had looked just like her, who had whispered the same words, who had believed the same things. And then, just as suddenly as it
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had begun, she had been taken.

The memory surged through her, unbidden and unrelenting, and for a moment, she felt herself slipping, falling into the depths of that past. She saw the council, their faces blurred, their voices muffled. She saw the machines, their whirring blades, their cold, unfeeling precision. She saw the others—those who had come before her, those who had tried to resist, those who had failed.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the memory faded.

Elara gasped, her breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. She staggered, her vision swimming, her mind reeling. The leader’s voice was a distant echo, his words meaningless, his presence a shadow.

Kael was still beside her, his hands gripping her arms, his face a mask of desperation. “Elara, please. You have to leave. You have to go. Now.”

But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t leave. Because now she saw the truth. Now she knew what the empire had done to people like her. Now she knew what it had done to her. And now, she was ready to fight back.

The leader stepped closer, his voice a low, venomous whisper. “You think you can fight them, Elara? You think you can stand against the empire?” His hand reached out, his fingers curling around her wrist, his grip like iron. “You are nothing. You are a child, a pawn, a prisoner. And you will be broken, just like the rest of them.”
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But Elara didn’t flinch. She didn’t move. She met his gaze, unflinching, and for the first time, she saw the truth in his eyes. Not the truth the empire had told her, not the truth the council had whispered to her in the dark. But the truth of who he was. The truth of what he had become.

He was afraid.

Not of her.

Of what she had seen.

Of what she had learned.

And suddenly, the chamber seemed to shift around her. The air thickened, the light dimmed, and for a moment, she was no longer standing in the Reaches. She was standing in the chamber from her memory, the one that had haunted her for so long. The one where she had watched as the council had taken someone else—someone who had looked just like her, who had whispered the same words, who had believed the same things. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, she had been taken.

The memory surged through her, unbidden and unrelenting, and for a moment, she felt herself slipping, falling into the depths of that past. She saw the council, their faces blurred, their voices muffled. She saw the machines, their whirring blades, their cold, unfeeling precision. She saw the others—those who had come before her, those who had tried to resist, those who had failed.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the memory faded.
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Elara gasped, her breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. She staggered, her vision swimming, her mind reeling. The leader’s voice was a distant echo, his words meaningless, his presence a shadow.

Kael was still beside her, his hands gripping her arms, his face a mask of desperation. “Elara, please. You have to leave. You have to go. Now.”

But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t leave. Because now she saw the truth. Now she knew what the empire had done to people like her. Now she knew what it had done to her. And now, she was ready to fight back.

