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​Chapter One — The Pull of the Sea
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The fragments pulsed again—harder, like a second heartbeat slamming through Kael’s chest. Silver light bled through the fabric of his satchel and spilled across the courtyard stones, chasing the morning shadows back into the arches.

“Kael...” Mira’s voice reached him like a hand breaking the surface. Gentle. Careful. He realized his fingers were white-knuckled around the strap.

Soren stepped into the light, steady as ever. “It’s calling again,” he said. “Stronger.”

“From where?” Rixa squinted at the glow like she might fight it with her eyes. “Please don’t say underground dungeon number four. I’m fresh out of ‘almost died in a basement’ punch cards.”

Kael opened his mouth to answer, and the world buckled. Not a stumble—more like the floor dropped and the sky closed and something cold pressed down on his lungs. For an instant, he wasn’t in Hollowlight at all. He was beneath a ceiling of rippling blue-green glass, pressure squeezing his ribs, halls drowned and glittering, a city’s bones lit by drifting constellations.

He choked, swallowed water that wasn’t there, and the vision shattered. Air burned back into him like fire.

“Hey—hey!” Rixa grabbed his sleeve before he folded. “Don’t you dare drown on dry land. That’s embarrassing.”

Mira was already at his other side, palm on his shoulder. “Breathe with me,” she said, soft and practiced, like this wasn’t the first time she’d pulled him out of a spiral. “In. Out. That’s it.”

Kael nodded, or tried to. The salt stayed on his tongue. The fragments seemed to hum at the back of his teeth.

Across the courtyard, Lira stood very still, her cloak dark against the pale stone. She watched him with that unreadable focus she always had—as if she could see the shape of the world behind his eyes. For a second, the glow caught her irises and turned them a silvery hue. Then it was gone.

“It’s the sea,” Kael said, when he could trust his voice not to split. “It wants us in the water.”

“Great,” Rixa muttered. “My fire is thrilled.”

Soren tilted his head, listening to something only he heard. “There’s a pull from the east. Past the wards. Deep.”

“Deep like lake-deep,” Rixa said, “or deep like ‘tell my nine siblings I love them’?”

Soren did not blink. “Deep.”

Headmistress Oria’s staff clicked once on stone, and the courtyard quieted without anyone needing to be told. She moved like a blade sheathed in frost: silver hair braided back, eyes reflecting the fragments’ light. Orvus kept pace beside her, robes inked with fresh sigils that still looked wet.

“You felt it,” Oria said. Not a question. “Good.”

“Define ‘good,’” Rixa whispered. “Because Kael just tried to inhale an imaginary ocean.”

Orvus’s gaze dropped to the satchel. His fingers hovered like he wanted to touch the glow and thought better of it. “The resonance has intensified since the second fragment,” he murmured. “We expected a call. Not this insistence.”

“Where is it pulling?” Kael asked.

Oria pointed with the end of her staff. Not to the gates. Not to the sky. To the shadowed colonnade that led to the Hall of Mirrors.

“Below,” she said. “Hollowlight was not built only upward.”

The Hall of Mirrors never felt like a place anyone should stand, but it felt especially wrong when the glass breathed. The panels rippled as they passed, reflections bending into versions that weren’t quite them. In one, Kael saw himself older and tired, the light on his face the cold blue you only get from deep water. In another, Rixa flickered like a candle guttering in a draft she couldn’t see. Mira’s braid shifted in a wind that wasn’t blowing. Soren didn’t change at all, which was somehow worse.

And Lira—Lira didn’t look at the glass. The glass looked at her. Shapes leaned toward her reflection from the other side: soldiers in armor that flowed like liquid metal, a woman with hair like a storm and eyes like twin moons. When the woman lifted her hand, Lira’s fingers twitched as if answering an echo from centuries away.

Oria led them to the far wall, where a mirror taller than the gatehouse rose from floor to ceiling, its frame engraved with runes Kael had only ever seen on the oldest doors. The fragments in his bag drummed like a fist on a drum, steady, impatient.

“This,” Orvus said, voice reverent, “predates Hollowlight. We built around it and pretended we were in charge.”

“Love that,” Rixa said. “So comforting.”

Oria angled her staff; the runes along the frame woke with a slow silver fire. “What waits beneath is not friendly. The ocean does not forgive clumsiness. Or certainty.”

Rixa lifted a hand. “I am extremely pro-breathing. If the plan is ‘dive and hope,’ I’d like to vote no.”

“Not hope,” Orvus said. He reached into a satchel and brought out five small discs, each one the size of a coin, carved from translucent stone that held a smear of moving light. “Breath-seals. Old craft. Touch the sternum, think of air, and they will make a bargain with the water.”

“What kind of bargain?” Mira asked.

“That you remember you want to live,” Orvus said simply. “They feed on will. If yours falters, they dim. If they fail—” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to.

Kael took one. It was cool as river rock, and when he held it, the fragments calmed, as if the coin knew their language.

“Any side effects?” Rixa asked. “Like, I don’t know, gills?”

“Dreams,” Orvus said. “Sometimes. The deep likes to speak. Listen—but don’t believe everything with a voice.”

Soren had already fixed his seal to his chest; it sank through skin like a raindrop through sand, and a faint ring of light blossomed beneath his shirt. Mira swallowed once and pressed hers to her sternum. Light. Rixa made a face and did the same.

Lira’s hand hovered over her coin. When she finally pressed it to her chest, the light that answered wasn’t white. It was a silver so bright it hurt to look at, the color of knives and moonlight and the spaces between stars.

Oria saw it, and for the first time since she’d entered the hall, something like worry crossed her face.

“Lira,” Kael said quietly.

