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​Embers of the Celestial Pact


-  Book One of The Unbroken Dawn Cycle

-  Maunil Nakarani


Dedication







For the ones who dream with their eyes open—

and fight wars with nothing but words, hope, and grit.

Epigraph

“Chains forged in desperation do not bind—they burn.”

—Ancient Celestine Proverb

Dramatis Personae

Lyra Calvert – A 22-year-old military strategist from the Emberland Guild. Sharp-tongued, brilliant, stubborn, and prone to breaking protocol. Bound by fate and flame.

Caelum – An exiled war-god from the Celestial Host. Armored in star-steel, fueled by duty, scarred by betrayal. Bound to Lyra by an ancient pact he never consented to.

Danica Maer – Scholar of arcane linguistics. Loyal, clever, and deeply skeptical. Lyra’s closest ally from the Scholar’s Guild.

Orin Vex – A half-elf smuggler with more charm than common sense. Former airship racer turned illicit pilot.

Warden-Adjudicator Nyx – Enforcer of the Celestial Tribunal. Cold, ruthless, and obsessed with order. Holds a personal vendetta against Caelum’s kind.

Tovel – A condemned runesmith with a cause for revenge. Unexpectedly vital to Lyra and Caelum’s escape.

Ari (Mask-Maker’s Daughter) – An illusion-forge prodigy. Wields shape, shadow, and sarcasm in equal measure. Orin’s “frenemy.”

Map of the Emberlands and the Celestial Borderlands
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About the Book

When a forbidden spell binds a mortal strategist and an immortal warrior, their only hope for freedom—and survival—lies in outwitting the gods who cursed them.

A high-stakes romantasy that fuses the break-neck tension of a political thriller with the heart-pounding yearning of an enemies-to-lovers romance. In a realm where celestial pacts dictate the rise and fall of kingdoms, 22-year-old tactician Lyra Calvert accidentally invokes an ancient bond with the disgraced war-god Caelum. Shackled together by a glowing sigil that siphons their power whenever they stray apart, the unlikely pair must navigate court intrigue, warring factions, and a ticking celestial tribunal that demands their joint execution at the next blood moon—exactly 55 nights away.

Blending the twist-driven structure of binge-worthy streaming series with lush world-building and a thorny slow-burn romance, Embers of the Celestial Pact hits the current sweet spot for readers who devoured Fourth Wing, Iron Flame, and The Serpent & the Wings of Night. It delivers continuous cliff-hangers and highly shareable tropes (forced proximity, morally gray love interest, reluctant savior), along with a finale primed for adaptation.
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​Ashfall
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Lyra Calvert crouched behind a splintered wagon wheel, her breath coming in short puffs that fogged the night air.

Ash drifted down like gray snowflakes from the smoking ridge above, turning the rutted border road into a ghost-pale ribbon. Each flake hissed when it touched the lanterns lining the enemy checkpoint, as though even the mountain could not swallow its anger quietly.

Focus.

The word pulsed through Lyra’s skull the way a drum beat guides marching feet. She pressed a hand to the inside pocket of her leather jacket and felt the familiar shape of her fold-down spyglass. If the patrol timing she had memorized in the capital archives was correct, she had exactly sixty heartbeats to spirit two refugees off this cursed road before the imperial convoy arrived.

Across the way, two teenage farmhands—siblings, judging by the matching chins—huddled in a ramshackle cart. Their wide eyes tracked every spark that snapped off the checkpoint brazier. Lyra caught the older girl’s gaze and lifted three fingers, the signal for ready? The girl swallowed, but nodded.

A horn blared from the southern slope.

Too soon.

Lyra’s heartbeat rocketed. The convoy was early. Of course it is. Schedules were tidy things; life in the Emberlands was not.

She slid her dagger from its sheath, not to fight but to cut the hemp rope that tethered a stack of wooden crates at the checkpoint gate. One clean slice, a shove, and chaos would follow—enough to mask their escape.

Lyra counted—one, two, three—then sprang. She raced low, boots silent on ash-soft dirt, sliced the rope, and slammed her shoulder into the top crate. The tower of wood toppled with a thunderous crash. Sparks leapt. Soldiers cursed.