Elara’s breath was shallow, her pulse a frantic drumbeat in her ears. The truth had settled in her bones like a poison, and it burned. She could feel it now—the weight of every nameless face, every silent scream, every stolen life. The empire had not taken her for some grand purpose. It had taken her for what it always did. To replace. To erase. To mold. And she was not going to let that happen again. Kael’s grip tightened, but she wrenched herself free, her hands trembling as they shot out to grab the nearest chair. She overturned it with a sharp crack, the sound echoing through the chamber. “You don’t get to do this,” she hissed, her voice raw. “You don’t get to take me like this. Not again.” The leader’s voice, which had been a distant echo, now sharpened into something more. “Elara. You are not in control of this situation. You are not safe here. You are not safe anywhere. You must return to the Reaches. You must let us—” “Let you what?” she spat. “Let you erase me? Let you turn me into another one of your perfect little machines? You think I don’t know what you’ve done? You think I don’t remember the
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others?” Kael’s face paled, his hands clenching into fists. “Elara, listen to me. You don’t understand what’s at stake. If you go further, if you push harder, they’ll—” “I don’t care what they’ll do,” she said, her voice rising. “I’ve already seen what they do. I’ve already felt it. I’ve already been broken. I won’t be broken again.” She turned, her back to Kael, her shoulders shaking. The chamber felt smaller now, the walls pressing in, the air thick with the weight of every memory she had ever buried. She could feel them all now—the ones who had come before her, the ones who had failed, the ones who had tried to resist. She could hear their whispers, their voices overlapping, a chorus of defiance and despair. And she was part of that chorus now. She was not just another nameless face. She was not just another piece of the puzzle. She was Elara, and she was not going to let them take her again. The leader stepped forward, his expression unreadable, his hands raised in a gesture of calm. “Elara, you must stop this. You are not strong enough to fight them alone. You cannot undo what has already been done. You cannot change the past.” “I can change the future,” she said, her voice steady now, no longer shaking. “I can change it if I don’t let them take me again. I can change it if I fight.” She turned back to Kael, her eyes burning with a fire she hadn’t felt in a long time. “You said you were here to help me. You said you wanted to stop them. If that’s true, then help me. Help me fight.” Kael hesitated for a moment, his face a mask of conflict. Then, slowly, he nodded. “I will,” he said. “But you have to trust me. You have to trust that I’m not one of them. That I’m not here to take you.” Elara studied him for a moment, her eyes searching his face for any sign of deception. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, she reached out and took his hand. It was warm, steady, and real. And for the first time in a long time, she felt something that wasn’t fear. The leader’s
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voice cut through the silence. “You think you can trust him? You think you can trust anyone? You are not safe here, Elara. You are not safe anywhere.” Elara turned back to him, her eyes blazing. “I am safe here. I am safe with Kael. And I am safe with the truth. I won’t let you take me again. I won’t let you erase me again. I won’t let you turn me into one of your perfect little machines.” The leader’s expression hardened, his jaw tightening. “You are not the first to say that. And you will not be the last. But you are not the first to fail either. You are not the first to be broken.” Elara’s breath caught in her throat. She could feel the weight of his words, the truth of them pressing down on her like a heavy stone. She had been broken before. She had been taken before. She had been erased before. And she had failed before. But this time was different. This time, she was not going to let them take her. She stepped forward, her chin lifting, her eyes burning with defiance. “I am not going to let you take me again. I am not going to let you erase me again. I am not going to let you turn me into one of your perfect little machines.” The leader’s expression remained unreadable, but there was something in his eyes that Elara had not seen before. A flicker of something that looked like fear. A flicker of something that looked like doubt. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the chamber around her seemed to shift. The air grew colder, the walls seemed to press in tighter, and the light from the overhead panels flickered and dimmed. Elara felt a strange sensation in her chest, like something was being pulled away from her, like something was being taken from her. She gasped, her hands flying to her chest as a wave of dizziness washed over her. The world around her seemed to blur, the voices of the leader and Kael fading into the distance. She felt herself slipping, falling, being pulled into the depths of that past once more. And this time, she
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did not fight it. She let it take her. The chamber faded away, and she was no longer standing in the Reaches. She was standing in the chamber from her memory, the one that had haunted her for so long. The one where she had watched as the council had taken someone else—someone who had looked just like her, who had whispered the same words, who had believed the same things. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, she had been taken. She saw the council, their faces blurred, their voices muffled. She saw the machines, their whirring blades, their cold, unfeeling precision. She saw the others—those who had come before her, those who had tried to resist, those who had failed. And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the memory faded. Elara gasped, her breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. She staggered, her vision swimming, her mind reeling. The leader’s voice was a distant echo, his words meaningless, his presence a shadow. Kael was still beside her, his hands gripping her arms, his face a mask of desperation. “Elara, please. You have to leave. You have to go. Now.” But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t run. She couldn’t leave. Because now she saw the truth. Now she knew what the empire had done to people like her. Now she knew what it had done to her. And now, she was ready to fight back. She turned to Kael, her eyes burning with a fire she hadn’t felt in a long time. “Help me,” she said, her voice steady. “Help me fight them. Help me take them down.” Kael hesitated for a moment, his face a mask of conflict. Then, slowly, he nodded. “I will,” he said. “But you have to trust me. You have to trust that I’m not one of them. That I’m not here to take you.” Elara studied him for a moment, her eyes searching his face for any sign of deception. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, she reached out and took his hand. It was warm, steady, and real. And for the first time in a long time, she felt something that wasn’t fear. The leader’s voice cut
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through the silence. “You think you can trust him? You think you can trust anyone? You are not safe here, Elara. You are not safe anywhere.” Elara turned back to him, her eyes blazing. “I am safe here. I am safe with Kael. And I am safe with the truth. I won’t let you take me again. I won’t let you erase me again. I won’t let you turn me into one of your perfect little machines.” The leader’s expression hardened, his jaw tightening. “You are not the first to say that. And you will not be the last. But you are not the first to fail either. You are not the first to be broken.” Elara’s breath caught in her throat.
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Chapter 2