“I’m fine,” Lira said, too quickly. The light dimmed to ordinary. “Let’s go.”

Kael nodded. Because what else could he do? He slid the satchel over his shoulder and met Oria’s gaze. “How do we... open it?”

Oria didn’t look at him. She looked at the bag. “You already have.”

The big mirror’s surface stopped reflecting them. It turned the color of deep water at night, then of nothing at all, and then of somewhere else entirely: a stair curling away into dark that was not dark, a space folded down and sideways, air shining like it’d just remembered being ocean.

A current brushed Kael’s ankles, cool and certain. The smell of salt rose like an old story told in his bones. Far below, something sang—the low, patient note of a whale, or a city.

Rixa stuck her head a little too close to the threshold and yanked it back. “Okay,” she said, voice higher than she probably wanted it to be. “So. We’re doing this.”

“We are,” Soren said. He was already tying his hair back with a strip of cloth, movements precise. “We follow the current. We stay together. If anything breaks formation—”

“—We don’t panic,” Mira finished. She looked at Kael. “You won’t panic, right?”

“Me?” Kael tried for a grin and got something flimsy. “Never. I love being crushed by pressure and darkness. It’s my favorite.”

Mira’s mouth twitched like she wanted to smile and didn’t let herself. “Stay near me.”

Rixa opened her mouth to make a joke. The joke did not arrive. She closed it again.

Oria stepped closer and set the tip of her staff lightly against Kael’s satchel. “You are not the key,” she said, so only he could hear. “You are a boy holding part of one. You are allowed to set it down. Even if the world insists otherwise.”

Kael’s throat tightened. “What if setting it down gets people killed?”

“Then we carry some of it with you,” Oria said, and her voice was suddenly not a blade but a blanket thrown over a shivering child. “All of us.”

Kael nodded. It didn’t fix the heat behind his eyes, but it steadied his feet.

“Go,” Oria said, louder now. “Before it closes its mind.”

Soren stepped through first, because of course he did. He vanished as if walking behind a waterfall—no splash, only a ripple that swallowed him whole. Mira squeezed Kael’s wrist once and followed. Lira went after her, the silver at her chest answering the mirror’s color like a greeting between old friends.

Rixa lingered half a heartbeat longer than she should have. “If I come back with seaweed in my hair, I’m suing,” she said, and then she popped through the surface with a breath that was almost a laugh.

Kael was alone in front of the doorway that wasn’t a doorway.

“It’s just water,” he told himself. “It’s always been just water.”

His mother’s hand flashed in his mind—callused, warm, pushing hair off his forehead; his father’s voice in the dark: You are more than what they name you. Then the vision of drowned halls slammed back, and he almost stepped away before the fragments thudded once, not a command this time, not even a pull. A reminder. A drumbeat beneath a march he’d already started.

“Okay,” he whispered to Oria, to the mirror, to the boy in the glass who looked like him and not like him at all. “I’m coming.”

He stepped.

Cold wrapped him, quick and clean. The pressure slapped his ribs, and the instinct to inhale clawed at his throat. His breath-seal flared under his skin, a cool line across his sternum that spread like a net. Air slipped into his lungs where there shouldn’t be any, thin and sharp and tasting like winter.

Light unfurled around him—not sun, not torch, but the soft bloom of things that made them glow. Threads of phosphorescence stitched the stair down, silver motes drifted like lazy snow, and somewhere below him a river of bright fish turned as one body, writing a sentence he couldn’t read.

Soren hovered on the stairs beneath, one hand on the stone, hair moving like ink in water. He lifted two fingers: with me. Mira was to his left, eyes wide and bright, braid floating like a banner. Lira waited one step lower, the light in her chest answering the water’s color with a pulse that set Kael’s teeth on edge. Rixa clung to the rail with one hand and the other shaped a fist, then opened, steam twisting from her knuckles like a nervous habit.

You couldn’t talk properly;sounds bled wrong. But you could gesture, you could look. Kael looked from face to face. Mira, okay. Soren, ready. Rixa, bravado shaping itself into courage. Lira, a storm trapped behind glass.

He signed clumsily—okay?—and got four nods.

They followed Soren down.

The stair coiled through a throat of stone veined with pearls. Runes blinked to life as they passed, not in straight lines but in curves like currents. The pressure deepened from a hand to a firm weight to something that reminded Kael of the time a bull charged the fence and he’d held the gate anyway, because no one else would. The seal at his chest kept the panic small, a hummingbird trapped behind his ribs.

At the first landing, the stairs opened into a tunnel carved by something that had never needed tools. The walls were smooth in that way that means old, and a slow breeze moved through the passage that couldn’t be a breeze, carrying the far-off smell of salt and metal and something sweet he couldn’t name.

They walked. Swam. Something in between. The tunnel sloped and widened, and the dark loosened until it wasn’t dark at all, only thick. Schools of coin-sized fish stitched around their ankles and wrists like bracelets. Pale anemones blinked awake on the walls and bowed as they passed, and once a shape as big as a house ghosted across the mouth of the passage ahead, the margin of its fin trailing sparks. It looked at them with an eye the size of Kael’s head that promised: I see you. I might not care yet. Don’t give me a reason to.

Rixa drifted closer to Kael and bumped his shoulder with hers, easy as if they were in a hallway, not a flooded throat to the world. When he glanced at her, she made a face that said You good? And then rolled her eyes like, obviously not, but whatever. Steam curled from her fingers and dissolved in an instant. She stared at it, then at him, then away, as if the water had just stolen a joke from her mouth.

