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ASTRAEON 

BOOK TWO

 the world does not close








CHAPTER 1 — WHERE THE LIGHT FALTERS

The Village of Whispering Glass

The first sign something was wrong came from the trees.

Silverleaf branches usually chimed when the wind moved through them—soft, crystalline notes that turned every breeze into a quiet song. As children, people of this region used to fall asleep to that sound, swaddled by the music of the Light flowing gently through the world.

Today, the trees did not sing.

They rattled.

The sound was harsh, like bone striking glass. Each gust made the branches shiver and knock together with an irregular clatter, the resonance in their crystalline leaves stuttering instead of humming.

Kaelen Varinth walked at the head of the narrow forest path; his eyes fixed on the distant shape of the village nestled in the hollow ahead. His cloak brushed against low shrubs as he moved, but he barely felt it. All he could hear—beneath the clacking of the trees, beneath Ravik’s muttered commentary and Sylira’s quiet footsteps—was the wrongness in the air.


Resonance used to soothe him.
Now it felt like an argument he couldn’t quite hear.


The hum pressed behind his eyes, vibrating under his ribs. Not loud, not painful—just insistent. Like the world was trying to breathe through a cracked lung.

He reached out with his senses instinctively, letting the ambient Light wash over his skin. It should have felt like warmth on a winter morning.

Instead, it felt thin.

Frayed.

Sylira slowed beside him, matching his pace without needing to be asked. Her armour plates shifted with the motion, worn leather and muted steel catching what little light filtered through the canopy.

“That sound…” she murmured, gaze flicking from tree to tree. One hand rested near the hilt of her sword in that unconscious, ever-ready gesture Kaelen had come to associate with safety. “Resonance shouldn’t behave like that.”

Kaelen nodded once. For a moment, he didn’t trust his own voice. The hum inside him pulsed in time with the clatter of the branches, like the world and his own chest were sharing the same uneven heartbeat.

Behind them, boots scuffed against the dirt path.


“Well,” Ravik said, kicking a loose stone hard enough to send it skittering into the underbrush, “this isn’t ominous at all. Creepy hum, rattling glass trees, unnaturally quiet village up ahead. Definitely not reminding me of any recent life-threatening magical catastrophes we may or may not have caused.”


Sylira shot him a look over her shoulder. “You’re not helping.”

“What? I’m providing levity. Emotional support. Heroic sarcasm.” Ravik’s grin was quick, a flash of teeth beneath the hood of his dark travelling cloak, but it didn’t reach his eyes. His shadow—sharp in the dappled light—stayed too close to his feet, as if clinging.

He always joked more when he was afraid.

Kaelen forced his shoulders to relax, even though every step toward the village tightened the knot in his chest.

They passed the last line of trees.

The forest opened out.

And the world went thin.

A World Gone Thin

The village of Whispering Glass lay in a shallow bowl of land, its houses clustered around a central square. Low stone walls bordered tiny gardens, and glass-lanterns hung from iron hooks at every doorway. Kaelen had seen dozens of such villages in the years since he became Varinth—small, quiet places that trusted the Light to keep their people safe.

This one did not feel safe.

It felt… held.

The air was too still, too dense. No birdsong. No distant laughter. No clatter of tools from workshops. Only the faint rattling of the silverleaf branches above, fading as the trees thinned out around the village’s edge.

The lantern-crystals overhead flickered.

Not all at once. Not even in rhythm. Just—wrongly.

One would flare too bright and then dim to a sickly grey. Another would pulse unevenly, like a heartbeat stuttering. A third hung completely dark, a dead shard of what should have been living Light.

People stood in small groups outside their houses, gathered as if for an announcement that never came. Kaelen could feel their eyes on him before anyone said a word.

Fear tasted the same no matter what part of Astraeon you stood in—metallic, sharp, like lightning about to strike.

He kept walking, Sylira pacing at his right, Ravik at his left. Three figures in travel-stained gear, bearing the mark of the Varinth. Once, that sigil had made people smile. Bow. Reach for them like they were lifelines.

Now, the villagers merely parted.

The crowd opened like a wound.

A woman in a threadbare blue shawl stepped forward. Her skin was pale with exhaustion, fine fractures of worry lining the corners of her eyes. In her hands, she clutched a broken lantern-crystal, its inner Light long gone.

“Please,” she rasped. “Are you… are you the Varinth?”

Kaelen hesitated.

Yes, he thought. And that’s the problem, isn’t it?

Sylira answered before he could, her voice level and steady. “We are. I am Sylira, Shield of the Varinth. This is Kaelen. And Ravik.”

Ravik gave a little, awkward one-handed wave. “Hi. We’re not here to blame you for anything, in case that helps.”

The woman didn’t smile.

Her gaze drifted past them, toward the village well in the centre of the square. A shape lay there, covered with a heavy cloth weighed at the corners with stones.

“That happened,” she whispered.

Kaelen’s stomach clenched.

His boots felt heavier as he walked toward the well.

The First Death

The air around the well was thicker. Every breath felt like dragging something through him—a weight that wasn’t quite physical, but close enough to make his lungs burn.

Kaelen’s fingers brushed the edge of the cloth.

“Are you certain you want to—” Sylira started quietly.

“I have to,” he said.

Because if this was what he thought it was… he needed to see it.

He peeled the cloth back.

A young girl lay beneath, maybe twelve years old. Her hair fanned around her head like dark silk, a few strands clinging to her sweat-damp forehead. Someone had closed her eyes, but it didn’t hide the faint violet bruising along the veins at her temples.

Her skin was pale.

Too pale.

Not the pallor of illness, or even an ordinary death. This was the washed-out emptiness of something that had been drained.

Her hands lay folded over her chest. Between them, cradled like a relic, was a cracked shard of resonance crystal. The break radiated outward in spiderweb lines. Whatever light it once held was gone.