“Cart’s axle snapped!” someone yelled. “Get a torch over here!”

Perfect.

Lyra whistled—two short notes like a lark at dawn. The farmhands scrambled from the cart, ducked under the splitting gate beam, and hurtled down the dark slope toward the dry riverbed where a smuggler’s tunnel waited. Lyra followed, her lungs burning but her mind alight with the clean thrill of having pulled fate’s strings and watched them dance.

Fifty heartbeats left.

Halfway down the slope, pain flared—sharp, burning—just above her knee. Lyra staggered. An arrowhead glinted in the lantern glow behind her. She bit back a cry. No time for fear. She snapped the shaft off flush with her breeches and ran.

They reached the riverbed, a snaking scar of lava-black stones. The tunnel mouth hid behind a tumble of basalt boulders. Lyra pried up the carved slate hatch, shoved the farmhands inside, and slid after them.

Safe—for the moment. Flame-lit shouts echoed faintly overhead.

The tunnel sloped deeper, air cooling. At the bend, a single lamp burned on a crate. Its weak light revealed a dusty alcove stuffed with salvage from a forgotten temple: cracked urns, chipped marble heads, and a thick leather-bound tome bound in copper filigree. The book rested on a pedestal draped in moth-eaten velvet, as though waiting for a reader who would never come.

Lyra’s gaze snagged on it like cloth on a nail. The copper shimmered, catching the lamplight and throwing flecks of gold across the tunnel wall.

“Miss?” the younger farmhand whispered. “Are we safe now?”

Lyra blinked. Focus. She guided them farther in, toward the smuggler’s exit that surfaced two miles beyond the border. “Follow the tunnel until you smell pine resin,” she murmured. “A trader named Halden will meet you. Show him this.” She pressed a wax-sealed chit into the girl’s palm. “He’ll see you to the guild refuge.”

The siblings muttered tear-filled thanks and hurried on. When their footsteps faded, Lyra turned back to the alcove.

No scholar worth her ink could ignore an artifact abandoned in the dark. And Lyra, though trained as a military tactician, had always been half scholar at heart. She set her lantern closer. Ash dust flecked the tome’s spine. She teased the cover open.

A pulse of warm light spilled out, illuminating lines of script that writhed like living vines. Lyra’s breath caught. Old Celestine—an extinct tongue used only in pre-Concord rituals. She recognized a single repeated symbol: a stylized pair of wings crossed by a sword.

A warning sigil.

Lyra knew she should close the book, seal the alcove, and report the discovery to the royal archives. That was protocol. Protocol did not save lives at border checkpoints.

She turned a page. The symbols shifted, rearranging into neat columns. Beneath them appeared a crisp, modern translation as though the book had read her mind.


“Let the bound flame forge new chains; let mortal need summon immortal aid.”



A low hum filled the tunnel, like a giant cat purring. The lantern flame stretched, thin and blue. Lyra’s palms tingled.

She slammed the cover shut. The hum stopped. The lantern guttered, then steadied.

Outside, another horn blast split the night—closer now. The convoy had reached the checkpoint, and discovery of the toppled crates would lead them straight to the tunnel mouth. Lyra’s window for retreat was closing.

She tucked the tome under her arm. For study, she told herself. For the archives. For whatever compelled her heart to beat faster at the thought of secrets finally revealed.

As she replaced the slate hatch and jogged north through the tunnel, the ash in her hair glowed faintly, as though tiny embers had nested there. She did not notice the same glow tracing a thin crescent shape across the back of her left wrist.

Lyra surfaced beneath a sky still raining ash, clutching the forbidden book to her chest—and somewhere far above, a god she had never met opened his eyes.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Shattered Reliquary
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Lyra Calvert trudged through dawn-gray mist, every step a jolt to the half-healed arrow wound in her thigh. The barren foothills east of the border rose like fractured knuckles, their once-verdant terraces scorched by last season’s volcanic vents. Somewhere beyond the broken line of obsidian crags lay the ancient Sanctum of Urian—a reliquary whispered about in academy footnotes and tavern boasts alike. It was said to house relic shards from the first Celestial Concord, the treaty that had chained gods to the mortal plane and then, centuries later, cast them out again.