Mira kept her left hand hovering just near Kael’s sleeve, not touching, the way you hover your palm near a candle to feel the heat. When the current tugged, she shifted closer without thinking. Kael noticed it only as a shape—shadow, then not shadow—because noticing anything else felt dangerous, like taking your eyes off a cliff.

The current strengthened. The tunnel widened again, and suddenly there was space. Not a room. A world. The rock fell away into an open span so big his brain tried to call it sky, and the ceiling lifted into a dome roof webbed with ribs of silvered stone, half-broken. Light hung in the water like dust in a sunbeam, only each speck moved with purpose. Towers leaned from the seafloor at angles that made his stomach pitch; bridges ribbed in coral crossed gaps as if still expecting feet.

A city.

Lunestra.

The word arrived without anyone saying it, like the water itself had learned to speak and decided on a name. Kael’s seal trembled as if answering a roll call. The fragments in his satchel went very quiet, the way a room goes quiet when someone you love steps into it.

Mira’s hand finally found his sleeve.

Soren pointed to a broad avenue paved in squares of hammered shells. The current wore it like a road wears snowmelt. Lira drifted forward, slow and certain, as if her body remembered a dance Lira had never learned. She paused at a column half-scabbed in coral and touched a carved sigil with two fingers. It flared, then answered with a pulse that hit Kael’s spine like a bell.

For a blink, the city wasn’t ruined. He saw lanterns lit like caught stars, people moving through the streets wrapped in fabric that looked poured, children chasing skittering crabs across the square, a woman turning to lift her face to a man with ink on his hands.

His mother’s laugh threaded the vision like a thin rope. He reached for it—and it snapped.

He gasped enough to startle his seal, and the thin net of breath faltered. Cold roared in. The world shrank to a pinpoint. Panic skittered claws across the inside of his ribs.

Mira yanked him back by both forearms, hard enough to make him look at her. Her mouth shaped with me and exaggerated the breath. In. Out. In. Out.

Kael followed. The net caught. The darkness receded two steps. He nodded once, shame prickling his neck even as relief melted his knees.

Rixa had frozen with one palm on his shoulder like she was ready to shove him upward by force if she had to. When he looked at her, she let go so fast you’d think he was hot. She punched his arm—not hard, more punctuation than injury—and sighed, as if she’d always known how, don’t do that again, idiot.

He almost smiled. His mouth didn’t quite remember how.

Soren slid into point again. They moved deeper, through arches chewed by time, past a plaza where a statue had toppled and turned into a reef, along a colonnade of bone-white pillars that hummed when Lira came near. In one archway, a door of pearlescent plates sat sealed with a lattice of light, the sigils on it too old for Orvus’s books and too familiar for Lira’s face to stay smooth.

He had been walking all of five heartbeats when something blotted the light above. Not shadow. Absence. The slow, deliberate swipe of a tail thick as a tree trunk brushed off the top of a ruined dome and sent a halo of glittering silt raining down in a cold snowfall.

The Leviathan did not hurry. It did not need to. It wheeled once, a dark continent turning, and then its eye slid over them like a moon over a field. Calm. Considering. Not hungry yet.

Mira’s fingers tightened. Rixa’s mouth flattened; a thin ribbon of steam bled from between her knuckles. Soren didn’t move at all, which probably translated to every muscle is a wire, do not twitch, do not blink. Lira lifted her palm as if greeting an old, dangerous neighbor.

The leviathan passed, and the water sighed.

Kael realized his hands were shaking. He let them. Better than pretending they weren’t.

Soren guided them beneath an arch where the current split into two lanes. One lane led to an open corridor, light and drifting fish. The other funneled downward along a trench flanked by broken teeth of stone.

The fragments in Kael’s bag went hot against his hip.

Down, then.

He gestured to the trench. Soren nodded once. Mira set her jaw. Rixa mouthed something rude and probably accurate. Lira didn’t look back at all.

They slid into the slit in the city’s floor, the water colder, the light tighter. The trench walls were etched with lines that might have been writing or might have been the tracks of something enormous hauling itself home. Their seals glowed brighter, as if to argue with the dark.

Halfway down, a doorway opened on the left, small and square and set with a disc the size of Kael’s palm. He recognized the language of the cut: the same hands that had carved the Hall’s mirror frame had made this. His satchel thumped.

He drifted closer. The disc was cracked. Three fractures radiated from its center like a star that had been stepped on. In the middle: an indentation exactly the shape of the shard he’d found in the alchemy tower. The second fragment in his bag thrummed like a plucked string.

He didn’t reach for them.

Not yet.

He looked back at the others. Mira’s eyes asked a question without pushing. Rixa’s eyebrows asked a different one and were louder. Soren’s nod said choice is still choice. Lira stared at the disc like a name sat behind her teeth, and she was afraid to say it.

Kael set his palm over the cracks. Even through water and stone, he felt the hum of a machine that wasn’t a machine—the patient spinning of a lock that had been waiting so long it had become part of the architecture of waiting.

The disc warmed under his hand. The crack-lines lit one by one.

The current shifted—just a little—but enough to tell him that what lay beyond wasn’t an empty room. It was a throat. A test. A promise.

He pulled his hand back before the light could finish its circle.

Not on a breath, he hadn’t told anyone he was taking.

He signed them together.

Four hands rose. Four nods.

They turned their bodies toward the door.

Far above, something sang again—whale or city; welcome or warning. The sound rolled down the trench and pressed against their bones.

Somewhere in the deep, the Lost City of Lunestra did not wait.

It pulled.
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​Chapter 2 – Into the Blue
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The sea was restless that morning, rolling in wide, heavy swells that glittered under the rising sun. The horizon stretched endless and silver, broken only by the small research vessel bobbing in its grip.