Kaelen’s own resonance shuddered.

He reached out, hovering his palm above her chest, not quite touching. He stretched his senses—but very gently, afraid of what he might find.

Nothing met him.

No flicker of soul-resonance. No echo. No trailing thread, like the ones Memory monks sometimes sensed after a passing. It was as if the girl had been erased.

His throat tightened.

“What happened?” he asked quietly, without looking away.

The woman in the blue shawl wrapped her arms around herself.

“She woke in the night screaming,” she whispered. “Said the light hurt. Said the world was too loud. We tried to soothe her, but the lanterns began to flicker. Things… shook. Then she went quiet.” Her voice broke. “When we came back in the morning, she was like this. And the crystal was cracked.”

Ravik knelt a little distance away, his usual flippant posture stripped away. His shadow pressed flat under him, as if trying to vanish.

“Any Null storms?” he asked. “Strange weather? People messing about with forbidden relics? Mysterious hooded figures offering bargains in back alleys? Please say yes to that last one, it’s always a hooded figure.”

“There was nothing,” the woman said. “Only the hum.”

Kaelen looked up sharply. “Hum?”

She nodded. “At first, we thought it was the wind. A low… singing. But it never stopped. Even when the air was still. And it’s getting louder.”

Kaelen knew that hum.


He heard it in his sleep.
In the fractures in the sky.
In the spaces between his own heartbeats.


The Sleeper had changed the world when it woke.


But not just on that day in the Sanctum.
Not just in the moment when Kaelen had chosen to free it.


Reality itself had been… loosened. The Veil stretched thin.


Light leaked.
Shadows learned to listen.
And now, people died without leaving echoes.


“Kaelen?” Sylira’s voice was soft and careful. She knew the shape of his silence too well. “What are you feeling?”

He could have lied.

He didn’t.

“It feels like something reached through the Veil,” he murmured. “Not fully. Not like the Sleeper. Just… a hand. Testing. Pulling at the Light inside her until it tore.”

Ravik shivered. “You really know how to make a person feel safe.”

“You wanted honesty,” Kaelen said.

Ravik grimaced. “I want honesty with fewer existential nightmares attached, but I’ll take what I can get.”

A small sound drew Kaelen’s attention—a choked breath, quickly muffled.

A boy stood near the edge of the crowd. He couldn’t have been more than eight or nine. His eyes were red, his fists clenched around the broken base of another crystal, as if he’d tried to repair it with his bare hands.

He stared at Kaelen like he was both salvation and the edge of the knife that had cut his world open.

Kaelen’s chest hurt.

He lowered the cloth back over the girl’s face, hands lingering for a moment as if that could somehow anchor her to the world, she was no longer part of.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Not to the villagers.

To her.

To every person the cracks in the sky had taken. To every life the Sleeper’s release had twisted sideways.

To the world that was breaking because he had chosen to save it.

Echoes of the Sleeper

They moved away from the well, giving the family space. The villagers watched them with a mixture of desperate hope and brittle suspicion.

Sylira kept her voice low, her eyes scanning every doorway, every flickering lantern. “Is this the first?”

The woman in the blue shawl shook her head slowly. “Not the first. The first was a man from the next village over, a travelling trader. He collapsed in the middle of the square three days ago. We thought it was exhaustion. Too much time on the road. But his crystal—” She gestured helplessly. “—it shattered in his hand. No light. No echo when we called his name.”

“No echo?” Sylira repeated, frowning. “That shouldn’t be possible, even with Null corruption.”

“Null corrupts,” Kaelen said softly. “This… empties.”


Ravik scratched the back of his neck. “So just to summarise. The Veil is thinning, Light is flickering, people are dying in ways they’re not supposed to be able to die, and the only three people who fought the Sleeper and survived are conveniently standing in the middle of this mess. I can see how some people might draw conclusions.”


Sylira gave him a sharp look. “And what conclusions did you draw?”

“That it’s not our fault,” he said, a little too quickly. “Probably. Mostly. Almost entirely. Maybe.”

Kaelen barely heard them.

He was listening.

Not to the villagers. Not to the rustle of cloth or the faint clatter of silverleaf branches in the distance.

To the hum.

It thrummed underneath everything like a second world beating against the first.

A ripple tremored through the air, so subtle most people would have missed it. Kaelen felt it like fingers dragging down his spine.

Echo…

The sound wasn’t quite a word. Not yet. But he recognised its shape.

Sister.

His vision blurred at the edges, as if the world had been smeared. For a heartbeat, the covered shape by the well, the villagers, the square—all of it seemed to stretch away from him.

“Kaelen?” Sylira’s hand closed over his forearm. Strong. Warm. Present. “Breathe.”

He pulled a breath in.

The world snapped back into place.

He realised his hand had drifted toward the pendant under his shirt—the faintly glowing shard from the Sanctum, the last remnant of the old Varinth’s resonance. His fingers dug into it, as if he could anchor himself in the memory of the man who had carried this burden before him.

The man who had broken.

“Kaelen,” Sylira said quietly. “Stay here. With me.”

He nodded.

But the hum did not stop.

The Messenger

They were still speaking with the village elders when the courier arrived.

He rode into the square on a dust-streaked resonant steed, its crystalline hooves clinking faintly against the cobbles. Dust coated his cloak and boots, and his shoulders sagged like he’d been riding through more than just bad roads.

The villagers parted for him as they had for the Varinth, but the air shifted—fear, yes, but also expectation.

Sylira straightened. Her hand slid away from Kaelen’s arm toward her sword again, though she didn’t draw it.

The courier swung down from the saddle, wincing as his knees hit solid ground. His gaze swept the square, lingering on the covered shape near the well, then locking onto the three of them.