History lived in books, her professors had lectured, but truth slept in ruins. Lyra intended to wake it.

She paused on a rocky switchback overlooking a dry ravine. From this height she could barely glimpse the smoke drifting above the checkpoint she had sabotaged the night before. No pursuit yet—good. Blood crusted dark against the fabric she had wound around her thigh. She would need a proper poultice soon, but curiosity tugged harder than pain. She placed one palm over the copper-filigreed tome inside her pack. The cover still pulsed with faint warmth, as though it contained a sleeping heart.

Let mortal need summon immortal aid.

The translated line echoed in her skull, equal parts promise and threat.

Two hours later, the fog burned away under a pale sun, revealing a half-collapsed stairway carved into the mountainside. Weather-eaten statues of winged figures flanked the entrance, their faces erased by centuries of windblown grit. Ivy, long since turned brown, clung to marble robes like funeral veils.

Lyra pushed through the shattered arch. Cool air exhaled from the depths, carrying the scent of iron and old incense. She lit a stub of tallow and descended. The stairwell spiraled, walls inscribed with faded sigils of twin circles and crossed blades—the same symbol that gleamed on the tome’s first page.

At the bottom she emerged into a cavernous nave, its ceiling a cracked mosaic of night-blue tiles studded with quartz chips that still shimmered faintly, mimicking stars. Shafts of sunlight speared through holes in the roof, illuminating motes of dust that drifted like slow snow. Benches lay overturned; brass offering bowls lay dented and green with age.

At the far end, a dais cradled a marble sarcophagus split clean in two, as though some giant hand had swatted it. A single chunk of black crystal floated above the ruined lid, spinning lazily. No chain held it aloft—just a faint hum that prickled the hairs on Lyra’s arms.

She advanced, heart thudding.

Most field operatives would snatch the relic and run. Lyra unpacked her satchel, drew parchment and charcoal, and began a measured survey. She sketched the nave’s dimensions, noted the angles of shattered pillars, and copied half-legible runes that bordered the dais. Busy hands kept panic at bay.

Midway through a rubbing of an altar engraving, her lantern flickered blue. The same hum that held the crystal aloft seeped into the air, wrapping the nave in a soft vibration—a low chord you felt in bone rather than heard with ears. The copper book shifted inside her pack, as if nudged by invisible fingers.

Lyra swallowed. “All right, then,” she whispered, voice echoing in the empty hall. “Let’s see your secrets.”

She set the tome on the floor and opened it to the page with the transforming script. The letters straightened into a neat spiral, pointing toward the floating crystal. Lines of fresh translation bloomed beneath:


Name the chain, and power will answer.

Name the chain, and bond will form.

Name the chain, and bear the cost.



​

A DRAUGHT OF COLD AIR swept the chamber. Lyra’s candle guttered. She pulled her cloak tighter, though the chill came from inside her, not the reliquary walls. A memory surfaced—her father’s voice reading bedtime hero myths: The gods bargain dear, little star. Ask only when you are ready to bleed for the answer.

Still, she had crossed borders, dodged arrows, and bled already. What was one more risk if it promised an end to imperials dragging children from village homes?

Lyra stepped onto the dais. The crystal’s hum deepened. She could feel it now as a second pulse under her skin. She forced herself to breathe evenly.

“Vincula Stellaris,” she tried, repeating a binding phrase she had memorized while studying siege-mage tactics. The crystal brightened but did not descend.

She tried again, drawing from the old Celestine she had glimpsed in the tome. “Soror Catena.” Sister chain. Nothing.

Frustration bubbled up. She glared at the hovering shard. “Fine. If riddles are your game: I name the chain Necessity—because every injustice forged it.”

Light exploded.

The crystal shattered like glass struck by a hammer, yet instead of shards, threads of blinding silver shot outward, weaving a net of light around Lyra. She cried out, raising her hands—but the threads slid through flesh without pain, converging on the copper book. The cover yawned open of its own accord.

From its pages rose a sigil: two wings crossed by a sword, encircled by a ring of sun-bright embers. The emblem branded itself in mid-air, turned, and pressed flat against Lyra’s sternum. White-hot heat seared through fabric, then flesh—then the pain inverted, rushing outward in a wave of cold fire. When her vision cleared, the sigil glowed faintly beneath her skin before fading to a dim gold outline.

