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INTRODUCTION

I  was sent to spy on my enemy—not to wake a dragon or 
burn for him.

Orion Blackthorn is  everything I  was raised to hate:  rich, 
ruthless, descended from the House that destroyed mine. I was 
meant to expose his secrets… not fall into his cursed —re magicbor 
his Ned.

’ow we-re soulPNound, forced to hunt forNidden relics as 
shadows gather over Aendragon Wcademy.

?e clash. ?e Netray. ?e ignite.
His —re wraps around mebwild, consuming. He kisses me, and 

I forget we-re at war. But my spirit magicbraw and volatilebis 
now tied to his in ways I never saw coming.

Wnd  the  real  enemyM  He-s  planning  to  resurrect  a  chaos 
dragonbthrough me.

*y power swellsbNurning, Niting, aching to Ne unleashed. If 
I lose control, I-ll lose him… and unleash a darkness that could 
destroy us all.





CONTENTS

1. ELEANORA 1

2. ORION 9

3. ELEANORA 16

4. ORION 26

5. ELEANORA 33

6. ORION 42

7. ELEANORA 53

8. ORION 61

9. ELEANORA 70

10. ORION 79

11. ORION 86

12. ELEANORA 95

13. ORION 102

14. ELEANORA 109

15. ORION 116

16. ELEANORA 122



EPILOGUE 129



1

ELEANORA

T he midday sun ltreos rhogu,h rhe hi,hc ao-hin, srainedw,tass 
findgfs  gP  ’endoa,gnps  ubbeo  tikoaoyc  bainsraSin,ty 

oebaioed mgnrhs aPreo .aoataSps PattD Ausr mgres dan-e in rhe 
,gtden shaPrsc -ar-hin, Poa,menrs gP ti,hrc kur rhe ittuminarign 
Paits rg beneroare rhe beosisrenr -hitt -tin,in, deeb in my kgnesD 
vo-adia is oekuitdin,c srgne ky redigus srgnec sbett ky meri-utgus 
sbettc kur rhe Leoy ma,i- hummin, rhogu,h rhese an-ienr fatts 
Peets rhinc faoyD .-aooedD —iSe tisrenin, rg a keauriPut symbhgny 
btayed gn insroumenrs sti,hrty gur gP runeIrhe metgdy is rheoec 
kur undeos-goed ky a dissgnanr hum gP basr roaumaD

… si,hc bushin, a sroay tg-S gP leoy oed haio kehind my eaoc 
rhe mgrign aurgmari-c feaoyD … ,taoe ar rhe shimmeoin, boa-ri-e 
oune hgLeoin, srukkgonty kePgoe meD Fourth circle stasis field. 
.g damned kasi-D v sbett … shgutd ke akte rg feaLe eCgortesstyc 
esbe-iatty aPreoY eLeoyrhin,D vPreo -hannetin, bgfeo rhar -gutd 
unoaLet  a  Uhags  Aoa,gn  atgn,side himD  Rer  my  gfn  ma,i- 
Peets stu,,ish rgdayc rhi-S and oesisranrc tiSe fadin, rhogu,h 
hatPw-gn,eated mudD …r sburreos fheoe ir shgutd Ngfc hesirares 
fheoe  ir  shgutd  snab inrg  bta-eD  …rps  inPuoiarin,D  …pm sru-Sc 
btareaued boe-isety fhen adLan-emenr Peets mgsr -oiri-atc fhen 
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masreoin, rhe lPrh -io-te Peets tess tiSe amkirign and mgoe tiSe a 
desbeoare ne-essiry Pgo suoLiLat in rhis -han,ed fgotdD

Focus, Eleanora. The boessuoe is a bhysi-at fei,hr -oushin, 
dgfn  gn  my  -hesrc  maSin,  ir  haod  rg  doaf  a  Putt  koearhD 
2gr Vusr rhe a-ademi- eBbe-rarignc kur rhe -oushin, kuoden gP 
my nameD UgoranaD qn-e oeLeoedc ngf fhisbeoed firh biry go 
guroi,hr disdain sin-e my Pamityps PattD v Patt … ngf Sngfc rhanSs 
rg 2aotg-Sps deLasrarin,c srgnew-gtd oeLetarigns and 'ateoius 
Mta-Srhgonps suksezuenrc setPwseoLin, -gnPessignc fasn;r meoe 
misPgorune kur -at-utared desrou-rignD jeneoarigns gP Mta-Srhgon 
de-eirc Pueted ky rhe Leoy Fasreo fe kaoety mana,ed rg kanishc 
sysremari-atty dismanrtin, my heoira,eD xgf rhey a-hieLed su-h 
rhgogu,h ouinc rfisrin, tafs and tgyatries sg -gmbteretyc sritt Peets 
in-gmboehensiktec tiSe a missin, bie-e gP a mu-h daoSeo buEEteD 
He-taimin, rhar te,a-y isn;r Vusr amkirign anymgoe3 ir;s a kuonin, 
gkti,arign rg bogLe my Pamity isnpr delned ky rhe ouin rhey 
go-hesroaredc kuitr gn ties and rhePrD

Fy rhgu,hrs ineLirakty sna,c tiSe a rhoead -au,hr gn a shaob 
rhgonc  gn  himD  qoign  Mta-SrhgonD  xeio  rg  rhe  xguse  rhar 
desrogyed mineD voog,anrc inPuoiarin,ty ma,neri-c deLasrarin,ty 
bgfeoPutY and rhe beosgn fhgse ma,i- sgmehgf oesgnares 
firh mine gn a teLet rhar reooiles mec fhgse boesen-e an-hgoed 
me eLen as fe fietded rhe reooiPyin, bgfeo gP rhe .gut .rgne 
rg,erheoD Thar mgmenrY ir fasn;r Vusr oaf bgfeo3 ir Petr diCeoenrc 
imbgssikty haomgnigus desbire rhe -hagsc guo disbaoare ma,i-s 
ktendin, rhogu,h rhe .rgne inrg sgmerhin, reooiPyin,ty bgrenr 
and -gmbtereD

The memgoy gP rhar Siss aPreo rhe Aoa-gnia roiatsIa desbeoare 
-gttisign gP oetiePc Peaoc and undeniakte hear undeo rhe Aoa,gn 
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"in,;s -gtdc an-ienr ,aEeIsritt kuonsc sendin, an unfet-gme Nush 
-oeebin, ub my ne-SD vnd rhe .gut .rgne rerheoc rhar Lgtarite 
tinS Pgo,ed kerfeen us in rhe -hags gP rhe Aoa,gntandsc hums 
Painrty kenearh my afaoeness fheneLeo he;s neaoIsgmerimes 
a  Pousroarin,  srari-c  grheo  rimes  a  sroan,ec  atmgsr  -taoiPyin, 
oesgnan-eIa -gnsranrc inPuoiarin, oemindeo gP a kgnd … neLeo 
fanredc yer -anngr denyD xeps keenY disranr sin-e rhe lnat karrtec 
-gnsumed ky rhe bukti- Pattgur gP his Parheops dis,oa-e and rhe 
takyoinrhine oesrirurign eCgorsIa beoPgoman-e gP argnemenr4 qo 
,enuine oemgose4 … -an;r rettD Mur fheneLeo guo barhs -ogss in rhese 
e-hgin, hattsc rhe aio -oa-Stes firh unoesgtLed eneo,yILgtaritec 
dan,eogusD

?nemyD vttyD The man fhgse Pamity ouined mineD The man 
fhgse rgu-h sers my sSin gn loeD jgdsc ir;s eBhausrin,D

JJJ

Wvoe fe -gnrembtarin, rhe Lasr mysreoies gP rhe Pguorh -io-tec FsD 
Ugorana4 qo meoety nabbin, firh guo eyes gben4W

… Vumbc rhe boa-ri-e oune dissgtLin, inrg haomtessc mg-Sin, 
sbaoSs rhar ,tirreo koieNy kePgoe Padin,D ’ogPessgo xi,hrgfeo 
srands kePgoe mec mareoiatiEed Pogm rhe tikoaoy shadgfs firh heo 
usuat unserrtin, siten-eD xeo an-ienr Ligter eyes miss ngrhin,c 
heo in-isiLe ,aEe -urrin, sroai,hr rhogu,h my arrembr ar srudigus 
-gmbgsuoe  tiSe  hgned  sreet  rhogu,h  sitSD  ?Len  amidsr  rhe 
v-ademyps stgf oe-gLeoyc xi,hrgfeo oemains an unfaLeoin, bittao 
gP Pgomidaktec gPren reooiPyin,c eBbe-rarignD
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Wvbgtg,iesc ’ogPessgocW … muomuoc ,arheoin, my s-arreoed ngresc 
anngyed ar rhe Painr roemgo in my hands rhar keroays my inneo 
ruomgitD W6usrY foesrtin, firh rhe srasis maroiB haomgni-sD Fy 
eneo,y Ngf PeetsY oesisranr rgdayDW

W(oesrtin,4 qo oesisrin,4W xi,hrgfeo -gunreosc rabbin, a tgn,c 
ete,anr ln,eo a,ainsr my reBrkggS gn adLan-ed sbett maroi-esD The 
tearheo -gLeo seems rg si,h undeo heo rgu-hD WRguo bgfeo btareaus 
ke-ause ygu hgtd ka-Sc UgoranaD Rgu bgssess immense innare 
ratenrc ambtiled ky yguo .i,hrc yer ygu rhogrrte irD (hy4 .u-h 
a)niries gPren -oeare inreonat ;timireos;Isuk-gns-igus ktg-Ss 
kgon gP Peaoc inadezuare roainin,c go beohabscW heo ,aEe Pg-usesc 
WunoesgtLed roaumaD Keao gP yguo gfn bgrenriatc beohabs4 jiLen 
yguo tinea,ec and oe-enr eLenrsc ir;s -gnsideoakteDW

…  sriCenc  harin,  rhe  fay  heo  fgods  akgur  roauma  tand 
un-gmPgorakty -tgse rg rhe kgnec rhe fay she seems rg see rhe Peao 
… roy sg haod rg kuoyD

W… assuoe yguc ’ogPessgoc … am abbtyin, mysetP diti,enrtyDW
WxmDW xi,hrgfeops eBboessign oemains sSebri-atc er-hed firh 

-enruoies gP assessin, srudenrsD WRguo a)niry Pgo sensin, ma,i-at 
oesgnan-ec hgfeLeoc rhe -goe gP yguo .i,hrc isY unizueD Gnrabbed 
bgrenriat rheoeDW .he bausesc assessin, me firh an inrensiry rhar 
maSes my sSin boi-Stec as iP she -an see rhe Leoy -uooenrs gP ma,i- 
sfiotin,c ktg-Sedc firhin meD W’grenriat rhe v-ademy has beohabs 
gLeotggSed Pgo rgg tgn,D …r mi,hr bogLe kenel-iat rg -eorain tines 
gP inzuioy … am buosuin, oe,aodin, hisrgoi-at ma,i-at aoriPa-rsDW

W’eohabs a -han,e gP Pg-us is neededD Hebgor rg my g)-e aPreo 
yguo ’oa-ri-at Thaumaruo,y te-ruoeD … haLe a nef assi,nmenr 
Pgo  yguD  Ugnsideo  yguosetP  my  oeseao-h  assisranrc  eCe-riLe 
immediaretyDW
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MePgoe … -an Putty bog-ess rhe imbti-arignsIsra,,eoin, a--ess rg 
oesroi-red Sngfted,e Leosus an imbgssikte demand gn my atoeady 
Poayed rimeIxi,hrgfeo sfeebs afay rgfaods rhe oesroi-red 
ao-hiLesc heo Ligter ogkes fhisbeoin, gLeo rhe an-ienr srgne NggoD

WAgn;r ke tareDW

JJJ

xguos tareoc heaor bgundin, a neoLgus ohyrhm a,ainsr my oiksIa 
Pamitiao miB gP abboehensign and undeniakte -uoigsiryI… srand 
gurside xi,hrgfeops Pamitiao gaS dggoD The fggd irsetP Peets 
an-ienrc imkued firh rhe Painr hum gP bogre-riLe faodsD … smggrh 
dgfn my sti,hrty fgon v-ademy ogkesc raSe a sreadyin, koearhc 
and Sng-S rfi-ec rhe sgund e-hgin, sti,hrty in rhe zuier -gooidgoD

WUgme incW rhe -tibbed oebty sgunds insranrtyD
xi,hrgfeo is immeosed in an-ienr s-ogtts sboead a-ogss heo 

massiLe desS tiSe mabs gP Pgo,grren fgotdsc rhe aio in rhe g)-e 
rhi-S firh rhe Pamitiao s-enr gP gtd bao-hmenrc gEgnec and rhe 
undeotyin, ran, gP -gmbteBc oe-enrty -asr sbett fgoSD

Wvhc  UgoranaD  ’ogmbrD  jggdDW  .he  dgesn;r  tggS  ub 
immediaretyc  heo  Pg-us  aksgtureD  W…  oezuioe  an  a-zuisirignD 
’ogPessgo jattanr hgtds -eorainY hisrgoi-at irems Pgo meD .ensiriLe 
mareoiatsc unoetared rg srandaod v-ademy hgtdin,sDW

.he  s-oikktes  Puoigusty  gn  a  heaLy  Lettum  ngrec  heo  zuitt 
s-oar-hin, uo,enrtyc rhen seats ir firh a -gmbteB faB si,it debi-rin, 
a seobenr -gited ri,hrty aogund a shadgfed SeyIa symkgt …;Le 
neLeo seen kePgoec oadiarin, a Painrc atmgsr undere-rakte ma,i-at 
hum rhar maSes my .i,hr rin,teD
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WTaSe rhis rg him immediaretyD Gse rhe -gdefgod AeonD xe fitt 
undeosrand rhe uo,en-yDW

.he lnatty tggSs ubc heo ,aEe dioe-rc binnin, me in bta-ec teaLin, 
ng oggm Pgo zuesrignsD WRgu aoe ngr rg eBamine rhe -gnrenrs 
yguosetPD Heruon dioe-rty heoeD Gndeosrggd4W

The se-oe-y -hitts me mgoe rhan rhe doaPry -gooidgosD The 
unPamitiao si,it Peets -gtd kenearh my ln,eoribsD

WGndeosrggdc ’ogPessgoDW

JJJ

… huooy rhogu,h rhe -gooidgosc rhe ngre Peetin, heaLieo rhan meoe 
Lettum shgutdD Hea-hin, jattanr;s -tassoggmc … hesirare gnty a 
mgmenr kePgoe stibbin, inside duoin, a tutt in his te-ruoe gn 
sbe-roat faod rhegoyD … -ar-h his eyec naLi,are kerfeen desSs 
g--ubied ky inrimidarin,ty adLan-ed senigosc tean in -tgsec and 
fhisbeo rhe -gdefgodD

WAeonDW
The gtd AfaoLen ma,eps ngomatty bta-id eBboessign insranrty 

ruons seoigusc his kushy eyekogfs oisin, Poa-rignattyD xe muomuos 
a zui-S eB-use rg his suoboised srudenrs 8WFingo oesgnan-e zueoyc 
-gnrinue anatyEin, rhe haomgni- de-ay sezuen-eWH and teads me 
fgodtessty inrg his -turreoed ka-S g)-ec rhe s-enr gP bibe feed and 
gtd kggSs -tin,in, rg his ogkesD

Kogm a heaLity  faoded shetP  -gn-eated kehind an an-ienr 
rabesroy debi-rin, rhe Mindin, gP KenoioIa oeti- … oe-g,niEe Pogm 
adLan-ed myrhgtg,y reBrsIhe oeroieLes a smattc a,ewdaoSened 
fggden kgBD …nsidec nesrted gn Paded kta-S LetLer rhar seems rg 
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aksgok rhe ti,hrc tie rfg gkVe-rsJ a bgu-h made gP sgme subbtec 
ni,hrwdaoS tearheoc and a ri,hrty ogtted s-ogtt ried firh ,tisrenin, 
kta-S sinefD

xe hands rhem gLeoc his eBboessign -aoePutty neuroatc kur his 
eyes hgtd a fei,hr gP unsbgSen si,nil-an-ec a sitenr faonin,D