Kael leaned against the railing, squinting at the water. “Looks normal to me,” he muttered. “Blue, wet, endless. Definitely the ocean.”

“Deep,” Mira corrected gently. Her blond hair whipped in the salt-stiff breeze as she joined him. “It’s not just water. It’s a world. One most people never see.”

Kael glanced at her, smirk tugging at his lips. “That sounded like something they’d write on a tourist brochure.”

Mira rolled her eyes but smiled anyway. “Maybe you should try seeing it instead of joking about it.”

Behind them, Rixa crossed her arms, red hair snapping like fire in the wind. “Trust me, if Kael manages to trip over air on land, throwing him into the ocean is a terrible idea.”

“Not terrible,” Soren finally spoke up. His quiet voice was steady, almost thoughtful. He was perched near the bow, grey eyes fixed on the horizon. “Just inevitable.”

Kael groaned. “Wow. Thanks for the vote of confidence, everyone.” He adjusted the straps of the enchanted diving harness fastened around his chest. The leather and runes pulsed faintly against his skin, like a second heartbeat. “If I drown, it’s officially all your fault.”

“Not if you drown first,” Rixa said, one corner of her mouth twitching. It was the closest thing to a joke anyone had gotten out of her since breakfast.

Mira gave Kael a warning nudge before he could retort, but he caught it—the flicker in Rixa’s eyes, the way she looked at him just a little longer than she should’ve. It was gone in an instant, replaced by her usual wall of sarcasm. Kael, of course, chalked it up to Rixa looking for weaknesses to mock him with later.

The deck creaked under shifting waves. Captain Thalos, the scholar sent to guide them into the trench, barked out orders to the crew. Ropes tightened, pulleys groaned, and soon the submersible sphere—a metal-and-glass capsule lined with sigils—was lowered into the water with a hissing splash.

“That’s it?” Kael asked, watching the bobbing orb. “We’re trusting our lives to... a shiny fishbowl?”

“It’s shielded,” Thalos assured, beard dripping with seawater spray. “Runes woven from the oldest wards in Lunestra’s history. It will hold.”

“Comforting,” Kael muttered.

Rixa brushed past him, tugging her harness into place. “Scared, Master Hero?”

“Of course not,” Kael shot back, even as his stomach twisted. He forced a grin. “I’m just... respecting the sea’s personal space.”

Mira laughed, the sound light against the crash of waves. “You’ll be fine.”

Soren finally turned from the bow, his eyes sharp. “We’re wasting daylight. Let’s go.”

One by one, they climbed down into the submersible. The space inside was tight—knees bumping, shoulders pressed close. The orb was sealed with a heavy clang that echoed through the chamber. Kael swallowed, already missing the open air.

The runes lit, soft white against steel. Then the cable released, and the ocean swallowed them whole.

At first, the descent was gentle. Shafts of sunlight pierced the waves, scattering across their faces. Fish darted past in flashes of silver and green. The sea felt alive, as if it were breathing with them.

Kael pressed his forehead against the glass, watching the surface shrink above them. “Still normal. Still water. Still endless.”

But soon the light dimmed. The water thickened, darker with each passing meter. Sunlight stretched thin, then vanished. Only the glow of runes inside their capsule remained.

Mira whispered, awestruck, “We’re crossing into the twilight zone...”

Outside, strange shapes moved in the gloom—long shadows with fins that didn’t belong to any fish Kael recognized. Glowing eyes blinked in the black, trailing their descent.

Kael shifted uncomfortably. “Does anyone else feel like we’re being... sized up for dinner?”

“Relax,” Rixa said, though her hand twitched near the small flame sparking in her palm. “If anything tries, I’ll roast it.”

“In water?” Kael teased. “Yeah, that’ll work great.”

She glared, lips parting for a retort. But she didn’t deliver it. Not this time. Instead, she studied his grin, the unshakable way he joked even with the abyss staring back at them. Her chest tightened in a way she wasn’t ready to name.

The capsule jolted suddenly. Something scraped along the outer hull—slow, deliberate. The sound sent a shiver through all of them.

“What was that?” Mira whispered.

“Not dinner,” Soren said. “A warning.”

The orb continued downward. Minutes dragged, marked only by the groan of pressure against metal and the steady hum of wards. Kael drummed his fingers nervously on his knee until Rixa smacked his hand.

“Stop fidgeting. You’ll jinx us.”

Kael raised an eyebrow. “Jinxing is your thing, firestarter.”

“Was that supposed to be clever?”

“Yeah. Did it work?”

Rixa opened her mouth, then closed it again, hiding the smallest laugh. Mira caught the moment, her gaze flicking between them. She said nothing, though her smile thinned slightly.

The submersible shook again. This time the crew shouted from above, muffled through the speaking tube. Something about currents. Something about being careful.

Kael leaned back, crossing his arms. “So, uh... if this glass cracks—does everyone want to panic all at once, or should we take turns?”

“Kael,” Mira said sharply.

“Right, right. Positivity. We’ll panic quietly, then.”

Even Soren huffed out something close to a laugh.

The orb finally slowed, settling onto a rocky shelf deep below. Strange coral towers rose around them, pulsing faint blue light. The ocean floor seemed alive, veins of energy glowing like veins beneath skin.

Rixa pressed closer to the glass, firelight sparking in her reflection. “This is it... the edge of the city.”

Kael exhaled, more serious now. “Guess the brochure didn’t cover this part.”

Outside the capsule, a massive gate carved of stone loomed, half-buried in coral and sand. Runes older than any they’d studied glowed faintly across its surface.

Soren’s voice was steady, but his eyes betrayed unease. “That door hasn’t been opened in centuries.”

Mira whispered, “Until now.”