Lyra collapsed to her knees, gasping. She expected blood—there was none. She expected screams—the chamber remained dead silent.

And then—

“Who dares?” The question rang across the nave, deeper than thunder, layered like echoes in a mountain range.

Lyra spun, dagger in hand. No figure appeared. Only drifting dust, broken stone, and the hushed glow beneath her tunic.

“Speak, mortal.” The voice held iron and distant stars, both furious and weary.

Her throat went dry. She had heard voices amplified by scrying stones, magical illusions, even battlefield harangues through horn-casters. This was none of those; this was elsewhere speaking straight into her marrow.

“I am Lyra Calvert,” she managed. “Strategist of the Emberland Guild—and, apparently, summoner of wayward voices.”

A huff of sound—almost a laugh. “Bold. Reckless. Foolish.”

“I prefer resourceful.”

“You prefer survival. Sadly, that choice is no longer yours.”

The hum crescended. Wind whipped through the nave though no doors stood open. Candles extinguished. Above the broken roof tiles, clouds congealed into a whirlpool of bronze and violet.

Lyra’s fingers tightened on her dagger. “Show yourself.”

“Soon.” A pause, like a god tasting the air. “The chain is not yet complete. You have named necessity. You must now name trust.”

“Trust is earned,” she shot back.

“Then earn mine quickly, mortal, or the chain will strangle you and all you love.”

A final rumble faded, leaving a ringing void. The wind stilled. Light returned to normal daylight, though the floating crystal had vanished entirely.

Lyra shivered. Her shirt stuck to skin slick with cold sweat. She rose slowly, joints aching as though she had run a marathon uphill.

She retrieved the tome. Its pages were now blank except for a single line scrawled in fresh ink:


Find the Mirror Gate before the Blood Moon.



She whispered the words aloud. The ink glowed, then dulled. Blood Moon—fifty-four nights now, if her math held. Mirror Gate—an artifact lost since the Sundering Wars.

Lyra packed her kit with shaking hands. The reliquary felt smaller, air heavier. She needed daylight—and allies.

Outside, mid-morning sun painted the hills gold. She managed only a dozen steps before the sigil on her chest pulsed. A tether of light shot from her body to the reliquary entrance behind her, yanking her backward like a hooked fish. She stumbled but did not fall. The tether held for a heartbeat, then snapped free with a shower of sparks.

A warning, not a leash. Yet.

She tamped down panic. One breath. Another. The tether had stretched ten paces before breaking; perhaps the radius would grow—or perhaps, once “trust” was named, the chain would anchor to some other, unseen point.

Either way, she would not learn standing here.

Lyra set off northwest toward the trade road that would carry her back to the guild city of Lumen. She plotted contingencies: bribe a cart driver, switch cloaks twice, stash the tome in a hollowed map case. She rehearsed possible explanations for the glowing sigil if spotted—conjurer’s trick, tattoo ink, saints’ blessing. Lies stacked neat as troop formations.

Behind her, thunder boomed from a cloudless sky.

She did not look back.

With the reliquary in ruins and an unseen god’s ultimatum echoing in her ears, Lyra quickened her pace—unaware that each step drew another being, shackled in a starless prison, one breath closer to freedom.
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​Chains of Light
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Lyra Calvert slept little on the two-day trek from the Reliquary to the trade road. Each time she closed her eyes, she saw floating crystal shards, felt silver threads knitting through her ribs, and heard that cavern-deep voice demanding trust. By the time she reached the coaching inn outside Lumen’s outer wall, her boots were mud-caked and her nerves frayed to static.

The inn was called The Oaken Mantle—a squat stone lodge with vine-wrapped pillars and a roof of weathered red slate. Wagons rattled in and out of its yard, and the smell of leek stew drifted from an open kitchen window. Normalcy, Lyra thought, had never looked so precious.

She booked the smallest attic room, paid extra for privacy, then bolted the door and collapsed onto the narrow bed. For a blessed moment she almost believed safety existed.

The sigil under her sternum had other ideas.