“Varinth.” He bowed, breath still ragged. “I bring summons from the Council of Light.”

Ravik groaned under his breath. “Of course you do.”

Kaelen stepped forward. “What has happened?”

The courier’s eyes flicked upward, to the sky visible through the gap in the trees. Even from here, Kaelen could see it—a faint, bruised smear of violet just above the treeline, spiderweb cracks radiating outward like a wound that hadn’t quite opened yet.

“It’s the Veil,” the courier said hoarsely. “Another fracture. This one above the capital.”

Sylira’s jaw tightened.

“How large?” she asked.

“Not as large as the Sanctum breach,” the courier said. “But it’s growing. And the light around it… it feels wrong. The Council believes the source lies with you.”

Ravik threw up both hands. “Ah. There it is. I was waiting for the blame. That took longer than usual, honestly.”

The courier flinched slightly under Sylira’s gaze. “I only carry the message.”

“What exactly did they say?” Sylira pressed.

He swallowed. “That the Varinth are to report to the Celestial Chamber immediately. That the fractures follow in your wake. That the Sleeper’s awakening may have tethered something to the Varinth… and to Astraeon itself.”

Kaelen felt all eyes in the square shift to him.

He stared at the ripple in the sky.

The hum deepened.

Echo…

His resonance responded, pulsing in his chest like a caged storm.


The girl beneath the cloth.
The first trader.
The broken crystals.
The rattling trees.


The world breaking along fault lines that all converged on him.

“Kaelen.” Sylira’s voice again, firm this time. Pulling him back from the edge of a thought that had no safe ending. “Look at me.”

He forced his gaze down from the sky.

Her eyes were a steady, grounding green. They had seen him at his worst—bloodied, fractured, half-devoured by resonance—and not once had they flinched away.

“I’m here,” she said simply. “We’ll face this together.”

Ravik stepped up on his other side, shouldering into position as if to wedge himself physically between Kaelen and the weight of the villagers’ stare.

“Yeah,” he added. “You break reality once and everyone loses their minds. But we’re still alive, right? That still counts for something.”

Kaelen almost laughed.

Almost.

Instead, he looked past them at the boy with the broken crystal. The boy’s knuckles were white where they clenched the shard. His eyes glistened with unshed tears he refused to let fall in front of strangers.

Kaelen’s chest tightened until it hurt to breathe.


He could turn away.
Refuse the summons.
Try to fix this alone.



But that path led straight back to the Sanctum.
To desperate decisions made in the dark.
To worse fractures.


He knew where that road ended.

He closed his eyes for a moment.

When he opened them, the decision was already made.

Turning Toward the Breaking World

“We’ll go,” Kaelen said quietly.

The courier exhaled, some of the rigidity in his shoulders loosening. “Thank you. The Council fears there may not be much time.”

Ravik muttered, “There’s never much time. It’s very on brand.”

“We leave within the hour,” Sylira said crisply, already shifting into practical mode. “Ravik, help the villagers secure their lanterns as best they can. Show them that resonance locking technique you stole from the Memory monks.”


“Borrowed,” Ravik protested automatically. “I borrowed it from their restricted archives.”


“Kaelen,” she continued, ignoring him, “speak with any other witnesses. Anyone else who’s felt this hum, or seen symptoms before they manifested. We need patterns.”

“Understood,” Kaelen said.

Sylira paused, then lowered her voice so only he could hear.

“And if Sister calls,” she added, “you tell her to wait her turn.”

He huffed a small, shaky almost-laugh. “I didn’t realise I had that option.”

“You do now,” Sylira said. “Because I said so.”

He believed her more than he believed the Council. More than he believed himself most days.

They moved through the square with more purpose now—Ravik weaving quickly from lantern to lantern, showing anxious villagers how to anchor their crystals, cracking jokes until the tightness around people’s mouths softened just a fraction.

Kaelen spoke with the elders, collecting every fragmented account. Nightmares. Faint singing. Moments where the world felt too thin, like pressing against a veil of glass and seeing something on the other side press back.

Every story was another fracture.

Every detail slotted into the dread building in his chest.

By the time they regrouped at the edge of the village, packs slung over their shoulders, the sun had shifted lower, turning the flickering lanterns into pale, sickly stars.

The villagers gathered to watch them leave.


No one cheered.
No one begged them to stay.


They just watched.

Hoping.

Fearing.

Waiting.

Kaelen looked back one last time at the well. At the cloth-covered shape. At the boy with the broken crystal, standing rigid and un-moving beside his parents.

“I’m sorry,” Kaelen whispered again, though no one was close enough to hear it.

The hum answered.

Low.

Resonant.

Undeniable.


Where the Light Falters

They left Whispering Glass as the sky trembled.

At first, it was subtle—a faint ripple in the blue, as if someone had brushed a hand across the heavens. Then the colour bruised, violet seeping through like ink dropped into water. Hairline cracks of light spiderwebbed outward from a central point high above the forest.

The wind gusted, then died altogether.

The world held its breath.

“Not again,” Ravik muttered under his breath. “Please not again.”

They reached the far edge of the valley when the sound came.

Not through their ears.

Through resonance.

Through the breath between heartbeats.

Through the fractures in the sky.

Echo…

Kaelen stopped walking.

Sylira stopped with him without needing to be told.

Ravik, halfway through a complaint about Council etiquette, stumbled to a halt and nearly crashed into them. “What—oh no. No, no, no.”

The hum rose to a soft, terrible music.

The air shimmered.

A faint outline appeared in the space between the cracks—a figure traced in threads of light and shadow, too distant to see clearly but near enough that Kaelen’s heart recognised her before his eyes did.

Sister.

Even half-seen, she radiated a beauty that made his chest ache—like watching a star collapsing in slow motion, knowing it was both destruction and creation, and being unable to look away.