W’ogPessgo xi,hrgfeo insrou-red me ngr rg eBamine rhemcW … 
oeireoarec Peetin, rhe need rg a-Sngfted,e rhe imbti-ir se-oe-yc rhe 
batbakte rensign suoogundin, rhese iremsD jattanr meoety ,ounrsc 
a deeb dfaoLen sgund gP a-Sngfted,menr rhar gCeos ng -gmPgorc 
and ,esruoes me gurD

JJJ

Ma-S in xi,hrgfeo;s  g)-ec rhe siten-e boesses inc  heaLy and 
eBbe-ranrD .heps aksenr a,ainc tiSety deatin, firh rhe endtess 
-gun-it oesrou-ruoin, meerin,s go beohabs detikeoarety teaLin, me 
atgne firh rembrarignD … bta-e rhe irems -aoePutty gn rhe bgtished 
suoPa-e gP rhe desSD The tearheo bgu-h Peets unnaruoatty -gtdc 
emanarin, a Painrc unserrtin, eneo,y rhar maSes my .i,hr kuEE 
unbteasanrty a,ainsr my sensesD AaoSD vn-ienrD Aelnirety .hiPreo 
ma,i-c kur sreebed in sgmerhin, Pgokiddenc sgmerhin, rhar maSes 
rhe ka-S gP my ne-S boi-Ste firh insrin-riLe ataomD

Do not examine the contents.
xi,hrgfeops -gmmand e-hges in my mindc faooin, firh a 

desbeoarec ,nafin, -uoigsiryD AeonD The uo,en-yD The se-oe-yD 
(har aoriPa-rs  tinSed rg daoS .hiPreo  ma,i- dges xi,hrgfeo 
need oeroieLed gurside g)-iat -hannetsc esbe-iatty ngfc firh rhe 
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v-ademy subbgsedty Pg-used gn roansbaoen-y aPreo rhe Fasreops 
Patt4

.e-oers  -gnne-red  rg  .aoataS4  Tg  rhe  AaoS  ?ye  oemnanrs 
oeboesenred ky Fa,anac rhe a,enr dePeared mgnrhs a,g4 Tg rhe 
Leoy daoSness rhar -gsr my Poiend 'ateoia heo tiPe in rhe lnat karrte4

The need rg Sngfc rg undeosrand rhe bgrenriat dan,eoc -tafs ar 
meD (har iP rhis is angrheo rhoear4 (har iP fairin, burs grheos ar 
oisS4

jtan-in, neoLgusty ar rhe lomty -tgsed dggoc heaor bgundin, a 
Poanri- ohyrhm a,ainsr my oiksc … ,iLe inD

Just a quick look. For context. For safety. The Vusril-arign Peets 
rhinc eLen rg meD

Fy ln,eos roemkte sti,hrty as … tggsen rhe doafsroin, gn rhe -gtd 
tearheo bgu-hD
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ORION

T he weight of the Blackthorn name settles on my shoulders 
the moment I step onto Pendragon’s grounds—a mantle 

woven from gold and shadow, heavy with expectation. Power. 
Privilege. Dominance. It’s the air I breathe, the magic humming 
in my bloodline, a birthright earned through centuries of strategic 
supremacy.  My father,  Lord Valerius,  demands  nothing  less 
than absolute control, unwavering strength—the consolidation 
of  power  that  deHnes  our  family.  Ce views the  …ortanas  as 
insigniHcant remnants of a bygone era, obstacles already crushed 
beneath our ascendancy, their past glory merely a cautionary tale. 
Ce fails to grasp the' complications their lingering presence 
creates. Ce certainly doesnAt understand her.

I stride through the hallowed, echoing halls of the zcademy, 
ignoring the deferential nods and hastily averted gaUes of lesser 
students. Let them whisper. Let them fear the Blackthorn name. 
It changes nothing. My focus narrows as I approach Professor 
Cightower’s oRce. There’s a task I need to handle for her—a 
tedious but necessary political maneuver involving the upcoming 
council meeting—yet another, less logical impulse pulls me here 
Hrst. Cortana.
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The memory of her deHance Eashes—that galling stunt with the 
Pegasus statue months ago, Uapping me with lightning right under 
…arlos Darkbane’s nose. zudacious. Infuriatingly ejective. znd, 
damn it all, undeniably memorable. ;he gets under my skin like 
frostbite, a persistent irritant, a spark of chaotic light disrupting 
the ordered, controlled world I inhabit.

Then there was Draconia—that volatile kiss after the trials, a 
moment born of shared peril, raw energy arcing between us that 
tasted like Hre and oUone and something dangerously addictive. 
It left me reeling, ojFbalance, wanting' more. zn unacceptable 
weakness, a dangerous distraction given our familiesA history, the 
centuries of animosity bred into our bones. Blackthorns do not 
consort with Cortanas. It is the Hrst rule I learned. Get, the magnetic 
pull persists, a discordant note in the symphony of control I Hght 
daily to maintain.

I reach CightowerAs door and push it open without knocking.
znd freeUe.
There she stands. Wleanora …ortana. Beside Cightower’s desk, 

face Eushed, looking utterly, incandescently guilty, strands of 
Hery  hair  escaping her  usually  severe  bun.  znd on the desk 
between them lie  the  artifacts—dark leather  pouch,  ancient 
scroll—radiating that  faint  but distinctly  unpleasant ;hifter 
magic Cightower hinted she was investigating. More than ?ust 
unpleasantO thereAs an underlying taint to it, a resonance that 
reminds me of diagrams in forbidden texts, something deliberately 
obscured. qorbidden magic. "hat in the seven hells is …ortana 
doing tangled in this2 znd why does the sight of her, caught in the 
act, send a sharp, possessive ?olt straight through my core2
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Cer green eyes Ey wide, locking with mine. ;hock Eares Hrst, 
then that familiar spark of deHance I know too well, *uickly 
masked by a thin veil  of forced composure. ;he knows she’s 
trapped.

4Blackthorn,4 she says, her voice tight, clipped. z challenge.
4…ortana,4 I reply, deliberately cool, stepping fully into the 

room, letting the heavy door click shut behind me with satisfying 
Hnality. I let my gaUe linger pointedly on the artifacts, then sweep 
back to her, sharp and assessing. 4zn unexpected discovery. Playing 
with forces above your station again24

Cer chin lifts, color Eooding her cheeks—anger, or perhaps 
embarrassment. 4Professor Cightower re*uested these.4

4Did  she24  I  raise  a  skeptical  eyebrow,  moving  closer, 
deliberately crowding her space. The air crackles between us, 
thick with our history, the unresolved charge from that kiss, 
the immediate conEict of this moment. ;he smells faintly of 
oUone and rainFdampened Eowers—an intoxicating, maddening 
combination that frays my control. 43r did …ortana curiosity 
prove too tempting once more24

Cer eyes  Eash emerald Hre.  4My actions are  none of  your 
concern.4

4"hen they involve potentially dangerous artifacts in Professor 
CightowerAs private oRce, they become very much my concern,4 
I counter smoothly, stopping barely a foot away. I can feel the 
heat radiating from her, see the rapid pulse Euttering at the base 
of her throat like a trapped bird. The urge to close the remaining 
distance, to shatter that fragile composure, to taste that Hre again, 
is a sudden, sharp ache low in my gut. z primal need to dominate 
the chaos she represents.
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40et out of my way, Blackthorn,4 she bites out, attempting to 
step around me.

I shift, blocking her path easily. 41ot until you explain what 
youAre doing meddling with forbidden ;hifter magic.4

4I told you—4
4Gou told me nothing,4 I interrupt, leaning in closer, lowering 

my voice, en?oying the way she has to tilt her head back slightly to 
meet my gaUe. 4Gou looked. Cightower explicitly warned you not 
to.4

Cer  breath  hitches.  …aught.  …ornered.  That  Eicker  of 
vulnerability beneath the deHant glare calls to something primal, 
possessive within me. The tension snaps. Before I can analyUe the 
impulse, before centuries of ingrained animosity and Blackthorn 
discipline can reassert control, I act.

My hand comes up, cupping her ?aw, my thumb brushing the 
soft skin ?ust below her cheekbone, Hngers tangling slightly in 
the silky strands of hair near her ear. ;he gasps, eyes widening 
further, a mixture of shock and something else—awareness2 qear2 
Cer skin is soft beneath my touch, warm, electric. I tilt her head 
back slightly, my gaUe dropping to her lips—full, slightly parted, 
impossibly tempting.

43rion, donAt—4 she whispers, the sound barely audible, her 
voice trembling slightly.

But itAs too late. The proximity, the charged air, the memory of 
that kiss—it ignites like dry tinder. I close the distance, my mouth 
capturing hers in a kiss that’s less tenderness, more claiming. It’s 
rough, demanding, fueled by weeks of simmering frustration, by 
the confusing pull she exerts, by the raw need to assert dominance 
over a situation—over feelings—that feel dangerously chaotic.
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qor a heartFstopping moment, she resists, her hands coming up 
to push against my chest, her body tense. Then, a small sound, 
almost a whimper, escapes her throat, and she melts against me, 
her lips parting undermines, answering my kiss with a surprising, 
desperate fervor that sends Hre searing through my veins. Cer 
hands Hst in my robes, clinging, pulling me closer as if she’s 
drowning and I’m the only solid thing in the storm. 0ods, the taste 
of her' forbidden, addictive, utterly consuming.

555

The distinct click of the oRce door latch snaps us apart like a 
physical blow. "e spring back, breathing heavily, chests heaving. 
Wleanora’s face is Eushed crimson, her lips slightly swollen and 
kissFbitten, her eyes wide and daUed, pupils dilated. z savage 
satisfaction wars with sharp selfFrecrimination within me. What 
in the blazes am I doing? Kissing a Cortana? Here? "hat would my 
father say2

Professor Cightower stands in the doorway, her ancient violet 
eyes sweeping over the scene—the artifacts on the desk, our 
disheveled state, the palpable tension humming between us—with 
unnerving perception. Cer expression is an unreadable mask of 
neutrality, but I sense a Eicker of calculation behind her gaUe. 
;he sees too much. Does she know2 Does she suspect the volatile 
current between us2

4Interrupting something, it seems,4 she says dryly, closing the 
door behind her with *uiet Hnality. ;he walks calmly to her desk, 
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pointedly ignoring the artifacts for the moment. 4Blackthorn. I 
assume Ms. …ortana explained her errand24

4;he was' unclear on the details,4 I manage, forcing my voice 
steady, wrestling my composure back into place like illFHtting 
armor.

Cightower picks up the pouch, then the scroll, her gaUe incisive 
as she glances at Wleanora’s stillFEushed face, then back at me. 
4These artifacts,4 she begins, her tone turning serious, all traces 
of dryness gone, 4were recovered from Backford Eeep. zn old 
…ortana property, recently ac*uired by an alchemist named Wlias.4 
;he lets the signiHcance of that sink in, watching our reactions. 
40iven the nature of these items and recent' disturbances' I 
re*uire further investigation.4

;he looks directly at Wleanora. 4…ortana, your family connection 
makes you the logical choice to investigate the Eeep itself. qind out 
what this Wlias is truly up to. Be discreet. Neport only to me.4

Then, her piercing gaUe shifts to me. 4Blackthorn, your political 
acumen is needed elsewhere. The …ouncil convenes shortly on 
urgent security matters following the dragon murder. I re*uire you 
to attend in my stead. 3bserve carefully. Neport back anything' 
unusual.4

qorced apart again. ;ent on separate, dangerous paths. Fust like 
that. Divide and con*uer2 3r merely eRcient delegation2 "ith 
Cightower, itAs impossible to be certain. My assignment feels like a 
deliberate distraction, sending me into the viperAs nest of council 
politics while Wleanora is sent towards the potential source of this 
darkness. z Eicker of suspicion towards Cightower herself sparks, 
*uickly suppressed. ;he has her own games, always.
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I  glance  at  Wleanora.  ;he  looks  stunned,  processing  the 
connection to her family home, the name Wlias clearly ringing 
alarm bells for her too. ;ending her there alone, knowing these 
dark artifacts originated there, knowing her history makes her 
vulnerable' a cold knot forms deep in my gut. This Wlias sounds 
dangerous. The thought of Wleanora walking into a potential 
trap tied directly to her familyAs painful past, armed only with 
her stubborn pride and volatile magic' it sparks an unwelcome, 
Hercely protective instinct. zn instinct that wars directly with 
centuries of ingrained Blackthorn doctrine, with everything my 
father taught me about …ortanas being the enemy, obstacles to be 
overcome or removed.

Damn  it  all.  This  changes  nothing.  znd  yet,  it  changes 
everything.
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ELEANORA

M y cheeks still burn from Orion’s kiss—or perhaps just 
from the sheer audacity of him—as I hurry away from 

Hightower’s o,ce. clutching the assignment noteS zeparate tasksS 
Him schmooving the council. me inBestigating Kackford EeepS 
My family’s ancestral home. now occupied by some unknown 
alchemist named xlias. the apparent source of those dark zhifter 
artifacts Hightower is so secretly interested inS My stomach churns. 
twisting with a Bolatile miC of dread and grim determinationS I 
have to know what’s happening thereS It’s qortana land. tainted 
or notS

Kefore heading out. I make a Auick detour to my dorm towerS I 
need supplies—a sturdy traBeling cloak. basic healing and energy 
potions. my emergency communication crystal—and frankly. a 
moment to shoBe the memory of Orion’s infuriatingly possessiBe 
kiss into a tightly sealed mental boCS

"s I’m stu,ng essentials into my worn leather satchel. my door 
bursts open without warningS N!oraY -ou will not belieBe the 
ridiculous counterDheC matriC Meadowlight assigned—N Fana. 
my giantDblooded friend. stops short. her usual whirlwind energy 
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faltering as she takes in my traBel cloak and focused eCpressionS Her 
bright. usually cheerful face clouds slightlyS N?oing somewhereVN

Fana  towers  oBer  me.  nearly  seBen  feet  tall.  her  metallic 
skin carrying the uniAue pinkish undertone inherited from her 
human motherS zhe’s usually a chaotic storm of complaints about 
coursework or annoying classmates. but beneath the drama. she’s 
…ercely loyalS

NHightower assignment.N I say. keeping my Boice deliberately 
BagueS Rhe fewer people who know about this clandestine trip. 
the betterS NInBestigating an old property out near the 'ersai 
mountainsSN

NOoh.  spookyY  !eed  backupVN  Her  eyes  gleam  with  the 
immediate possibility of adBenture. a welcome distraction from 
counterDheC matricesS

I manage a small. appreciatiBe smileS NRhanks. Fana. but this 
one reAuires* discretionSN I deftly change the subject. asking about 
her impossible assignment. letting her familiar dramatic :air …ll the 
small roomS ItJs a brief. welcome dose of normalcy before I haBe to 
leaBe. before I step back into the shadows my family name seems 
determined to drag me intoS

UUU

My neCt stop is far less pleasant8 the imposing marble halls of the 
"rcadian qentral KankS Puggling this demanding partDtime job 
with my "cademy studies is a constant. eChausting necessity since 
my family’s* …nancial restructuringS Roday. I need to formally 
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reAuest leaBe for HightowerJs assignment. which means naBigating 
the glacial disapproBal of zcepter MorganaS

Morgana. the sharpDfeatured. crimsonDlipped woman who took 
oBer after qarlos Farkbane’s eCposure and subseAuent demise. 
rules  her  domain  with  the  ruthless  e,ciency  of  a  predator 
guarding its territoryS zcepters. I remind myself. are the magical 
worldJs regulators. oBerseeing sensitiBe contracts and artifacts. 
and Morgana wields her authority like a …nely honed weapon. 
especially against someone like me whose family name carries 
whispers of past glory and present declineS

NMsS  qortana.N  she  greets  me without  looking  up from a 
compleC ledger. her Boice as clipped and sharp as her spectaclesS 
NLeAuesting leaBe during peak audit seasonV Highly irregularSN

NItJs an urgent academic directiBe. zcepter.N I eCplain. keeping 
my tone carefully neutral. placing the o,cial reAuest bearing 
Hightower’s formidable seal on her deskS N2rofessor Hightower 
reAuires my immediate assistance o0DcampusSN

Morgana …nally looks up. her gave sharp and assessingS zhe 
picks up the reAuest. eCamining the seal. her thin lips pursedS 
NHightower*N she murmurs. a :icker of something—calculationV 
respectV annoyanceV —in her eyesS ;ith Bisible reluctance. she 
stamps the  approBal  formS  NFo not  permit  your* academic 
pursuits.N the slight sneer isnJt lost on me. Nto interfere with your 
duties here upon your returnS Rhe Auarterly reconciliation reports 
are due promptlySN Her tone leaBes no room for negotiationS