A warmth spread from the mark, tingling like a spark racing along a fuse. Lyra sat bolt upright. The copper-bound tome, secured beneath a floorboard she had pried loose, glowed through the wood. A thread of pale light unspooled from its spine, snaking across the room to her chest—then beyond, passing straight through the wall as though it were fog.

Lyra’s pulse pounded. The tether yanked, not backward but sideways, urging her toward the window facing the inn’s rear courtyard.

Outside, moonlight silvered an empty cobblestone square. Empty—until it wasn’t.

A shape coalesced midair, like ink swirling into water: broad-shouldered, taller than any man she’d met, armored in overlapping plates that shimmered from steel to starlight. A helm hid the figure’s face, but a mane of white-hot energy spilled from beneath it, crackling like burning parchment.

The tether in Lyra’s chest snapped taut, hauling her forward. The figure jerked as though struck, and suddenly the courtyard rang with unspoken fury.

“Release me.” The words carried the pressure of an oncoming storm.

Lyra gripped the window frame to anchor herself. “Not until you tell me who—or what—you are.”

The helm tilted. “You bound me. You should know my name.”

“Humor me.”

A pause, brittle as ice. “I am Caelum, once War-Bearer of the Celestial Host, now prisoner of a mortal child with more audacity than sense.”

Heat flooded Lyra’s cheeks. “I’m twenty-two, and strategist outranks child.”

Lightning forked silently behind Caelum, illuminating the sigil now blazing on his breastplate—twin wings crossed by a sword. The same wings flared across Lyra’s own mark, echoing heartbeat for heartbeat.

Lyra vaulted the sill and dropped to the courtyard. Pain seared her thigh, but she held Caelum’s glare. Up close, the god’s armor looked etched with constellations; stars flickered in the metal, rearranging when he moved.

“Explain the tether,” she demanded.

“It links our life-fires,” Caelum said. “Stray too far and we bleed power until one—or both—of us gutters out.”

“Fantastic,” Lyra muttered. “Anything else I should know before breakfast?”

“The tribunal of gods you disrupted will reconvene at the Blood Moon. They will decide whether to dissolve us—or erase us.”

Lyra swallowed. “And trust? The voice mentioned earning it.”

“That was my voice,” Caelum said, tone like steel scraping flint. “The chain requires mutual trust to reach full strength. Until then, its power flickers and bites.” He flexed gauntleted fingers; sparks skittered across knuckles.

A wave of dizziness washed over Lyra. Caelum staggered in the same instant. Their eyes locked.

“Is...that the chain?” she asked.

He grimaced. “Yes. It hungers when we argue.”

Lyra exhaled slowly. “Then we’d better find a way to cooperate.” She offered a hand—hesitation disguised as courtesy. “Temporary alliance?”

Caelum eyed her palm as if it were a trap, then grasped it. A hum—not unpleasant—thrummed through the link. The sigil on both chests glowed steady gold.

Across the yard, a stable door banged open. Three imperial scouts stepped into moonlight, blades drawn. Their commander’s gaze flicked from Lyra to the towering armored figure.

“That’s her,” he hissed. “Take them.”

Lyra drew her dagger, but Caelum stepped forward, raising an empty hand. Sigil-light flared around his fingers, coalescing into a gleaming spear taller than any pike. He twirled it once, the motion effortless, then hurled it.

The spear split the night, trailing a comet’s tail of sparks. It struck the lead scout’s sword, shattering steel and hurling the man backward into a trough. Before the weapon even hit the ground, it dissolved into light and reformed in Caelum’s grasp.

Lyra’s jaw dropped. “You could have led with celestial weapons at will.”

“I cannot manifest them without your proximity,” Caelum replied, almost sheepish. “The chain shares resources.”

The remaining scouts circled. Lyra feinted left, drawing one opponent away. Caelum faced the other. As she ducked a slash, she felt a tug of awareness—his awareness—guiding her elbow up into her attacker’s jaw. The move was not hers, yet it flowed through her flawlessly.

Across the court, Caelum mirrored her dodge, as though linked by invisible choreography. Together they dispatched the scouts in a blur of shared reflexes neither fully understood.

When the last foe fell unconscious, the sigils dimmed.

Lyra bent over, hands on knees. “I felt...everything you did.”