Ember Council Rules

 

The council chamber smelled of old wood and burning oil. The air was thick, cloying, and carried the faint metallic tang of ember magic—something Elara had come to associate with the Sun Court’s insatiable hunger for control. She stepped through the heavy, iron-banded door, the cold of the stone floor seeping into her boots. Kael followed, his sun-blessed skin glowing faintly in the dim light, as if the very air around him resisted the shadows. She kept her head down, her fingers twitching at her sides. She was still a prisoner, even if she had no chains to mark the fact. The chamber was circular, its ceiling lost in darkness. Flickering ember magic pulsed from sconces set into the walls, casting jagged shadows that danced across the faces of the Ember Council. They sat in a half-circle, their robes the color of ash and flame, their eyes sharp and watchful. Some of them bore the marks of old burns, their skin marred by the very magic they now wielded. Elara could feel the weight of their scrutiny, the way their gazes lingered on her pendant, on the faint ember glow in her hair.

Kael cleared his throat, the sound sharp in the still air. “We need to speak to your leader,” he said, his voice steady but edged with something Elara couldn’t name. It wasn’t fear. It was caution. Or maybe something else.

The council murmured among themselves, their voices low and clipped. A man in the center of the group stood, his face obscured by the flickering light. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a scar
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that ran from his temple to his jaw. His presence was like a storm gathering on the horizon. He stepped forward, and the air seemed to shift around him, as if the chamber itself recognized him.

Maelor.

Elara had heard the name before, though only in whispers. He was a rebel, a thorn in the Sun Court’s side, a man who had led raids on their supply lines and burned their banners to ash. She had thought him a myth, a legend passed between escaped slaves and outlaws. But now he stood before her, real and dangerous.

“You’re not the first to demand an audience,” Maelor said, his voice like gravel underfoot. “And you won’t be the last.” His eyes flicked to Kael, then to Elara, lingering on her pendant. “But you are the first to carry that kind of magic.”

Elara’s throat tightened. She had spent weeks hiding her ember power, keeping it buried beneath layers of fabric and silence. Now it was exposed, and she hated the way it made her feel—like a spark waiting to be lit.

Kael stepped forward, his posture tense but controlled. “We weren’t sent here to cause trouble,” he said. “We’re running from the Sun Court. We need to know where we stand.”

Maelor’s lips curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “You think you can just walk in here and expect a warm welcome?” His voice was low, dangerous. “You think we don’t know what your kind is capable of?”
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Elara opened her mouth to protest, but Kael cut her off with a look. She had no idea what he was thinking, but she trusted him—just enough to stay silent.

Maelor studied them both for a long moment, his gaze sharp, calculating. Then he turned, his movements fluid, and gestured to a chair at the end of the chamber. “Sit,” he said. “We’ll see if you’re worth listening to.”

The chair was cold, the wood splintered and worn. Elara sat, her fingers curling into her palms. She could feel the ember magic in her blood, the way it thrummed beneath her skin, waiting for a reason to burn.