NWnderstood. zcepter.N I reply. retrieBing the form and escaping 
her frigid o,ce with palpable reliefS Rhe weight of my double life 
feels particularly heaBy todayS
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UUU

Hours later. the ferry ride across "rcadia’s shimmering bay and the 
subseAuent rattling cab journey up winding mountain roads feel 
like transitioning between worldsS Kackford Eeep looms before 
me. emerging from the swirling mountain mists like a stone beastS 
2erched high in the 'ersai range. built of grim grey granite hewn 
from the peaks themselBes. it looks less like a home and more 
like a fortress brooding against the turbulent skyS My family’s 
ancestral seatS zeeing it again …lls me with a compleC. hollow 
ache—:ickering memories of childhood summers warring with 
the bitter knowledge of our fall. ampli…ed now by the unsettling 
wrongness emanating from its ancient stonesS Rhe air here feels 
colder than it should. heaBier. tainted with a subtle decay that 
makes my zight prickle unpleasantlyS !eglect is palpable. but 
thereJs something else* a faint. cloying scent beneath the sharp 
pine and damp earth. like harsh chemicals and something Baguely. 
sickeningly. rottenS

" familiar …gure approaches from the massiBe. ironDstudded 
main doors—Kalam. the old groundskeeper. his face a roadmap of 
wrinkles but his eyes still kindS He serBed my family faithfully for 
decades before* well. before eBerything changedS

NMiss xleanora.N he greets me with a deep. formal bow that feels 
achingly out of place now. though genuine warmth crinkles the 
corners of his eyesS NIt has been too longSN



"WL- !I?HR45

NKalam.N I return the greeting. o0ering Hightower’s "cademy 
crest as eCplanationS NIJm here on o,cial "cademy businessS I need 
to speak with the current master of the EeepSN

Kalam’s  eCpression clouds instantlyS  NRhe Karon xlias  is* 
particular. missS LeclusiBeS Kut I will announce youSN He leads 
me through the groaning doors into the grand foyerS It’s just as 
I remember from my brief. disastrous Bisit months ago—Bast. 
cold. imposing. but utterly stripped of lifeS Rapestries are gone. 
alcoBes empty. furniture draped in dusty shrouds like corpses 
awaiting burialS Rhe air hangs thick with silence and the smell 
of disuse. oBerlaid with that faint. unpleasant chemical tang I 
noticed outsideS It feels like a mausoleum. haunted by echoes of 
lost grandeurS

HeaBy. deliberate footsteps echo on the stone :oor. distinctly 
di0erent  from  Kalam’s  lighter  treadS  "  dwarf  appears  from 
the shadowed archway leading deeper into the Eeep—stocky. 
powerfully  built.  with  a  magni…cent.  intricately  braided 
reddishDbrown beard cascading nearly to his waistS His clear blue 
eyes hold an unnerBing combination of ancient wisdom and 
sharp. assessing awarenessS Igor. Rhe name surfaces from ?ondorJs 
warnings about xliasJs assistant. the one potentially wielding a 
FwarBen aCeS " sudden. Bisceral shiBer traces its way down my 
spine as I meet his gaveI my gut screams danger in a way that has 
nothing to do with his imposing statureS His eyes seem to linger 
on me a fraction too long. his gave sweeping oBer me not just with 
assessment. but with a :icker of something colder—recognitionV 
qalculationV "s if he’s weighing my magical signature against 
some internal measure—before his eCpression becomes utterly 
impassiBeS
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Nztate  your  business.N  Igor  booms.  his  Boice  surprisingly 
resonant. echoing slightly in the caBernous spaceS

I present the crest again. keeping my Boice steady despite the 
sudden. speci…c unease prickling my sensesS Nxleanora qortanaS 
zent by 2rofessor Hightower of 2endragon "cademy to inAuire 
about historical artifactsSN

Igor studies the crest. then me. his stony eCpression unreadableS 
N;ait hereS I will fetch the KaronSN He turns with surprising 
Auickness and disappears back into the EeepJs shadowed depthsS

I wait. shifting uncomfortably from foot to foot. the silence 
pressing in. the wrongness of this place intensifying with eBery 
passing secondS Tinally. xlias appears. preceded by IgorS He’s 
unnerBingly thin. almost skeletal. dressed impeccably in dark. 
seBere clothing that seems to hang on his sharp frameS His skin 
possesses a greyish. unhealthy pallor that mirrors the Eeep’s cold 
stonesS His small. colorless eyes rake oBer me with undisguised 
disapproBal.  his  large.  hooked nose wrinkling as if  he smells 
something o0ensiBe—which. ironically.  is  precisely the faint 
chemical. rotten undertone clinging subtly to himS

NMiss qortana.N he says. his Boice thin and sharp as chipped 
:int. deBoid of any warmth or welcomeS He doesnJt o0er a hand. 
doesnJt inBite me further inS NKalam informed me you represent 
the "cademyS ztate your purpose AuicklyS I am* occupied with 
delicate workSN

NKaron xlias.N I reply. forcing politeness. meeting his cold gave 
directlyS N2rofessor Hightower tasked me with retrieBing any 
remaining historical artifacts pertinent to the qortana family 
history  that  might  still  be  on  the  premisesS  zpeci…cally.N  I 
choose my words carefully. Nitems potentially related to uniAue 
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magical signatures or undocumented zhifter historySN I keep 
my eCplanation deliberately Bague. omitting any mention of the 
artifacts Hightower already possessesS

xlias clicks his tongue. a dry. reptilian sound that grates on 
my nerBesS N"rtifactsV 2reposterousS Rhis Eeep was thoroughly 
cleared upon my acAuisitionS "nything of perceiBed Balue was 
liAuidated to coBer outstanding debtsSN His eyes narrow. glittering 
faintlyS NRhere is nothing here for you or your meddling professorS 
Rhe Baults are emptyS -ou may ask your groundskeeperSN He 
gestures dismissiBely towards Kalam. who hoBers anCiously near 
the entrance. clearly uncomfortableS

His denial is too Auick. too absoluteS He’s lyingS Rhe faint scent 
clinging to him screams of alchemy. perhaps necromancyS Kut 
confronting him directly feels incredibly dangerousS

N2erhaps items deemed insigni…cant were oBerlooked during the 
liAuidationVN I press gently. testing his reactionS NOld storage areasV 
OutbuildingsV zhedsVN

xlias waBes a dismissiBe. impatient handS Nqheck the grounds if 
you must satisfy your academic curiosity. but do not disturb my 
work furtherSN He turns abruptly. sweeping back into the EeepJs 
shadows like a wraith. Igor trailing silently behind him. a stout. 
bearded gargoyle guarding his masterJs secretsS

UUU

Kalam meets my eyes as the inner door clicks shut. his eCpression a 
miCture of sympathy and apologyS xliasJs dismissal is insulting. his 
lie palpableS Kut KalamJs hopeful look. his mention of the sealed 
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shed* it’s a chance. howeBer slimS I wonJt leaBe without checking 
eBery possibilityS NRhis way. miss.N Kalam murmurs. leading me out 
a side door and away from the oppressiBe chill of the main Eeep. 
towards the oBergrown. neglected back gardensS NRhe Karon* he 
cleared out the main house thoroughly. yesS Kut he cared little 
for the outbuildingsS I managed to moBe some chests. some old 
furniture. to the old groundskeeperJs shed before he ordered it 
sealedS 2erhaps*N His Boice trails o0. hopeful but uncertainS

He leads me to a dilapidated wooden shed almost swallowed 
by oBergrown iBy. its door sagging precariously on rusty hingesS 
Rhe air inside is thick with the cloying scent of dust. mildew. 
and decaying woodS KoCes oBer:ow with broken tools. mothDeaten 
fabrics. and tarnished silBer piecesS Old furniture pieces. draped in 
thick cobwebs. loom like skeletal ghosts in the dim light …ltering 
through grimy. cracked windowpanesS My heart sinksS It looks like 
nothing but forgotten junkS

NI am sorry. miss.N Kalam says sadly. his shoulders slumping 
slightlyS NIt is not much. I fearSN

NRhank you. KalamS Tor saBing what you could.N I say sincerely. 
touched by his Auiet loyalty despite the EeepJs grim new masterS

He giBes a small.  formal bow and leaBes me to my search. 
respecting  my  priBacyS  I  start  methodically.  carefully  lifting 
dusty lids. sifting through the forgotten remnants of qortana 
historyS Old portraits with faded eyes. cracked porcelain teacups. 
bundles of brittle letters tied with faded ribbon* nothing of 
magical  signi…cance.  just  the  melancholic  debris  of  a  fallen 
houseS  "mong  the  letters.  howeBer.  one  draft  catches  my 
eye—a scathing rejection letter from the 2endragon "cademy 
"dmissions qouncil. addressed to xlias decades ago. dismissing his 
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JunconBentional theoriesJ on lifeDforce transference as Jdangerously 
close to forbidden practicesSJ " :icker of understanding. cold 
and sharp. pierces through meS ;as his path to darkness paBed 
with academic rejection. a festering resentment against the Bery 
institution that now employs himV

Feeper in the shed. halfDhidden behind a large. oBerturned 
wardrobe draped in cobwebs. I …nd itS " plain wooden chest. 
starkly di0erent from the others. unadorned eCcept for heaBy metal 
reinforcing bandsS !o Bisible lock. but as my …ngers brush the 
wood. a faint tingle dances across my skinS Magic. " wardS !ot 
oBerly powerful. but de…nitely present. humming faintly beneath 
the surfaceS I close my eyes. eCtending my senses. focusing my will. 
pushing a gentle thread of my own magic against the ward—not 
forcing. but seeking resonance. permissionS It resists for a tense 
moment. the wood seeming to Bibrate slightly under my touch. 
pushing back with surprising stubbornness. then yields abruptly 
with a soft internal clickS

Heart  pounding.  I  lift  the  heaBy  lidS  Inside.  nestled  on 
surprisingly intact dark BelBet lining. lie another platinum ring and 
a tightly rolled scroll. startlingly similar to the ones Hightower 
sent me for earlierS Confirmation. xlias is connected to these dark 
artifactsS He liedS I carefully lift the entire wooden boC. its weight 
feeling signi…cant. intending to take it with meS

My hand brushes against something else within the larger. 
junkD…lled chest I pulled the …rst boC fromS "nother boC. smaller 
this timeS Made of a dull. grey. seamless metal I don’t recognive. 
intricately etched with compleC geometric patterns that look 
distinctly FwarBenS !o keyhole. no Bisible hinges. just the cold 
metal and a strange. compleC pattern on the bottom that feels like 
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some kind of intricate puvvle lock. perhaps inBolBing interlocking 
gears or runesS It radiates no magic. feeling cold and inert to my 
senses. yet it hums with an undeniable sense of importanceS I tuck 
this second. mysterious boC under my arm alongside the …rstS

UUU

xmerging into the grey. oppressiBe afternoon light. I …nd Kalam 
waiting patiently near the pathS N-ou found something. missVN he 
asks. a :icker of hope in his tired eyesS

N-es. KalamS Rhank you.N I manage a grateful smileS N" few 
thingsSN

He walks me towards the main gate. his Auiet loyalty a small 
warmth against the EeepJs perBasiBe chillS "s I arrange for the 
same slightly unnerBed cab driBer to take me back towards the 
ferry landing. my "cademy pager buvves Biolently. insistently. at 
my hipS " priority alertS My …ngers tremble slightly as I actiBate it. 
my blood running cold at the curt. urgent message :ashing across 
the small. illuminated screen8

qOLR"!"  D  WL?x!RS  LxRWL!  "q"FxM- 
IMMxFI"Rx1-S HI?HRO;xLS

Tollowed by three chilling words that steal the breath from my 
lungs8

FL"?O! MWLFxLxFS qO!TILMxFS
My knees nearly buckleS Rhe inBestigation isnJt just historical 

anymoreS It’s actiBeS 1ethalS "nd somehow. this cold. shadowed 
Eeep. the sinister xlias. Igor. and these dark artifacts are right in 
the center of it allS
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ORION

T he  air  in  the  Academy  Council  chamber  feels  stale, 
thick  with  self-importance  and  the  cloying  scent  of 

expensive robes mingling with old, stagnant magic. I take my 
designated seat—a privilege aBorded by the Hlackthorn name, 
not ’ightowerqs speciRc rePuest—and force myself to endure the 
tedious proceedings. jepresenting ’ightower here is a necessary 
evil, a strategic necessity while she navigates the political mineReld 
created  by  my father  and his  allies,  but  gods,  I  detest  these 
gatherings. Mointless debates about garden maintenance budgets 
and arcane library acPuisitions while real threats gather like storm 
clouds Gust beyond the wards. Threats they seem determined to 
ignore.

Mrofessor DarGorie, her nose practically aimed at the vaulted 
ceiling as if sni'ng out lesser bloodlines, is currently haranguing 
Mrofessor ?allant about subpar student performance in advanced 
warding. ’er disdain for his Nwarven heritage is barely veiled 
beneath  layers  of  academic  Gargon  about  Finherent  aptitude 
limitationsF.  Itqs  pathetic.  The  blatant  preGudice,  the  petty 
power plays, the willful blindness—this is the body meant to 
safeguard MendragonE Oo wonder my father Rnds manipulating 
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them  so  eBortless.  I  sti)e  a  cynical  scoB,  tuning  out  their 
self-congratulatory  drivel,  my thoughts  drifting  unwillingly, 
dangerously, back to Yleanora heading towards Hackford Ueep. 
Towards Ylias. Towards artifacts steeped in forbidden magic. A 
cold knot tightens low in my gut, an unwelcome protective urge 
warring Rercely with ingrained animosity.

87ord Hlackthorn, perhaps you have insights on the proposed 
revisions to the elemental  resonance curriculumE8 Mrofessor 
Oamin, one of the few council members possessing a modicum 
of actual intellect and integrity, directs his Puestion towards me, 
pulling me abruptly from my thoughts.

I  oBer  a  noncommittal  shrug,  proGecting  an  aristocratic 
boredom I  donqt  entirely  feel.  8Mrofessor  ’ightower  merely 
conveyed her standard Puarterly report regarding current student 
progress,8 I lie smoothly, placing the innocuous parchment she 
provided earlier onto the polished jound Table. 7et them drown 
in mundane paperwork and curriculum debates. It keeps their 
attention diverted.

The  meeting  drones  on  interminably.  Lunding  for  new 
scrying pools *likely lining someoneqs pocketsS, complaints about 
dormitory noise levels *a perennial favoriteS, endless political 
maneuvering disguised as academic debate. Dy patience wears 
thin, stretching taut like an overwound watch spring. This is a 
monumental waste of time while Yleanora is potentially walking 
into danger, while a dragon lies murdered somewhere nearby, 
while something dark clearly festers  within these very walls, 
ignored or perhaps even cultivated by some of those sitting at this 
table.
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………

Linally released from the suBocating chamber, I head straight for 
’ightowerqs o'ce, my strides long and purposeful. 9he needs 
to know the council is useless, actively burying their heads in 
administrative sand. Dore importantly, I need answers about why 
she sent Yleanora—Cortana—to that Ueep alone. It feels like 
sending a speciRc type of bait into a known predatorFs den.

I Rnd her pacing her o'ce, the air crackling faintly with her 
contained power, like static before a lightning strike. 9he looks 
weary, the lines around her ancient eyes deeper than usual, but her 
ga!e is sharp as fractured obsidian when she turns to face me.