“As I felt you.” Caelum turned his helm toward the inn windows, where lanterns now flickered to life. “More soldiers will come. We must leave.”

Minutes later they trotted down a fog-blanketed service road, Lyra atop a borrowed roan mare, Caelum jogging effortlessly beside her. He cast no shadow, but the chain rendered him solid enough to disturb dust.

“We need allies in Lumen,” Lyra said. “I have a friend at the Scholar’s Guild—Danica Maer. She studies translation magic. If anyone can parse the tome further, it’s her.”

Caelum inclined his head. “And you trust this Danica?”

“With my life.”

A warm pulse traveled the tether. Caelum’s rigid posture eased fractionally.

“We will see her,” he agreed. “But first, you must rest that wound before infection sets.”

Lyra opened her mouth to protest, then felt his memory—flash of soldiers dying from fevers after minor cuts on ancient battlefields. She closed her mouth.

“Fine,” she said softly. “There’s an herbalist’s cottage two hours north. We can stop there.”

Caelum matched her cadence. “A sensible plan. Strategist.”

She almost smiled.

They reached the cottage at sunrise. Smoke curled from its chimney, and rows of lavender framed the porch. An elderly healer named Granna Sile welcomed them with practised calm, though her eyes lingered on Caelum’s impossible armor.

Lyra explained they were performers en route to a festival—Caelum in enchanted costume. Granna raised a brow but said nothing, guiding Lyra to a cot and brewing willow-bark tea.

Caelum stood guard outside, surveying forest and road with restless energy. He did not breathe, yet every few minutes his shoulders rose and fell, mimicking the habit. Lyra sensed his confusion—and something deeper: longing.

She decided to name it.

“You miss it,” she said from the doorway. “Breathing.”

Caelum’s helm turned. “Among other things.”

Lyra stepped onto the porch, sipping tea. “Tell me.”

Rain-cloud eyes glanced skyward. “I miss the feel of sun on skin. The taste of river water after battle. The weight of a sword—not this light-forged shade, but iron that sings in the hand.”

He flexed ghostly fingers as though remembering calluses. The longing in him resonated through the chain; Lyra’s own chest tightened.

“I can’t promise to restore everything,” she said. “But if we survive the tribunal, maybe we can bargain for your return.”

Caelum studied her. “You would risk concessions for me?”

“For us.” She tapped her sternum. “This bond was forged without consent. Either we master it together or perish apart.”

A long silence. Then Caelum inclined his head—the smallest bow imaginable, yet impossibly weighty.

Inside, Granna finished stitching Lyra’s wound with silkworm thread soaked in antiseptic resin. Pain dulled to a manageable throb. She pressed a jar of pungent salve into Lyra’s hands.

“Apply thrice daily. Keep it covered,” Granna ordered. “And tell your tall friend to stop scaring my chickens.”

Lyra thanked her with coins and a whispered blessing from an old guild rite. When she stepped onto the path, dawn bathed the world in rose-gold light. Caelum waited, spear of light resting across his shoulders.

“We ride for Lumen,” she said.

“And the Mirror Gate,” he added.

The sigils flared, not in warning but harmony. For the first time since the Reliquary, Lyra felt the chain’s weight lighten—a promise, perhaps, that trust had taken its first root.

As hoofbeats drummed a steady cadence toward Lumen’s distant spires, two bound souls moved in imperfect unison—each step drawing them closer to a destiny neither had chosen, and a future only their grudging partnership could forge.
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​Exile’s Bargain
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Lumen at twilight was a river of fireflies—ten thousand oil-lanterns swinging from arched bridges, gilded spires, and laundry lines that crisscrossed sky-blue canals. Perfumed breeze carried cinnamon, coal smoke, and the distant toll of curfew bells. Lyra Calvert reined her borrowed mare at a back-alley stable, heart hammering louder than the hooves.

Caelum materialized from a patch of shadow beside the gate, armor dimmed to dull pewter. The chain allowed him that much camouflage, though the way the sigil glimmered on his breastplate would draw eyes if anyone looked too closely.

“Guard patrol rounding the boulevard,” Lyra said, nodding toward a column of lamplighters flanked by spearmen. Crimson tabards bore the imperial phoenix. “They’ll have my likeness at every checkpoint by sunrise.”

