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Prologue
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The Rift opened at 3:47 in the morning, four hundred years before Talvera was born, and it screamed with the voice of a man who had dared to love.

Silvain's shadow magic had turned against him the moment his lips touched Lunaris's mouth. The Oath of Silence did not forgive desire. It did not offer warnings or second chances. It simply began to devour him from the inside out, his darkness becoming a wound in the fabric of reality itself, tearing through the foundations of the Ember Citadel like claws through silk.

Lunaris burned. She burned for him, with him, her fire-weaving magic rising to meet his corruption in a desperate attempt to cauterize what could not be healed. The collision of their powers lasted seventeen minutes. Witnesses spoke of light so bright it blinded soldiers three miles away. They spoke of heat that turned stone to glass. They spoke of two figures at the center of the chaos, wrapped around each other, refusing to let go even as their magic consumed them both.

The Rift remained after they were gone. A crack beneath the Citadel that bled corrupted magic into the realm like an infected wound, contained only by wards that grew weaker with each passing century. The Council declared fire-weaving outlawed within a fortnight. The Oath of Silence was reinforced, its bindings made crueler, its restrictions absolute. Shadow-wardens were forbidden from feeling anything at all.

Merieth, the Keeper of Archives, was nineteen years old when she watched Silvain and Lunaris die. She carved their names into the stone beneath the Citadel herself, in letters that still glowed faintly with residual magic. She alone remembered what the Council chose to forget: that the Rift had not opened because two people loved each other.

It had opened because they had been forced to stop.

The prophecy came three days after the burning, written in ash on Merieth's chamber wall by hands that no longer existed. Two sentences. Twelve words. A promise and a warning wrapped into one: When fire meets shadow again, the Rift will either seal or swallow the world whole.

Four centuries passed. The Citadel grew. The Rift pulsed. And somewhere in the Ashlands, a girl was born with flames in her blood and a destiny she never asked for.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

It never has.
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​Chapter 1: The Warden's Prisoner
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Talvera pressed her bleeding palms against the obsidian floor of her cell at 11:47 p.m., and the ancient magic beneath the stone answered her fire like a lover who had waited centuries to be touched.

The sensation was wrong. Intoxicating. Terrifying in ways she did not have words for. She had been a fire-weaver for twenty-three years, had hidden her outlawed gift through seventeen of them, had learned to suppress and conceal and pretend she was nothing more than another Ashlands refugee scraping survival from dust and defiance. Her flames had never responded to anything like this. Never reached toward something with such desperate hunger, such absolute recognition.

The suppression sigils carved into her cell walls pulsed orange. They were supposed to smother her magic completely. They did not. Her fire coiled beneath her skin, restless and starving, straining toward whatever ancient power lay beneath the Citadel's foundations.

She had been here for three hours. Three hours since the shadow-wardens dragged her through the obsidian gates. Three hours since her rebellion scattered like ash in a hurricane. Three hours since he appeared from nowhere and wrapped his darkness around her throat until she surrendered.

Talvera counted the stones in her cell because counting kept her sane. Ninety-two along the walls. Forty-eight on the floor. Each one carved with sigils that should have rendered her powerless.

They did not.

The door opened without warning.

He stood in the threshold like a wound cut into the torchlight, and Talvera's pulse spiked from 72 to 131 beats per minute before she could control her reaction. Six feet of shadow given human form. Black armor etched with silver runes that seemed to drink the light. A face carved from angles sharp enough to draw blood, all hard planes and harder edges, beautiful in the way that blades were beautiful.

Vaelis. The shadow-warden who had captured her. The one who had killed thirty-seven of her people in the past year. The one whose darkness had touched her fire three hours ago and created a reaction neither of them understood.

His storm-colored eyes swept over her kneeling form with clinical detachment. "Fire-weaver. You will stand."

Talvera bared her teeth. "Make me."

He crossed the cell in three strides. His hand closed around her upper arm, and the contact sent lightning through her blood. Her fire roared to the surface without permission, and the suppression sigils on the walls flickered orange, then amber, then blazed bright enough to cast shadows before stabilizing.

Vaelis released her like she had burned him. Which, given the heat radiating from her skin, she probably had.