8The  council  is  preoccupied  with  trivialities  and  internal 
sPuabbles,8 I state bluntly, dispensing with the usual pleasantries. 
8They oBer no useful intelligence and seem determined to ignore 
any real threats.8

’ightower  stops  pacing,  Rxing  me with  that  unnervingly 
perceptive  violet  ga!e.  8Mredictable.  Yasier  to  debate  garden 
gnomes than face uncomfortable truths.8

8Truths like sending Yleanora alone into a potentially lethal 
situation  linked  to  forbidden  artifactsE8  I  challenge,  letting 
controlled anger sharpen my tone, stepping further into the 
room. 83hat game are you playing, MrofessorE Kou know the 
risks associated with her familyqs history, with that Ueep. Kou 
know her 9ight makes her uniPuely sensitive, potentially a beacon 
for whatever darkness resides there. Mushing her magic now, like 
this08
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’er expression remains infuriatingly unreadable. 8Ds. Cortana 
possesses uniPue skills suited to this investigation. ’er 9ight—8

8’er 9ight makes her a target;8 I interrupt, refusing to be 
placated. 8And your training methods0 pushing her towards 
advanced techniPues before sheqs mastered the fundamentals0 itqs 
reckless. Yspecially for someone with her volatile lineage. I know 
the dangers, Mrofessor.8 The phantom ache of my own brutal 
advancement under her tutelage surfaces—power gained at the 
price of control I still Rght daily to maintain. 8I remember the 
cost of pushing too hard, too fast. 3hatever happened during my 
training, the price I paid, I wonFt see it happen to her.8

’ightowerqs  eyes  narrow  almost  imperceptibly.  8Kour 
circumstances were diBerent, Hlackthorn. Kour inherent magic 
rePuired forceful shaping to prevent it from consuming you. 
Cortanaqs potential )ows diBerently, like a river seeking its course. 
It rePuires careful nurturing0 and sometimes, a necessary push 
to break through dams, whether internal or external.8 9he pauses, 
her ga!e intensifying, probing. 8No you doubt her capabilitiesE 2r 
merely fear your own0 burgeoning attachmentE8

The Puestion hangs between us, sharp and unwelcome as a shard 
of ice. Attachment. The word itself feels dangerous, foreign. Hefore 
I can formulate a suitably cutting retort, dismantle her accusation 
with cold logic, the o'ce door bursts open without ceremony.

Instructor  Lrost  stands  there,  his  usual  icy  composure 
completely shattered. The powerful frost giant looks pale beneath 
his bluish skin, his expression grim, almost haunted. 8Mrofessor. 
7ord Hlackthorn. Kou must come. Immediately.8



AzjK OI?’TFG

………

Lrost leads us not towards the main Academy levels, but down, 
deep into the sprawling basement complex—a seldom-visited 
labyrinth of dusty storage rooms, forgotten archives, and the sealed 
laboratories used for potentially ha!ardous research. The air grows 
colder here, damper, carrying the faint, unpleasant tang of volatile 
reagents and contained, sometimes unstable, magical experiments. 
As we approach a secluded section, the metallic scent of old blood, 
sharp and wrong, hits me subtly, raising the hairs on the back of 
my neck. A cold, oppressive feeling settles in the air, diBerent from 
the usual dormant magic of the lower levels.

Lrost stops before the reinforced door of a speciRc alchemy 
lab,  one  rarely  used  according  to  the  access  logs  he  Puickly 
checked before fetching us. 8I was conducting routine atmospheric 
magic integrity checks,8 Lrost explains, his deep voice tight with 
controlled urgency. 8Netected residual traces0 something potent. 
Corrupted. Lorbidden. Hehind these wards.8

’e pushes the heavy door open. The lab inside is dark, lit only 
by the )ickering emergency rune light near the door. 9tandard 
ePuipment lies scattered, coated in thick dust, but the center of the 
room is disturbingly clear. And on the cold stone )oor0 my breath 
catches in my throat, my own magic recoiling instinctively.

A complex magic circle, drawn with stark, deliberate precision. 
Oot  in  chalk  or  paint,  but  in  something  dark,  viscous,  still 
faintly glistening wetly under the weak rune light. Hlood. Nragon 
blood, Gudging by the sheer, sickening potency radiating from 
it—a powerful, corrupted echo that makes the air feel heavy, 
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charged with violation. The pattern itself is chillingly familiar 
from the most forbidden texts in the Hlackthorn archives—a 
Rve-pointed star inverted within a hexagon, symbols intrinsically 
linked to the darkest forms of summoning, necromancy, and 
soul-manipulation.

8This is forbidden magic,8 ’ightower breathes beside me, 
her voice low, tight with horriRed recognition. 89ummoning 
demons0  or  worse,  attempting  to  raise  the  dead  by  force. 
Oecromancy.8 ’er ga!e sweeps the circle, sharp and analytical 
despite  the  shock.  8It  rePuires  immense  power,  volatile 
components0 and a signiRcant blood sacriRce to anchor the 
ritual.8 9he gestures towards the circleFs center, where a darker, 
thicker stain marks the cold stone )oor, the epicenter of the foul 
energy signature. 8Nragon blood provides that power. Ynough, 
perhaps, depending on the dragonFs age and type, to tear a soul 
back from the void, or call forth something truly monstrous from 
the spaces between worlds.8

Oecromancy. The word hangs heavy and foul in the cold, 
sterile air, tasting like grave dust. Itqs one of the oldest, most 
universally reviled branches of magic—a perversion, meddling 
with the fundamental laws of life and death, often rePuiring 
horriRc sacriRces to fuel its unstable power. jaising the dead 
isnFt resurrectionI itFs violation, often resulting in corrupted, 
soulless husks or binding powerful, unwilling spirits into decaying 
)esh,  slaves  to  the  necromancerFs  will.  To  practice  it  here, 
within Mendragonqs supposedly secure walls0 itqs unthinkable. A 
catastrophic breach of security and ethics.

Lrost points towards the edge of the circle with a trembling, 
ice-blue Rnger. 8There was more blood here. Nrag marks leading 
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towards the service tunnels access panel over there. The body0 the 
source of the blood0 itFs gone.8

Dy mind races, connecting the chilling dots with sickening, 
absolute speed. The murdered dragon ’ightower paged Yleanora 
about. The forbidden 9hifter artifacts Yleanora found at Hackford 
Ueep, retrieved from an alchemist named Ylias. This dark magic 
circle  drawn in fresh dragon blood, hidden deep within the 
Academyqs underbelly.

Itqs  not  separate  incidents.  Itqs  a  coordinated  conspiracy. 
9omeone within, or with privileged access to, Mendragon Academy 
murdered a dragon, harvested its blood, and performed forbidden 
necromancy—a ritual almost certainly linked to Ylias and the dark 
artifacts Yleanora now possesses. The threat isnFt Gust externalI itFs 
already inside the gates, operating unseen, possibly shielded by the 
CouncilFs willful blindness or, worse, active complicity.

And Yleanora Cortana is walking right towards its source. The 
protective urge I felt earlier surges again, sharp and undeniable, 
overriding everything else.
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ELEANORA

M y blood runs cold as Orion recounts the discovery in 
the basement lab—the desecrated circle, the unmistakable 

stench of forbidden magic, the con.rmation of dragon blood used 
as fuel for a horri.c ritualH wightoper listens intently, her face a 
grim mask, her earlier peariness burned apay by sharS, focused 
intensityH Ihe stands before us nop, Orion and B Kanking her 
imSosing desk, the forbidden Ihifter artifacts B retrieved from 
Tackford "eeS laid bare betpeen us like dark accusationsH Nhe 
silvery ring seems to Sulse faintly pith a darkness that makes my 
teeth acheH

zPecromancy,z wightoper con.rms, her voice lop and taut, 
vibrating pith controlled furyH wer gaAe Kicks betpeen the sinister 
ring and scroll,  then to OrionH  zEerformed pithin ;cademy 
palls, fueled by dragon bloodH Nhis con.rms our porst fearsH 
Clias  is  not  merely  an  alchemist  dabbling  in  dark  artsU  he 
is  actively  Sracticing  forbidden  magic  of  the  highest,  most 
dangerous order, likely shielded by someone Soperful pithin 
the RouncilHz wer eyes, sharS as violet shards, meet mineH z;nd 
these artifacts,z she gestures topards the ring and scroll, the air 
around them seeming to curdle slightly, zare almost certainly 
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comSonents—keys, SerhaSs—for phatever abominable ritual he 
SreSaresHz

zqhat ritual…z B ask, my voice barely a phisSer, dread coiling 
tight and cold in my stomachH zqhat could Sossibly reDuire such 
Soper… Iuch desecration…z

zGesurrection,z wightoper states bluntly, the pord landing like 
a Shysical blopH zOr summoning on a scale rarely contemSlatedH 
4iven  the  sSeci.c  Ihifter  nature  of  these  artifacts,  and  the 
darkest legends surrounding chaos magic’z Ihe Sauses, letting the 
terrifying imSlication settle in the suddenly colder air of the oxceH 
zNhere are ancient tales, usually dismissed as myth by comSlacent 
fools, of a being called IaralakH Nhe Rhaos FrakeHz

IaralakH  Nhe name hits  me pith the force of  remembered 
nightmareH  qhisSers  on  the  pind  before  the  Masterjs  fall, 
fragmented lore from forbidden teLts Bjd skimmed out of morbid 
curiosity—an entity of Sure destructive force, entroSy incarnate, 
imSrisoned millennia ago during the 5irst qarsH ; being caSable 
of unraveling the very fabric of realityH B alpays assumed it pas 'ust 
that—a myth, a boogeymanH Tut wightoper sSeaks the name pith 
chilling certaintyH

zIome forbidden teLts theoriAe that artifacts like these,z she 
taSs the dark ring, and B spear B see shadops deeSen around it, 
zcould be keys to peakening his Srimeval Srison, or even,z her voice 
droSs further, heavy pith grim certainty, zcalling forth his chaotic 
essence, binding it to a nep formHz

Nhe room seems to tiltH Tinding Iaralak… Gesurrecting him… 
Nhe idea is sickening, almost inconceivableH z3ou truly think Clias 
intends to resurrect Iaralak…z My voice trembles slightlyH
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zBt seems the most likely, horrifying ob'ective,z wightoper 
concedes, her eLSression grimH zYsing the Sotent life force in 
dragon blood as fuel, these ancient artifacts as a focusHHH Bt eLSlains 
the secrecy, the need for Soperful Srotection, the sheer audacity of 
it allHz Ihe looks betpeen Orion and me, her eLSression hardening 
into resolveH zNhe Rouncil is comSromised or pillfully blindH qe 
cannot rely on themH Nhe anspers pe need—the truth—lie pith 
those pho remember the old pays, pho understand ancient magic 
and history un.ltered by ;cademy dogmaH Nhe IhiftersHz

wer gaAe sharSens, Sinning us bothH zNhe dragon murder, these 
artifactsHHH you tpo must investigate this togetherH 4o to the Ihifter 
territories immediatelyH Ieek out the ancient dragon 4ondor—he 
aided you before against Rarlos FarkbaneH we may recogniAe these 
sSeci.c artifacts, understand the nature of the threat Clias Soses, 
SerhaSs even knop the ritual involvedHz

Together? My stomach clenches violentlyH qorking closely pith 
Orion… Gelying on him, after everything… ;fter that kiss that still 
burns in my memory… ;fter learning the devastating truth about 
his family7s crimes against mine… Nhe thought is deeSly unsettling, 
a volatile miL of necessity and reSulsionH B risk a glance at himH 
wis handsome face is a mask of controlled neutrality, but B see 
the tension tightening his 'ap, the almost imSerceStible Kicker in 
his aAure eyes as he Srocesses wightoperjs commandH we clearly 
detests this forced SartnershiS as much as B doH Reluctant reliance. 
qonderfulH

z4ondor  resides  deeS  pithin  their  territory,z  wightoper 
continues,  either  oblivious  or  indiJerent  to  the  crackling 
undercurrents  betpeen  usH  zBt  pill  be  dangerousH  Ihifters 
hold little love for mages, and 4ondor himself is notoriously 
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temSeramentalH Tut this is necessaryH 5ind out phat he knops 
about these artifacts, about Clias, about any rituals involving 
IaralakH 4o nopH Te discreetH ;ssume you are being patchedHz

888

Nhe Srocess of gathering suSSlies feels strained, Sunctuated by 
an apkpard, charged silenceH qe move around each other in 
wightoperjs outer suSSly room, the air thick pith unsSoken 
history and the immediate tension of our forced SartnershiSH Cvery 
accidental brush of hands as pe reach for identical healing Sotions, 
every shared glance across a checklist of essential reagents, feels like 
a static shock, igniting memories Bjd rather keeS buriedH we7s the 
Tlackthorn heir, inheritor of a legacy built on my family7s ruinH 
we7s also the one phose magic resonates disturbingly pith mine, 
the one pho kissed me pith Sossessive .re, the one phose gaAe nop 
holds a confusing miLture of irritation and grudging concernH Bt7s a 
tangled, dangerous mess B don7t have the time or energy to unravel 
right nopH

Tefore pe leave for the hostile Ihifter territories, one loose end 
nags at me—that second boL B found at the "eeSH Nhe metal 
Fparven SuAAle boLH Bt felt signi.cant then, inert but imSortantH 
Pop, knoping Clias oSerates from my family7s old home, knoping 
these other artifacts originated thereHHH SerhaSs that boL isn7t 
unrelated after allH qhile Orion arranges untraceable transSort 
outside monitored ;cademy channels—a task his Tlackthorn 
resources undoubtedly make easier, a fact that rankles—B make a 
Duick, necessary detour back to the cityH
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Nhe bank archives feel colder, Duieter than phen B last searched 
themH My family7s  vault,  accessed by bloodline pards only B 
nop Sossess,  remains  a  chaotic  testament  to  generations  of 
Rortanas pho aSSarently never discarded anythingH Nhe scent 
of old Sarchment, dust, and fading Sreservation charms feels 
melancholic today, heavy pith the peight of stolen history, of 
lives and fortunes built and then deliberately dismantledH B search 
frantically through ledgers detailing forgotten businesses, dusty 
deed boLes for SroSerties long lost, Sushing aside the sharS Sang 
of grief and in'ustice that rises pith the dust motesH wours seem to 
vanish into the dusty silence, marked only by the rustle of brittle 
SaSerH 0ust as Bjm about to give uS, convinced it pas a dead end, 
my .ngers close around it—tucked deeS inside a heavy chest .lled 
pith centuries1old, irrelevant diSlomatic communiDues—a small, 
unassuming pooden boLH Pot magically sealedH

My  breath  catchesH  6ifting  the  simSle  lid  reveals,  nestled 
on  faded  velvet  lining  that  crumbles  slightly  at  my  touch, 
a  small,  ornate  metal  keyH  Bts  shaSe  is  biAarre,  intricate, 
non1human—clearly  Fparven,  and  matching  the  comSleL 
Sattern B remember etched onto the bottom of the SuAAle boL 
from the "eeSH Could it be? woSe, sharS and uneLSected, pars 
pith skeSticismH ; Fparven boL found at the "eeS, oSened by 
a key hidden deeS pithin my family7s vault… qhat imSossible 
connection could there be betpeen Fparven craft, my Rortana 
ancestors, and phatever Clias is doing at Tackford "eeS…

888
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Tack in the relative Srivacy of my dorm room—Fana blessedly 
SreoccuSied pith her opn studies—B retrieve the metal SuAAle 
boL from its hiding Slace beneath a loose KoorboardH Bt sits heavy 
and cold on my porn pooden desk, emanating nothing but the 
chill of old metalH Nurning it over, B eLamine the intricate Sattern 
etched into the bottom againH Bt is  a  mechanism, tiny seams 
suggesting Sarts designed to shift or slide, interlocking gears and 
runes forming a comSleL lockH ;nd there, almost invisible unless 
you knop Srecisely phere to look, is a tiny indentation Serfectly 
matching the shaSe of the Fparven keyH

My hands tremble slightly as B .t the key into the hidden slotH 
Bt slides in smoothly, Serfectly, like it pas forged for this eLact 
SurSose millennia agoH qith a soft, satisfying click, a section of the 
intricate Sattern recesses, and the lid sSrings oSen silently, releasing 
a SuJ of stale, ancient air that smells faintly of dust and something 
indescribably oldH

Po 'epels glitter pithinH Po gold gleamsH My initial Kicker 
of disaSSointment vanishes instantly, reSlaced by a creeSing, icy 
dread that starts deeS in my stomach and sSreads outpardsH Bnside 
lies only phat aSSears to be a folded bundle of old, yelloped SaSer, 
looking imSossibly fragileH Rautiously, heart Sounding a heavy 
rhythm against my ribs, B lift it outH

