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Chapter One – Ashwood Wakes
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The fog had settled thick over Ashwood by the time Rhea left the station. It clung to her coat, to the cobblestones, to the breath she couldn’t quite steady. The lamps along Main Street buzzed faintly, halos of gold in a gray sea.

She adjusted the strap of her bag, shifting weight across her shoulder. Behind her, the door creaked open again.

Lucien’s boots echoed first. He didn’t ask where she was going—he never did—but he fell into step beside her, stride perfectly matched to hers. His presence felt like a wall at her side, shielding her from a world that seemed to be turning in on itself.

“You should rest,” he said, voice low, threaded with gravel. “You’ve been on your feet for thirty hours.”

“I can rest when the veil stops swallowing people whole.”

He looked at her then, just enough for his pale eyes to catch the glow of the streetlamp. It was fleeting, but she saw it—the flicker of concern beneath his usual iron mask.

From the opposite corner, Silas appeared, coat collar turned high against the damp. He carried himself with the calm precision of a man who belonged to shadows. His gaze swept over her, pausing a moment too long.

“You shouldn’t walk alone,” he murmured. “Not now.”

She almost laughed. “Funny. Between the two of you, I doubt I could manage ‘alone’ if I tried.”

Lucien’s jaw tightened. Silas’s lips curved faintly, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Rhea stopped at the edge of the square. The bakery’s window glistened with fog, the reflection warped. She lifted her hand to wipe it clear—

And froze.

Her reflection stared back, but not only hers.

Another face stood behind her shoulder in the glass.

Hollow eyes. Blood at the temple.

Daniel.

Her breath hitched. She turned, fast—

Only Lucien and Silas stood there. Watching her.

Lucien’s gaze sharp, searching her face for what she’d seen. Silas’s hand resting lightly against her arm, grounding her without permission. Both men protective, both close enough she could feel their warmth.

When she looked back at the glass, Daniel was gone.

But the fog pressed closer against the pane, and faint letters spread across it, slow as breath:

Stayed.

Rhea’s throat tightened.

Lucien leaned closer, voice barely more than a warning growl. “Whatever you think you saw—it’s the veil, not him.”

Silas’s hand lingered a second longer before he withdrew, eyes shadowed. “Or maybe it’s him, and that’s worse.”

Rhea whispered to the glass anyway, pulse racing, heart aching with something she couldn’t name.

“You stayed. Then so will I.”

The letters smudged, vanished into the fog.

And somewhere behind them, in a silence too heavy to ignore, Daniel was still watching.
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Chapter Two – The Girl Who Draws What’s Missing
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Marley hunched over the table in the station’s back office, crayon scratching across cheap lined paper. Her small shoulders rose and fell with each stroke, as if every mark cost her more breath than she had to give.

Rhea sat nearby, a cup of untouched coffee cooling in her hands. Lucien leaned against the wall, arms folded, watching with that predator’s stillness that made silence heavier. Silas lingered in the corner, notebook balanced on his knee, glasses catching the light as he tracked each motion Marley made.

The girl didn’t look up. She only drew.

Rhea forced her voice steady. “What is it this time, sweetheart?”

Marley pushed the paper forward.

Three figures stood in the center of the page. She recognized them instantly—her, Lucien, Silas—outlined in strong, dark strokes. Together. Solid.

Behind them, faint, almost erased, another figure hovered. Hollow eyes.

Daniel.

Rhea’s breath caught.

Lucien’s jaw worked, his folded arms tightening across his chest. “Erase it,” he said flatly.

Marley’s hand slapped down on the paper before Rhea could speak, her small fingers smudging graphite. “No.”

Her voice cracked, soft but fierce. “He doesn’t want to go.”

The crayon trembled in her hand. She drew again, hurried, messy lines connecting Daniel’s outstretched hand toward Rhea’s figure on the page. The connection glowed red where she pressed the wax too hard, breaking the crayon in half.

Rhea’s throat tightened.

Silas rose from his chair, stepping closer. His shadow fell across the table, but his gaze stayed fixed on Rhea, not Marley. “It isn’t the veil that clings to you,” he murmured. “It’s him. He wants you.”

