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  Prologue

  
  




Years Before the Breaking 

The winds spoke first, low and restless, stirring through ancient trees that had not known a human presence in centuries. In the heart of the forgotten grove, the Seer stepped barefoot onto sacred stone, her white robes streaked with ash and earth. Before her, the Oracle Fire lay dormant within a blackened basin, waiting. 

With steady hands, she drew a ceremonial blade across her palm, and her blood fell in slow drops onto the cold stone. The fire ignited the moment it touched the altar, rising without fuel, its flame a pale, unnatural blue. The grove did not allow ordinary flame. 

As the fire grew, the Seer’s eyes glazed over. A voice that was not her own spoke through her mouth, ancient and solemn, echoing through the still air. 

“One of flame. One of shadow. Born to opposite thrones.” 

The fire pulsed. Images formed in the air above it—fleeting shapes etched in light and smoke. A woman with eyes like molten gold stood amid a field of fire. Across from her, a man cloaked in wind and darkness raised his hand, as if to meet hers across an unseen barrier. 

“Bound by fate. Bound by fire. Their union shall break the curse… or deepen it.” 

The Seer’s body trembled. Blood continued to fall from her open hand, now forgotten at her side. The images shifted: two figures standing back-to-back, a crumbling throne, a city burning, a kiss in the midst of war. 

“One must die for the other to live.” 

She gasped, the breath torn from her lungs. Magic surged through her veins like molten iron. Her knees struck the stone, and her vision swam with blinding light. Still, the fire spoke. 

“The flame will fall in love with the shadow… or be consumed by it.” 

Then the flames went out. Silence returned to the grove, broken only by the sound of her shallow breathing. The Seer collapsed beside the cold altar, her mark burned into the stone and into her soul. 

The prophecy had been spoken. And it would come to pass. 








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Alara, Cindralore, Kingdom of Vaelreth 

The fire had always obeyed her. People were another matter. 

Alara held her palm just above the flame. It rose to meet her hand and swayed as if drawn by breath. The heat kissed her skin without burning it and curled around her wrist like a ribbon made of light. With a thought, she drew the flame higher. It twisted and moved in her grasp, responding to her will alone. 

This was not magic borrowed. This was magic earned. 

She extinguished the flame with a slow breath. Behind her, the bronze doors of the training hall creaked open and spilled torchlight across the black stone floor. 

“Alara of Ignis, the Mage Council awaits you,” the robed attendant said. 

She turned, brushed soot from her sleeve, and followed him without a word. Her boots echoed through the vaulted halls of the Ember Wing. Firelight flickered in the wall sconces. Each flame dimmed slightly as she walked past. The magic knew her and recognized her. She belonged to it, and it belonged to her. 

The war chamber was circular and carved from volcanic rock that pulsed with faint residual enchantments. Twelve thrones lined the curve of the room. Each bore the sigil of an elemental order: flame, tide, stone, storm. Arched windows rose behind them and overlooked the heart of Cindralore. Spiral towers and obsidian streets glowed faintly with runes below. 

Commander Theron stood at the center of the room. 

He wore crimson battle robes, his silver hair tied back in a severe knot. When he turned to face her, his expression was unreadable. 

“I assume you are ready,” Theron said. 

“I would not be here if I were not,” Alara replied. 

He held out a sealed scroll. The wax bore the crest of the High Council. 

“Intelligence confirms movement in the Whispering Wastes. A relic has been unearthed. It is ancient and fae in origin,” Theron said. 

Alara tightened her grip on the scroll. “The Wastes are under elemental territory,” she said. 

“They were. Until now,” Theron replied. He folded his arms. “The Council believes this object predates the fracture. It may even predate the Elemental War.” 

“And you want me to retrieve it,” Alara said. 

“I want you to secure it before the fae do,” Theron said. His tone was clipped. “Whatever it is, we cannot allow their kind to possess it. You will travel alone. You will move quietly. You will extract the artifact and return by the full moon.” 

A solo mission. High risk. No backup. 

“And if I am not alone when I arrive?” Alara asked. 

“If you see a fae,” Theron said, stepping closer, “you kill it.” 

Alara met his gaze. His eyes were cold and unyielding, the color of old steel. She had trained under Theron since she was sixteen. He had never trusted her. Not truly. 

She did not know whether his disdain came from fear, envy, or something darker. It did not matter. Orders were orders. 

“Understood,” Alara said. 

Theron nodded once. “Do not fail,” he said. 

She turned and left the chamber. 




The departure platform stood at the edge of the city, high above the central volcano. Heat shimmered in the air. Alara stepped onto the obsidian slab etched with teleportation runes. As her magic connected with the stone, pressure built behind her eyes. 

She had done this many times before. Missions to the borderlands. Ruins abandoned after the war. Places where magic lingered like ghosts. But this felt different. This time, the danger was not ahead of her. It was behind her. 