Bt7s  not  'ust  any  SaSer—it7s  imSossibly  ancient,  brittle 
Sarchment, covered edge1to1edge pith the same dense, comSleL 
Ihifter scriSt found on the scrolls wightoper SossessesH Bt feels 
dry, fragile, radiating an unnerving coldness that has nothing to do 
pith temSerature but sinks deeS into my bones, making my teeth 
chatter desSite the room7s parmthH Nhe SaSer is praSSed tightly 
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around something long, tubular, comSletely concealed pithin its 
many foldsH

wesitantly, my .ngers shaking, B try to unpraS the ob'ect, 
but the ancient Sarchment resists, fused together by millennia or 
SerhaSs a forgotten binding enchantment designed to Srotect its 
contentsH B close my eyes, eLtending my Iight, trying to sense any 
magical aura from the ob'ect pithin, but there7s nothing—'ust 
that Srofound, inert, unnatural coldness, like a void phere magic 
should beH 5rustrated, driven by a desSerate need to knop phat 
could Sossibly parrant such elaborate Srotection—Fparven boL, 
Rortana key, Ihifter sSells—B begin to pork more carefully, using 
a .ngernail to gently Sry at the fused edges phere the Sarchment 
overlaSs, terri.ed the ancient scriSt pill crumble into dust beneath 
my touchH Cach loosened .ber feels like disturbing a tombH

5inally,  after  phat  feels  like  an  eternity  of  Sainstaking, 
nerve1pracking pork, the praSSing loosensH Nhe Sarchment 
unfurls,  revealing itself  to  be  astonishingly  long,  covered in 
endless lines of the comSleL Ihifter language—sSells, parnings, 
SroShecies… My eyes scan frantically, catching fragments about 
bindings, chaos, unmaking, and boneH ;nd nestled in the .nal 
layer, lying starkly against the aged Sarchment, is the ob'ect it 
concealedH

My breath catches in my throat, sharS and SainfulH My mouth 
falls oSenH Tile rises, hot and acridH

Bt7s a Siece of boneH Imooth, yellopish1phite, pickedly curved, 
terminating in a sharS, almost translucent Soint that seems to 
devour the light in my room, casting strange, small shadopsH Bs 
it a massive talon… ; fang from some unimaginable Srimordial 
beast… ; shard of horn… Bt seems nightmarishly like all three 
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fused together into something utterly alien and fundamentally 
prongH 6onger than my outstretched Salm, thick enough to .ll 
my griS, it radiates that Srofound, ancient coldness—the chill of 
Srimordial eLtinction, the absolute negation of life, a terrifying 
emptiness that screams of Sure chaosH ;s B hold it, my Iight Kares 
uncontrollably for a sSlit second, giving me a nauseating Kash of 
spirling, unmaking darkness, a vision of stars collaSsing, and a 
sense of ravenous, ancient hunger that echoes deeS pithin my opn 
soulH

; Rhaos Fragon fragmentH Saralak's.  qraSSed in ancient 
Ihifter sSells, hidden in a Fparven SuAAle boL oSened by a key 
from my family7s vaultH Nhe horrifying connections slam into Slace 
pith sickening certaintyH Nhis isn7t 'ust a comSonentU it7s a focal 
SointH ; Shysical anchorH ; Siece of the very entity Clias seeks to 
resurrect, hidden apay for millennia, somehop tied to my family, 
nop lying cold and malevolent in my handH

Nhe peight of the discovery Sresses dopn, heavier than any 
eLhaustion, heavier than my family7s stolen legacyH B sink onto 
my bed, the bone feeling alien, actively dangerous, Sulsing pith 
a silent, contained prongness that makes my sSirit ache and my 
magic recoilH Nhe phisSers at the edge of my Iight surge, no longer 
subtle, but a chaotic, fearful clamor, screaming parnings B can 
barely comSrehendH

B  need  OrionH Now.  Pot  the  rival,  not  the  comSlicated 
entanglement that makes my head sSin, but the Soperful mage, 
the reluctant ally pho understands the terrifying stakes, the only 
other Serson pho knops the true deSth of the darkness pe faceH 
My .ngers tremble violently as B grab my ;cademy Sager from 
my satchel, fumbling pith the activation rune, the smooth Slastic 
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feeling alien and insigni.cant against the horrifying reality of the 
boneH B need his strength, his SersSective, his infuriatingly steady 
SresenceH B need him to comSrehend the true horror pe7ve 'ust 
unearthedH

B force my shaking thumb to taS out the urgent, coded message, 
droSSing the Sager onto my laS as reaction .nally hits, my body 
starting to shake uncontrollably, the cold of the bone seeming to 
seeS into my very marropJ

OGBOPH 5OYPF BNH NwC TOKH "C3 qOG"CFH BN7IHHH 
4OFIH TOPC 5G;4MCPNH I;G;6;"7IH qOGIC Nw;P 
qC NwOY4wNH PCCF 3OYH POqH
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ORION

M y Academy pager vibrates violently against my hip, the 
sharp, coded pulse reserved for priority-one alerts cutting 

through the tense silence of the transport arrangements I was 
making. Eleanora.  My gut clenches with a cold premonition 
I instantly try to suppress.  Blackthorns deal in facts,  power, 
control—not vague anxieties.

I snatch it up, thumb activating the screen. Her message :ashes, 
stark and frantic against the dim lightO

RNIRF. URDFT IE. EHX BRK. YXW 'RNYXT. IESG... 
LRTG. BRFX UNALMXFE. GANACAYSG. 'RNGX EHAF 
'X EHRDLHE. FXXT WRD. FR'.

Saralak's bone. Ehe words hit me like a physical blow, stealing 
the air from my lungs. A fragment of the …haos Trake. Gods. 
Ehe legends Hightower mentioned, the terrifying potential’ itjs 
real. And Xleanora—Cortana—found it. Hidden away, tangled 
somehow  in  the  wreckage  of  her  ruined  family  legacy.  Ehe 
implications are staggering. Xlias isnSt ;ust dabbling4 heSs playing 
with world-ending 3re, and Xleanora is holding a piece of the 
inferno.
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My 3rst instinct is pure, cold dread—for the world, for the 
Academy, for the catastrophic power unleashed. My second, 
overriding the 3rst with infuriating, undeniable speed, is  an 
immediate, visceral need to get to her. Fot logic. Fot strategy. zust 
a raw impulse to ensure shejs safe, despite the name she carries, 
despite the centuries of ingrained animosity, despite the volatile 
memory of that kiss in Hightowerjs o"ce still burning behind my 
eyelids. Tamn her.

???

I 3nd her back in her cramped, utilitarian dorm room. Ghe looks 
pale, almost translucent in the dim light, and visibly shaken. 
Ehe small,  innocuous Twarven pu55le box sits  open on her 
cluttered desk. Beside it lies the unfurled sheet of impossibly 
ancient parchment, covered in disturbing Ghifter script that seems 
to writhe at the edge of my vision. And resting starkly against that 
aged surface is the ob;ect itself.

Xven  from  the  doorway,  I  feel  it.  A  profound  coldness 
radiating outwards, a palpable wrongness  that has nothing to 
do with temperature,  an unnatural  emptiness  that  seems to 
suck the warmth and ambient magic from the air around it. 
ItSs  yellowish-white,  wickedly curved,  longer  than my hand, 
terminating in a point so sharp it seems to pierce reality itself. 
It looks like something dredged from a nightmare, radiating 
dormant chaos, a silent promise of unmaking. GaralakSs essence, 
trapped but undeniably, terrifyingly potent.



ADNW FILHEJJ

Xleanora looks up as I stride into the room, her green eyes wide, 
re:ecting the ob;ectSs horrifying signi3cance. Ghejs trembling 
slightly, clutching her arms around herself as if physically cold. 
Geeing her fear, her raw vulnerability stripped bare, ignites that 
unwelcome protective instinct again, sharp and 3erce.

qWou touched it6q I demand, my voice harsher than intended, 
stopping short of the desk, unwilling to get too close to the bone 
fragment myself.

Ghe :inches slightly at my tone but nods, swallowing hard. 
qzust to unwrap it. It feels’ wrong. …old. Cike death, but older, 
emptier.q Her Gight must be screaming bloody murder at her.

qIt is wrong,q I say grimly. qA fragment of a …haos Trake’ 
Lods know what residual power it holds, what connection it might 
still have to’q I cut the thought o7. Eo Garalakjs imprisoned 
consciousness6 Eo the Master Xlias serves6 Ehe possibilities are 
chilling. q'e need answers. Fow. Urom someone who understands 
magic this old, this dangerous.q

qLondor,q  she  whispers,  her  voice  thin,  echoing  my  own 
immediate conclusion.

qLondor,q I agree, my ga5e sweeping the room, assessing. qGecure 
that thing—carefully. Dse containment runes if you have them. 
'e leave immediately.q I 3x her with a hard stare. qAnd donSt,q I 
repeat, emphasi5ing each word, qtouch that bone again.q

???

Ehe ;ourney to the Ghifter territories is su7ocating. I procured 
untraceable transport—a beat-up but magically shielded vehicle 
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acVuired  through  contacts  far  removed  from  my  fatherjs 
meticulous  oversight.  Xleanora  sits  rigidly  beside  me  in  the 
passenger seat, staring out at the blurring Arcadian landscape, the 
horrifying bone fragment presumably secured within whatever 
spatial magic she employs.

Ehe close con3nes amplify the volatile awareness between us. I 
can smell the faint scent of o5one clinging to her magic, mixed with 
the subtle :oral scent she always wears, even now. I can feel the 
heat radiating from her, despite the fact she keeps pressed against 
the passenger door as if proximity might actually ignite her. Xvery 
;arring bump in the road that ;ostles her fractionally closer sends 
an unwanted ;olt through my system.

qAre you alright6q I ask 3nally, the silence stretching too thin, 
too charged with unspoken fears and unresolved tension.

Ghe ;umps slightly, startled out of whatever dark thoughts held 
her captive. qUine,q she clips out, her ga5e 3xed 3rmly out the 
window.

qWou donSt look 3ne,q I press, a familiar irritation rising. 'hy 
must she always erect these damned walls6 qTiscovering a piece of a 
world-ending …haos Tragon isnSt exactly a typical afternoon, even 
for a …ortana.q

Her head snaps around, green eyes :ashing with familiar 3re. 
qAnd dealing with an arrogant, overbearing Blackthorn isnSt 
exactly my preferred method of stress relief, but here we are. ISm 
handling it.q

qHandling it by looking like youSre about to shatter into a 
million pieces6q I retort, unable to stop the words. qWour control is 
slipping, …ortana. I can feel it from here. Wour magic is practically 
vibrating with barely contained panic.q
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qMy magic is fine,q she bites back, her hands clenching into 
3sts in her lap. qDnlike some people, I donSt need to pro;ect 
condescending arrogance to mask my own issues.q

qIs that what you think this is6q I demand, turning slightly 
towards  her,  the  vehicle  momentarily  forgotten  as  the  old 
antagonism :ares. qArrogance6 Rr perhaps itSs the crushing weight 
of knowing my family is likely tangled in this darkness up to their 
gilded necks, while yours ;ust happens to possess the key—or in 
this case, the bone—to potentially ending the damned world6q

Her face pales, the 3ght draining out of her, replaced by a 
shared, sickening dread. qI’ we donSt know for certain your family 
is involved,q she says, but her voice lacks conviction. FarlockSs 
revelations about the feudSs true, ugly origins hang heavy and 
unspoken between us.

qTonSt we6q I ask Vuietly, the bitterness sharp on my tongue. 
I  force my attention back to the road,  gripping the steering 
wheel until my knuckles turn white. Ehe silence descends again, 
heavier this time, 3lled not ;ust with centuries of animosity, 
but with the crushing weight of manipulated history and the 
terrifying uncertainty of what lies ahead. 'e are enemies bound by 
circumstance, forced together against a threat neither of us truly 
comprehends, carrying secrets that could utterly destroy us both.

???

'e reach the edge of the Ghifter territories—a stark, dusty contrast 
to ArcadiaSs polished magic and gothic spires. Ehe air here feels 
wilder, older, tasting of sunbaked earth and primal energy. 'e 
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navigate towards the familiar entrance to Londorjs cave, the 
silence between us stretching, taut and brittle.

Ehe  cave  mouth  looms,  dark  and  imposing.  Inside,  the 
air  is  cool,  smelling  of  damp  earth  and  something  ancient, 
fundamentally draconic. Londor awaits us, not in his terrifyingly 
massive dragon form today, but his preferred human guise—tall, 
powerfully built, regal even in simple robes, with eyes like chips of 
ancient amber holding millennia of knowledge and weariness. He 
regards us impassively as we approach, his ga5e missing nothing.

qBlackthorn. …ortana,q he greets, his voice a low rumble that 
seems to vibrate in the stone itself. qWour presence suggests the 
shadows lengthen and stir.q

qEhey have,q I state grimly, stepping aside. Xleanora moves 
forward, retrieving the Twarven pu55le box. 'ith hands that 
tremble almost imperceptibly, she opens it, revealing the wickedly 
curved bone fragment nestled within.

Londor  leans  closer,  his  amber  eyes  narrowing,  focusing 
intently on the bone with an intensity that makes the air crackle. 
A low growl vibrates deep in his chest, a sound both ancient and 
dangerous. qGaralak,q he breathes, the name heavy with primordial 
dread. qGo. It truly begins.q

He con3rms our worst fears, his words painting a chilling 
picture. Ehe bone is indeed a fragment of the …haos Trake, 
a potent anchor for his destructive essence. Xlias, he explains, 
serves a far older, more insidious power—the Master—an entity 
that thrives on discord and seeks to use GaralakSs chaotic power 
to unravel the very fabric of reality, likely exploiting the seals 
weakened during the last con:ict with the Tark Xye. Londor 
con3rms the legends Farlock hinted at—the terrifying balance 
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between …haos and 2oid, the catastrophic conseVuences if Garalak 
is fully unleashed upon a weakened world. Ehe dragon blood 
ritual was likely a preliminary step, perhaps to empower Xlias or 
summon lesser entities as servants. Ehe true ritual, the one capable 
of world-ending devastation, reVuires the bone fragment.

qEhis Master,q Londor continues, his ga5e distant, troubled, 
qpulls strings reaching back centuries, perhaps millennia. He 
thrives on con:ict, manipulation. He likely fanned the :ames 
of  your  familiesS  bitter  feud  for  his  own  inscrutable  ends.q 
Ehe con3rmation lands like another physical blow, reinforcing 
FarlockSs words, twisting the knife of my familySs shame deeper 
within me. I risk a glance at Xleanora4 her face is pale as death, her 
expression shuttered, unreadable.

Rverwhelmed by the sheer scale of the conspiracy, the weight of 
the bone fragmentSs terrifying potential, Xleanora sways slightly 
on her feet. Instinctively, automatically, I reach out, my hand 
closing 3rmly around her elbow, steadying her. Ghe doesnSt pull 
away this time, leaning into the contact for a fraction of a second 
before straightening, though her shoulder remains pressed lightly 
but undeniably against mine. A small concession, perhaps, or 
maybe ;ust exhaustion.

qEhere is more,q Londor says gravely, his ga5e sweeping over us. 
qYnowledge hidden even from most dragons, buried by time and 
deliberate obfuscation. Uollow me.q

He  leads  us  deeper  into  the  cave,  towards  a  section  of 
solid  rock  wall  that  shimmers  at  his  approach,  revealing  a 
hidden passage swirling with faint light. 'e step through into 
breathtaking impossibility—LondorSs pocket reality. An endless 
library  stretching  beyond  sight  under  a  constantly  shifting, 
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color-drenched sky, 3lled with the scent of ancient magic and 
millennia of forgotten lore. Ehe sheer scale of it, the raw power 
humming in the very air, is overwhelming, dwar3ng even the vast 
Blackthorn archives.

qMy hoard,q Londor says simply, a hint of pride in his rumbling 
voice. qEruths your Academy deliberately buried reside on these 
shelves.q

He retrieves ancient, crackling scrolls, con3rms the Ghifter 
script  on  XleanoraSs  parchment  details  parts  of  the  binding 
and potential resurrection ritual for Garalak, speaks of powerful 
countermeasures lost to time or deliberately erased from history. 
Ehe weight of it all presses down—the ancient conspiracy, the 
world-ending threat, our own familiesS tangled, corrupted history 
used as a weapon against us. 'e are isolated, facing forces beyond 
comprehension, armed with nothing but fragmented knowledge 
and a terrifying piece of bone.