Lucien snapped his head toward him, a growl low in his chest. “Careful.”

Rhea ignored them both. She touched the paper with the edge of her finger, right where Daniel’s hand almost met hers. The wax smeared warm under her skin.

Marley whispered, eyes wide. “He’s lonely.”

The overhead bulb flickered. The air grew cold enough for her breath to show.

Rhea’s heart hammered, a whisper forming in her own mind that wasn’t hers at all:

Belong.

Her hand shook as she pulled it back.

Lucien’s voice cut through the stillness, sharp, almost desperate. “You don’t know if it’s him. It could be the Watcher wearing his face.”

Silas tilted his head, gaze soft, almost pitying. “Or maybe it’s worse. Maybe it really is him.”

Rhea couldn’t speak. She could only stare at the faint drawn hand reaching for her.

And for one aching moment, she wanted to reach back.
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Chapter Three – The Accord’s Ghosts
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Marley finally slept, curled beneath a thin blanket, her crayons scattered across the table like abandoned soldiers. Her breaths came uneven, but at least they came.

Rhea lingered by the cot, brushing damp strands of hair from the girl’s forehead. Only when Marley’s lashes stopped fluttering did she let her shoulders sag.

The door clicked shut behind her.

Lucien stood in the hall, arms crossed, eyes sharp beneath the fluorescent hum. Silas was there too, his coat draped over one arm, his notebook tucked close to his chest.

The air thickened the moment Rhea stepped out.

“You need to keep your distance from him,” Lucien said, voice low, but the edge in it was steel.

“From Daniel?” Rhea met his gaze head-on.

Lucien’s jaw flexed. “From whatever wears his shape. It’s not a man anymore. It’s the veil’s echo, and it’s using you.”

Silas’s voice slid between them, calm, almost gentle. “Or it’s a man who hasn’t given up, even when the veil wants him erased.” His gaze lingered on Rhea, too steady, too intent. “That kind of devotion is rare.”

Lucien turned on him, teeth flashing. “Devotion? You think this is love?”

“Don’t you?” Silas asked quietly.

The silence that followed was heavy, vibrating down Rhea’s bones.

Lucien looked away first, his hand flexing once at his side before he shoved it into his pocket. “Love doesn’t matter if it kills her.”

Rhea swallowed hard, pulse racing. “You think I don’t know the risk?”

“You don’t know how it feels to lose to it,” Lucien said, his voice dropping lower, softer, almost breaking. “To bleed for a bond you can’t keep.”

For a breath, something raw lived in his eyes. A crack in the iron. She almost stepped toward him, almost touched his hand.

But Silas’s voice stopped her. “You’ve both seen it. He doesn’t want power. He wants her.”

Rhea’s heart lurched.

Before she could answer, a sound slipped through the office door.

Not Marley’s voice.

A man’s whisper, thin and ragged, threading through the walls.

“...Rhea...”

Her blood turned to ice. She spun back, hand on the knob.

Lucien caught her wrist, grip firm. “Don’t.”

Silas’s hand hovered, not touching, but close enough she felt the heat of it at her back. “If it’s him, if it’s Daniel—you’ll lose him if you don’t answer.”

Rhea’s pulse pounded in her ears. She pushed the door open anyway.

Inside, Marley slept motionless. The room was still.

But on the windowpane above the cot, fog curled. Letters scrawled faint, crooked, trembling.

Not enemy.

Rhea’s throat closed. She pressed her palm to the glass, the chill searing her skin.

Behind her, she felt Lucien’s fury like a storm, Silas’s breath held like a prayer.

And in the faint reflection, hollow eyes stared back.

Daniel.
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Chapter Four – The Cracked Mirror
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The station bathroom smelled of bleach and rust. Rhea gripped the sink, splashing cold water on her face, but it didn’t wash away the weight pressing at the back of her eyes.

She lifted her gaze to the mirror.

Her reflection blinked back, pale, tired. A hairline crack split the glass down the middle, carving her face in two.
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