"That should not have happened." His voice betrayed nothing, but she saw the way his jaw tightened. The way his shadow magic writhed around his fingers like something disturbed. "The sigils—"

"Don't work on me. I noticed." Talvera rose to her feet without his assistance, putting distance between them. Her arm throbbed where he had touched her. Not with pain. With something worse. "Want to explain why your shadow just tried to crawl inside my fire?"

"No."

"Didn't think so."

They stared at each other across the narrow cell. The air between them felt charged, heavy with potential energy that had nowhere to go. Talvera's fire kept reaching toward him despite her efforts to pull it back. His shadows kept straining toward her despite the rigid control locked across his features.

This is not desire, she told herself. This is her magic recognizing a threat and preparing to fight.

The lie tasted like ash on her tongue.

"The Inquisitor has requested your presence." Vaelis's voice was flat. Controlled. The voice of a man who had spent years training himself to feel nothing. "You will come with me."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then I will carry you. The outcome remains the same."

Talvera laughed. The sound was harsh, brittle, nothing like humor. "Three hours ago you had your shadows wrapped around my throat. Now you're playing messenger boy for the Inquisitor. What changed?"

Something flickered in his eyes. There and gone, too fast to identify.

"Everything," he said. "Nothing. I have not yet decided which."

He turned and walked out of the cell without checking to see if she followed.

Talvera followed.

The Citadel's corridors were a labyrinth of black stone and silver torchlight. Guards in dark armor stood at every intersection, their eyes tracking Talvera with the focused attention of men who had been warned she was dangerous. She counted them out of habit. Twelve between her cell and the first staircase. Eight more on the level above. Patterns and numbers, the framework her mind used to impose order on chaos.

Vaelis walked two steps ahead of her, close enough to grab if she tried to run, far enough to maintain the pretense of professional distance. His shadow magic trailed behind him like a cloak, and she watched it reach toward her fire with every step before snapping back under his control.

He felt it too. Whatever this connection was, he was fighting it as hard as she was.

Good. That meant it terrified him as much as it terrified her.

"The Inquisitor," she said, breaking the silence. "Thalric, yes? The one who supervised my mother's execution?"

Vaelis did not slow his pace. "Yes."

"And you're delivering me to him."

"I am delivering you to an audience chamber where multiple parties will determine your fate. The Inquisitor is one of them."

"How comforting." Talvera kept her voice light, casual, refusing to show the fear curdling in her stomach. "Who are the others?"

"Lord Regent Morthen. High Commander Idrion. The Keeper of Archives. Myself."

"A trial, then."

"An assessment." He paused at a junction, his head tilting slightly as if listening to something she could not hear. "The nature of your magic is... unusual. The Council wishes to understand it before deciding whether to execute you or use you."

"Generous of them to offer options."

Vaelis turned to face her. The torchlight carved harsh shadows across his features, and for a moment, she saw something beneath the mask of professional detachment. Something that looked almost like conflict.

"You felt it," he said quietly. "In the cell. When I touched you. Your fire responded to my shadow in a way that should not be possible. The sigils failed because our magic recognized each other."

Talvera's heart hammered against her ribs. "What does that mean?"

"I do not know." The admission seemed to cost him. "But the Keeper believes she does. That is why she insisted on this assessment. That is why you are still alive when the Inquisitor wanted you executed within the hour."

"And what do you want?"

The question hung between them. Dangerous. Loaded with implications she did not want to examine.

"I want to understand," Vaelis said finally. "I want to know why an outlawed fire-weaver makes my Oath burn like it is trying to tear itself apart."

He turned and continued walking before she could respond.

The audience chamber occupied the heart of the Citadel, a vast circular room with a domed ceiling painted in scenes of shadow-wardens conquering fire-weavers throughout history. Talvera looked up at the images and felt her flames curl with disgust. Propaganda rendered in gold leaf and lies.

Four figures waited on a raised dais at the far end of the chamber. She catalogued them quickly, her rebellion training kicking in despite the circumstances.

Thalric, the Inquisitor of Outlawed Magic. Skeletal frame draped in robes the color of dried blood. Eyes like chips of obsidian, flat and merciless. He had signed her mother's death warrant twelve years ago. Talvera's fire screamed for his blood.