His breath shook.

The hum wrapped around his bones.

“Echo…” the fracture whispered again. Closer this time. More like a word. More like a name.

His name.

Sylira’s hand went to her blade, but she didn’t draw it. She took a step closer to him instead, shoulder brushing his.

“Kaelen,” she said. “Stay with me.”

He didn’t move.

His eyes fixed on the cracked sky, on the suggestion of a hand reaching through.


Part of him wanted to answer.


To step forward.
To see what she wanted to show him.
To understand why the world seemed to be unravelling in his footsteps.


“I can’t,” he whispered, barely aware he’d spoken.

Sylira grabbed his arm, fingers digging through cloth to skin.


“Yes,” she said, voice low but fierce. “You can. You stay here. With us. With me.”


The silhouette flickered.

The fractures pulsed, then dimmed.

The sky slowly bled back toward something resembling normal, though a faint bruised stain remained where the crack had been—as if the heavens had been hurt and would not heal easily.

Kaelen sagged against Sylira, suddenly aware of how hard his heart was pounding.

“Sylira,” he said hoarsely. “I’m losing myself.”

She didn’t flinch.

She stepped in, closing the distance, pressing her forehead gently against his.

“Then I will hold you together,” she said.

No vowstone. No ritual. No witnesses.

Just a promise.

Spoken like discipline had finally split—and something stronger had taken its place.

Ravik hovered a respectful distance away, fiddling with the edge of his sleeve, pretending he wasn’t watching.

“That was… a lot,” he said softly. “Just for the record.”

Sylira didn’t look away from Kaelen. “We’re going to the capital,” she said. “We’ll find answers. We’ll fix what we can.”

“And what we can’t?” Ravik asked.

“Then we make new rules,” Sylira said.

Kaelen drew in a shaky breath.

He looked once more at the fractured stain in the sky, at the thinness of the light, at the world that felt like it might shatter under his feet.

“This world is breaking,” he whispered. “And I think… I think it’s because of me.”

Ravik stepped up on his other side again, nudging his shoulder.

“Then we un-break it,” he said. “Or break the things trying to break it. I’m flexible.”

Sylira’s hand tightened around Kaelen’s arm.

“Whatever happens,” she said, “you are not facing it alone.”

The hum in the air did not vanish.

The fractures in the sky did not heal.

But as the three of them turned toward the distant capital—toward the Council, toward the truth waiting beneath everything—Kaelen felt something shift.

The world might be breaking because of him.

But maybe—just maybe—it could be saved because of them.


CHAPTER 2 — THE COUNCIL OF LIGHT

The City That Forgot How to Shine

The capital of Ilyonar should have been radiant.

It was built to embody Light resonance—crystalline towers rising from a lattice of white stone, bridges that shimmered with gentle luminescence, and the Celestial Dome that crowned the city in a warm, perpetual glow. In Kaelen’s childhood lessons, they’d called it “the heart-lantern of Astraeon”—the place that would never dim, no matter how dark the world became.

Today, that glow flickered like a candle fighting the wind.

From the last rise of the road before the city, Kaelen stopped for a moment and just looked.

Ilyonar had always seemed impossibly distant when he was younger, a place of stories and bright, untouchable people. Seeing it now—towers dimmed, resonance bridges sputtering, the Celestial Dome veined with faint fractures—felt like watching an elder he admired struggle to stand up unaided.

Wind tugged at his cloak. He could feel the strain in the air even out here—like the city was trying to breathe through a cloth pressed over its mouth.

Beside him, Sylira’s gaze narrowed as she studied the skyline. She wasn’t from Ilyonar; her memories were of fortresses, training fields, and border outposts. But even she could see how wrong this was.

“It looks… tired,” she murmured.

Kaelen swallowed. “Light isn’t supposed to get tired.”

“Everything does,” Ravik said from behind them. “Even stars go out eventually. Why should cities be special?”

His voice sounded light, but when Kaelen glanced back, he saw the lines pulling tight at the corners of Ravik’s eyes. His hands fidgeted with the edge of his cloak, thumb rubbing the ridged seam over and over.

“That’s a cheerful thought,” Sylira said dryly.

“I have a lot more,” Ravik replied. “I’m just saving them for when we reach peak crisis.”

“Please don’t,” she said.

They resumed walking.

As they neared the outer perimeter, the sensation of strain increased. Kaelen felt it as a constant low-grade pressure behind his sternum, as if someone were pressing a hand against his chest from the inside. The closer they came, the more his own resonance tried to reach for the city’s—like a tuning fork vibrating in sympathy with a cracked bell.

The gates of Ilyonar loomed ahead—tall, elegant constructs of white stone and translucent reinforcing crystal. Light normally ran through their embedded channels in soft gold lines, cycling in intricate patterns that never faltered.

Now, the lines blinked.

On.

Off.

On, then a judder, then a dim, shivering glow that barely held.

Lightmenders lined the inner walls, palms pressed flat against the stone. Rivulets of magic flowed from their hands into the weakened channels. Sweat covered their brows; one staggered as they passed, another grabbed his shoulder to keep him upright.

Kaelen’s jaw clenched. Resonance structures this fundamental weren’t meant to require constant feeding. They were like bones in a living body—you noticed them only when they broke.

Ravik leaned closer and lowered his voice to a whisper. “So… the city’s dying too. Fun.”

Sylira shot him a sharp look over her shoulder. “Try not to say things like that out loud.”

“I whisper because I care,” Ravik replied. “I shout when I panic.”

“We know,” Sylira said. “Very well.”

Kaelen almost smiled, but the expression didn’t quite make it to his mouth.

The Lightmenders noticed them then—three travellers wearing Varinth sigils on their cloaks. Conversations faltered. A few hands slipped from the stone. The resonance lines stuttered and then steadied again as people forced themselves back into focus.