Kael flexed his hands, heat prickling in his chest—not flame, not magic, just the weight of something calling him closer. “So... Do we knock?”

No one answered. Not yet. But each of them felt it—the current shifting around them, the ocean itself holding its breath.

Somewhere beyond that gate, Lunestra waited.
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​Chapter 3
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The sea pressed heavy around them, a wall of weight that bent their chests and slowed their arms. The deeper they swam, the more the light above became a faint blur, swallowed by the dark. Rixa’s flame sputtered in her palm, but it never died. Instead, it burned in strange colors—orange edged with blue—its light pushing back the shadows that coiled in the water.

Kael tightened his grip on the shard of stone they’d been following down, the rune etched on it glowing faintly as if it were pointing the way. He didn’t dare lose sight of it. Every part of him wanted to look back, to see if the others were close, but the pull of the current pressed him forward.

A ripple brushed his shoulder. He spun. Nothing. Just Mira’s faint silhouette with a school of fish circling her, their scales flickering in her glow. Her hand was outstretched, calm, steady, guiding the creatures like she had done since they were kids. Beside her, Soren’s eyes glimmered silver, currents splitting around him as if the ocean itself refused to touch him. And Rixa, flames dancing like a heartbeat against the dark, always drifting just close enough to light Kael’s face.

And then they saw it.

The ruins.

At first it was only an outline, jagged shapes carved into the sea floor. But as they drew nearer, the truth took form: an archway, massive and ancient, standing proud against the tide. Coral crawled over its base, shells and barnacles clung to its sides, but the glyphs carved into the stone pulsed faintly, alive even after centuries. The arch looked impossibly old—and impossibly awake.

Kael’s stomach twisted. “That’s it,” he whispered, though the words were stolen by the water.

Rixa swam closer, flames tucked tight into her hand. She pressed her other palm against the arch. Steam hissed instantly, bubbles curling up as the glyphs blazed brighter.

The water... bent.

At first, Kael thought his vision was swimming. But then he saw it—the surface of the ocean itself split, folding away from the arch like glass shattering in reverse. The water clung to an invisible curve, leaving the inside of the temple hollow, dry, untouched.

Kael blinked, stunned. On the other side of the arch was a staircase that led down, stone polished by age but dry as bone. The air shimmered faintly inside, humming with heat.

Mira gasped, voice muffled by the sea. “It’s... breathing.”

The temple exhaled.

A low groan rolled through the ruins, so deep Kael felt it in his chest. For one suspended moment, the water around them shivered—then stilled.

Rixa’s voice broke the silence, sharp even through the press of the ocean. “Guess we’re not going back once we step in.”

Kael hesitated, hand brushing the edge of the arch. The water resisted him, pushing back, like testing if he was worthy. His chest tightened. His lungs burned.

And then—he pushed through.

In an instant, the crushing pressure was gone. The water slipped from his skin like oil, leaving him stumbling onto solid stone. His chest heaved, lungs pulling in air that smelled of moss and dust. Behind him, the water curved against the invisible barrier, sealing the temple from the sea.

Kael stood frozen. He had expected silence. Instead, faint whispers echoed across the chamber—low, distant, words too broken to understand.

The others tumbled in after him, each gasping, dripping. Mira stared wide-eyed at the walls, hand brushing the carvings. Soren knelt, pressing his palm to the dry floor as if testing its truth. Rixa shook her hair, sparks scattering like stars, her flame burning brighter now that it wasn’t strangled by water.

The temple was alive.

Kael could feel it in his bones—the steady hum under the floor, the walls breathing with heat, the whispers tickling the back of his mind.

Somewhere, deep inside, the city of Lunestra was waiting.

And it had already noticed them.
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​Chapter Four 
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The portal skimmed over Kael’s skin like warm sunlight—and then the ocean stopped at his back like a sheet of glass. Inside: dry stone, ribbed columns, a low hum like a giant machine behind a wall.

Water stood up.

It braided into a tall figure cloaked in feathers, staff in hand, eyes like wet stone. “Outsiders,” she said, voice cold as a tide. “Turn back. Lunestra is not for you.”

Her staff flicked. A whip of water carved a line in the floor at Kael’s toes.

Rixa slid in front of him, fingers kindling. “We didn’t break your aquarium, lady.”

Blades of water hissed low. Soren’s palm cut air; an invisible wall shouldered the surge aside. Mira yanked Kael behind a column as the blades shaved a scream from stone.

“She’s testing us,” Mira breathed.

Kael’s ribs sparked—literal sparks. Lightning skittered across his forearms, hopped at the Owl Lady’s staff, and fizzled like rain on hot stone.

“You play with storm-fire,” the woman said. “Badly.”

“First lesson free,” Kael shot back, because humor was cheaper than panic.

They held formation. Rixa burned off a coil at her legs; Soren shredded another with wind; Mira stilled the room’s pulse with a steadying palm on the floor. No one ran. When Kael stumbled, two hands—Mira’s, then Rixa’s—hauled him upright.

The Owl Lady circled once more, water leashed but ready. “You don’t scatter,” she said at last. “Unusual.”

Kael swallowed his pride. “We’re not here to fight you. We’re here because—” He bit down on Orvus; not yet. “Because we need Lunestra.”

“Many have died wanting what you name,” she said. “Bravery makes bones the same color.”

Soren met her eyes. “If you mean to kill us, do it. If you mean to measure us, measure faster.”

A feather of a smile. She turned and walked. When they hesitated, she said, “You are already in the throat. Stay, and it swallows. Come.”

They followed through a side passage that hadn’t existed until she decided it did. Murals breathed at the edges of sight: domes under waves, a queen crowned in crescents splitting the sea. Lira flinched at that one, as if the paint had just said her name.