Maelor circled them, his eyes scanning their faces, their bodies, as if trying to find something hidden. “You’re not like the others,” he said at last. “I can feel it. You’re not just running from the Sun Court. You’re running from something else.”

Elara’s jaw tightened. She didn’t want to talk about it—not here, not now. But she could feel Kael’s gaze on her, waiting, expecting her to say something.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, her voice low.

Maelor’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.” He took a step closer, his presence pressing against her like a wall of heat. “You have that kind of power, and you’re afraid of it. I can see it in you.”

Elara’s pulse quickened. She had spent her life hiding from this, from the way the ember magic burned through her veins, the way it made her feel like a weapon and a curse all at once. She had never
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spoken of it, never let it show. And now, here, in this chamber lit by flickering ember light, it was all she could feel.

Kael shifted beside her, his voice low. “She’s not like the others,” he said. “She doesn’t know how to control it.”

Maelor’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted, as if he had expected this answer all along. He turned back to the council, his voice cutting through the chamber like a blade.

“Bring her to the center,” he said. “Let her show us what she can do.”

Elara’s breath caught in her throat. She wanted to refuse, to run, to disappear into the shadows and never be found again. But Kael was already standing, his hand on her shoulder, his grip firm.

“Elara,” he said, his voice soft but insistent. “You have to do this.”

She looked up at him, searching his face for some sign of what he was thinking. There was no fear there, no hesitation. Only determination. And something else—something that made her stomach twist with a strange kind of hope.

She stood, her legs unsteady, and stepped toward the center of the chamber. The ember magic in her blood surged, a hot, searing pain that made her want to scream. She could feel the eyes of the council on her, their breath held in anticipation.

Maelor gestured for her to begin.

Elara closed her eyes. She could feel the ember magic rising, a slow, steady burn that spread from her fingertips to her palms, her arms,
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her chest. It was like fire, like something alive, something hungry. She had always been afraid of it, but now, standing here, she felt something else—something strange and powerful.

She opened her hands, and the ember magic flared to life.

A ball of light formed in her palm, its glow sharp and bright, casting long shadows across the chamber. The council gasped, their voices a mix of awe and fear. Maelor’s eyes widened, his expression unreadable.

Elara felt the magic surge through her, the way it burned and pulsed, the way it made her feel like she was on the edge of something—something vast and terrifying. She had never done this before, never let it show. But now, here, in this chamber lit by flickering ember light, she was no longer afraid.

She opened her mouth, and the magic poured out, a wave of fire and light that filled the chamber with its heat. The council fell silent, their faces lit by the glow of her power. She could feel their fear, their awe, their uncertainty.

And she could feel herself, for the first time, standing on the edge of something new.

Maelor stepped forward, his voice low and steady. “You’ve got a lot to learn,” he said. “But I think we might have a place for you here.”

Elara looked up at him, her heart pounding in her chest. She didn’t know what he meant, but she could feel something shifting in the air between them, something that made her feel, for the first time in a long time, like she might belong.
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The words hung in the air, thick with implication. Elara’s breath came shallow, her pulse a drumbeat in her ears. The ember light flickered, casting jagged shadows across the chamber’s stone walls. She could feel Maelor’s gaze on her, sharp and searching, as if he were trying to peel back the layers of her skin and see what lay beneath. His voice had been calm, measured, but there was something else in it now—something that made her stomach twist.

“Elara,” he said, stepping closer, his boots clicking softly against the marble floor. “You’re not the first to show this kind of power. But you’re the first in a long time who didn’t run from it.” His eyes, dark and unrelenting, locked onto hers. “That makes you… interesting.”

Elara opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. She felt the ember magic still humming beneath her skin, a slow, steady burn that didn’t fade. It was as if the fire had become part of her, no longer something she had to summon, but something that simply was. She clenched her fists, trying to ground herself, but the sensation only grew stronger, more insistent.