I look at Xleanora. Ghe stands amidst the towering shelves 
of forgotten knowledge, looking small, impossibly vulnerable 
against the backdrop of cosmic stakes, yet with that familiar 
3re of stubborn determination burning 3ercely in her eyes. Ehe 
tension between us, the feud, the recent kiss, the devastating 
revelations—it all feels simultaneously monumental and utterly 
insigni3cant in the face of annihilation. 'e are trapped here, in this 
surreal space between realities, burdened with horrifying truths 
and an uncertain, deadly path forward. Ehe pressure, the fear, 
the enforced proximity, the undeniable current that always :ows 
between us, hot and cold, push and pull’ it reaches a breaking 
point. Ehe weight of my familySs lies, the raw danger she represents 



ADNW FILHE8J

simply by existing, the terrifying possibility of losing her to this 
darkness... it coalesces into a singular, desperate need.

I donjt know who moves 3rst. Maybe I turn towards her, drawn 
by the de3ant light in her eyes, needing that spark against the 
overwhelming darkness. Maybe she leans towards me, seeking an 
anchor in the storm of revelations. All I know is suddenly sheSs in 
my arms, her hands gripping the front of my robes, her face buried 
against my chest, her body trembling almost uncontrollably. I 
hold her tightly, my own carefully constructed control shattering 
under the immense strain of the past few days, under the weight 
of LondorSs words. Ehe scent of her—o5one, rain, that faint :oral 
note—3lls my senses, grounding me even as the world spins into 
chaos.

My hand 3nds her hair, 3ngers tangling in the 3ery silk. I tilt her 
face up towards mine. Her eyes are wide, luminous with unshed 
tears, raw fear, and something else—something that mirrors the 
desperate, frantic need clawing inside my own chest.

qRrion,q she breathes, her voice shaky, broken.
qXleanora,q  I  murmur,  lowering  my head,  all  thoughts  of 

propriety, history, and conseVuences incinerated in the sudden 
inferno.

Ehis kiss isnSt like the angry claiming in HightowerSs o"ce. Ehis 
is di7erent. Tesperate. A raw seeking of solace, of connection, 
of a single solid point of warmth in a world dissolving into cold 
darkness. ItSs fueled by terror, by the overwhelming weight of 
the revelations, by the undeniable truth that, right now, in this 
moment suspended outside time, we only have each other. Her 
lips are soft, yielding, meeting mine with an urgency that steals 
the breath from my lungs. Heat :ares between us, sharp and 
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consuming, burning away the last vestiges of animosity, leaving 
only this raw, undeniable need. My hands slide down her back, 
pulling her impossibly closer, molding her body against mine until 
I can feel the frantic beating of her heart against my own ribs. 
Ghe makes a small sound deep in her throat, her 3ngers digging 
into my shoulders as the kiss deepens, becomes frantic, searching, 
demanding. 'e stumble back against a towering bookshelf laden 
with scrolls detailing forgotten wars and fallen empires, the irony 
lost in the consuming 3re between us. Ehis is madness. 'e are 
enemies, born of betrayal and ruin. But right now, nothing else 
matters but this consuming heat, this desperate a"rmation of life 
against the encroaching darkness of oblivion.

???

'e break apart eventually, breathless, foreheads resting against 
each other, the silence of the vast library echoing with the frantic 
pounding of our hearts. Ehe air hums, charged with the aftermath, 
thick with unspoken emotions. Cooking into her :ushed face, her 
kiss-swollen lips, her da5ed green eyes still shimmering with tears 
and lingering passion, I feel a terrifying mix of raw possessiveness 
and profound vulnerability. Ehis changes everything. Again. 
Irrevocably.

Before either of us can 3nd words, can process the shift, Londor 
clears his throat from across the vast library, the sound deliberately 
loud, pulling us ;arringly back to the grim reality we momentarily 
escaped.
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qEouching,q he rumbles, though his ancient amber eyes hold 
a surprising depth of understanding rather than ;udgment. qBut 
sentiment o7ers little defense against …haos itself.q He gestures 
towards the scrolls he laid out while we were’ occupied. qEhe 
ritual Xlias prepares reVuires speci3c celestial alignments, immense 
power drawn during moments when the veil between worlds 
thins.  Ehe  Master  likely  plans  to  act  soon.  2ery  soon.q  His 
expression turns grim, urgent. qWou must return to Mendragon 
immediately. 'arn Hightower, if you can reach her. Mrotect that 
bone fragment with your lives. It is the key the Master needs to 
unlock devastation.q

His words are a douse of icy water over the lingering heat 
between us. Ehe fragile moment shatters, replaced instantly by 
the cold, hard reality of the imminent threat. Protect the bone. 
Warn Hightower. Survive. I look at Xleanora, seeing the same grim 
resolve settle over her features, extinguishing the soft vulnerability 
of moments ago. Ehe 3re between us is banked, not extinguished, 
forced down by the chilling urgency of LondorSs warning. 'e have 
to go back. Fow.
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ELEANORA

T he return journey from Gondor's cave is thick with a silence 
heavier than stone, heavier even than the ancient dust in 

his library hoard. The aftermath of that kiss hangs between Orion 
and me, an unspoken acknowledgment crackling beneath the 
surface of Gondor’s dire warnings about celestial alignments and 
imminent rituals. We sit side-by-side in the cramped, shielded 
vehicle, acutely aware of each other, yet separated by centuries of 
bloodshed and the raw, devastating truths the dragons laid bare. 
He grips the steering wheel, knuckles white, gaze xIed grimly 
ahead, the muscle ticking in his jaw the only outward sign of the 
turmoil S know must mirror my own. S stare out at the blurring 
landscape, the image of Earalak's bone fragment seared behind my 
eyelids, the weight of its potential devastation settling cold and 
heavy in my gut. Protect the bone. Warn Hightower. Survive. Pasy 
words, impossible tasks. The memory of his lips on mine, the 
desperate heat, feels like a brand beneath the layers of fear and duty.

We slip back into Aendragon via the hidden tunnels Orion 
navigates  with  an  unsettling  familiarity  that  speaks  of  past 
rebellions S can only guess at. The Ucademy feels diRerent now, 
even more so than before we left. The ambient magic, usually a 
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comforting hum beneath the surface, feels strained, watchful, like 
a wounded animal holding its breath. Hightower’s warning about 
being monitored echoes in my mind, louder now. We are isolated, 
carrying knowledge that could shatter this world, hunted by forces 
ancient and insidious.

Our xrst stop isn't Hightower's o;ce D too risky, likely watched 
D but the basement lab compleI. Orion insists, correctly, that 
we need to see the site of the necromancy ourselves, understand 
the specixc magic used, feel its residue. He leads the way down 
spiraling stone steps into the Ucademy’s underbelly, a place S’ve 
actively avoided. The air grows colder with each step, damper, 
carrying the faint metallic tang of old blood and volatile reagents 
that S now recognize with an involuntary shiver. St smells like 
secrets and decay.

We xnd the lab Snstructor qrost discovered easily enoughB the 
residual taint of dark magic hangs heavy around the reinforced 
door like a physical shroud, making my Eight ache and the whispers 
at the edge of my awareness stir restlessly, agitatedly. Orion pushes 
the heavy door open, revealing the scene within.

Lust motes dance listlessly in the single, Mickering emergency 
rune  light  near  the  door,  illuminating  scattered  alchemical 
e"uipment shrouded in neglect.  —ut the center of the room 
draws my gaze, holding it captive with morbid fascination. The 
necromantic circle, drawn in dried dragon blood that looks black 
in the weak light, still stains the cold stone Moor. St pulses faintly to 
my Eight, a dark, corrupted heartbeat echoing with violation, like 
a festering wound on the Ucademy’s soul. The sheer wrongness of 
it, the deliberate desecration performed here, makes bile rise in my 
throat.
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6The energy signature is  fading,6 Orion murmurs,  already 
kneeling near the edge of the circle, his own magic!a controlled 
thread of xre!probing cautiously at the residual energies. 6—ut 
it feels7 incomplete. Twisted. …ike the summoning wasn't fully 
successful, or perhaps wasn't the xnal goal.6

6What do you mean:6 S ask, forcing myself closer, trying to read 
the lingering magical residue with my Eight despite the nausea it 
induces. The air here feels thick, viscous, tasting of grave dust and 
ozone.

6The power drawn, the blood used7 it feels potent enough 
for a signixcant summoning,6 he continues, frowning, his azure 
eyes narrowed in concentration, scanning the air as if he can see 
the lingering threads of dark magic. 6—ut the residual echo feels7 
shallow. Ulmost like a test run. Or maybe76 He trails oR, standing 
abruptly, his body suddenly tense. 6Eomething feels active. 4ow.6

Us  the  words  leave  his  mouth,  the  air  chills  dramatically, 
dropping degrees in an instant. The faint whispers in my mind 
surge into a discordant clamor of pure malice. U wet, slithering 
sound echoes from the shadowed recesses at the back of the lab, 
accompanied by a low, guttural hiss that raises gooseMesh on my 
arms and makes my heart seize. The dark magic in the room 
intensixes, coalescing, swirling into a visible distortion in the dim 
light!a focal point of pure, malevolent energy gathering itself.

U large, clawed hand emerges into the runelight’s weak glow. 
—lack talons, sharp as obsidian shards, scrape harshly against the 
stone Moor, leaving faint grooves. Lark purple, leathery skin, 
stretched taut over bones that look wrong, moves with unnatural 
twitches. U second hand follows, then scaly, hunched shoulders, 
and xnally, a narrow, reptilian head unlike any dragon S’ve ever seen 
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depicted. Emaller, leaner, emaciated, with fewer prominent spikes 
along its spine, it moves with an unnatural, jerky gait that screams 
undead. Sts nose is Mat, reptilian slits Maring slightly. U long, forked 
tongue, dripping viscous white foam like venom, Micks from a 
half-open mouth lined with rows of sharp, yellowed, needle-like 
teeth. Sts eyes are milky white orbs, vacant yet somehow radiating 
pure malevolence. Ytterly dead. Ytterly terrifying.

qour small, pointed ears twitch atop its head where horns might 
have been on a true dragon. A Wyvern. The name surfaces from 
fragmented lore D ancient draconic cousins, perhaps devolved or 
corrupted millennia ago by dark magic. This one smells faintly 
of the grave,  a  deep,  cloying stench overlaid with the sharp, 
sickening tang of the necromantic magic animating its decaying 
Mesh. St moves with a disturbing wrongness, muscles contracting 
unnaturally beneath its leathery hide, bones clicking softly.

St hisses again, a dry, rattling sound like bones scraping together, 
unable to roar past its lolling tongue, and steps fully into view. 
…eathery wings, torn and membrane-thin, attached awkwardly to 
its forelimbs, twitch spasmodically. Sts body slopes down from 
powerful shoulders to shorter hind legs, ending in a long, wickedly 
spiked tail that thrashes against the stone Moor like a cornered 
snake. St xIes its dead, white eyes on us, an unholy intelligence 
Mickering brieMy within their milky depths.

Orion reacts instantly, shoving me bodily behind him, a blazing 
orb of controlled, incandescent xre erupting in his hand. 6Get 
back, Pleanora*6

—ut S’m frozen. 4ot just by fear this time, though terror claws 
cold, sharp xngers up my spine. Us my gaze locks with the Wyvern's 
dead, white eye, the world dissolves. ?y Eight rips control away 
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from me with brutal force, plunging me into darkness, then 
eIploding into chaotic, terrifyingly clear images9

—ackford Jeep, colder, grayer than S remembered, smelling of 
chemicals and decay. Plias’s thin, cruel face, illuminated by the 
unholy light of the ritual circle, chanting guttural words over 
the still-pulsating dragon heart on his bloodstained altar. U vast, 
dark, storm-tossed sea, waves crashing against jagged black cliRs 
under a perpetually bruised sky. ?iles away, across that churning 
abyss, on a rocky, desolate shore, stands a solitary, forbidding castle 
of black, non-reMective stone, radiating ancient malice, seeming 
almost alive, drinking the dim light. Snside its highest tower, xlling 
my vision, consuming my senses, staring out directly at me, is an 
immense, ancient, lidless 5ellow Pye. Elitted like a cat's, burning 
with cold, calculating intelligence older than mountains, radiating 
absolute power and soul-crushing despair.

St knows me. St sees me. The connection, the awareness, slams 
into my mind like a physical battering ram, stealing my breath, 
fracturing my thoughts, threatening to shatter my sanity against 
the sheer weight of its ancient, malevolent consciousness. Aain 
eIplodes behind my eyes, white-hot and blinding. 4ausea churns 
violently. The whispers become a deafening roar of pure void.

CCC

64ora*  Wake  up*  Pleanora*6  Orion's  voice  cuts  through the 
horrifying delirium, a lifeline thrown into the abyss. Listant at 
xrst, then sharp, urgent, laced with panic. His hands are shaking 
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my shoulders, not gently now, trying to pull me back from the 
brink.

The jarring transition back to reality leaves me gasping on 
the cold lab Moor, the acrid smell of ozone and burnt Wyvern 
Mesh stinging my nostrils. The undead creature is gone!a pile 
of smoldering ash and charred bone fragments near the far wall, 
incinerated by Orion’s focused xre while S was lost in the vision's 
terrifying grip. He’s kneeling beside me, his face etched with deep 
concern, his hand warm and steady on my arm, pulling me upright.

6Ure you alright:6 he asks, his voice rough, searching my face. 
6Gods, Pleanora, what did you see:6

There’s no time to fully process it here, the lingering dark magic 
of the lab pressing in, the echo of the Pye’s awareness still making 
my skin crawl. He helps me shakily to my feet, my legs barely 
supporting me. 6The ?aster,6 S manage, my voice trembling, 
tasting blood where S bit my lip. 6S saw him. His fortress. He knows 
S saw him.6

He nods grimly, understanding instantly, the implications clear 
in his suddenly hard eyes. Eupporting most of my weight, his arm 
strong and solid around my waist, he guides me back through 
the labyrinthine basement corridors, the oppressive magical aura 
slowly receding as we ascend towards the main Ucademy levels, 
towards Hightower.

CCC

The neIt thing S know, S’m slumped in a familiar, overstuRed chair 
back in Hightower’s thankfully secure, heavily warded o;ce. The 
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scent of her usual calming herbal infusion does little to soothe 
my frayed nerves. Orion kneels beside me again, pressing a cup of 
cool water into my hand while S recount everything shakily to a 
grim-faced Hightower D the undead Wyvern summoned in the lab, 
the horrifyingly clear vision connecting Plias at the Jeep to the 
5ellow Pye in the dark tower across the sea. The ?aster. The feeling 
of being seen.

Hightower paces, drumming her long xngers on her ancient oak 
desk, her eIpression thunderous. 6U Wyvern,6 she murmurs xnally, 
rubbing her temples as if staving oR a migraine. 6Eummoned with 
dragon blood, animated by necromancy7 Hust how powerful is 
this necromancer Plias:6 Ehe stops pacing, her sharp gaze xIing 
xrst on me, her eyes xlled with a new, alarming level of concern, 
then shifting to Orion. 6With slightly more potent blood!like 
Gondor's would have been!and a larger sacrixce, perhaps even 
the bone fragment7 whoever this madman serves could indeed 
resurrect a true dragon. Aossibly even Earalak himself.6

Ehe  sighs,  the  sound  heavy  with  weariness  and  grim 
understanding. 6Us it stands, there is a practicing necromancer 
somewhere within this Ucademy, or with direct access to its labs 
and resources. He or she has remained unknown, shielded.6 Her 
eyes narrow, glittering with cold fury. 6Und S strongly suspect such 
a person is being backed, or at least deliberately ignored, by a 
member!or members!of the Iouncil.6

The conxrmation of a conspiracy deep within Aendragon lands 
heavily in the "uiet o;ce. —ut it’s the image of the 5ellow Pye, 
the feeling of its ancient, malevolent awareness xIed directly on 
me, knowing S pierced its veil, that makes my blood run cold. The 
?aster knows S eIist. Und now, he knows S can see him.
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?y head spins  violently,  the  edges  of  my vision blurring, 
darkening. The psychic backlash from the vision, combined with 
the magical drain and sheer, soul-deep terror, xnally overwhelms 
me. The room tilts, darkness rushing in like an unstoppable tide. 
The last thing S register before consciousness fades completely is 
Orion catching me as S slump forward, his alarmed voice calling 
my name as the shadows claim me.
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ORION

T he world narrows to the frantic pounding of my own 
heart against my ribs and the terrifying stillness of Eleanora 

slumped against me. Her weight is unnervingly slight, fragile. 
Panic, cold and sharp and utterly foreign, claws its way past decades 
of ingrained Blackthorn control, seizing my throat. I catch her 
easily as she collapses, lowering her into the chair she just vacated, 
my hands automatically, almost desperately, checking the pulse at 
her throat. Faint. Thready. Too slow. The life force I always sense 
humming beneath her skin feels dangerously muted, like a "ame 
threatening to gutter out.

