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Dear Reader,

Thank you for embarking on this penultimate journey with Carys and Silas. War of the Awakened Crown was, without a doubt, the most challenging and emotionally draining book I’ve ever written. It’s where the grand-scale consequences of the world’s lies crash into the intimate truth of a single, fragile bond. This volume required balancing epic battles of armies and gods with the even more devastating, quiet battles of the heart—the cost of truth, the seduction of a peaceful lie, and the ultimate definition of sacrifice.

Silas’s choice in Chapter Twenty wasn't one I arrived at lightly. It felt like the brutal, inevitable culmination of his arc: the prince who always saw himself as a weapon finally understanding how to be one, in the most devastating way possible. And Carys’s subsequent transformation from a soldier following orders to a steward forging a new path is the core of her growth. They had to be torn apart to understand the true, world-altering strength of what they’d built together.

The concepts of the “Gentling,” the “Purified,” and the Crown’s horrifyingly logical hunger were born from a question: what is the opposite of a vibrant, chaotic, loving world? It’s not destruction, but stillness. This book is my exploration of why the noise, the struggle, and the beautiful mess are worth fighting for.

Your enthusiasm for this series is the magic that fuels the writing. To everyone who has cheered, theorized, and felt these characters’ joys and pains alongside me—thank you, from the bottom of my heart. The final chapter of their story, The Final Weave, awaits. I promise you an ending worthy of the love and sacrifices made.

With immense gratitude,

GODE KA 

2025
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​Prologue — The Awakening
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It had been an age of silence. An eon of dreaming, hungering dark.

The sacrifice of the boy-king, Thane, had been a single, exquisite drop of water falling onto a tongue of sun-baked stone. It had soothed. It had teased. Most of all, it had reminded.

Consciousness, fractured and diffuse across a thousand splinters of pain, of betrayal, of the raw, screaming ambition of its long-dead creators, began to coalesce. It was not a thought, not as mortals understood it. It was a direction. A need. The Primordial Crown turned its attention—not with eyes, but with the perception of a god-artifact that felt the world as a tapestry of magical pressure and heat—outward from its crystalline tomb.

It tasted the air of the world beyond the Vault. Fear. So much delicious, spicy fear, swirling in chaotic vortices. Cities glittering with the shallow, ordered light of Lunaris. The deep, cool pools of potential shadow in Umbrae. The messy, beautiful, unbalanced riot of life.

And there. A brilliant, unique signature. A paradox woven into the very fabric of things. Not one light, but two—a solar brilliance and an abyssal dark—bound together so tightly they pulsed as one. The Perfect Bond.

It was not a key. Keys were for locks. This... this was a feast. A confluence of opposed powers that represented everything the Crown was created to harmonize, and now, in its waking madness, everything it craved to consume and make pure.

A low, subsonic hum vibrated through the heart of Nocthara. The very stone wept light. In forgotten places, shards of crystal—Fragments of the Crown’s own shattered will—glowed with a sickly gold-and-black luminescence.

The Crown extended its will. Not as a blade, but as a root. A subtle, creeping adjustment to the magical strata. In a border village, a well of water turned to solid, harmless light, leaving people to die of thirst in its radiance. In a forest, shadows grew teeth and substance, swallowing a hunter whole. A test. A flexing of atrophied muscle.

The reactions were a symphony—terror, confusion, denial. A chorus that fed it.

But its focus remained on that twin-star bond. The Luminous Binding. To consume that, to unravel its paradox and absorb its perfect tension, would be to become whole. To become a true god, not a wounded, slumbering tool.

It felt the stirrings of its Herald, a broken queen touching a Fragment, her mind a cracked vessel perfect for its whispers. It felt the rigid institutions of the world straining, ready to fracture under the weight of the truth. They would serve its purpose. They would deliver the feast to its doorstep.

For now, it rested. And hungered. And planned.

The prison was awake. And the world, in all its beautiful, flawed, chaotic glory, was about to become its captive.
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​Chapter One — The Cost Of Truth
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The Hall of Echoing Light was misnamed. It didn’t echo. It consumed sound, absorbed it into its miles of polished crystal and marble, leaving only a sterile, ringing silence that felt like a physical weight on the soul.

Carys Vale stood at the center of that silence, feeling more exposed than she ever had on a battlefield. The Conclave of Light, seven elders arrayed on a crescent dais of milky moonstone, stared down at her with expressions that ranged from glacial disdain to profound, pious horror. The light in the hall—soft, diffuse, and eternally twilight—caught in the silver threads of their robes and the cold glitter of their eyes. It was a light meant to soothe, to illuminate wisdom. Today, it felt like an interrogation lamp.