Idrion, High Commander of the Citadel Guard. Copper hair, armor gleaming with political insignia, a smile that promised nothing good. She recognized him from wanted posters. He had ordered the massacre at Thornfield four years ago, burned an entire village to kill three suspected fire-weavers.

Morthen, Lord Regent of the Ember Citadel. Silver hair, black robes, smoke-and-starlight eyes identical to his son's. He sat on a throne of black glass at the center of the dais, radiating the quiet menace of a man who had held power for four centuries and intended to hold it for four more. When his gaze fell on Talvera, she felt her fire recoil instinctively.

Here is what made him lethal: not his magic, not his position, not even the army of shadow-wardens at his command. It was the patience in his eyes. The certainty that everything unfolding before him was simply another move in a game he had been winning since before her grandmother was born.

And finally, Merieth, the Keeper of Archives. Ancient and withered, silver-streaked hair, robes the color of dust and forgotten things. She alone looked at Talvera without hostility or calculation. Her eyes held something else entirely.

Recognition. And beneath it, a desperate, terrible hope.

"The fire-weaver." Morthen's voice filled the chamber without effort, smooth and cold as polished stone. "Talvera of the Ashlands. Daughter of Sareth. Granddaughter of the traitor Kyneris. You carry quite the bloodline."

"I carry my mother's name." Talvera kept her chin high. "The rest is just history you wrote to justify murdering my family."

"Spirited." Morthen's lips curved without warmth. "I can see why my son found you... interesting."

Vaelis went rigid beside her. She felt his shadow magic flare before he crushed it back under control.

"The assessment, Father." His voice was ice. "We are here for the assessment."

"Of course." Morthen waved a languid hand. "Keeper, you may proceed."

Merieth descended from the dais with movements that belied her ancient appearance. She crossed to stand before Talvera, close enough that the fire-weaver could smell dust and old magic clinging to her robes.

"Give me your hand, child."

Talvera hesitated. "Why?"

"Because I need to touch your fire to understand what it is." Merieth's voice crackled like ancient parchment. "Because the shadow-warden's Oath cracked when he captured you, and nothing has cracked that binding in four hundred years. Because the Rift beneath this Citadel has been bleeding corruption into the realm since before your grandmother was born, and it stirred for the first time in a century when you passed through the gates."

Silence crashed through the chamber.

"The Rift." Idrion surged to his feet. "The Rift is contained. The wards—"

"The wards are failing." Merieth did not look at him. Her eyes remained fixed on Talvera. "They have been failing for decades. The corruption spreads faster each year. In six months, perhaps less, it will reach the inhabited levels of the Citadel. In a year, it will spill beyond the walls." She extended her withered hand. "This girl may be the key to stopping it. Or she may be the catalyst that accelerates its destruction. I cannot know which until I touch her."

Consider the cost when the fate of an entire realm rests on whether you extend your hand to a stranger. When the woman before you may save everyone you love or damn them all. When hesitation means death either way.

Talvera gave Merieth her hand.

The Keeper's fingers closed around hers, papery skin against fire-warmed flesh, and the world tilted sideways.

She saw the Rift. Not as a concept or a story, but as a reality burning behind her eyes. A wound in the fabric of existence, fifteen feet wide and thirty feet tall, pulsing with colors that had no names. She saw the corrupted magic bleeding from its edges, pooling in chambers and passages, spawning nightmares that prowled the Citadel's depths. She saw the wards straining to contain it, failing inch by inch, year by year.

And she saw herself. Standing before the wound with fire blazing from her hands. A shadow-warden beside her, his darkness merged with her flames, creating something neither fire nor shadow but both at once.

The vision shattered. Talvera stumbled backward, gasping, and found Vaelis's hand at her elbow steadying her before she fell.

"What did you see?" Merieth demanded.

"The Rift." Talvera's voice shook. "I saw the Rift. And I saw—"

She stopped. Because the figure standing beside her in the vision had been Vaelis. Because their magic had been merged. Because the look in his eyes had been something far more devastating than alliance.