At a shell-domed chamber, the Owl Lady stopped by a low altar. Kael risked it: “Do you know Orvus Thorne?”

For the first time, she faltered. “Orvus... lives?”

“He sent us,” Kael said. “He hoped you were real.”

She closed her eyes like an old wound had tapped her shoulder. “He hoped at me until I hated him for it,” she murmured. Then, steadier: “He was right too often.”

She traced a ring on the altar; stone sang. “Many tried to enter Lunestra,” she said. “Alone, they were swallowed by its trials. The city is a mouth that closes on single names.” She looked at all four of them. “You are not special. You are together. That is rarer.”

Light rose from the altar, folding into sleek training suits—not armor, not robes, something in between, threaded with faint energy lines.

“Practice skins,” she said. “They hold a little of you, and none of what will break you.”

Kael lifted one; it re-threaded to his shape. A ⚡ lightning bolt pulsed on the chest—glow stuttering like it hadn’t decided on a tempo. “on the nose,” he muttered.

Rixa’s bore a stylized flame; Mira’s, a wave braided with a pawprint; Soren’s, a quiet spiral of air. They changed—awkward, backs turned, a shuffle of belts and boots that untied the last knots of fear.

The suits fit like second thoughts that finally made sense. Kael flexed; filaments along his sleeves flared, steadied. Rixa rolled her shoulders and grinned. “I could absolutely punch a statue in this.”

“Do not punch the statues,” the Owl Lady said.

The wall answered by cracking.

Across the archway, gem-set eyes lit in the mural. Stone warriors peeled themselves free, shields and spears drip-evaporating mid-step.

The Owl Lady planted her staff. “Your first gate,” she said. “Trust the team.”

The nearest guardian lifted its spear.

Blackout.
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​Chapter Five — Guardians of the Hall
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They moved as one.

Soren’s voice was calm and quick. “Don’t split. Center on the spear-bearer. Kael, right flank. Mira, call anything that moves. Rixa, heat seams.”

“copy,” Kael said, and tried to keep the wobble out of it.

The first guardian lunged. Soren’s gust shaved its shield aside; Rixa slid under, palms flaring, driving heat into the elbow seam. Stone flashed red, hissed, cracked.

A second guardian pivoted on Kael, spear angling for the new ⚡ on his chest. He threw his hand. The bolt that leapt was still small—but the suit caught it, focused it, and turned scatter into a line. The jolt staggered the guardian long enough for Mira to yank Kael out of range and slap the spear with a sound like surf hitting basalt.

“You okay?” she mouthed.

“Totally thriving,” he lied.

The third guardian’s gem-eyes flared, and a spray of stone shards rattled across the floor. Mira spread both hands; the shards veered, drawn into an eddy she’d carved in the air without touching it. Kael felt her steadiness hit his back like a warm palm: with me.

Rixa taunted the wounded one. “Hey granite-face, wanna broil?” She feinted left, popped right, and punched heat into the crack she’d started. It spidered wide. She didn’t look at Kael—she did shove him back into rhythm when he drifted a step too far. “Don’t make it a thing,” she snapped, cheeks hot for reasons unrelated to fire.

Soren guided them through lanes only he felt, wind laying invisible rails beneath their feet. “Two beats forward. Shield side soft. Now.”

They hit as called. The suits hummed, amplifying their natural edges:


●  Rixa’s fire didn’t blast; it welded—precision heat-stitched along weak points.



●  Mira’s connection tugged at the temple’s old animal echoes, turning the guardians’ momentum like schooling fish.



●  Soren’s currents carved space, buying them angles and seconds you can’t buy with muscle.



●  Kael’s lightning still stuttered—but each time it found a path faster, a little truer, the ⚡ on his chest syncing closer to his pulse.





The Owl Lady watched from the arch, neither helping nor hindering. “Again,” she said, not loud—and the word landed like a drum cue.

The fourth guardian came in high, spear arcing. Kael blinked—glitch-fast—and was suddenly a half-step to the left. Teleport? No. A hiccup in reality. He nearly puked from the lurch, but the spear bit air instead of ribs.

“Nice trick,” Rixa barked, half grin, half panic. “Do it on purpose next time.”

“Working on it,” Kael gasped, and flung another line of lightning into the guardian’s knee. Stone buckled.

The first one recovered and swept wide. Soren yanked a crosswind; Mira slid, caught the shaft, and redirected the swing into a column. The column rang like a bell. Above them, dust snowed down; the guardians’ gem-eyes flickered—disoriented for a beat.

“Now!” Soren called.

They piled on the first: Rixa’s heat along the elbow seam, Kael’s ⚡ stitching the crack, Mira twisting the weight, Soren pinning the arm with pressure you couldn’t see. The joint failed. The arm shattered like crockery.

The guardian faltered, then folded back toward the wall, paint re-forming along its edges as if the mural were swallowing it again.

“One down,” Kael breathed.

“Three to go,” said Rixa, already pivoting.

The second and third came as a pair—shields interlocked. Kael’s sparks did nothing against solid plates. “new plan?”

“under,” Soren said.

Mira shot Kael a look. Trust. He nodded, dropped to a knee, and launched a quick flicker-teleport—not far, just enough to get behind their locked shields. It stung like tearing Velcro inside his bones. He almost fell. Rixa caught the back of his suit and shoved him upright. “you got it,” she said, too soft for a taunt.

He planted his palm and dumped everything he had into the seam where the shield met the wrist. The ⚡ held steady this time, a thin, white-hot line. The stone glowed, then popped. The shields split. Rixa poured heat into the gap. Mira twisted their balance off-center. Soren’s gust finished the job—both guardians staggered, then the wall drank them, too.