The Elemental War had ended nearly a century ago, but peace had never followed. The fae had retreated beyond the borders and hoarded what magic they could protect. The mages ruled through strength and order. If the fae were searching for ancient weapons now, the balance was shifting again. 

Alara drew a steady breath and focused on the rune beneath her feet. 

She activated the spell. 

The world twisted around her. Light collapsed inward. Sound vanished. Then there was silence. 




The Whispering Wastes stretched before her, flat and scorched beneath a sky stained red by dust and dying light. Ruined towers jutted from the ground like broken teeth. The wind was dry and unrelenting. 

Alara stepped forward and pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders. The silence here was not peaceful. It was expectant. 

Somewhere beyond the horizon, buried beneath ash and bone, the artifact waited. 

Someone else waited with it. Someone whose magic did not obey law or order. Someone she had been raised to destroy. 

What she did not yet know, what the prophecy had long ago foretold, was that she was already being watched. 

And he did not intend to let her leave alive.
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Edge of the Whispering Wastes 

Caelum did not need to see the wind to know it was watching him. He could feel it sliding beneath his skin and curling along his spine like a restless thought. The Wastes were not quiet today. 

He crouched beside the half-buried ruin and pressed one hand against the scorched ground. The leyline beneath his fingers pulsed with slow, uneven magic. The energy was ancient, wild, and dangerous. It felt like the relic buried beneath it. 

“The stone sings louder each day,” said Idrien, the fae scout at his side. 

“It is not singing,” Caelum said. “It is remembering.” 

The wind stirred again and lifted strands of his dark hair as it passed. The scent of scorched metal and ash clung to the air. This place had not seen life in years, but something was beginning to stir beneath the surface. Whatever it was, the mages had either forgotten it or chosen to forget it. 

“The barrier will not hold much longer,” Idrien said. 

“I know,” Caelum replied. 

He rose to his feet and looked toward the collapsed temple ahead. Black spires jutted from the earth like shattered bones. Each one was etched with faded glyphs. This ruin was older than any known fae settlement and older than the First Pact. Some whispered it belonged to the time before names, when the world still spoke in raw magic. 

“Do you truly believe it is here?” Idrien asked. 

“I believe it is waking,” Caelum said. 

He stepped forward and let the wind gather at his back. Shadow magic pooled around his fingers, drawn from the dying light. When the glyphs on the temple door flickered faintly, he reached out and touched one. 

The stone beneath his palm felt cold. A vision sparked behind his eyes. 

He saw fire. He saw blood. He saw a city collapsing into the earth. At the center of the destruction stood a figure wrapped in flame. 

He stumbled back. 

Idrien caught his arm. “What did you see?” Idrien asked. 

“I saw her,” Caelum said. 

That night, after Idrien returned to the northern perimeter, Caelum remained near the base of the temple. He sat cross-legged in the sand, not far from the stone steps that led to the ruined threshold. The desert wind had quieted, but the ground still thrummed beneath him. The leyline’s pulse was no longer faint. It pressed against the edge of his thoughts. 

For days now, the dreams had returned. Always the same. 

There was flame and smoke. There was a voice calling his name. There were hands reaching through the darkness, both grasping and burning. 

He had known this moment would come. 

A prophecy had been spoken long ago in the high court of his people. A bond would be formed between flame and shadow. That bond would either break the world’s last curse or bind it in blood forever. 

He had once laughed at that story. Now he was not so sure. 

Then he heard something. Footsteps. Light, but deliberate. They were too clean for the Wastes and too steady for a wild creature. 

He moved without sound. His fingers summoned the shadows, and the magic wrapped around him like a cloak. He rose and stepped behind a broken column at the temple’s edge. 

A lone figure crossed the ridge. Slim and hooded. Mage. 

He could feel her power from here. The magic poured from her like heat from a forge. Fire-born. Aggressive. Controlled. 

So they had sent someone. She had come alone, just as expected. That meant the mage council was either confident or desperate. 

Caelum whispered to the wind and let it carry him from one shadow to another until he stood on the slope above her. She had not seen him. 

She paused at the ridge and scanned the horizon. One of her hands brushed the hilt of a blade. 

Flame gathered at her fingertips. The light shimmered and flickered, barely restrained. She was not here to speak. 

Neither was he. 

Caelum stepped into view and let the shadows fall away. 

“You are far from your citadel, mage,” Caelum said. 

She turned quickly. Fire surged into her hand. It flared higher when she looked at him, as if it recognized something she did not. 

“Identify yourself,” she said. 

“That is a bold demand,” Caelum said. “Especially since you are standing in fae territory.” 

“The Wastes are not fae territory,” she said. 

“Not yet,” Caelum said. “But they will be.” 

Her stance shifted. Magic rose around her again. She was ready to strike. 

He looked into her eyes. They were not yellow or amber. They were gold, like the center of a fire that could not be extinguished. 