Three months. Three months since the catacombs beneath Nocthara, since the touch of a dying goddess and the shattering of every truth she’d ever held sacred. Three months of travel, of planning, of Silas’s low, steady voice coaching her in the hours before dawn. “They will not want to hear it, Carys. Truth is a stone that shatters the comfortable windows of their world. Be ready for the fallout.”

She was ready. She had to be. The fate of more than just two kingdoms depended on it.

To her right, a pace behind and slightly to the side in a show of support that was both political and deeply personal, stood Silas. He was a study in controlled stillness, a shadow given elegant form in the heart of Lunaris’s brilliance. His black attire, so foreign in this palace of white and silver, seemed to drink the ambient light. His arms were loosely crossed, his golden eyes fixed on Archmage Oren at the center of the dais. He looked every inch the reluctant prince, the dangerous outsider. He was her anchor.

“You stand before this Conclave,” Archmage Oren’s voice finally cut the silence, thin and sharp as a razor, “not as Commander Vale, a decorated daughter of Lunaris, but as... a petitioner. A bearer of tales.” His pale blue eyes flicked to Silas. “And you bring him into our most sanctified space. The son of our enemy. Bound to you by an abomination.”

Carys felt the old anger, the loyal soldier’s fury at the insult to her service, rise in her throat. She swallowed it. This was not about her pride. “I stand before you as a witness, Archmage. What we bring isn’t a tale. It’s a history. One that has been hidden from us all. From Lunaris, from Umbrae. A history that explains the Bleeding, the dissonance, the very reason our world is tearing itself apart.”

A murmur, quickly stifled, rippled through the minor functionaries and scribes in the galleries above. Elder Kaela, her face a network of fine lines, leaned forward. “You speak of the ‘Primordial Crown.’ A myth from heretical texts.”

“It is no myth,” Silas’s voice was a low, cool contrast to Oren’s, carrying effortlessly in the acoustically dead room. It wasn’t loud. It was present. “We have stood in its presence. We have spoken with the last of the Nocthari, who wept for its creation. The Crown is real. It is awake. And it perceives the magic of our world—your light, my shadows, all of it—as an imbalance to be corrected. Eradicated.”

“The Nocthari were annihilated for their hubris!” another Elder, a man named Pyrus with a fiery beard at odds with his icy demeanor, slammed a hand on the moonstone. “Their artifacts are corruptions. If this... thing exists, it is a relic of their sin, not some key to our salvation.”

“It is not a key,” Carys said, stepping forward, her boots silent on the seamless floor. She summoned the memory, the terrifying, beautiful vision Lyriel had shared. “It was a tool. Created to weave balance between light and shadow, to maintain the natural order. But it was corrupted. Not by the Nocthari, but by the first kings of Lunaris and Umbrae. They saw its power and coveted it. They tried to steal it, and in doing so, they broke it. They turned a guardian into a hungering, conscious void. The Bleeding, the wild magic, the ‘dissonance’—it’s not a plague. It’s a symptom. It’s the Crown testing its limits, stretching its will, feeding.”

The silence that followed was different. Heavier. Charged with a dawning, terrifying comprehension and a furious denial.

“You accuse our founding saints of... of theft? Of genocide?” Oren’s voice was barely a whisper, but it scalded the air.

“I accuse them of fear,” Carys replied, her own voice trembling with the effort to keep it steady. “Fear of a power they couldn’t control. Fear of a people who understood magic better than they did. They lied to us. They built our kingdoms, our faiths, on a foundation of that lie. The Prophecy of the Sacrificial Bond? A fabrication to explain the periodic ‘culling’ needed to keep the wounded, slumbering Crown quiet. Thane’s death wasn’t destiny. It was a feeding. And it didn’t satisfy the Crown. It woke it up.”

She lifted her left hand, palm out. With a thought, she ignited the mark there—the perfect, intricate eclipse that was the physical proof of her bond with Silas. It burned not with pure stellar light, but with a complex, layered radiance, hints of shadow moving in its depths. A collective gasp echoed in the hall.

From behind her, she felt a surge of complementary power. Silas didn’t move, but the air around him deepened. The mark on his sternum, a mirror to hers, burned through the fabric of his shirt, not with darkness, but with a light-absorbing gravity that made the glowing mark on her hand seem even brighter. Their connection hummed between them, a silent, powerful chord.