Caelum’s helm dipped. “Then we strike before dawn.”

Strike. Typical god-warrior diction. Lyra softened the word inside her thoughts—infiltrate—as she led Caelum through a servants’ arch beneath the Scholar’s Guild citadel. Flickering rune-lamps bathed marble corridors in dragon-green light. Above each lintel, bronze plaques quoted ancient scholars: Knowledge is the surest sword. Tonight, Lyra hoped the adage held true.

Danica Maer waited in a reading cloister stacked floor-to-vault with scroll tubes. Her copper-brown braid had doubled in length since Lyra last saw her, but the scholar’s dark eyes still flashed that quicksilver curiosity that once made map room debates feel like duels.

“Lyra!” She rushed forward, then halted as Caelum stepped from behind a stack, spear of light clicking into existence at his side.

“A pleasure,” Caelum intoned without pleasure.

Lyra spoke fast. “Dani, meet Caelum—my...partner in an involuntary celestial bond. We need safe passage out of Lumen tonight.”

Danica blinked twice, then shrugged. “I’ve translated storm-speaking tablets; a bound war-god barely nudges the scale.” She beckoned them deeper. “Show me the tome.”

They laid the copper-bound book on a lens-lit worktable. As Danica recited centering runes, the pages reshaped into angled sigils Lyra no longer recognized. Caelum rested one gauntleted hand on the margin; ink flared gold, reshuffling into readable columns.

Danica’s quill skittered. “Layered security keyed to divine essence and mortal intent. Fascinating. The Mirror Gate reference appears again—here.”

She tapped a map sketch. Lyra leaned in: a crescent coastline, three river deltas, a solitary mountain labeled in Old Celestine glyphs: Veskar’s Glass.

“That peak sits in the Ashbar Range,” she murmured. “The empire exiled dissidents there after the Sapphire Revolt. It’s beyond the Inner Wall—no formal roads, just smuggler passes.”

“How far?” Caelum asked.

“Three hundred and twenty leagues,” Danica answered. “Given Blood Moon falls fifty-two nights from now”—she flipped to a star chart—“you’d need fast horses or an air skiff.”

Lyra blew out a breath. “Horses can’t outrun imperial warrants. An air route means bribes, forged manifests, and a pilot who asks zero questions.”

Danica’s smile turned sly. “I might know someone.”

They met him in a shuttered teahouse near the docks: Orin Vex, half-elf, all grin, known on both sides of the Inner Wall as the Smuggler Prince. He poured jasmine spirits from a cracked dragon-porcelain flask and listened while Lyra outlined a route: lift off from Lumen under guise of a weather survey, skirt the Inner Wall’s searchlights, land at an old mining outpost forty leagues from Veskar’s Glass.

Orin swirled his cup. “Doable. Dangerous. Pricey.” His amber eyes flicked to Caelum. “But if Tin-Man here can conjure infinite spears, maybe we trade steel for sky?”

Caelum bristled. Lyra raised a calming palm. “You’ll be paid in monarch-mint bars and a shipment of guild crimsonleaf—street value triple your fee.”

Orin’s grin widened. “Add a copy of your tactical survey of the Raelorn passes. Rumor says you mapped secret artillery niches last year.”

Lyra’s stomach knotted. That survey was classified; in the wrong hands... She caught Caelum’s gaze—silent question. The chain vibrated, not with hunger but solidarity.

“We share it,” he said aloud. “But only the pass coordinates, not fort layouts.”

Orin weighed the compromise, then clinked cups. “Deal. My skiff lifts in four hours. Be at Dock Nine before the tide turns.”

They slipped from the teahouse into misting rain—and straight into an imperial cordon. Captain of Royals Marcen Fell blocked the alley mouth, sword illumined by mage-light.

“Lyra Calvert,” Fell called, voice echoing off wet brick. “By decree of the Phoenix Throne, you stand accused of treason, relic theft, and harboring an unregistered divine entity. Surrender.”

Lyra counted eight soldiers plus two rune-archers on rooftop angles. Too many for steel alone.

Caelum stepped forward, spear blazing. “Get her to the skiff,” he murmured along the chain.

“What about you?”

“I stall them. The chain will reel me back.”