Varinth were meant to be symbols of hope.

Now people watched them like they were weapons left where anyone could bump them.

Where Light Breaks

The captain of the gate stepped forward, flanked by two sentries whose Armor still shone, even if their faces were drawn tight with fatigue.

He was Light-Elvari—tall, his hair the colour of polished silverglass, eyes pale gold. Even in the dimming light, his features were sharp in a way that made him look like he’d been carved from the same stone as the walls.

“Varinth,” he said cautiously, gaze flickering between Kaelen, Sylira, and Ravik, lingering longest on Kaelen. “The Council awaits. You are to proceed directly to the Celestial Chamber.”

His tone was polite enough, but his stance was not relaxed. Every line of his body said: ready. Every subtle shift of muscle: tense.

“We came as soon as we received the summons,” Kaelen said. His voice sounded steady, at least. That felt like a small victory.

The captain’s eyes flicked over him, as if checking for visible cracks.

“You will find the city… unsettled,” he said. “Do not stray from the direct route.”

Ravik raised his brows. “Do we get a tour after we save the world?”

The captain did not smile. “There may not be a world left to tour if the fractures spread.”

Ravik’s deflection faltered.

“Ah,” he said quietly. “Right. Good talk.”

The gates groaned open. Light that should have spilled outward in welcoming arcs instead blinked fitfully, like a heartbeat trying not to stop.

They walked through.

And the city changed around them.

Inside, Ilyonar felt wrong in a dozen small ways.

Lantern-crystals mounted on delicate iron posts should have been steady beacons along the streets. Now some shone too brightly, others guttered, and a few were dark altogether. People moved through the avenues in clusters rather than flowing crowds, their conversations low, glances constantly darting toward the sky.

Children clung to parents’ hands, faces pale and eyes wide. One little girl pressed a cracked crystal to her chest like a doll, whispering a word over and over that Kaelen caught as he passed.

“Stay. Stay. Stay.”

Adults whispered urgently in the doorways of shops, hands wrapped protectively around dimming crystals as if someone might snatch them away. A stall that should have been displaying colourful resonance-infused cloth flickered like an image seen through heat haze. The cloth itself sometimes looked present, sometimes like a ghost of itself, gently phasing in and out of solidity.

A Memory monk—robes scuffed, eyes vacant—stumbled past them suddenly, almost colliding with Ravik. He clutched at the side of his head, fingers digging into his temples as if trying to pin something in place.

“Names,” he muttered. “I had them, I know I did, I had them, but they… they fell. Where did they fall? Where did they go?”

Ravik caught his elbow. “Are you—?”

The monk flinched back from his touch, eyes focusing on him for half a heartbeat. Kaelen saw the flicker of recognition—Varinth—then the man recoiled like he’d been burned.

“I didn’t see you,” he said abruptly, backing away. “I never saw you.”

He hurried off, almost running.

Ravik lowered his hand slowly. “Okay,” he said. “That’s… deeply comforting.”

Sylira’s concern finally broke through the iron training she’d kept wrapped around herself for the whole journey. “Kaelen… this is worse than the village.”

He didn’t have to reach with his resonance to know she was right.

The air here was not just humming. It was splintering.

He could feel micro-fractures in the fabric of the Light—tiny disruptions that skittered over his skin like static. The pattern of the world was being pulled, just enough to unsettle everything built on top of it.

“Uh… guys?” Ravik pointed ahead.

They followed his finger.

A fountain sat in the middle of a wide plaza, one Kaelen remembered from an old illustration—normally a graceful column of water that flowed up rather than down, held in place by a carefully woven Light array. Children used to toss chips of coloured glass into its stream to watch the currents catch and spin them.

Today, the water hung malformed in the air.

It was suspended mid-surge, a rough, trembling column that looked sliced from a moment in time. Droplets hovered around it like startled birds. Every few seconds the entire structure shuddered; gravity seemed to remember itself for a heartbeat, and the column splashed forward, spilling water across the stone—only to freeze again halfway through the motion.

Ravik watched it, eyes wide.

“That isn’t natural,” he said. “And I don’t mean ‘that’s cool magic’ unnatural, I mean ‘that’s reality having a breakdown’ unnatural.”

“It’s the Veil,” Kaelen whispered.

He stepped closer to the edge of the fountain without realizing he’d moved. The suspended water pulsed softly, resonance trying desperately to obey rules that were shifting under it.

“It’s thinning here too,” he said. “The Sleeper’s release… it destabilized everything.”

Not just out there in distant villages. Here. In the supposed heart-lantern.

Sylira’s gaze slid sideways to him. “And you?”

Kaelen didn’t answer immediately.

His resonance thrummed in perfect synchrony with the fountain’s stutter. Every time the water tried to fall and couldn’t, something inside him did the same.

He tore his eyes away.

“And me,” he said finally. “I’m… tangled in it.”

Ravik blew out a breath. “The very reassuring way you said that makes me feel so safe, thank you.”

Kaelen tried to shape words around the knot in his chest and failed.

He did not cause this, he told himself.

He also could not deny that everything broken seemed to lean in his direction.

The Cracked Crown

The Celestial Dome rose over the inner district—a vast crystalline hemisphere set atop arches of pure white stone, its facets designed to catch Light from every angle and refract it into gentle brilliance.

Today, there were cracks.

Not deep ones. Not yet. But thousands of hairline fractures spiderwebbed across its surface, catching the daylight wrong. Instead of one cohesive glow, the Dome reflected light in scattered, sharp angles. The effect made it look less like a crown and more like a cracked eggshell struggling to hold shape.

Sylira’s lips thinned as she took in the sight. “If the heart of the city looks like this…”

“The bones are worse,” Kaelen finished softly.