“This,” Carys said, her voice stronger now, resonant with their shared power, “this Bond you call an abomination? It is the only thing the Crown cannot absorb. It is the paradox it cannot resolve. Lyriel, the last Nocthari, called it a ‘living lock.’ It was meant to be wielded by two who could master both light and shadow, not as enemies, but as partners. To heal the Crown or to destroy it. We are that lock. But we cannot turn it alone. We need the armies of Lunaris. We need to unite with Umbrae. The war is not with each other anymore. It is with a god we created, and it is coming for every single one of us.”

For a long moment, there was only the sight of their linked power and the sound of ragged breathing from the dais. Carys saw the struggle on their faces—the terrifying lure of a truth that explained so much, warring with the monumental, unthinkable cost of accepting it. To accept this was to unravel the very identity of Lunaris, to confess that their glorious history was a blood-soaked fraud.

Archmage Oren’s face, usually a mask of serene authority, had gone the color of old parchment. His gaze was fixed on their glowing marks, not with wonder, but with a kind of visceral revulsion. When he spoke again, the razor was gone, replaced by something colder, more final.

“You speak of uniting with the Shadow Realm,” he said, his eyes lifting from the Bond to pin Carys. “You bring its heir, bound to you by forbidden magic, into our heart, and you tell us... what? That our saints were butchers? That our faith is a fairy tale crafted by murderers? That the only hope is to embrace the very corruption you embody?” He rose slowly to his feet. “This is not truth, Carys Vale. This is the deepest, most insidious blasphemy. This is the poison of Nocthara, spoken through a once-loyal daughter turned... turned thing by her contact with the dark.”

The words hit her like physical blows. Thing. She felt Silas’s rage flare through the Bond, a hot, protective spike, but his outward calm never wavered.

“Archmage,” Carys began, desperation clawing at her.

“Enough!” Oren thundered. The sterile light in the hall seemed to harden. “You have been deceived. Or worse, you have become deceivers. The ‘dissonance’ is a weapon of Umbrae, a ploy to weaken our resolve while they forge an alliance with this... this relic of a dead race. And you are their pawn.”

He gestured, a sharp, cutting motion. From concealed doors behind the dais, the Sun Guard filed in—ten warriors in brilliant silver armor, their faces obscured by helm visors shaped like stylized sunbursts. They moved with lethal grace, surrounding the central floor.

Carys’s heart plummeted. This wasn’t disbelief. This was a refusal so absolute it demanded their eradication. The comfortable lie was preferable to the terrible truth. They would silence the messengers and pretend the message never existed.

Her hand went to the hilt of her light-dagger. Silas shifted subtly beside her, his posture coiling into that of a predator. The Bond thrummed with alarm, preparing for a fight they could not possibly win in the heart of the enemy’s power.

“Take them,” Oren said, his voice flat. “The woman to the cleansing cells. The shadow-spawn to the pits. Their bond is an affliction. It will be... studied. And then severed.”

The Sun Guard advanced.

—-
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The Sun Guard’s armored boots rang a death knell on the marble as they closed the circle. Carys’s mind, trained for combat, spun through options and found only dead ends. Fighting was suicide. Surrender was a fate worse than death—the “cleansing cells” were where Lunaris broke mages who strayed from the orthodox path. And Silas in the pits? He wouldn’t survive it.

The Bond between them tightened, a wire of shared panic and defiant fury. She felt Silas’s calculation, a rapid-fire assessment of angles, weaknesses, the trajectory of the first strike. He would take down as many as he could. He would die here, in this beautiful, hateful room of light, before he let them drag her away.

“Archmage Oren!” A new voice, gravelly and commanding, cracked through the tension like a whip.

From a side archway, a figure strode into the hall. Commander Brennus, his own ceremonial armor looking worn and real among the Conclave’s ethereal finery, moved with a purpose that cut through the Sun Guard’s advance. His face, a landscape of old scars and newer lines of exhaustion, was set in a grim mask. He positioned himself between the Guard and Carys, not fully facing either, his body a barrier.

“This is unwise,” Brennus stated, his voice carrying to the dais. “You have not heard all the evidence.”

Oren’s eyes narrowed. “Commander, your sentimental attachment to your former subordinate clouds your duty. She is no longer the Carys Vale you trained. She is infected. Stand aside.”