"She is compatible." Merieth turned to face the dais, and her voice rang through the chamber with authority that made even Morthen straighten. "Her fire resonates with shadow magic. The same resonance that Lunaris possessed four hundred years ago. The same resonance that could have sealed the Rift if you had not—"

"Enough." Morthen's voice cracked like a whip. "The past is not on trial here, Keeper."

"The past is the only thing on trial." Merieth's eyes blazed with four centuries of suppressed fury. "You have lied to this realm for four hundred years, Lord Regent. You have told them that fire-weaving is dangerous, that it must be eliminated, that the Rift opened because passion overcame reason. But I was there. I remember what really happened."

"Merieth." The warning in Morthen's tone was unmistakable. "You are bound to silence on that matter."

"I am bound to nothing anymore." The Keeper smiled, and there was something savage in it. "The moment this girl passed through the gates, the binding you placed on me began to crack. Just like your son's Oath. Just like the wards around the Rift. Whatever magic connects fire and shadow, it is waking up. And it does not care about your secrets."

The chamber erupted.

Idrion was shouting about security protocols. Thalric was demanding the fire-weaver's immediate execution. Morthen had risen from his throne, his shadow magic billowing around him like a storm about to break.

And through it all, Vaelis's hand remained on Talvera's elbow. A point of contact that burned hotter than it should. A connection neither of them had chosen but neither could sever.

"We need to leave." His voice was low, urgent, meant only for her ears. "My father will not allow Merieth's accusations to spread. He will silence everyone in this room if necessary."

"Including you?"

Something dark passed through his eyes. "Especially me."

Talvera's mind raced. The vision was still burning behind her eyes—the Rift, the merged magic, the way she and Vaelis had stood together as if they belonged that way. She did not trust him. She did not even like him. He had killed her people, hunted her kind, served the regime that had murdered her mother.

But the alternative was staying here while Morthen decided whether to execute her quietly or make a spectacle of it.

"How do we get out?"

"The lower levels." Vaelis pulled her toward a side passage, his shadow magic flaring to create a momentary distraction. "The Rift is there, but so are passages that lead beyond the walls. My father does not know all of them."

"You're helping me escape?"

"I am helping us both survive long enough to understand what is happening." His grip tightened on her arm. "Everything I believed about fire-weavers, about the Oath, about my father's war—it is crumbling. I need answers. You need freedom. Those goals align for now."

"And when they stop aligning?"

His pale grey eyes met hers. "Then we will find out which of us burns brighter."

They ran.

The lower levels of the Citadel were a maze of forgotten passages and collapsed tunnels. Vaelis moved through them with the confidence of a man who had spent years mapping routes his father did not know about. Talvera followed, her fire lighting the way when his shadows proved insufficient, their magic working together with an ease that should have been impossible.

"How long until they realize we're gone?" she asked.

"Minutes. My father will have sent guards the moment we disappeared."

"And Merieth?"

"She can take care of herself." But there was worry in his voice. "She has been protecting secrets for four hundred years. She knows how to survive Morthen's anger."

The passage narrowed, forcing them to move single file. Talvera's shoulders brushed the walls, rough stone scraping against her prison tunic. The air grew colder, then warmer, then cold again in patterns that made no sense.

"The Rift's influence," Vaelis explained when she commented. "The corrupted magic warps the environment around it. Temperature, light, sometimes time itself."

"Time?"

"There are chambers down here where an hour passes in minutes. Others where minutes stretch into hours." He paused at a junction, his head tilting to listen. "We need to avoid those. Getting trapped in dilated time would be—"

A sound echoed through the passage. Footsteps. Dozens of them, moving fast.

"Guards." Vaelis grabbed her hand, pulling her down the left-hand passage. "Faster."

They ran until Talvera's lungs burned, until her legs screamed for rest, until the footsteps behind them faded into distant echoes. The passage opened into a small chamber lit by phosphorescent moss clinging to the walls, and Vaelis finally allowed them to stop.

"We should be safe here for a few minutes." He released her hand, and she was annoyed by how much she noticed its absence. "The guards know the main passages, but not these auxiliary routes."

"Why do you know them?"