A flicker of movement at the edge of her vision made her turn sharply. The council members, who had been frozen in silent awe moments before, were now shifting uneasily. Some of them whispered to each other, their voices low and urgent. Others stood with their arms crossed, their expressions unreadable. Maelor’s gaze flicked toward them, and for a moment, the room seemed to hold its breath.

Then, a voice rang out—sharp, commanding, and unmistakably female. “Enough of this.” The words sliced through the tension like
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a blade. Elara turned toward the sound, her eyes narrowing as she took in the figure standing at the far end of the chamber.

Lady Veyra, the council’s high arbiter, was tall and regal, her silver hair cascading down her back in elegant waves. Her robes, embroidered with intricate patterns of flame and shadow, shimmered in the ember light. She stepped forward now, her movements precise and deliberate. Her eyes, cold as winter wind, landed on Elara with a look that was neither approval nor condemnation—just calculation.

Elara’s jaw tightened. She could feel the weight of the words pressing down on her, but she refused to shrink beneath them. “I didn’t ask for this,” she said, her voice steady despite the storm of emotions churning inside her. “I didn’t ask for any of it.”

Veyra’s lips curved into something that was almost a smile. “No one does,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean you’re not here for a reason.”

The words struck something deep within Elara, a memory she had tried to bury. She saw herself as a child, standing in the ruins of a village that had burned to the ground, her hands trembling as she watched the flames consume everything she had ever known. She saw the faces of those who had died, their eyes wide with fear, their voices lost to the inferno. And she saw herself, standing in the ashes, her hands glowing with ember magic, the power she had tried so hard to suppress.

She blinked, shaking her head as if to clear the vision. “I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, her voice low and steady. “But I won’t be your pawn.”
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Maelor stepped forward then, his expression unreadable. “She’s not a pawn,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “She’s a possibility. A chance we might not get again.”

Veyra’s eyes narrowed, her expression darkening. “Possibility,” she repeated, the word dripping with disdain. “You speak as if she is something to be cultivated, something to be shaped into something useful.”

“She already is,” Maelor said, his gaze never leaving Elara’s. “You saw what she did. That power—” He paused, his eyes flicking to the ember light still glowing in her palm. “That’s not just raw magic. That’s something else. Something we don’t understand yet.”

Elara felt a flicker of something in Maelor’s words, a recognition that made her pulse quicken. Was that what she was? A possibility? A chance? She looked down at her hands, the ember light still burning there, and for the first time, she didn’t feel afraid. She felt… curious.

Veyra’s eyes flashed with something dangerous, something that made the air in the chamber grow colder. “You speak as if you know her,” she said, her voice low and threatening. “But you don’t. None of you do.”

Maelor didn’t flinch. “Maybe not yet,” he said. “But we can learn. And if you’re smart, you’ll let us.”

The silence that followed was thick with unspoken threats. Elara could feel the tension crackling in the air, the weight of the moment pressing down on her. She wanted to speak, to say something that would cut through the tension and make them all
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see the truth of what was happening. But the words wouldn’t come.

Then, Veyra turned sharply, her movements precise and deliberate. “Enough of this,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence like a blade. “We have a decision to make. Elara—” Her gaze snapped back to Elara, her expression unreadable. “—you will be tested. Tonight.”

Elara’s breath caught in her throat. “Tested?” she echoed, her voice low, almost to herself.

Veyra nodded. “You have power. But power without control is a danger to us all. If you wish to remain here, to be part of the Ember Council, you must prove that you can wield your gift without letting it consume you.”

Elara’s heart pounded in her chest. She wanted to say no, to walk away and leave all of this behind. But something inside her, something deep and unshakable, refused to let her go.

She looked up at Maelor, her eyes searching his for any sign of what he thought. His expression was unreadable, but there was something in his eyes that made her feel… seen. As if he knew the battle she was fighting inside herself, and he was there to help her win.

“Elara,” he said, his voice low and steady. “You can do this. I know you can.”

She looked down at her hands, the ember light still burning there, and for the first time, she felt something shift inside her. Not fear.
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Not uncertainty. But a quiet, steady resolve.