The last one was the largest—crown of serrated fins, spear like a mast. It learned from the others and kept its distance, probing. Each feint felt smarter than stone should be.

“It adapts,” Soren warned.

“so do we,” Mira said, chin up.

They didn’t rush. They listened—to the room, to each other, to the suits humming soft answers. When the spear finally darted, Kael blinked left on purpose this time, a short, sharp step through the static. It hurt less. He grinned, surprised at himself.

“show-off,” Rixa muttered—fond, annoyed, both.

Kael baited another thrust. Mira called, “now!” Rixa drove heat into the haft as Soren slammed a downdraft; the spear hit the floor tip-first and stuck. Kael clapped both hands to the shaft and let the ⚡ pour. Light raced the wood grain (stone? magic?) and detonated along a fault Rixa’s heat had opened. The spear blew apart into glittering dust.

The guardian stared at its empty hands like it was remembering a picture. Then it looked at them.

“Sorry,” Kael said, sincerely, and put one last line of lightning into the crack at its neck. Mira pulled; Soren pressed; Rixa sealed. The head came off with a ringing thunk.

Silence.

Dust floated. The last guardian folded into paint, gem-eyes dimming as it sank back into the mural. The braziers around the room flared once, approval or alarm. The hum in the floor changed key, syncing to their breath.

A door they hadn’t seen unlatched with a clean click. The teeth of a fanged arch slid apart, revealing a blue-lit corridor sloping down. Overhead, water raced in a glass vein, fish streaking like stars.

The Owl Lady lowered her staff. “Better.”

Kael tried to play off the way his knees wanted to wobble. “bare minimum: didn’t die to interior design.”

Rixa bumped his shoulder, quickly. “Don't get cocky. Or do. It’s funny.”

Mira’s hand hovered near Kael’s sleeve, not quite touching. “You did well.”

Soren listened to the new hum. “Next gate.”

The Owl Lady’s gaze softened a fraction. “Many tried alone,” she said. “You are the first to move like one body. Keep that. The city will try to separate you.”

Kael met her eyes. “If we pass the next one... You tell us your name?”

“When you leave alive,” she said.

He wasn’t sure if that meant optimism or odds. But the ⚡ on his chest had finally synced to his heartbeat, and for once, that felt like enough.

They stepped toward the blue-lit hall, together.
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​Chapter Six
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The blue-lit corridor breathed around them, veins of light running under glassy floors like starlight trapped beneath ice. Overhead, a river sprinted through a crystal channel, fish streaking like meteors across the vaulted ceiling. The hum they’d woken in the guardian hall shifted, syncing to a slower beat—closer to a heartbeat than machinery now.

The Owl Lady stopped at the threshold and planted her staff. “My oath binds me to the first gate,” she said. “Beyond this, the city will speak for itself.”

“Any cheat codes?” Rixa asked, fireline flickering along the backs of her gloves.

The woman’s mouth tipped almost into a smile. “Names anchor. When a room takes one of you, say that name until the room remembers how to let go.” Her gaze slid to Kael, then to the ⚡ pulsing faint on his chest. “And you—stop trying to be a key. You are a hand. Use it.”

“Noted,” Kael said, trying not to sound like he was twelve and being told to stop touching museum exhibits.

She turned away. “Come back breathing,” she said, and the door behind them sighed shut, sealing her out and the four of them in.

They moved as one.

The corridor narrowed to a ledge edged over an open shaft. The glass channel above threw wavering light across the drop; the air over it wobbled with invisible crosscurrents. Soren tilted his head, reading what no one else could see. “There,” he said, and the wind under their feet settled in a slim lane between two rivers of nothing. “Stay on the centerline. The room wants to slide you off.”

“Rude,” Rixa said, stepping anyway. Her suit’s filament lines brightened, adjusting with every shift of her hips like it had decided her balance mattered.

Kael followed, eyes on Soren’s shoulders, not the abyss. The star-river overhead cast glitter over his hands; the ⚡ on his chest flickered to that glitter’s tempo and—annoyingly—wouldn’t match his heart unless he stopped thinking about it. He breathed out slowly, like Mira had taught him. The suit steadied.

Halfway across, the invisible wind shoved left, hard enough to make his guts sway. Soren’s fingers twitched; a countercurrent rose beneath them like a hand. Mira reached back without looking and found Kael’s sleeve, keeping him centered with two fingers, nothing big. Rixa pretended not to notice she’d mirrored the gesture on his other side until he looked at her, and then she very pointedly looked at anything else.

They reached the far landing, and no one said “that was easy,” because no one wanted to die.

The landing opened into a round chamber. Torches guttered in a ring and then flicked out all together, snuffing light like a trick candle. The hum dropped to a whisper. Runes lit around the floor, circling them in a script Soren didn’t recognize, which was worrying: Soren recognized everything annoying.

A single line of text burned brighter in the center, carved around a shallow basin.

Mira read it aloud, voice small in the sudden heavy air. “Four lungs, one breath.”

Kael felt it before he understood it: oxygen thinning, the room eating it as greedily as a fire. His breath-seal warmed against his sternum—a phantom sensation now that they were dry—but the air stayed stubbornly thin, like altitude had dropped on them without moving.

“The Trial of Breath,” Soren said, too calmly for Kael’s feelings.

Rixa stepped to the basin, peered in. “No water,” she said. “Just... nothing.”

“The city wants a choir,” Soren murmured, eyes on the runes. “Not a solo.”

Kael’s lungs had already decided they missed oxygen. Panic flared like a match in a dry room: sharp, too bright. He swallowed it. It clawed back up. His suit’s filaments pulsed too fast, matching nerves instead of sense.