They climbed the marble steps leading to the Dome. Guards stood along the ascent; their armour was polished, but their stances held an edge of barely-controlled exhaustion. Most of them watched Sylira with professional acknowledgement, Ravik with faint confusion, and Kaelen with something closer to fear.

The massive doors at the top opened with a low, wheezing hum. Once, the sound would have been a smooth chord of harmonised resonance, a perfect tone that made the heart feel lighter in the chest.

Now, it broke halfway, like a singer losing their voice mid-note.

Inside, the Celestial Chamber waited.

Seven elders in luminous robes were arrayed in a wide circle around the central floor. Their staffs—each topped with a crystal channelling a different aspect of Light—were set into grooves carved specifically for them. When functioning properly, the seven formed a complete ring of power, a living conduit that amplified and steadied all Light-work across the city.

Today, the ring flickered.

Energy flowed, then hiccupped, then surged too hard, forcing one elder to grit his teeth as his staff jerked under the strain. Another’s hands trembled as she tried to maintain the flow.

Kaelen’s gaze drifted over each face.

He recognised some of them from old diagrams and dusty council portraits in the Sanctum: the stern woman with silver markings etched into her forehead denoting decades of service; the High Luminar, robes layered with threads of gold resonance; the quiet elder at the far left whose staff always seemed to glow a different colour, depending on where you stood.

A few elders watched him like he was a cracked Titan-heart threatening to detonate.

One woman took an involuntary step back when his eyes met hers.

Sylira shifted, so subtle most people might have missed it, but Kaelen didn’t. She stepped just enough that she was half in front of him, her shoulder slightly angled, her presence a shield even here.

“Varinth,” the High Luminar said, stepping forward. His voice still carried the strength of old authority, but Kaelen heard the frayed edge beneath it. “We have been expecting you.”

Kaelen bowed his head. “We came as soon as we received the summons.”

“Good,” the elder replied, though his tone was more brittle than grateful. “We require answers.”

Ravik muttered under his breath, “That makes two of us.”

Sylira’s elbow found his ribs with uncanny accuracy.

Kaelen straightened. “We’re here to help,” he said carefully. “But we don’t yet understand what’s happening.”

“Then allow us to enlighten you,” the Luminar said.

He raised his staff.

Light flared in the centre of the chamber, coalescing into a crystalline projection. It should have been a seamless hologram, clear and sharp. Instead, the image flickered, its edges blurring and re-forming as if the magic itself wasn’t certain it should be there.

The projection resolved into a jagged tear in the sky over a familiar cityscape—spires, bridges, the Celestial Dome.

A fracture.

Kaelen’s stomach dropped.

“When the Sleeper escaped,” the Luminar said, his voice echoing faintly against the crystal walls, “the first fracture appeared above Veyloris.”

Images shifted—now showing the Sanctum breach, the vast rip in reality that had hung over the city like an open wound.

“Yesterday, a second one formed above Ilyonar. We believe the pattern is spreading.”

The image shifted again—snapshots of other places, their skies subtly bruised, small hairline cracks appearing like sickness under skin.

Another councillor stepped forward. A stern woman with deep silver inlays along her brow, marking her as one of the longest-serving among them. Her staff’s crystal flared with a cold, precise light.

“And we believe it is tied to you,” she said.

Sylira’s hand went instantly to her sword. The movement was instinctive. “Careful,” she said, her voice low.

Ravik snorted. “Oh sure. Because clearly Kaelen controls cosmic rifts now. Should we blame him for bad weather too? Stubbed toes? Unpleasant dreams?”

“Ravik,” Sylira hissed.

Kaelen inhaled slowly.

“What proof do you have?” he asked.

The councillor raised her staff. The projection shattered into shards of light, then re-formed into a new scene.

The village they had just left. Whispering Glass.


The dim crystals.
The girl’s drained body.
Fractured resonance around the well.


The image pulsed once, overlaying faint resonance signatures—flaring brightest where Kaelen had stood.

“Your resonance,” the councillor said, “is destabilizing the Veil. Where you travel, resonance fails.”

The words hit harder than any hammer.

Sylira took a step forward, fury sharp and clean in her tone. “That village was suffering before we arrived. How can you stand there and—”

“Sylira.” Kaelen touched her arm.

His fingers curled lightly around the leather of her bracer.

He could feel the Council’s fear under their accusation.

They weren’t vengeful.

They were drowning.

Fear needed a shape. A name. A person to cling to.

He had been that person before.

He would be again.

“We didn’t cause that fracture,” Kaelen said. “But we may be connected to it.”

A murmur rippled through the elders.

One, with a staff carved of pale wood veined with golden Light, leaned heavily on it. “The resonance storm that surged across the city this morning… the spike corresponded precisely with your entry into Ilyonar.”

Kaelen stiffened.

He remembered that moment: stepping through the gates, the way his chest had clenched, the sudden flare and stutter of the light-lines in the walls. He had thought he was noticing a surge.

He hadn’t considered he might have been the surge.

The Fracture Within

The Luminar approached, each step slow as if considering turning back, as if fearing what the answer might be and walking toward it anyway.

“Varinth,” he said quietly, voice losing some of its public resonance and taking on something more human, “your existence is… unprecedented. The old texts spoke of Guardians aligned to single aspects. Light. Shadow. Memory. Stone. Song. But you…”

He looked at Kaelen as if the sight pained him.

“You are a fusion of Light, Shadow, and Memory. A trinity that should not coexist in one frame. Even the Guardians did not wield such combinations.”

Kaelen said nothing.

He didn’t need the Council to tell him he was unnatural. He had lived with that knowledge since the Sanctum. Since the first time his hand had cast both light and darkness at once.

The Luminar’s gaze searched his face.