She looked back up at Veyra, her jaw set. “Fine,” she said, her voice steady. “I’ll be tested.”

Veyra’s lips curved into a thin smile. “Good,” she said. “Then let’s begin.”

The council members began to move, their voices rising in a low murmur as they prepared for the test. Elara felt the weight of their gazes on her, the pressure of their expectations pressing down on her like a mountain. But she didn’t look away. She stood tall, her hands clenched at her sides, the ember light still burning in her palms.

Maelor stepped closer, his voice low. “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “But if you do, I’ll be here. Every step of the way.”

Elara looked up at him, her heart pounding in her chest. “I know,” she said. “And I’ll need you.”

He nodded, his expression unreadable. “Then let’s go.”

The council chamber’s air thickened as Elara and Maelor stepped forward, the murmurs of the council members fading into an expectant silence. Veyra’s voice cut through the stillness like a blade. “The first test is a trial of control,” she announced, her tone smooth but edged with steel. “Elara, you will summon an ember from the depths of your soul and shape it into a form of your choosing. Failure to do so will result in immediate disqualification. Do you understand?” Elara nodded, her jaw tight. The ember light in her palms pulsed, as if responding to the challenge. Maelor’s
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hand brushed hers briefly, a silent promise woven into the contact. She turned toward the center of the chamber, where a raised dais stood, its surface black and polished like obsidian. It was the only thing in the room that reflected the dim, flickering light of the embers.

Elara stepped onto the dais, her breath steady. She closed her eyes, focusing on the ember light that burned in her palms. It was a part of her now, she realized, not something external or foreign. It was a part of her soul, and she could feel it responding to her thoughts, her emotions. She reached out with her mind, trying to shape the ember into something tangible. A flame, a bird, a sword—anything that would prove her control. But the ember resisted, flickering and shifting like a living thing. Her frustration mounted, and the ember flared, casting long shadows across the dais.

Maelor’s voice was a steady anchor in the chaos. “Breathe,” he said. “Don’t force it. Let it come to you.” Elara took a deep breath, letting the tension in her shoulders ease. She focused again, this time not on the shape she wanted, but on the feeling of the ember itself. It was warm, like a heartbeat, like a secret waiting to be uncovered. Slowly, the ember began to shift, not in defiance, but in response to her calm. It coalesced into a shape—small, delicate, and unfamiliar. She opened her eyes. It was a tiny, glowing fox, its tail flicking like a flame. It looked up at her with eyes that mirrored the ember’s glow.

The chamber erupted into murmurs of surprise. Veyra’s expression was unreadable, but her lips curled into a thin smile. “Interesting,” she said. “A fox. A symbol of cunning and survival. Very fitting.” Elara’s heart pounded as she reached out, the fox hovering just
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above her fingertips. It was a small victory, but it was hers. She looked at Maelor, who gave her a small nod of approval. She turned back to the council, her voice steady. “Is that all?” she asked. Veyra’s smile widened. “Not quite,” she said. “You must now command the fox to perform a task. Something that tests not only your control, but your understanding of the ember’s nature.”

Elara’s mind raced. What could she ask the fox to do? She thought of the stories she had heard, of the ember’s connection to the soul. She thought of the way it had responded to her emotions, the way it had burned when she was afraid and flared when she was determined. She thought of the fox, its delicate form, its eyes that seemed to see into her very being. A plan formed in her mind, and she turned to face the council again. “I want the fox to find something hidden in the shadows,” she said. “Something that only the ember can reveal.”

Veyra’s eyes narrowed. “You mean the truth?” she asked. Elara hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. I want the fox to find the truth.” The murmurs in the chamber grew louder, some in awe, others in suspicion. Veyra stepped forward, her voice low and dangerous. “You speak of the truth as if it is a thing to be found, a treasure to be uncovered. But the truth is not a thing, Elara. It is a wound. A scar. And once it is opened, it cannot be closed again.” Elara met her gaze, unflinching. “Then let it be opened,” she said. “I need to know what I am. What I was. What I am becoming.” The fox in her hands flickered, its glow intensifying as if it understood the weight of her words.