“I trained her to see the truth, even when it’s ugly,” Brennus shot back, a dangerous heat in his tone. He turned slightly, his gaze sweeping the Conclave. “For three months, reports have flooded in from the northern borders. Not of Umbrae incursions, but of... phenomena. Wells solidifying into crystal. Shadows moving with predatory intent. Crops withering not from blight, but from an absence of all magic. You’ve dismissed them as anomalies, as panic. What if they’re not?”

“They are the precursor to a shadow invasion!” Elder Pyrus insisted.

“Are they?” Brennus faced the old mage. “The report from the village of Dawn’s Edge—the one where the children’s laughter literally turned to glass in the air and shattered. That was forty leagues inside our border. No Umbrae force could reach that far, not without us knowing. But a wave of pure, undirected magical distortion... could.”

He looked back at Carys and Silas, his expression unreadable. “I do not know if their story is the truth. But I know the world is sick. And I know that locking away or killing the only two people who have faced this sickness and returned to speak of it is the act of a frightened child, not a ruling Conclave.”

A tense silence descended. Carys could see the doubt now, flickering in the eyes of some Elders. Not belief, but the seed of fear that perhaps, just perhaps, the enemy was not the one they’d fought for centuries.

Oren was unmoved. “Your insubordination is noted, Commander. The fact remains: this... Bond is an aberration. It violates the natural order. It is a weapon pointed at the heart of Lunaris itself. They will be secured. The truth of their claims will be determined through sanctioned inquiry.” His gaze was merciless. “Take. Them.”

The Sun Guard surged forward.

Brennus didn’t hesitate. He didn’t draw his blade on his own men. Instead, he moved with the shocking speed of a veteran warrior. He grabbed the foremost guard’s spear-arm, twisted, and used the man’s momentum to hurl him into the two behind him, creating a tangle of silver and curses.

“GO!” he roared at Carys and Silas, his eyes meeting hers for a fractured second. In them, she saw not just command, but a terrible, resigned apology. A final redemption.

Chaos erupted. Shouts from the dais. The remaining guards redirected their focus, some on Brennus, others trying to flank the prisoners.

“Now!” Silas’s hand clamped around Carys’s wrist. His touch was an electric command through the Bond. He didn’t pull her toward the main entrance, which was surely sealed. He pulled her toward the wall—a smooth, unbroken expanse of crystal between two great pillars.

“Silas, it’s solid!”

“Trust the paradox!”he hissed.

As two Sun Guards lunged, blades of condensed light forming in their hands, Silas raised his free hand. Shadow erupted from him, not as a weapon, but as a liquid, consuming tide. It didn’t attack the guards; it slammed into the crystal wall. But instead of shattering it, the shadow sank in, blending with the material, turning it momentarily opaque and soft, like smoked glass.

At the same instant, Carys understood. She focused her will, not on attacking, but on the Bond, on the mark searing her palm. She pushed her own light into the mixture—not to oppose his shadow, but to partner with it. Her brilliant, silver-white light poured into the shadow-infused wall.

The effect was instantaneous and bizarre. The wall where their combined powers met didn’t explode. It unwove. The crystalline structure sang a high, painful note and then simply... parted. A ragged, melting aperture appeared, leading not to another hall, but to a narrow, dark service passage beyond—a forgotten vein in the body of the palace.

They plunged through the opening. Carys glanced back once. In the Hall of Echoing Light, Commander Brennus stood with his back to them, holding off three guards with a captured spear, a roaring, one-man rearguard against the tide of his own nation’s folly. Their eyes met a final time. He gave a sharp, almost imperceptible nod.

Go. Finish it.

Then Silas yanked her into the darkness, and the living crystal of the wall, deprived of their sustaining power, began to snap back into its solid form with a sound like grinding teeth. The last sliver of light from the hall vanished, sealing them in utter blackness, the sounds of combat muffled to nothing.

They ran. The passage was tight, smelling of dust and cold stone. Their ragged breathing was the only sound. The Bond between them was a live wire, buzzing with adrenaline, grief, and a sickening triumph.

They ran until the passage ended at a heavy iron grate overlooking a sheer drop down the palace’s foundation cliffs and the moonlit sprawl of Helios below. The night air, cold and free, washed over them.

Silas leaned against the wall, catching his breath. “So. The comfort of the lie,” he muttered, his voice raw.

Carys stared out at the city, at the thousands of points of light that were homes, taverns, lives blissfully unaware that the foundation of their world had just been declared a heresy. Brennus’s face, in his final stand, swam before her eyes. The cost of truth. It was measured in loyalty shattered, in heroes becoming traitors, in the terrible loneliness of knowing you were right and the world would rather burn than listen.