“Have you felt anything… unusual, since the Sleeper rose?”

Ravik huffed softly. “Define unusual.”

No one laughed.

Kaelen hesitated.

Sylira’s shoulder brushed his, a silent grounding. Her hand hovered near his arm—not grabbing, not pushing. Just there. Waiting.

He chose honesty.

“Yes,” he said. The word felt like stepping off a ledge. “I feel something moving through my resonance. A pull. Like a tether hooked somewhere beyond the sky, tugging whenever the fractures form. Sometimes it feels like the Veil is calling to me. Sometimes it feels like it’s trying to warn me.”

The chamber went very, very quiet.

One of the elders’ staff-lights dimmed an entire shade.

“He is echoing the Sleeper’s awakening,” someone whispered.

Sylira’s hand closed into a fist at her side. “Kaelen is not the Sleeper.”

“No,” the Luminar agreed quickly. “But if the entity you call Sister is awakening, and your resonance is entangled with hers…” His gaze flicked instinctively toward the Dome overhead, as if he could see beyond it. “Then the fractures may be attempts to reach you.”

Kaelen’s stomach twisted.

“That can’t be possible,” he said automatically.

But the protests in his mind were thin.

Because he remembered:


The fracture above the village.
The voice that had almost shaped his name.
Echo.


And the way his own resonance had surged in answer, not summoned, not requested—just compelled.

The elders watched him with a mixture of dread and hope, as if he might confirm their worst fears and offer their only solution in the same breath.

A Dangerous Mandate

The Luminar exhaled as if the weight on his shoulders had just doubled. He straightened; staff held in both hands like a man bracing for impact.

“We cannot allow your instability to threaten the capital,” he said. Each word fell like a stone. “Therefore—”

Every elder lifted their staff at once.

Light flared in a muted ring.

Sylira moved instantly, one step forward, half in front of Kaelen. Her hand was on her sword, the motion so smooth it seemed inevitable.

Ravik edged a little closer too, his joking mask gone, eyes sharp and shadow restless under his feet.

The Luminar’s next words echoed off the crystal walls:

“—we order the Varinth to surrender themselves to controlled containment until we can assess your danger.”

Ravik choked. “Containment? You mean a resonance prison? Cells? You want to shove him in a Light-warded box because you’re scared of what he might do?”

Several staffs brightened defensively at his tone.

Sylira’s blade slid halfway free of its sheath with a hiss. “You are not putting Kaelen in a cage,” she said. Her voice was low but lethal. “Not while I draw breath.”

The Luminar’s expression went from strained to iron-hard. “It is not a request.”

Kaelen stepped forward, inserting himself between Sylira and the ring of elders, between sword and staff.

“Sylira,” he murmured. “Please.”

Her jaw clenched, tendons standing out, but she did not move back.

“Don’t ask me to let them—”

“I’m not letting them,” he said. “We’re not submitting to containment. But we can’t fight the Council and the fractures at the same time.”

He turned to the Luminar.

“We will not enter your prisons. But we will help you. We want to stop this as much as you do.” He forced himself to meet that pale, measuring gaze without flinching. “And you know it.”

The Luminar held his stare for a long, heavy moment. The glow of his staff drifted up and down, as if weighing probabilities.

Finally, he lowered it a fraction.

“Then you will allow us to monitor you,” he said. “Constantly. We will assign Lightmenders attuned to your resonance. Any instability, any surge—you will report it at once. You will not leave the city without our knowledge.”

“Monitoring,” Ravik muttered. “Right. That’s council for ‘you’re not in a cage; we just built the cage out of eyes instead of bars.’”

Kaelen almost smiled. Almost.

“Agreed,” he said. “We’ll cooperate. But you need more than eyes on me. You need information. Patterns. Causes.”

“The patterns are already emerging,” the stern silver-marked councillor said, tapping her staff. “The fractures follow the Sleeper’s path. And now they form above our cities. A second one over Ilyonar. The next may strike Ironwell, Skyreach, or worse.”

The Luminar nodded grimly. “Which brings us to your next task.”

His staff point touched the floor. A secondary projection flared up—a map of Astraeon traced in light. Tiny marks glowed in several places: Veyloris. Ilyonar. The Deep Road region. Halcyon.

“The Metal clans have contacted us,” he said. “Ironwell has reported resonance tremors beneath the mountains. Tremors that match the pattern recorded in ancient texts describing… Titan movement.”

Sylira’s shoulders stiffened.

Ravik stopped breathing for a few seconds. “Titans,” he repeated weakly. “As in giant walking siege engines of living resonance and metal no one has seen active in hundreds of years? Those Titans?”

“The same,” the Luminar said.

He turned toward Kaelen.

“You are commanded to meet with the emissary from Ironwell upon her arrival. You will travel with her beneath the mountains. You will investigate these tremors. And you will determine whether a Titan is stirring—and what that means for the Veil.”

Kaelen stared at the glowing map.

The symbol over the mountains pulsed faintly in time with his own heartbeat.

The hum inside him shifted.

Not just Sister this time.

Something heavier.

Older.

A drumbeat deeper than the city’s foundations.

The Watcher’s Shadow

They turned to leave, tension like static dragging in their wake.

Kaelen had taken three steps toward the door when a voice called out behind him.

“Kaelen Varinth.”

He paused.

An elder detached herself from the circle, moving more slowly than the others. She was smaller than the Luminar, her hair a soft silver rather than bright, face lined in a way that spoke less of age and more of weathering—like a stone smoothed by decades of waves.

Her staff was simple compared to the others; its crystal glowed a gentle, steady white.

She stopped an arm’s reach away and, after a moment’s hesitation, rested a light hand on his shoulder. The contact was cool, her palm faintly trembling.

“When the Watcher fell,” she asked quietly, “did he say anything to you?”