Veyra’s expression darkened. “Very well,” she said. “But be warned—what you find may not be what you expect.” Elara
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nodded, her resolve unshaken. “I’m ready.” The fox leapt from her hands, its tiny body darting through the air like a living flame. It moved with a grace that defied its size, weaving between the council members, its glow casting long shadows on the chamber walls. It paused for a moment, as if listening, then darted toward the far end of the room. The council members shifted uneasily, their murmurs growing louder. Veyra’s voice cut through the noise. “What is it doing?” she demanded.

Elara watched the fox as it reached the far end of the chamber, where a massive web hung. It was ancient, its threads worn with time, and its colors faded to a dull, lifeless gray. The fox hovered just before the web, its glow pulsing in rhythm with the ember in Elara’s palms. Then, without warning, the web began to shift. The threads unraveled, revealing a hidden image beneath. It was a scene of a great fire, its flames consuming everything in their path. In the center of the fire stood a figure, cloaked in shadow, their face obscured. The fox circled the figure, its glow intensifying until the figure’s face was revealed. It was Maelor.

The chamber erupted into chaos. Gasps, shouts, and the sound of hurried footsteps filled the air. Veyra’s face was a mask of fury. “This is a fabrication,” she hissed. “A lie.” Elara stepped forward, her voice steady. “No,” she said. “It’s the truth.” The fox returned to her, its tiny body glowing brighter than ever. It settled in her palms, its eyes meeting hers. She looked down at the web, at the image of Maelor standing amidst the flames. She thought of the way he had looked at her, the way he had held her gaze with such intensity. She thought of the way he had said, “I’ll be here. Every step of the way.” She thought of the way he had stood beside her, even when the world had turned against her. And she thought of
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the way he had looked at her now, as if he understood everything.

The fox in her hands pulsed one last time before fading into a faint, golden mist. Elara looked up at the council, her voice steady. “The truth is not a wound,” she said. “It’s a path. And I’m ready to walk it.” Veyra’s expression was unreadable, but her eyes were dark with something that looked like fear. Maelor stepped forward, his voice low and steady. “You did it,” he said. “You found the truth.” Elara looked at him, her heart pounding. “I found you,” she said. “And I’m not going to let you disappear again.”

Maelor’s breath caught in his throat. The words hung between them, heavy and unspoken for years. He wanted to say something—anything—but the chamber had fallen silent, the weight of Elara’s declaration pressing down on them all. Veyra’s face was a storm of emotions, her lips parted but no sound escaping. The other council members shifted uneasily, their gazes darting between Maelor and Elara as if expecting one of them to break the tension.

Then, from the back of the chamber, a voice cut through the silence. “This is madness.” The speaker was Councilor Korr, his face lined with age and bitterness. “You would bring a traitor back into our midst? After what he did? After what he—” He faltered, his eyes flicking toward Veyra, who stood rigid, her hands clenched at her sides.

Maelor’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t betray anyone,” he said, his voice low but firm. “Not then. Not now.” His gaze swept the room, meeting the eyes of those who had once called him brother, now strangers. “You all know what I did. You know I tried to stop the
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fire. That I failed. That I was blamed for it. But I didn’t run. I didn’t hide. I stayed, even when it meant facing the council’s wrath.”

Veyra’s voice was sharp, cutting through the air like a blade. “And what of the people you left behind? The families who lost everything? Do you think your words absolve you of that?” Her eyes burned with unspoken pain, and for a moment, Maelor saw something in her that he hadn’t seen in years—a flicker of the girl she had been before the council had hardened her into something else entirely.