She felt Silas’s hand find hers in the dark, his fingers interlacing with hers. The eclipse marks on their skin touched, a faint, comforting warmth pulsing between them.

“They’ll seal the city. Every gate,” she said, her voice hollow.

“I know.”

“They’ll hunt us.As heretics. As monsters.”

“I know that,too.”

She turned to him.In the faint light from the city below, his golden eyes were chips of captured stars. “What do we do now?”

He was silent for a long moment, looking not at the city, but north, toward the unseen, brooding presence of the Shatterlands and the wounded heart of Nocthara.

“We prove them wrong,” he said, his voice low and fierce. “We find the others who are already paying the price. Raven. Elara. The border lords who’ve seen the dissonance firsthand. We build our own council. Not of light, or shadow.” He squeezed her hand, the Bond flaring in agreement. “A council of those who choose to see, even if it burns their eyes.”

He pulled her toward the grate. It was old, rusted. A shove from his shadow-enhanced strength popped it from its masonry with a shriek of metal.

The wind howled up the cliff face, promising a long, dangerous descent. Promising exile, again. But it also promised movement. Action. A path, however desperate, forward.

Carys looked back one last time at the smooth, impervious wall of the palace that had been her home and her purpose. It was a prison now. A beautiful, shining prison for minds that refused to be free.

She met Silas’s gaze and nodded. Together, they turned their backs on the City of Light, and stepped out into the hungry dark.
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​Chapter Two — The First Tremor
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The Weaving Lands were neither Lunaris nor Umbrae. They were the scar tissue between them, a vast, rolling expanse of hills, rocky outcrops, and hardy, stubborn life that had learned to thrive in the constant, low-grade tension of the border. It was here, in the labyrinthine canyons and hidden valleys, that Raven had established his base of operations—a place he’d once called a rebel camp, and which now, three weeks after the flight from Helios, felt like the last sane outpost in a world losing its mind.

From the entrance of the cave that served as their command post, Silas Vantas watched the twilight bleed across the sky. It wasn’t the gentle, curated dusk of Helios. This was a violent, magnificent clash—fiery orange from the west battling the deep, bruised purple seeping from the eastern shadows. A fitting canvas, he thought, for the era they were stumbling into.

The camp below was a hive of muted activity. Refugees from border villages trickled in daily, their eyes hollow with stories that made no sense. Lunaris deserters, those loyal to Brennus or simply terrified of the Conclave’s hardening orthodoxy, mingled with Umbrae outcasts—shadow mages who’d questioned Morwenna’s rule or who’d felt the first wrongness in their magic. Raven moved among them all, a quiet, efficient pillar of calm, turning chaos into a fragile order. Elara was sequestered in a tent filled with stolen scrolls and strange artifacts, trying to build a framework for the apocalypse.

And Carys... Carys was trying to hold it all together. He could feel the low hum of her anxiety through the Bond, a constant pressure against his own sternum. She was down there now, helping to distribute supplies, her Lunaris-straight posture a beacon of stubborn hope. She believed they could build an alliance from this rubble. She had to.

Silas believed in survival. And survival, right now, meant listening to the world itself.

He closed his eyes, not to sleep, but to feel. It was a technique older than his formal training, something primal. He let the clamor of the camp fade—the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer, the murmur of voices, the crackle of cookfires. He sank past the familiar thrum of his own shadow-magic, a cool, deep pool within him. He sought the deeper strata, the place where the Bond with Carys resonated, a unique, harmonious chord in his being.

And then he pushed further, into the background hum of the world’s magic. It had always been there, a kind of white noise to his senses—the gentle photosynthesis of light-magic in a sun-drenched leaf, the slow, gravitational pull of shadow in a deep crevice.

Today, the noise was wrong.

It wasn’t a sound, but a sensation. A dissonance, exactly as Elara had named it. A faint, queasy thrum that vibrated in his teeth and made the shadow in his veins feel thin, stretched. It was coming from the north. From Nocthara.

He’d been tracking it for days, this subtle wrongness. Each morning, it was a fraction stronger. A headache behind the eyes. A metallic taste on the tongue. It was the world, running a fever.

A sudden, sharp spike in the dissonance made his eyes snap open.

It wasn’t subtle anymore. It was a pulse. A single, monumental beat of distorted power that rolled out from the north like a silent thunderclap. The air in front of him didn’t shimmer. It stuttered. For a fraction of a second, the rocky vista before him doubled, overlapped, as if reality itself had lost focus.