Lyra wanted to argue, but the alley filled with arrow glint. She sprinted, ducking under a crate, while Caelum hurled light like a comet, severing rooftop chains and sending tiles crashing down. Bolts of orange rune-fire slammed into his armor, sizzling but not piercing.

At the corner fountain Lyra vaulted a balustrade—and collided with Danica, waving franticly beside a gear-lift door.

“Service shaft to Dock Nine,” Dani panted. “Go!”

Lyra hesitated, but the chain tugged; Caelum, still fighting, was nearing his tether limit. She plunged into the lift cage. Danica yanked the lever; cogs groaned, lowering them into echoing darkness.

Below the city’s canals, an old aqueduct formed a hidden transit line. Danica lit a pocket flamer. Water dripped from vaulted ceilings; steam pipes hissed like snakes.

“Caelum?” Lyra whispered into the chain.

“I come.” His mental voice strained. A pulse of heat slammed through her sternum; relief almost buckled her knees.

Moments later the god dropped onto the lift roof, denting steel. He swung inside, armor scorched, but alive. Sigil light flickered ragged.

“Trust holds,” he rasped.

Lyra steadied him. “Hold longer. We’re close.”

Dock Nine squatted at river’s edge, hidden by derelict cranes. Orin’s skiff—a sleek runewood hull with twin crystal thrusters—hovered a man’s height above the water, tether lines creaking.

“Cutting it thin,” Orin called from the gangway. “Storm wardens forecast a lightning ridge.”

“Add it to the bargain,” Lyra shot back, hauling Caelum aboard.

Danica pressed a scroll into Lyra’s hand—Mirror Gate glyphs translated and annotated. “Stay alive, Calvert.” She turned to Caelum, eyes shining with unfiltered awe. “And you, War-Bearer—teach her to dodge better.”

The skiff engines whirred to full pitch. Orin severed tethers; thrusters flared azure, lifting them into low cloud. Lumen’s lantern maze dwindled, replaced by moonlit fog.

In the cramped cabin, Lyra secured Caelum to a bulkhead with leather strapping more symbolic than necessary—gravity meant little to him. She unrolled Danica’s scroll. Each sigil glowed faintly, synchronized to her heartbeat and, she realized, Caelum’s distant echo.

“Fifty-one nights,” she said.

“Fifty-one,” he echoed.

Lightning forked below, illuminating the Inner Wall’s razor parapets. The skiff banked, engines straining. Lyra watched, knowing that crossing this border branded her a permanent exile.

Caelum’s gloved hand closed over hers. “Exile is temporary. Chains are not.”

She met his helm’s visor—no face, yet she felt the weight of his gaze. Something inside the chain shifted: an easing, like slack granted to a too-tight knot.

“I’ll take temporary,” she whispered, “if it leads to freedom.”

The skiff cleared the searchlights. Ahead, the Ashbar Range loomed—a jagged row of night-black teeth.

With empire behind and uncharted mountains ahead, Lyra and Caelum set their course toward Veskar’s Glass—each heartbeat a beat of borrowed wings, each breath a bargain no exile could afford to break.
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Midnight frost still glazed the forward rail of The Wayward Finch when Lyra Calvert stepped up beside Caelum at the prow. Behind them, the empire’s Inner Wall had dwindled to a ribbon of lamplight; ahead, the Ashbar Range loomed—peaks like serrated obsidian biting into a sky littered with stars. Wind clawed at Lyra’s cloak and stung her cheeks, but the chain-sigil on her chest burned with quiet warmth, a reminder that every heartbeat she felt was echoed in the immortal standing next to her.

Orin Vex, all grin and nerves, leaned from the quarterdeck. “Eight hours to first ridge if the wind behaves—and if the engines don’t decide to molt their feathers mid-flight.”

Lyra raised the chart tube Danica had pressed into her hands. “If the engines fail, we glide,” she called back.

“Glide?” Orin laughed. “Girl, gliding over the Ashbars is just falling slowly while the mountains watch.”

Caelum’s helm turned fractionally toward Lyra. “Yet we will reach Veskar’s Glass,” he rumbled. His assurance felt like a granite slab sliding into place—immovable, certain—even though the tether between them thrummed with gathering strain.
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