Elara stepped between them, her presence calm but unyielding. “Enough,” she said, her voice carrying across the chamber. “This isn’t about blame. It’s about truth. About what we’ve done to each other. About what we’ve buried.” She turned to the council, her expression resolute. “You all know what happened. You know what the fire was. You know what it took to survive it. But instead of confronting it, you let fear and anger dictate your choices. You let guilt and silence take over.”

A murmur rippled through the room, some members nodding in agreement, others shaking their heads. Korr stepped forward, his face dark. “You speak as if you know what we’ve endured. But you don’t. You were never part of this. You were never one of us.”

Elara’s eyes narrowed. “I was. I am. I was there when the fire started. I watched it burn. I watched people die. I watched you all turn on each other, on me, on Maelor. And I watched you all pretend it didn’t matter.” She took a step forward, her voice rising. “But it did. It mattered. And it still does.”
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The room was silent again, the weight of her words pressing down on them all. Maelor felt it in his chest, the old pain and the new understanding warring within him. He had spent so long trying to atone for what he thought he had done, but now, standing here, he realized that the real betrayal had been the silence that followed.

Veyra’s voice was quiet now, almost a whisper. “You think we can just undo the past? That we can erase what’s been done?” She looked at Maelor, her expression unreadable. “You think you can just walk back into our lives and everything will be the same?”

Maelor met her gaze, his voice steady. “No. I don’t think everything will be the same. But I do think we can start over. Not as enemies, not as strangers, but as people who finally face the truth.”

A murmur of agreement rose from the council, some members looking at each other with uncertainty, others with something like hope. Veyra’s eyes flickered with something—regret, perhaps. Or maybe just the weight of years of unspoken words.

Elara turned to the council, her voice calm but firm. “The rules of the Ember Council were meant to protect us. To guide us. But they were also meant to be followed. Not just by those who stood on the outside, but by those who led from within.” She looked at Veyra, then at Maelor. “The council has always been about control, about power. But what if it was also about accountability? About truth?”

Veyra’s expression was unreadable, but there was a flicker of something in her eyes—something that had been absent for a long time. “And what do you propose, Elara? That we change the rules? That we rewrite history?”
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Elara’s voice was quiet, but resolute. “No. I propose we face it. We face the truth. And we face each other.”

Maelor stepped forward, his voice low but steady. “I don’t expect you to forgive me. I don’t expect you to trust me. But I do expect you to listen. To hear what I have to say. To hear what we all have to say.”

The chamber was silent, the weight of his words pressing down on them all. For the first time in years, Maelor felt something shift—not just in the room, but within himself. He had spent so long running from the past, from the fire, from the people who had once called him brother. But now, standing here, he realized that the only way forward was to face it all.

Veyra looked at him, her expression unreadable. “You think you can just walk back into our lives and everything will be the same?”

Maelor met her gaze, his voice steady. “No. I don’t think everything will be the same. But I do think we can start over. Not as enemies, not as strangers, but as people who finally face the truth.”

The chamber was silent, the weight of his words pressing down on them all. For the first time in years, Maelor felt something shift—not just in the room, but within himself. He had spent so long running from the past, from the fire, from the people who had once called him brother. But now, standing here, he realized that the only way forward was to face it all.
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Chapter 3

Training in the Dark

 

The training ground was lit only by the flickering glow of ember magic. It pulsed in uneven waves, casting long shadows that twisted like living things across the uneven terrain. The air was thick with the scent of burning oil and something older—something primal, like the musk of a beast coiled in the dark. Elara’s boots sank into the damp earth, the ground still cool despite the ember light. She could feel the weight of the pendant at her throat, its faint glow pulsing in time with the magic that had nearly destroyed her and the only thing that had kept her alive these past weeks. Kael was ahead of her, his sun-blessed skin glowing faintly even in the dim light. The glow was a beacon, one that would draw attention from the empire’s enforcers. She had to keep him close, but she also had to keep him from drawing attention. She had no illusions about the risks of being here—this was the Ember Council’s training ground, and they were not known for their leniency.
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