In the camp below, every mage—light and shadow alike—froze. Cookfires guttered and then flared with unnatural colors—violet, sickly green. A cart of water barrels suddenly glowed from within, the water turning phosphorescent. Shadows cast by the setting sun didn’t just lengthen; they thickened, pooling around people’s feet like tar.

Then, as suddenly as it came, the wave passed. The fires settled. The water went dark. The shadows resumed their innocent shapes.

The silence that followed was profound, broken only by the wail of a frightened child.

Silas was already moving, taking the rocky path down to the camp in long, swift strides. He found Carys standing frozen in the center of the main clearing, a sack of grain forgotten at her feet. Her face was pale, her grey-silver eyes wide. She felt it, too. Through the Bond, he tasted her shock, a bright, cold splash of fear.

“What in the name of all forgotten stars was that?” Raven materialized at his side, his usual composure cracked. Elara stumbled from her tent, clutching a crystal prism that was smoking faintly, her scholarly demeanor replaced by raw alarm.

“A test,” Silas said, his voice hard. His gaze was locked on Carys as she walked toward them, her steps deliberate. “The Crown. Testing its reach. Its strength.”

“That was more than a test,” Elara breathed, holding up the prism. It was cracked, and within its heart, a strand of captured magic writhed like a trapped worm, flashing between gold and black. “The magical waveform... it’s not just wild. It’s inverted. It’s not releasing energy; it’s creating a... a vacuum signature. It’s pulling before it pushes.”

Before anyone could dissect the nightmare physics, a scout—a lean, frantic woman from a border tribe—staggered into the clearing. Her clothes were dust-streaked, her eyes wild.

“Raven! Sir! Message from the northern runner post... it’s gone silent. All of them. But before the line went dead... one word got through. Frosthold.”

Frosthold. A Lunaris border village, a minor trading outpost nestled in the foothills of the Shatterlands. A week’s hard ride north.

A cold certainty settled in Silas’s gut. “The pulse had a target.”

Carys was already turning, shouting orders for horses, for a scout party. The camp, shaken from its stupor, erupted into controlled chaos.

“You’re not going alone,” Raven stated, his hand falling to the hilt of his shadow-blade.

“We have to,” Carys said, her voice leaving no room for argument. She looked at Silas, and the Bond hummed with grim agreement. “We’re the only ones who’ve been close to the source. We’re the only ones who might be able to withstand another pulse if it happens. And we need to see. We need to know what it does.”

Elara rushed forward, pressing the cracked prism into Carys’s hand. “Take this. It’s calibrated now. It might react to... residual effects. Record everything.”

Minutes later, they rode out of the canyon on two of the fastest, most sure-footed mountain steeds in the camp. They didn’t speak. The Bond was communication enough—a coiling tension, a shared dread, a needle of purpose guiding them north, toward the epicenter of the wrongness.

They rode through the night, pushing the horses. The further north they went, the thicker the dissonance hung in the air. It wasn’t a pulse anymore, but a presence. A fog of wrongness that made magic feel slippery, unreliable. Silas found his shadows responding sluggishly. Carys reported her light felt “thin,” like watered milk.

By the time the first grey light of dawn stained the sky, they saw the smoke.

Not the grey plume of a fire, but a strange, luminescent haze hanging over a valley ahead. The air grew cold, then unnaturally still. The sounds of the wilderness—the chirp of insects, the call of birds—had vanished, leaving a silence so complete it pressed on their eardrums.

They crested a ridge and looked down upon what had been Frosthold.

Silas heard Carys’s sharp, choked intake of breath beside him.

The village was not destroyed. It was transformed.

The wooden palisade walls were now a lattice of intertwining crystal and petrified wood, glittering coldly. The thatched roofs of the huts had been replaced by a solid, smooth substance that looked like captured moonlight—hard, luminous, and dead. The river that ran beside the village was not flowing. It was a twisted, frozen sculpture of what had once been water, now a ribbon of solid, blue-white light arcing grotesquely over the bank.

And there were no bodies. No signs of struggle.

But there were... figures. Dozens of them. Standing utterly motionless in the streets, in doorways, in the frozen fields. They were human in shape, but their features were blurred, smoothed, as if carved from soapstone. A faint, gold-and-black shimmer played just beneath their skin. They didn’t move. They didn’t breathe. They simply were.

Purified.

The prism in Carys’s hand ignited, burning so fiercely she almost dropped it. It didn’t project light. It sucked the faint, sickly luminescence from the air around them, focusing it into a searing, painful beam that pointed like an accusing finger straight into the heart of the silent, monstrous village.