He was silent for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was quieter than she had heard it. "When I was young, before the Oath, I used to explore. I wanted to find the Rift. I wanted to see the place where everything changed." His jaw tightened. "My father caught me eventually. That was when he decided I was old enough to be bound."

"You were a child."

"I was a threat." The bitterness in his voice was unmistakable. "A shadow-warden's son with too much curiosity and too little control. The Oath was supposed to make me safe. Compliant. A weapon he could point at his enemies without worrying about independent thought."

Talvera studied him in the moss-light. The hard planes of his face, the tension locked in his shoulders, the shadows that curled around him like restless animals. He was not what she had expected. The monster who had killed her people was supposed to be simple. Evil. Easy to hate.

This man was none of those things.

"The Oath is breaking," she said. "That's what Merieth meant about it cracking."

"Yes." He did not look at her. "Every moment I spend near you, it weakens further. I am feeling things I have not felt in eleven years. It is... disorienting."

"What kind of things?"

The question left her mouth before she could stop it. She should not care what he felt. Should not want to know. Should not be leaning slightly closer, drawn by something she refused to name.

Vaelis turned to face her. The distance between them had shrunk without her noticing, close enough that she could see the individual threads of silver in his smoke-colored eyes.

"Anger," he said. "Fear. Confusion." His voice dropped. "Want."

The word hung between them like a blade waiting to fall.

Her fire surged toward him. His shadow reached for her. The magic in their blood strained against their control, desperate to complete a connection that had been forbidden for four hundred years.

She should step back. Should put distance between them. Should remember that this man was her enemy, her captor, the son of everything she had sworn to destroy.

She did not move.

"This is not desire," she said. The words sounded unconvincing even to her own ears. "This is magic. Resonance. Some kind of compatibility between fire and shadow."

"Is that what you tell yourself?"

"It's the truth."

"Then why is your pulse at 156 beats per minute?" His hand rose, hovering near her throat without touching. "I can see it. The vein in your neck. You are not afraid of me anymore, Talvera. That is not fear making your heart race."

"Don't flatter yourself."

"I am not." His hand dropped. "I am terrified. Whatever is happening between us—it goes against everything I was taught. Everything I believed. Fire and shadow are supposed to be enemies. The Oath exists because our magic combined once and nearly destroyed the world."

"According to your father."

"According to history."

"History written by the victors." Talvera finally found the strength to step back, putting precious distance between them. "Merieth said your father lied. She said the Rift didn't open because fire and shadow combined—it opened because they were forced apart."

"I know what she said."

"Do you believe her?"

Silence stretched between them. The moss-light flickered, casting shifting shadows across the chamber walls.

"I believe," Vaelis said slowly, "that I have spent eleven years feeling nothing. No anger. No joy. No fear. No love. I have been a weapon, pointed at targets and unleashed without thought or hesitation. Three hours ago, I touched you in a battlefield camp, and for the first time since I was sixteen, I felt something."

He stepped toward her. She did not retreat.

"I believe that my father has lied about many things. I believe the Oath was designed to prevent something he feared, not something that threatened the realm. And I believe that whatever exists between us—magic or desire or some unholy combination of both—it is more honest than anything I have experienced in eleven years of silence."

The magic burns hotter when truth strips away pretense. When enemies acknowledge that their hatred might be something far more complicated than either of them wants to admit.

"I still want to kill you," Talvera said. "For what you did to my people."

"I know."

"I don't trust you."

"You shouldn't."

"And if we survive this—whatever this is—I will find a way to make you pay for every fire-weaver you murdered."

"I will deserve it."

She stared at him. This man who had been her enemy, who might still be her enemy, who was looking at her with something raw and real beneath his carefully constructed mask.

"Then we understand each other," she said.

"We understand nothing." He almost smiled. "But we are learning."

Footsteps echoed in the distance again. Closer this time.

"We need to keep moving." Vaelis gestured toward the passage at the chamber's far end. "The Rift is close. I can feel it."

"What happens when we reach it?"

"I don't know." He offered her his hand—not a command this time, but an invitation. "But I think we are meant to find out together."

Talvera looked at his outstretched hand. At the shadows curling around his fingers like they wanted to touch her. At the fire in her own veins that strained toward him with desperate hunger.