Mira put her palm flat on the edge of the basin. “We breathe together,” she said softly. “In on three, out on three. Like the practice room at Hollowlight.”

Kael’s mouth twisted. “I mostly used that room to nap.”

“Then nap later,” Rixa said. “Now inhale.”

They formed a rough circle, each with one hand on the basin’s rim. The stone was cold. The runes under their boots ticked along in a pattern only Soren seemed to understand. Mira counted: “One... two... three—inhale.” They pulled air that wasn’t really there into lungs that wanted more. “Hold. Two... three. Exhale.” The four of them let go at once.

Nothing happened except the ache got meaner.

“Again,” Soren said, and matched her count under his breath, a steady metronome in a storm.

Inhale. Hold. Exhale.

On the fourth cycle, the basin exhaled back—just a breath, cold and thin, ghosting across their fingers.

“Inhale,” Mira said, and Kael pictured the sound not as counting but as a wave that needed all four bodies to crest.

The fifth cycle: the room allowed a match head more air.

Rixa’s shoulders unclenched a fraction. “Okay, choir,” she managed, humor scraped down to the wire. “We’re a band now. No divas.”

Kael’s vision fuzzed at the edges. A familiar drowning closed around his throat—the kind you get in dreams where you run down hallways that shrink. The seal at his sternum flared, throwing him the thinnest line; he missed the timing on the next exhale.

The basin snapped shut to nothing.

“Kael,” Mira said, not scolding—anchoring. “With me.”

He nodded too fast. Inhale on three. Hold. Exhale. The ⚡ on his chest fought the rhythm, stuttering like a drumline out of step, embarrassing and loud. He breathed anyway. On the seventh cycle the basin breathed back and didn’t steal it immediately.

Soren’s voice shaved off even more of the panic. “The room is counting us. We match, it feeds. We mismatch, it takes.”

“So, teamwork or suffocation,” Rixa said. “Cool, cool. Love the options.”

They synced. They had to. Ten cycles in, the room gave enough for dizziness to ebb. The runes warmed from a knife-edge white to a softer moonlight. The basin filled with something that wasn’t water but wanted to look like it, a silver haze mounding in the bowl.

“Now what?” Kael asked between measured breaths. “We blew it out? Make a wish?”

“Don’t jinx it,” Rixa wheezed.

The haze condensed into a bead that hung in the air a finger above the basin, shaking like a soap bubble deciding whether to exist. Soren met Kael’s eyes. “On Mira’s count,” he said. “We exhale together and push it to the center, gently.”

Mira nodded, mouth a thin line. “Three... two... one...”

They breathed the bead into the bowl. It struck stone, blossomed into a shock of cool that raced along the carved lines in the floor, filling the script like water filling trenches. Torches leapt back to life without flame—just a clean, soft light, as if someone had polished illumination and set it on a shelf.

The air came back. Kael’s head cleared so fast he laughed once, half-hiccup, half relief. His suit’s filaments finally stopped scolding him. The ⚡ on his chest matched his heart like it had been waiting to be asked.

A door opposite them unlatched with a deep click.

“Not terrible,” Rixa said, joking again now that she could.

“Because you didn’t pass out,” Soren said mildly.

“I would’ve looked great doing it,” she said, and then she side-eyed Kael like she needed to confirm he heard the joke and not the pulse under it. He smirked, brain finally getting oxygen enough to be dumb again. “Breathtaking,” he said. Mira groaned loud enough to count as commentary.

They stepped into the next hall.

It wasn’t a hall.

It was a gallery cut like a spine through the temple, alcoves on either side filled with... not statues, not exactly. Figures made of shimmer, as if old moments had been poured into human shape and set to harden. The first shimmer on the right was a pair of warriors back-to-back, fighting shadows. The second: a child reaching for a shape behind glass. The third: a woman in a crescent crown looking down at something you couldn’t see from here.

Kai’s boots stuck. The hum changed pitch again, whispering at the edge of hearing. He knew before the room moved what it meant to do.

“Stay close,” Soren said, too late and somehow right on time.

The floor under Mira’s feet shifted a hair left. The wall near Rixa lengthened a breath. Kael’s peripheral vision caught motion that was not the others. He jerked toward it and saw—himself—two years younger, smaller, dripping river water, his mother laughing as she towel-dried his hair, saying, Stop sulking; you hate fish but you love the river. The sound stabbed clean through him.

“Kael.” Mira’s voice had the exact weight the Owl Lady’s warning had promised. Names anchor. “Kael, look at me.”

He blinked hard. The vision smeared like wet chalk and the glass of it cracked. When he looked back once more, it was gone. In its place: an empty alcove and a mirror he could’ve walked into and broken his nose on.

Rixa swore softly. To their left, an alcove had turned into a doorway opening on a beach that did not exist here, sunset bleeding gold over water. Kael could smell woodsmoke. Rixa took a step, then yanked her foot back like the floor had gone white-hot under it. “Oh, dirty,” she said, and she wasn’t smiling. “That’s low.”

“What did you see?” Kael asked before he could decide he shouldn’t.

“Nothing,” she lied so fast it tripped.

Mira made a small noise. In the next alcove, a tether of light ran from her chest to a shadow at the bottom of a pool—body-shaped, motionless. She went very still. “Nope,” she said, voice small but clean. “No, thank you.” She reached for Kael’s sleeve with her left hand and Soren’s with her right. “Names,” she said through her teeth. “Say them.”

“Rixa,” Kael said, and the beach shrank two inches.

“Mira,” Soren said, and the pool released its shadow, replacing it with empty water. Mira’s breath hitched and steadied.
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