Something in his chest tightened. 

“You are here for the relic,” Caelum said. 

“I am here to make sure your kind does not steal it,” she said. 

“I do not need to steal what already belongs to my people,” Caelum said. 

“You are trespassing,” she said. 

“So are you,” Caelum replied. 

The silence stretched between them. 

He thought she might attack. 

Instead, she lowered her hand. The flame dimmed, but it did not vanish. It waited with her. 

“I did not expect you to speak,” she said. 

“And I did not expect you to hesitate,” Caelum said. 

Her expression did not change, but he felt the heat around her pulse again. His words had touched something she kept buried. 

This would not end with words. They both knew that. 

But something had begun. 

He had seen her in the vision. The flame, the eyes, the fury. The moment had already been written. 

She was the prophecy. 

And she was dangerous. 
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The Stranger’s Blade 

Alara had expected a fight. She had prepared for blood, for ash, for the sound of bone breaking against stone. She had not prepared for stillness. 

The fae stood before her, shadow clinging to his frame like a second skin. He moved as if the wind obeyed him. He wore no armor and carried no blade. He carried only raw magic, woven into every breath. 

This was not what the Council had promised. They had spoken of monsters and of beasts twisted by ancient power. The man standing before her was no beast. 

He was dangerous, but he was not wild. 

That made him far worse. 

“I did not expect you to speak,” Alara had said. The words had left her mouth before she could stop them. Her training told her to strike first. Her instincts told her to wait. 

Now he was watching her, silent and calculating. She did not trust that silence. Silence meant power. 

“You are hesitating,” the fae had said. 

She hated that he was right. 

Alara lowered her flame just enough to keep her control. Her fingers still tingled from the magic she had summoned. It pressed at her veins and begged to be released. Her heart pounded too fast, not just from fear but from something else. Something colder. 

Recognition. 

She did not know his name, but she knew his presence. The power in the ground had shifted the moment he arrived. The temperature of the air and the pull of the leyline beneath the temple had changed. Everything had changed for him. 

He was not just another fae. 

He was the reason she had been sent here. 




When she spoke again, her voice was steady. 

“Step away from the ruin,” Alara said. 

The fae did not move. 

“I will not ask twice,” she said. 

“I believe you,” the fae said. 

His voice was calm, but something flickered behind his words. It was not fear. It felt like amusement. 

She took a single step forward. The heat around her rose in answer. The flames had always mirrored her emotions. That was both a gift and a curse. 

“I do not want to kill you,” Alara said. 

He raised an eyebrow. “Then do not try,” the fae said. 

That broke her stillness. The flame shot from her hand and struck the ground beside him. Dust and ash erupted into the air. When it cleared, he was gone. 

She spun around quickly. There was nothing behind her and nothing to the sides. 

Then she felt it. Magic gathered behind her back. It was cool and quiet and coiled. 

She turned too late. His hand brushed the air near her shoulder, and the wind wrapped around her like a vice. It lifted her from the ground and threw her backward. 

Alara hit the sand hard. Her breath left her in a sharp gasp. She rolled and sent a jet of fire toward the sound. 

This time he blocked it. The shadows moved to shield him. They bent like smoke and curled around his body. He stood with one hand extended, calm and unmoved. 

“Impressive,” the fae said. 

She rose to her feet. Fire surged once more into her palms. 

“I do not need your approval,” Alara said. 

“No,” the fae said. “But you do need to listen.” 

She hesitated. 

“Your Council sent you here to retrieve the artifact,” the fae said. “Mine sent me to protect it.” 

Alara narrowed her eyes. “Protect it from who?” she asked. 

The fae gave her a long, unreadable look. “From both of us,” he said. 

They stood in silence. The wind drew narrow lines in the sand between them. 

Alara’s heart still pounded, but her hands remained steady. Her mind raced through possibilities. There was no scenario in which the Council wanted her to cooperate with a fae. There was no strategy that involved negotiation. 

And yet, despite everything she had been taught, she did not strike. 

Her magic hummed with uncertainty. The leyline below the ground had shifted again. Her connection to it was thinner now and less obedient. Something in this place was reacting to him and to her. It did not want them to fight. 

Alara lowered her hands. 

“If you touch the artifact,” Alara said, “you die.” 

“I could say the same to you,” the fae said. 

“I mean it,” Alara said. 

“So do I,” the fae replied. 

Another silence passed between them. Then, to her surprise, he gave her a short bow. 

“My name is Caelum,” he said. 

She said nothing. 

“I would prefer not to kill you either,” Caelum said. “But I will, if I must.” 

Alara nodded slowly. “The feeling is mutual,” she said. 

They stood facing each other in the fading light, neither ready to trust and neither willing to walk away. Beneath them, the ancient power stirred again. 

In the temple’s heart, the relic pulsed with heat and memory. Fire and shadow had met. 

Nothing in the Wastes would remain untouched.
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