She took his hand.

The contact was lightning. Fire and shadow merged where their palms pressed together, creating something that was neither and both. The sensation raced up her arm, through her chest, settling somewhere behind her ribs like a second heartbeat that pulsed in time with his.

"Together, then," she said.

They walked into the darkness side by side.

The passage narrowed further as they descended. The walls pressed close, slick with moisture that seemed to glow faintly in colors her eyes could not quite process. The corrupted magic grew stronger with every step, pressing against her senses like a living presence.

And beneath it all, she felt the Rift. A pulse of power so vast it made her fire seem like a candle flame beside a bonfire. It called to her. Welcomed her. Demanded that she come closer, closer, closer.

"How much further?" she asked.

"We're almost there." Vaelis's grip tightened on her hand. "Talvera—whatever we find down here, whatever happens—"

He stopped walking.

She stopped beside him.

The passage opened into a cavern so vast she could not see its edges. The walls disappeared into darkness above and below, and suspended in the center of that impossible space, hanging like a wound between floor and ceiling, was the Rift.

It was beautiful.

It was terrible.

It was everything Merieth had described and nothing she could have prepared for.

Fifteen feet wide. Thirty feet tall. Pulsing with colors that had no names, bleeding light and darkness in equal measure. It sang—a low keening note that vibrated in her bones and made her fire reach toward it like a supplicant before a god.

The difference between salvation and annihilation is measured in the distance between wanting something and understanding it. Standing before the Rift, Talvera understood nothing. But she wanted, gods help her, she wanted.

"Silvain and Lunaris died here." Vaelis's voice was barely a whisper. "Four hundred years ago, they stood where we're standing. They loved each other enough to try healing this wound. And it destroyed them both."

"Because they were stopped." Talvera could not tear her eyes from the Rift. "Merieth said they were forced apart before they could finish."

"My father's doing. If she's telling the truth."

"Do you doubt it?"

He was silent for a long moment. The Rift pulsed, and she felt his shadow magic surge toward it, echoing the pull of her own fire.

"No," he said finally. "I don't doubt it. I think my father tore them apart because he was afraid of what they would become together. I think he created the Oath of Silence to ensure it could never happen again. And I think he has spent four hundred years lying to justify a decision that condemned the realm to a slow death by corruption."

"Then we finish what they started."

The words left her mouth before she could stop them. Before she could consider what they meant, what they would cost, what it would require of her to stand beside this man and let their magic merge the way the Rift demanded.

Vaelis turned to face her. The light from the wound in reality painted his features in impossible colors, and she saw the fear in his eyes. The hope. The desperate wanting that echoed her own.

"The bond would be permanent," he said. "Fire and shadow merged cannot be separated. Whatever we become down here, we become forever."

"I know."

"You hate me."

"I hate what you've done." She stepped closer, close enough that the light from the Rift painted them both in the same colors. "I hate the system that created you. I hate the laws that murdered my mother and my grandmother and everyone like me. But you—" She stopped. Swallowed. Forced herself to be honest. "You are the first person who has ever made my fire feel like it belongs somewhere."

His hand rose to cup her face. The touch sent sparks cascading through her blood, fire and shadow dancing together in her veins.

"We could die," he said.

"We could save everyone."

"We could become something neither of us recognizes."

"We could become something better than either of us alone."

The Rift pulsed. The keening note rose in pitch, urgent now, demanding. Whatever window had opened for them, it was beginning to close.

"Last chance to walk away," Talvera said. "Last chance to stay the weapon your father made you."

Vaelis's thumb traced her cheekbone. His smoke-and-starlight eyes held hers, and in them she saw eleven years of emptiness giving way to something raw and real and terrifying in its intensity.

"I stopped being his weapon the moment I touched you," he said. "I just didn't know it yet."

He leaned closer. She rose to meet him. The Rift blazed white behind them, the colors bleeding together into pure light, and the ancient magic that had waited four centuries for this moment held its breath.

What happens when two people born to be enemies choose to become something else? When the only way forward is through a bond that will change them both forever? When the wound in reality demands healing and the price is everything they thought they knew about themselves?

Talvera did not have the answers.