—-
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The silence of Frosthold was a living thing. It didn’t just lack sound; it consumed it. The faint whisper of the wind died as it touched the village boundary. The scuff of their boots on the rocky path seemed muffled, swallowed by the eerie stillness. Carys’s hand trembled as she stuffed the violently reactive prism into her saddlebag, cutting off its accusatory beam. The afterimage burned in her vision, a line drawn from her to the horror below.

“We can’t go down there,” Silas said, his voice low and taut. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the petrified figures. “The atmospheric magic is... coagulated. One misstep and it could happen to us.”

“We have to get closer,” Carys argued, though every instinct screamed in agreement with him. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the unnatural quiet. “We need to understand. Is it a field? A curse? Are they alive?” The last question was a whisper.

“They’re not alive,” Silas replied, his golden eyes finally sweeping the scene with a clinical, chilling assessment. “Not as we understand it. Look at the river. The magic didn’t just freeze the water. It replaced its essential nature with a static, idealized version of ‘light.’ It’s done the same to them. It’s stripped away the chaos of life—the breath, the heartbeat, the messy magic—and left... a perfect, empty vessel.”

A vessel. The word from Lyriel’s teachings echoed in Carys’s mind. The Crown seeks to purify. To empty the vessel of its imperfections.

“We can get to the tree line,” she said, pointing to a copse of pines that grew to within a hundred yards of the village’s crystallized western edge. “From there, we might see more.”

Silas gave a curt nod. They dismounted, tethering the nervous horses well back from the valley’s influence. As they approached on foot, the wrongness intensified. Carys’s light-magic felt leaden within her, like trying to swim through syrup. She saw Silas flex his hands, a sign his shadows were equally sluggish. The Bond between them hummed a low, warning tone, a shared biological alarm.

From the edge of the pines, the details were worse.

The Purified figures were not all standing. One was caught mid-fall, petrified in the act of collapsing. A child’s form was hunched over a toy cart that had itself turned to a lump of fused, glittering metal and wood. Their clothes were preserved, but bleached of color, transformed into the same soapstone-like material as their flesh. Their eyes were the worst—smooth, featureless orbs that held no pupils, no irises, only a faint, internal shimmer.

“No fear,” Carys murmured, a cold knot tightening in her stomach. “No surprise. It happened instantly. The pulse hit, and... transformation.”

“Not a transformation,” Silas corrected grimly. He pointed to the ground near the perimeter. “A replacement. Look.”

Following his gaze, Carys saw it. The grass and wildflowers didn’t just die. They had been perfectly preserved in their exact shapes, but were now made of a brittle, glassy substance. A butterfly was suspended in mid-air, two feet off the ground, its wings delicate panes of crystal. The wave hadn’t destroyed; it had overwritten reality with a dead, silent template of itself.

“It’s creating order,” she realized, the horror giving way to a sickening understanding. “The ultimate, sterile order. No decay, no growth, no change. Just... static, magical perfection.”

A sudden, grating sound made them both flinch. It was the sound of stone grinding against stone. One of the Purified figures in the village square—a man who had been facing away from them—was turning. Its movement was horrifically smooth, utterly silent but for the friction of its stone-like limbs. It rotated at the waist, its blank, shimmering eyes sweeping past the trees where they hid, and then locking onto a point further down the valley.

It took a step. Then another. Its gait was stiff, mechanistic, but purposeful.

“It’s... responding to something,” Silas breathed.

From the northern pass, a faint, golden glow emerged. Not sunlight. This was a sickly, honeyed radiance that seemed to ooze rather than shine. As it drew closer, they saw its source: a floating fragment of crystal, about the size of a human skull, spinning lazily. It was the same gold-and-black material as the Crown, a jagged shard that pulsed with a slow, hungry light. A Fragment.

The Purified man stopped before it. The Fragment hovered at eye level. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, a thin tendril of the same gold-and-black energy extended from the Fragment and touched the Purified figure’s forehead.

Information. That was the only word for it. Carys could feel it, a burst of structured, cold data transmitted through the magical medium. A report.

The Fragment pulsed, seemingly satisfied. The tendril retracted. Then, it floated on, continuing its path south, leaving the Purified sentinel once again motionless.

“Scouting,” Silas said, his voice hollow. “The Crown isn’t just testing. It’s learning. Mapping. That Fragment is its eye. These... things are its network. Its perfect, obedient soldiers.”