!HightowerM! ’y voice sounds rough, unfamiliar, stripped bare 
of its usual command.

The professor is instantly beside us, her usual sharp features 
etched with grim concern that mirrors the ice "ooding my own 
veins. Her long Cngers hover over Eleanoraxs forehead, violet eyes 
glowing faintly with diagnostic magic as she assesses the damage. 
!Psychic backlash,! Hightower diagnoses, her voice tight, clipped 
with urgency. !…ombined with severe magical eAhaustion. The 
visionU connecting directly with the ’asterU it nearly tore her 
spirit anchor loose.!
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Nearly tore her spirit anchor loose. The clinical words convey a 
danger far worse than simple fainting, a potential severing I donxt 
fully comprehend but instinctively know is catastrophic. I feel a 
cold dread seep into my bones, colder than the lab basement, colder 
than Waralak?s bone. The thought of her light being eAtinguishedU 
itxs physically painful.

!qill she be alrightD! The ;uestion feels inade;uate, pathetic, 
ripped from a place of fear I refuse to acknowledge.

!Whe needs rest. Oeep magical stabilization,! Hightower says, 
already weaving intricate threads of calming, grounding energy 
around Eleanora like a protective cocoon. The ambient magic 
in the oLce responds instantly, "owing towards Eleanora under 
Hightower?s precise, powerful command. !Her Wight makes her 
uni;uely vulnerable to entities like the ’aster. He likely sensed 
her probe, felt the uni;ue signature of her magic, perhaps even 
retaliated directly against her spirit.! Whe looks up at me then, her 
gaze piercing, analytical even now, taking in my proAimity, my 
hand still resting protectively on the back of Eleanoraxs chair. !Gour 
concern for her isU notable, Blackthorn.!

I  ignore  the  implicit  ;uestion,  the  subtle  probe  into  my 
uncharacteristic reaction. ’y priority isn?t dissecting my own 
confusing impulses3 it?s understanding the threat. !That vision,! I 
say, forcing my voice level, focusing on facts. !The Gellow Eye. The 
dark tower. Whe saw the ’aster?s strongholdD!

!It  seems  likely,!  Hightower  agrees  grimly.  !Rnd  more 
importantly, he likely knows she saw it. Whe?s directly on his radar 
now, not just as a …ortana heir potentially tied to artifacts, but as 
someone whose magic can potentially perceive or even interfere 
with him.! Whe straightens, the immediate stabilization complete, 
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though Eleanora remains deeply unconscious,  her breathing 
shallow, face pale as parchment. !This changes the nature of the 
threat against her eAponentially.!

Hightower continues, her voice low, intense, conCrming the 
suspicions 6arlock and 2ondor hinted at, suspicions buried deep 
in forbidden lore. !Wpirit magic, the kind intrinsically linked to the 
…ortana Wight, has been deliberately suppressed, misrepresented 
for centuries. TeAts were altered, knowledge buried, practitioners 
often ostracized or  worse.  qhyD!  Her  eyes  hold a  "icker  of 
ancient anger. !Because it?s powerful, unpredictable, and diLcult 
to control by conventional means. It deals in truth, balance, 
connection5concepts antithetical to beings like the ’aster, or 
those like,!  she pauses,  her gaze holding mine meaningfully, 
!certain families who seek absolute power through rigid structure 
and control. Her awakening potential,! she gestures towards 
Eleanora?s still form, !makes her not just a target, but possibly 
a weapon the ’aster might seek to control or,! her voice drops, 
chillingly soft, !eAtinguish.!

Extinguish. The word echoes in the sudden, heavy silence of the 
room, landing like a physical blow. The thought of that vibrant, 
infuriating Cre within Eleanora5the spark that challenges me, 
infuriates me, draws me5being snu-ed out by that ancient, 
malevolent EyeU itxs utterly, violently intolerable.

!Whe  needs  protection,!  I  state,  the  words  "at,  absolute, 
torn from a place deeper than conscious thought. !…onstant 
protection.!

!Indeed,! Hightower agrees. !qhich is why she cannot remain 
in her dormitory. Too eAposed, too easily accessed. I have secure, 
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heavily warded chambers nearby, shielded from most forms of 
scrying. Help me move her.!

777

Hours pass in the dim silence of the warded room. I sit beside 
the narrow bed, watching Eleanora sleep. The stabilization spells 
did their work3 her breathing is deeper now, even, color slowly 
returning to her face, though she remains lost in magically induced 
rest. Hightower left some time ago, called away by urgent security 
matters related to the necromancy discovery, leaving me with strict 
instructions not to disturb Eleanora?s recovery.

Oisturb herD I can barely breathe myself. Weeing her collapse, 
feeling that fragile pulse "utter beneath my Cngers like a trapped 
birdxs wingU it shattered something fundamental within me. The 
carefully constructed walls of Blackthorn control, the ingrained 
animosity towards her name, the lifetime of discipline5they 
crumbled, leaving behind a raw, terrifying vulnerability I haven?t 
felt sinceU perhaps ever.

The memory of her face, pale and unconscious, is overlaid 
with the chilling implications of Hightowerxs words. A target. 
Extinguish. The ’aster wants her gone, or worse, controlled. 
Rnd my familyU my ancestorsU 6arlockxs words echo, cold and 
damning. They likely made pacts with this same darkness, fanned 
the "ames that led to her family?s ruin, making her vulnerable in 
the Crst place. The guilt is a physical weight, crushing, nauseating. 
’y legacy isn?t just power3 it?s poison, complicit in the very danger 
she now faces.
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qhat if Hightower hadn?t been thereD qhat if Eleanora?s spirit 
anchor had torn looseD The thought sends another wave of cold 
dread washing over me, so intense it makes my hands tremble. 
Rnd darker thoughts follow, insidious whispers from the most 
forbidden corners of magic I studied purely academically, concepts 
I never imagined entertaining. If she had diedU if her spirit had 
frayed beyond recallU would I haveUD

The consideration itself feels like a violation, a contamination 
of  everything I  thought I  was,  everything I  strive not  to  be. 
Necromancy. The word tastes like ash and decay in my mind. 
The sheer, monstrous arrogance of thinking I could defy death 
itself, tear her back from the void simply because I couldn?t bear 
her lossU Itxs the kind of hubris my father embodies, the kind 
of darkness Blackthorns are rumored to court, the very legacy I 
despise yet feel pulling at me in my weakest moments when she is 
threatened. R wave of self9loathing washes over me, cold and sharp. 
The thought terriCed me not just because it was forbidden, but 
because it felt like succumbing to the worst parts of my bloodline, 
proving them right. Rnd because, in that moment of raw panic 
watching her fade, it felt horrifyingly possible. 6ecessary, even. Eust 
to keep her Cre from being eAtinguished.

2ods, what is she doing to meD Turning me into the very thing 
I Cght against in my own bloodlineD

777

Her eyelids "utter. 2reen eyes, hazy at Crst, slowly focus on 
me. …onfusion clouds her features, then clears, replaced by wary 
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awareness. Whe pushes herself up slightly against the pillows, 
wincing.

!—rionD! Her voice is raspy, weak, but itxs her. Nelief "oods me, 
so potent itxs almost painful.

!Gou collapsed,!  I  say,  keeping my voice carefully  neutral, 
Cghting to keep the storm inside from showing on my face. 
!Psychic backlash from the vision. Hightower stabilized you.!

Whe touches her temples gingerly. !The EyeU it saw me.!
!I know.! I lean forward slightly, unable to help myself, needing 

to bridge the small distance between us. !Hightower thinks you?re 
a speciCc target now. Because of your Wight, your spirit magic.!

Fear  "ickers  in  her  eyes,  ;uickly  masked  by  that  familiar 
stubborn pride. !I can handle myself.!

!…an youD! The ;uestion is sharper than I intend, fueled by the 
lingering terror. !Rgainst an ancient entity that manipulates entire 
bloodlines for millenniaD Rgainst necromancers using dragon 
blood inside the RcademyD Rgainst council members who might 
be actively shielding themD! ’y control snaps. The fear, the guilt, 
the horrifying memory of considering forbidden magic5it spills 
out, raw and unCltered. !2ods, Eleanora, when you collapsedU 
when I felt your pulse fadingU I thoughtU! I stop, running a hand 
through my hair, the gesture jerky, uncontrolled. I can?t articulate 
the abyss I stared into, the monstrous thought that had surfaced, 
the self9disgust it engendered. !The thought of losing youU I 
actually consideredU forbidden options. Things I shouldn?t have. 
Things that make me sick to even recall.!

The confession hangs heavy in the air between us. R truth 
I never intended to speak, revealing a darkness within myself I 
hadn?t known eAisted until she was threatened.
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Whe stares at me, her eApression unreadable for a long moment. 
I  see  shock register,  maybe a  "icker  of  fear,  but  beneath it, 
surprisingly, no immediate disgust or condemnation. I brace 
myself for the inevitable recoil, the reminder of who I am, who we 
are. Enemies tainted by darkness, his and hers intertwined.

But she doesn?t  pull  away. Instead, after a long, searching 
moment where I feel stripped bare under her intense gaze, her 
eApression softens almost imperceptibly. I see surprise, yes, and 
perhaps wariness, but beneath itU is that understandingD —r pityD 
!—rion,! she says, her voice ;uiet but steady, startlingly calm. !qe 
areU in this together. qhether we like it or not.! Whe takes a shaky 
breath, her gaze unwavering. !But notU not like that. 6ot with 
forbidden magic. Promise me.!

Her gaze holds mine, demanding, vulnerable. The intensity of 
it, the uneApected plea for restraint from me, the implicit trust 
o-ered even after my horrifying admissionU it cuts deeper than 
any accusation could have. Whe saw the potential darkness in my 
confession, the echo of my Blackthorn heritage, and asks me to 
choose di-erently. To be better.

!I promise,! I manage, the words feeling like tearing something 
vital from my own core, but also like forging an anchor in the 
storm.

R fragile truce settles between us, shifting the very foundations 
of  our  dynamic.  The air  still  hums with unspoken tension, 
with the memory of kisses fueled by anger and desperation, but 
something fundamental has shifted. …racked open. EAposed.

I want to reach for her, to close the distance, to act on the raw 
need that seeing her vulnerable ignited, the need that drove those 
dark thoughts. ’y hand lifts slightly, drawn towards her.



RYNG 6I2HTSG

Whe sees the movement, her eyes widening almost imperceptibly, 
a "icker of alarm miAing with something else I can?t decipher. 
!—rion,! she whispers, shaking her head slightly, a silent plea. 
!qait.! Her gaze is imploring now, vulnerable but Crm. !Please. 
qhen this is overU when we?re safeU then.!

Then. The word hangs, a fragile promise suspended over the 
abyss of danger we face. Itxs not a rejection. Itxs a postponement. 
Rn acknowledgment of the impossible current "owing between 
us, tempered by the terrifying reality of our situation. Itxs agony to 
accept. Rnd itxs a sliver of hope I cling to desperately.

I force myself to nod, pulling back physically, though every 
instinct screams to bridge the gap, to claim the promise now. 
!Rlright, …ortana,! I say, my voice rough, the use of her surname a 
deliberate attempt to regain distance, control. !Then.! The word 
feels heavy, signiCcant. Because then implies we survive this. It 
implies a future. R future I now realize, with startling clarity, I 
want with her. The strategic part of my mind latches onto that 
realization, needing a focus beyond the turmoil she creates within 
me.

!qe need a plan,! I say, forcing myself back to safer ground, the 
urgency of our situation a necessary shield against the emotional 
precipice we just skirted. !The ’aster knows about you. Elias has 
the artifacts, likely including the bone?s counterpart. The …ouncil 
is compromised. Hightower is watched.! ’y mind races back to 
2ondor?s advice, now reinforced by 6arlock?s revelations about 
ancient history. !qe need knowledge Hightower doesn?t have, 
power the …ouncil can?t control.! ’y gaze meets hers, Cnding a 
"icker of agreement, of shared strategic thinking returning. !qe 
need 6arlock. The earth dragon. He knows the old ways, the deep 
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magic. He might know how to counter the ’aster, how to deal 
with Waralak?s bone. Protecting you, stopping thisU it leads there.!

Eleanora  pushes  herself  up  further  against  the  pillows, 
determination replacing the eAhaustion in her eyes, latching onto 
the plan like a lifeline. !6arlock,! she agrees, nodding slowly. 
!2ondor gave us the favor chest. It?s our best chance. Our only 
chance.!

—ur path is clear, fraught with peril.  Week out an ancient, 
notoriously  diLcult  earth  dragon,  armed  with  fragmented 
knowledge, a terrifying artifact somewhere out there, and this 
volatile, newly acknowledged connection humming dangerously 
between us. It feels like walking willingly into the dragon?s maw. 
But facing it together, with the fragile promise of then hanging 
in the balanceU it?s the only path left. Rnd for the Crst time, the 
thought of facing impossible odds doesn?t feel ;uite so isolating.
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ELEANORA

I  drifted awake slowly, surfacing from the depths of magically 
enforced rest like a diver returning too quickly from the deep. 

My head pounded with a dull, residual ache—an echo of the 
psychic violation from the Master's Eye. My body felt heavy, 
leaden, every muscle protesting even the slightest movement. But 
the terrifying psychic static, the feeling of that ancient, malevolent 
awareness pressing against my mind, had blessedly receded. The 
quiet hum of Hightower’s protective wards surrounding this 
small, anonymous room was a low, soothing thrum against my 
frayed senses, a stark contrast to the oppressive dread of the 
Master's fortress.

Orion sat in a simple wooden chair across the room, watching 
me,  his  posture  alert,  almost  predatory  in  its  stillness.  His 
expression was unreadable in the dim light zltering through the 
single shuttered window, but the intensity in his aFure eyes was 
palpable. Aor once, the usual mask of aristocratic control seemed 
absent, replaced by a quiet intensity that made my breath catch for 
entirely diDerent reasons.

The memory of our conversation before I drifted oD—before 
the exhaustion znally claimed me—returned with startling clarity. 
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His raw confession—the dark, forbidden thoughts he entertained 
for me. My desperate plea that he wait. His quiet agreement. Then. 
The single word hung between us, a fragile promise suspended 
over the abyss  of  everything elseC  the feud,  the betrayal,  the 
looming darkness. It changed things, shifting the very ground 
beneath our feet in ways I didn't fully understand yet. He was 
still a Blackthorn, heir to the legacy that systematically destroyed 
my family, but he was also* Orion. "omplicated, dangerous, 
infuriatingly protective, and now, terrifyingly vulnerable in a way 
I never anticipated.

???

I pushed myself up carefully, swinging my legs over the side of 
the narrow bed. My head spun slightly, protesting the movement, 
but the debilitating exhaustion had lessened to a manageable deep 
ache. SHow long was I outUS My voice sounded raspy, unfamiliar 
even to my own ears.

SRbout twelve hours,S Orion replied, his voice low, carefully 
neutral, though his eyes tracked my movements intently. He stood 
as I did, oDering a hand instinctively to steady me, then seemed 
to think better  of  it,  letting it  drop back to  his  side  with a 
subtle tension in his shoulders. That small, aborted gesture spoke 
volumes about the new, uncertain territory we were navigating. 
SHightower checked in periodically. Gaid your magical core is 
stable,  but  you  need  to  conserve  energy.  The  vision  took  a 
signizcant toll.S
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SEasy for her to say,S I muttered, pushing myself fully upright, 
ignoring the protesting twinges in my muscles. "onserve energy 
when an ancient, malevolent Master knew I exist and his pet 
necromancer is trying to resurrect a "haos Nragon using pieces of 
my family’s pastU Light. S3e need to contact Wondor. Yow. He 
needs to know about the bone fragment.S

Orion nodded, already retrieving the small, smooth obsidian 
disc from an inner pocket of his robes—the communication 
crystal keyed specizcally to the ancient dragon. He placed it 
carefully on the small table between us, channeling a thread of 
his controlled zre magic into it. The obsidian warmed rapidly, 
glowing faintly from within like a captured ember.