But standing before the Rift with fire in her blood and shadow in her future, she was finally ready to find out.

Footsteps shattered the moment.

Vaelis spun, his shadow magic flaring into a defensive wall between them and the passage they had come through. Talvera's fire rose to meet it, their power weaving together instinctively, and she felt the jolt of connection like a physical blow.

"They found us." His voice was tight. "Faster than I expected."

"How many?"

"Twelve. Maybe fifteen." He tilted his head, listening to something she could not hear. "My father's personal guard. The best shadow-wardens in the Citadel."

"Can we fight them?"

"Not without completing the bond. And if we try to complete it now, they will interrupt us the same way they interrupted Silvain and Lunaris." His jaw clenched. "This is not an accident. My father knew we would come here. He has been waiting."

The footsteps grew louder. Torchlight flickered at the far end of the passage, casting long shadows that writhed with borrowed magic.

"There has to be another way out." Talvera scanned the cavern, searching for any passage they might have missed. The walls curved away into darkness on either side, but the only clear exit was the one currently filling with soldiers. "Vaelis—"

"There." He pointed toward a narrow crack in the cavern wall, barely visible in the Rift's pulsing light. "It leads to the eastern drainage tunnels. They empty into the river outside the walls."

"You want to escape through a sewer?"

"I want to survive long enough to return." His hand found hers again, and the contact steadied something in her chest that had been threatening to shatter. "We cannot complete the bond with fifteen shadow-wardens trying to separate us. We need time. Privacy. A chance to understand what we are doing before we do it."

The first soldiers emerged from the passage. They moved in perfect formation, shadow magic swirling around them like living armor, their faces hidden behind helms of black metal. At their head walked a woman Talvera did not recognize—tall, regal, with copper hair cascading over armor that bore the insignia of the noble houses.

Vexanna, her mind supplied. Lady of the Ember Court. She had been mentioned in rebellion intelligence reports as one of Morthen's most dangerous allies, a political schemer who used beauty and cruelty in equal measure.

"Vaelis." Vexanna's voice was honey poured over broken glass. "Your father is worried about you. Running off with a fire-weaver, hiding in the depths like a frightened child. This is not the behavior of a shadow-warden."

"My behavior is no longer the Lord Regent's concern."

"Everything in this Citadel is the Lord Regent's concern." Vexanna stepped forward, and the soldiers fanned out behind her, blocking any retreat toward the main passage. "Surrender the girl. Return to your duties. Your father is prepared to overlook this... indiscretion... if you come back now."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then we take her anyway, and you face charges of treason alongside her." Vexanna's smile was a knife wrapped in silk. "I would hate to see that pretty face branded with a traitor's mark, darling. You know how much I've always admired it."

Talvera's fire flared. Not at the threat—at the casual possessiveness in Vexanna's tone. The way she looked at Vaelis like he was a prize to be won rather than a person.

"Touch him and I will burn the skin from your bones." The words came out before she could stop them. "Darling."

Vexanna's eyes flickered to her for the first time, and there was something cold in them. Calculating. The assessment of a predator sizing up unexpected competition.

"The fire-weaver has a temper. How delightful." She gestured to the soldiers behind her. "Seize them both. The Lord Regent wants them alive, but he did not specify undamaged."

The soldiers advanced.

Vaelis moved.

His shadow magic exploded outward in a wave that sent the first three soldiers stumbling backward, their own darkness disrupted by the force of his attack. Talvera's fire followed a heartbeat later, a wall of flame that forced the others to scatter or burn.

"The crack in the wall," Vaelis shouted. "Go!"

"I'm not leaving you—"

"I'm right behind you. Move!"

She moved.

The narrow crack was barely wide enough for her shoulders, rough stone scraping against her arms as she squeezed through. Behind her, she heard the clash of shadow magic against shadow magic, the sizzle of her lingering flames meeting Vexanna's guards. Vaelis was holding them off, buying her time to escape, and every instinct screamed at her to turn back and fight beside him.

But he was right. They could not complete the bond in the middle of a battle. And without the bond, they could not heal the Rift. And without healing the Rift, everyone in the realm would eventually die.

The calculus was brutal but clear.
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