Kaelen blinked.

For a moment he was back in the Sanctum—blood and light and ruin, the Watcher’s vast form collapsing, that single eye dimming as the world screamed.

“He said…” Kaelen swallowed, voice rough. “He said: ‘The world remembers.’”

The elder closed her eyes. Her hand tightened on his shoulder, then withdrew.

“That is not a comfort,” she whispered. “It is a warning.”

Before Kaelen could ask what, she meant, she turned and walked slowly back toward the ring of elders, folding herself into position like a fragment of a larger design.

Sylira joined him at his side.

“What did she say?” she asked.

Kaelen repeated the words.

Ravik shivered. “Okay, I officially hate that phrase.”

Sylira’s fingers brushed his wrist, grounding him. “We knew already that the world remembers,” she said softly. “Now we make sure it remembers something worth carrying.”

He nodded.

But as they stepped back out into the half-light of the city, the hum beneath Ilyonar seemed to shift, just a little. Less like a distant choir and more like a single voice learning how to speak through the cracks.

It tried a shape.

Not his name.

Something else.

A word he wasn’t ready to understand yet, but that nonetheless felt like it belonged to him.

Watched

They descended the marble steps of the Dome into streets that were no less tense for having been briefed.

People moved aside for them. Conversations cut short. One child pointed at Kaelen, then was quickly pulled back by a parent. A pair of Lightmenders paused in their work and stared openly before forcing themselves to look away, placing their palms back on the weakened stone.

Ravik exhaled, long and low. “Well. Good news—we’re not in prison. Bad news—we’re being watched by an entire city and possibly waking up giant magical death machines. On balance, I give today a three out of ten.”

“Three?” Sylira asked, faintly incredulous.

“I’m saving one and two for the days we actually die,” Ravik said.

Kaelen didn’t answer.

He could feel eyes on his back with every step. Not just the Council’s theoretical monitoring. Real people. Real fear.

He tried not to let it change his posture. Tried not to hunch inward, not to apologise with the set of his shoulders.

Sylira noticed anyway.

“Don’t shrink,” she murmured as they turned down a narrower street, taking the less crowded route back toward the outer districts. “You didn’t cause this alone.”

“I did cause some of it,” he said.

“Yes,” she said. “When you chose to save us. We’re allowed to be angry at what happened without regretting that you did it.”

They passed a shop with all its lanterns snuffed. The owner sat in the doorway, head in hands, as if the dark had knocked the air out of his chest.

A crack high above shivered faintly against the sky.

Kaelen knew better than to look up too long.

He fixed his gaze on the road instead.

“We need to be ready,” he said quietly. “For Ironwell. For the Titan. For whatever Sister is doing with the Veil.”

Sylira nodded. “Then we start with the one thing we can still control.”

Ravik raised a brow. “Our wildly inappropriate coping mechanisms?”

“Our choices,” she said.

Kaelen let the words settle into the space where fear had been building.

The Council could watch. The world could crack. Titans could stir in their metal graves.

But he could still choose.


To help.
To move.
To stand.
To not fold in on himself.


For now, that would have to be enough.

They walked on, three figures moving through a city that had forgotten how to shine.

Above them, the fractures in the sky were thin enough to ignore if you didn’t know where to look.

Kaelen knew exactly where to look.

And he knew, with a cold certainty, that they were running out of time.


CHAPTER 3 — VELORA’S PROPHECY

The walk to the Memory Spire should have been familiar.

Kaelen had visited it once as a child—back when the sky hummed gently with harmonic resonance instead of cracking like fragile glass. He remembered clutching his father’s hand, eyes wide as the Spire came into view: a sleek tower of pale-blue crystal reaching toward the heavens, its smooth walls etched with glyphs that glowed softly as people passed.

The stories said that if you pressed your palm to those walls, you could hear whispers from the past—voices preserved in light, echoes of lives that had come and gone, recorded so the world would never forget.

That was before.


Before the Sleeper woke.
Before the Watcher fell.
Before the fractures.


Now, as the three of them emerged from the narrow street that opened onto the Spire’s plaza, Kaelen felt his memories flinch.

The Spire was still tall. Still carved in elegant spirals, still crowned with rings of hovering crystal that should have turned slowly in calm orbit.

But calm had abandoned this place.

The glyphs that once shone with steady blue light now flickered as if they were fighting to stay lit. Hairline fractures ran down sections of the outer wall, glowing faintly like scars that had healed wrong. The rings at the Spire’s peak no longer turned in smooth circles—they juddered, stopping and starting in uneven fits, their rotation out of rhythm with itself.

The air around the building vibrated in low waves. Not the gentle hum of stored memory. Something harsher. Uneven. A stuttering pulse, like a heart recovering from a break that had never fully mended.

Sylira kept close to Kaelen’s right side as they approached, her posture steady despite the tremor in the air. Her eyes moved constantly—windows, side streets, rooftops—and then returned to him, checking without making it obvious that she was checking.

Ravik lingered to the left, arms loosely crossed, shoulders tight.

“Anyone else feel like the building is… breathing?” he muttered.

Kaelen didn’t take his eyes off the Spire.

“It’s not breathing,” he said softly.

“Comforting,” Ravik replied. “Truly, your gift for reassurance is unmatched.”

“It’s pulsing,” Kaelen went on. “Like a memory trying to surface. Or like someone pressing their hand against the inside of the glass.”

Ravik stiffened. “Significantly less comforting.”

They stepped onto the plaza. The Spire’s shadow fell over them—cool, heavy. A few Memory monks moved along the edges of the courtyard, robes whispering across stone as they hurried between doorways, hands full of unsteady crystals. None of them came close.

Sylira reached out as they paused at the base of the tower. She laid her gloved palm against the outer wall.
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