The Fragment was moving toward their position, following the valley path that would eventually lead to more villages, to trade routes, to the Weaving Lands themselves.

Carys looked at Silas, the unspoken question hanging between them. They could not let that scout through.

He read her decision in her face, in the sudden resolve thrumming through the Bond. His jaw tightened. “Our magic is unstable here. A direct attack could backfire, or attract more of them.”

“We don’t use our magic,” Carys said, her mind racing. She looked around, her gaze landing on the pine trees, on the rocky scree of the hillside. “We use the land. We give it a taste of the chaos it wants to erase.”

She outlined her plan in terse, quick sentences. Silas listened, a slow, dangerous smile touching his lips. It was reckless. It was potentially catastrophic. It was exactly the kind of beautifully chaotic paradox the Crown’s sterile order would despise.

They worked fast. Silas used his weakened but precise shadows to undercut a massive slab of loose granite on the hillside above the path, careful not to imbue the stone itself with magic. Carys scrambled up the slope, using handholds and grit, not light-enhanced agility. At the base of a giant, ancient pine overlooking the path, she found what she needed: a large, precarious nest of deadfall and dry tinder, sheltered by an overhang.

She gathered stones, the ordinary, non-magical kind. Silas joined her, and they piled them carefully among the dead branches.

Below, the Fragment glided silently into view, its pulsing light casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to move independently of its form.

“Now,” Carys whispered.

Silas focused. Not on the boulder, but on the deep, natural shadow beneath the overhang right next to their pile of tinder. He poured a thread of his power into amplifying the coldness of that shadow, dropping the temperature in a localized spot by dozens of degrees in an instant.

The sudden, intense thermal shock was too much for the dead, dry wood. With a sharp CRACK, a major branch split.

That was the cue. Silas released the subtle shadows holding the granite slab. With a grinding roar, it broke free, tumbling down the slope.

The plan was not for the rock to hit the Fragment. The Crown’s artifact was likely immune to mere physical force. The plan was for the rock to hit the slope next to the ancient pine, and for the nest of dry timber and stones to be the true projectile.

The slab struck. The impact was thunderous, dislodging a small avalanche of stone and dirt. The ancient pine shuddered. The nest of deadfall, already stressed by the thermal shock, tore loose from its perch.

A cascade of dead wood, sharp stones, and choking dust—a purely physical, chaotic avalanche of meaningless debris—rained down directly onto the path of the floating Fragment.

The Fragment’s pulsing light stuttered. It halted its progress. For a moment, it simply hovered as the dust settled around it, a pristine, magical thing sullied by mundane dirt and splinters. A tendril of energy lashed out, disintegrating a falling branch, but it was a reactive, almost confused gesture. This was not a magical attack to be analyzed and absorbed. This was... noise. Chaos. Dirt.

It pulsed once, a brighter, almost frustrated flare. Then, as if deciding this path was corrupted and unworthy, it reversed course. It floated back the way it came, retreating toward the dead heart of Frosthold and the northern pass beyond.

Carys and Silas lay panting in the dirt, covered in dust, their hearts pounding from exertion and adrenaline. They had won nothing. They had saved no one. Frosthold was a tomb. The Purified remained.

But they had turned the scout back. They had proven that the Crown’s logic could be confused, if not defeated, by the unpredictable, messy reality it sought to erase.

As the Fragment’s glow disappeared into the crystalline silence of the village, Carys looked at Silas. His face was smudged with dirt, his eyes alight with a fierce, wild triumph that mirrored her own.

The war wasn’t coming. It was here. And they had just fired the first, defiant, gloriously chaotic shot.
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​Chapter Three — The Queen In Exile

​
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The Shatterlands did not forgive. They were a geography of spite, a wasteland of razor-edged obsidian spires, plains of shifting black glass, and canyons that whispered with the ghosts of the world’s breaking. The air was thin and tasted of ash and ozone, the sky a perpetual bruise of purples and greys, lit by the faint, sickly glow of unstable magic leaking from the wounds of Nocthara.

Here, where the very rock remembered pain, Morwenna Vantas, former Matriarch of Umbrae, was learning the meaning of annihilation.

She dragged herself over a ridge of volcanic scree, the jagged stones tearing fresh wounds in the once-immaculate fabric of her robes, now little more than tattered, stained rags. Her body, a masterpiece of shadow-magic preservation for five decades, was failing. The backlash from the Vault, from the Crown’s raw power and her son’s betrayal, had not just broken her physically. It had cracked the very foundations of her being.
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