SWondor,S  Orion  spoke  into  the  disc,  his  voice  clear  and 
resonant, carrying the weight of his Blackthorn authority despite 
the circumstances. SIt's Orion Blackthorn. Eleanora "ortana is 
with me. 3e have urgent news regarding Garalak* and Elias.S

3e waited, the silence stretching, thick with anticipation, 
broken only by the faint hum of the wards protecting this room. 
Rfter a long moment that felt like an eternity, a familiar, deep voice 
rumbled from the disc, but it sounds* wrong. Terribly wrong. 
3eary. Gtrained. 7acking the profound, almost subterranean 
resonance it held when he possessed his dragon form. It sounded* 
diminished. Human. SBlackthorn. "ortana. 1our timing is* 
unfortunate.S

SWondorU Rre you alrightUS I leaned closer instinctively, the 
altered quality of his voice sending a Kolt of pure alarm through me. 
S3hat happenedUS
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R heavy sigh, like shifting rock giving way to dust, echoed from 
the disc. SI was attacked. Here, within my own sanctum. My 
hoard.S

Ice ;ooded my veins. SRttackedU By whomUS
SThe necromancer's servants,S Wondor replied, his voice laced 

with  a  cold,  ancient  fury  that  vibrated  through  the  crystal, 
though lacking its former overwhelming power. SThe dwarf, Igor, 
wielding an axe imbued with foul magic specizcally designed to 
wound dragons, to bypass our natural healing. Rnd behind him* I 
felt the necromancer's power, Elias, directing the assault, shielding 
the dwarf from my immediate retaliation.S

SIgor,S I whispered, the name tasting like ash. The stout, bearded 
dwarf from the 5eep. The sudden, visceral sense of danger I felt 
upon meeting him* my gut instinct screaming truth. SNid they* 
did they get anythingUS The bone fragment was safe with me, 
hidden within the puFFle box in my satchel, but what else might 
Elias have sought from an ancient dragonU 3hat horrors did they 
in;ictU

SThey  sought  my  essence.  My  heart.  My  ;ame,S  Wondor 
conzrmed grimly, his voice ;at now, devoid of its usual draconic 
power,  heavy  with  loss.  SThey tore  apart  my physical  form, 
believing me slain. R painful, humiliating ordeal.S R pause, zlled 
with a weariness that feels millennia old. SBut they underestimated 
the resilience of old dragons. I retreated here, to my hoard, my 
pocket reality, severing the connection Kust before they could 
claim my core. My physical form is lost, destroyed* but my spirit 
endures, housed within this human guise for now. I am weakened, 
trapped here, unable to directly intervene in the physical realm 
beyond this place.S
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Lelief that he was alive warred violently with horror at the 
image his words conKured. Trapped. His magnizcent dragon form 
gone, ripped apart by Elias and his dwarf servant. The sheer 
brutality* SThey butchered you,S I choked out, the words thick 
with revulsion and a surprising surge of grief for the ancient 
being. Orion remained silent beside me, but I saw his Kaw tighten 
almost imperceptibly- Wondor, despite their friction, had been a 
powerful, if begrudging, ally, and this news clearly struck him hard 
as well.

SThey tried,S Wondor corrected, a faint spark of his old zre 
returning, dezant even in weakness. SRnd they failed to claim my 
core essence. But they likely believe they succeeded. Elias will be 
emboldened, likely accelerating his plans for the ritual, thinking a 
maKor obstacle has been removed.S

???

SThe bone fragment,S Orion said urgently into the disc, his voice 
regaining its sharp focus. SEleanora found it. Hidden in a puFFle 
box from her family's 5eep.S

Wondor's voice sharpened instantly with alarm. SGhe has itU 
Wods. That is* perilous beyond measure. It must be protected at 
all costs. It is the primary key, the anchor Elias needs for the full 
resurrection.S

S3e know,S I said, my hand instinctively going to the satchel at 
my side, feeling the cold, inert weight of the puFFle box within. 
SBut we don't know how to stop him, how to counter the ritual, 
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or even destroy the bone. Yarlock hinted the answers might lie in 
lost knowledge, perhaps tied to my family or yours.S

SYarlock speaks truth,S Wondor agreed, his voice regaining some 
strength, fueled perhaps by strategic necessity. SThe earth dragon 
remembers what others have forgotten, what the Master sought to 
erase over millennia. He is your best hope for understanding the 
deep magic involved, the ancient history the Master corrupted to 
fuel feuds like the one between your houses.S

SBut he's ancient, powerful* notoriously distrustful of mages,S 
Orion pointed out the formidable obstacle. S3ill he even speak to 
usUS

SHe owes me,S  Wondor stated,  a  note of grim satisfaction 
entering his voice. SR signizcant debt, incurred centuries ago 
during the Ghadow 3ars when I saved his clutch from the –oid 
Hounds. He is honor8bound to repay it, however grudgingly 
he might complain.S The obsidian disc glowed brighter, pulsing 
with faint light. SThis crystal links directly to my hoard's essence- 
communication remains possible, though taxing. Rnd while my 
power beyond this realm is negligible now, manifesting small 
items within its in;uence is still achievable, if draining.S The air 
beside the table shimmered violently for a moment, coalescing like 
heat haFe made solid. R small, intricately carved wooden chest, 
identical to the one Yarlock mentioned holding Wondor's favor, 
materialiFed with a soft thud on the tabletop. It was crafted from a 
dark, petrized8looking wood, etched with deep, earthy runes that 
seemed to absorb the light. It radiated a faint, grounding magic, 
smelling faintly of deep stone and ancient roots. Rs I reached out 
to take it, the wood felt cool and incredibly dense, humming faintly 
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with Wondor's residual power and the slow, deep pulse of earth 
magic.

STake this chest to Yarlock,S Wondor instructed, his voice fading 
slightly now, clearly taxed by the eDort of manifestation across 
dimensions. "Present it as proof of my claim. Remind him of the 
debt sworn beneath the Silent Peaks after the Hound War. He will 
understand. He must help you find answers, though convincing him 
to fight…" Wondor chuckled darkly, a dry, rattling sound. "That 
old worm prefers his slumber. But knowledge… that he possesses in 
abundance."

SBe  warned,S  Wondor's  voice  echoed  one  last  time,  grave 
now, barely a whisper from the fading disc. SYarlock's territory 
is  perilous,  guarded by more than Kust stone and scale.  Rnd 
the Master will sense your purpose, sense the bone fragment's 
movement, even contained. He will try to stop you. Trust no one 
beyond yourselves.S

???

The light in the obsidian disc ;ickered and died, leaving only the 
heavy silence and the small wooden chest humming faintly in my 
hands. Trapped. Wondor, one of the most ancient and powerful 
beings we knew, crippled and unable to intervene directly. Elias 
and his dwarven servant Igor had butchered him, emboldened 
now, likely believing him dead.

Rnd Elias was still out there. 3ith his knowledge. His artifacts. 
Rnd the foul tome that likely held the secrets to his necromancy, 
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perhaps even clues to the Master’s plans or the ritual involving 
Garalak’s bone.

Yarlock was our best hope for understanding the deep magic, 
but Wondor’s words echoed G Elias will be emboldened, likely 
accelerating his plans. 3e couldn't Kust go to Yarlock. 3e couldn't 
leave Elias free to act, potentially completing his ritual while we 
sought answers elsewhere. 3e needed his tome. 3e needed to stop 
him zrst. The realiFation settled with cold certainty.

???

STrust no one beyond yourselves,S I repeated Wondor's warning 
softly, the words heavy with implication. I looked at Orion, the 
weight of our isolation settling upon us. He met my gaFe, the 
usual Blackthorn control overlaying a grim understanding that 
mirrored my own sudden conviction. The path forward wasn't Kust 
to Yarlock. It had to go through Elias zrst.

SBackford 5eep,S I said, the name tasting like ash but feeling like 
grim necessity. S3e need his tome. Yow. Before he uses whatever 
knowledge he gained from* from Wondor.S

Orion nodded slowly, the strategic implications clear in his 
sharp aFure eyes. He retrieved the puFFle box containing the 
bone fragment, securing it with containment runes within his 
own heavily warded satchel. The favor chest—Wondor's key to 
Yarlock—felt secondary now, set aside but not forgotten, its 
purpose waiting until this immediate threat was neutraliFed.

SRgreed,S he said, his voice quiet but resolute. SYeutraliFing 
Elias, securing his research... it's the immediate priority. Yarlock 
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can wait.S He paused, his gaFe intense. SBut it will be dangerous. 
He knows we're aware of him now. He'll be prepared.S

I took a deep breath, pushing down the swirling mix of fear, 
grief for Wondor, and the lingering complexity of my connection 
to Orion. S3e faced his undead creature,S I countered, forcing 
strength into my voice. S3e know what we're up against.S

Together, we slipped out of the relative safety of the warded 
room, heading back towards the hidden tunnels, the air outside 
feeling instantly colder, charged with impending con;ict. The 
Kourney to Yarlock was postponed. Airst, we had a necromancer 
to hunt.
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ORION

B ackford Keep loomed out of the oppressive Versai mountain 
mists like a festering wound on the landscape. Returning 

here felt fundamentally wrong, dangerous—walking deliberately 
into the lair of the necromancer who had butchered Gondor and 
served the ancient Master manipulating our families' histories. 
But Eleanora was right. Leaving Elias unchecked, allowing him to 
potentially complete his ritual while we sought Narlock's wisdom, 
was unthinkable. We needed his tome. We needed to stop him.

We approached cautiously  under  the  cloak of  a  magically 
induced pre-dawn gloom,  circumventing  the  main  entrance 
guarded by Balam, whom we couldn't risk involving. The faint, 
sickly sweet chemical tang overlaid with the smell of decay was 
stronger now, clinging to the damp air like a shroud. The Keep 
felt… awake. Wards, subtle but potent, thrummed just beneath the 
surface, dixerent from the dormant neglect Eleanora had sensed 
before. Elias knew he was eHposed. "e was prepared.

SThe wards are necromantic,S Eleanora whispered beside me, 
her Dight clearly picking up the foul energy signature. SAesigned 
to drain life force, animate dead things if breached improperly.S
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S?an you bypass themFS 8 murmured, scanning the Keep's 
shadowed walls for weaknesses.

Dhe nodded slowly, concentrating. zaint silver light gathered 
around her hands as she wove a compleH counter-spell, not forcing 
entry, but subtly neutrali*ing the trigger mechanisms, creating a 
narrow corridor of safe passage towards a less guarded section—the 
dilapidated outbuildings where she had Orst found the hidden 
chests.

111

We slipped through the gap in the wards, moving like shadows 
towards the old groundskeeper's shed. 8t stood hunched and dark, 
swallowed by ivy, yet a faint pulse of dark magic emanated from 
within now. "e was using it.

The door groaned open under my carefully applied pressure. 
8nside, the clutter Eleanora described had been shoved aside. 8n the 
center of the cramped space, a smaller, hastily drawn ritual circle 
glowed faintly on the dirt qoor, pulsing with the same foul energy 
as the one in the Ucademy basement. Dcraps of parchment covered 
in Elias's spidery script lay scattered nearby. "e was working, 
eHperimenting.

S"e's not here,S Eleanora breathed, her Dight scanning the shed, 
then widening. SBut… there's something else.S

U low growl  echoed from the  darkest  corner,  behind the 
overturned wardrobe. Two pairs of red eyes ignited in the gloom. 
Not undead. Domething worse. Dhadow "ounds—creatures of 
solidiOed darkness, often used as guardians by practitioners of 
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forbidden arts. They emerged, low-slung, powerfully built, teeth 
bared in silent snarls, radiating a chilling cold.

Before they could lunge, Ore erupted from my hand, engulOng 
the nearest hound in searing qame. 8t dissolved with a choked-ox 
yelp, leaving only greasy smoke. The second hound, however, 
veered sharply, dodging the main blast, its shadowy form blurring 
as it lunged towards Eleanora. Reacting instantly, she threw up a 
shield of pure light, the hound slamming into it with enough force 
to make the shield visibly buckle and crackle, its claws leaving trails 
of corrosive shadow even as the light burned it, sending it tumbling 
back with a pained hiss. The near-miss left Eleanora momentarily 
breathless, the hound recovering !uickly, poised to strike again.

S8mpressive,S a thin, sharp voice cut through the air from the 
shed's doorway, just as the second hound gathered itself. Elias 
stood there, skeletal thin, clad in severe black robes, his colorless 
eyes glittering with cold amusement. "e held a gnarled stax tipped 
with a shard of obsidian that pulsed faintly with dark energy. 
SBut predictable.S With a dismissive qick of his wrist, the injured 
Dhadow "ound dissolved into wisps of smoke.

Behind  him  loomed  the  stout,  red-bearded  form  of  8gor, 
Gondor3s butcher. "e hefted a massive Awarven aHe, its surface 
etched with runes that glowed with a sickening, anti-draconic 
energy. "is blue eyes held no wisdom now, only cold, murderous 
intent.

111
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SThe ?ortana Wyrd and the Blackthorn heir,S Elias clicked his 
tongue, the sound reptilian. S?ome to meddle againF Iou should 
have stayed away. The Master is close to achieving his goals. Iour 
interference ends now.S

"e raised his stax. 8gor raised his aHe.
There was no room for maneuvering in the cramped shed. 

8 shoved Eleanora behind me towards the relative safety of the 
doorway, meeting 8gor's charge head-on. UHe met sword in a 
shower of green and gold sparks, the impact vibrating up my arm. 
The sheer Awarven strength behind the blow was immense, but it 
was the chilling magic radiating from the aHe, speciOcally attuned 
to harm powerful beings, that sent a wave of nausea through me.

Eleanora didn't cower. Threads of light lanced past me, striking 
at Elias, forcing him to raise a shimmering shield of dark energy. 
"e sneered, stax qaring as he unleashed bolts of pure necromantic 
force—crackling black energy that si**led where it struck, smelling 
of the grave. ’ne bolt, wickedly aimed, slipped past her primary 
defense, forcing her to twist aside as it scorched the wall where her 
head had been.

The Oght was brutal, close-!uarters chaos. 8 focused on 8gor, 
parrying the heavy, rune-etched aHe, dodging his surprisingly !uick 
movements, searching for an opening. "is Awarven resilience 
made him hard to damage directly. Meanwhile, Eleanora held 
Elias at bay, her light shields straining visibly now against his 
relentless assault, the air thick with the clash of pure spirit and utter 
corruption.

SIou cannot win5S Elias hissed, his voice rising. SThe Master's 
power qows through me5 Doon Daralak will rise, and this world will 
be remade5S
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"e gestured, and shadows deepened in the shed, coalescing into 
grasping tendrils that lashed towards Eleanora. Dhe cried out as one 
wrapped around her ankle, tripping her.

Deeing her fall, seeing Elias raise his stax for a killing blow, 
snapped something within me. The cold control shattered. Raw, 
protective fury surged, demanding release. No.

8 roared, pouring Blackthorn Ore not into a controlled blast, but 
into the very steel of my sword. 8t ignited, runes bla*ing white-hot, 
the blade becoming a conduit for pure, untamed elemental power.

With a desperate surge, 8 broke through 8gor's guard, ignoring 
the jarring pain as the aHe scored a glancing blow against my 
armored vambrace. My bla*ing sword found its mark, plunging 
deep into the gap between 8gor3s shoulder and neck.

"e bellowed, stumbling back, the Awarven aHe clattering to the 
qoor as the sheer heat cauteri*ed and incapacitated. "e wouldn3t 
be helping Elias anymore.

8 pivoted, sword still bla*ing, towards Elias just as Eleanora 
scrambled back, blasting the shadow tendril apart with a pulse of 
light.

Elias stared at my ignited blade, a qicker of genuine fear Onally 
entering his cold eyes. "e turned to qee, but Eleanora was faster. U 
compleH web of binding light erupted from her hands, ensnaring 
him, holding him fast.

"e  struggled,  hissing  curses,  necromantic  energy  qaring 
uselessly against the pure spirit magic pinning him.

111



UYRI N8G"T0D

8 advanced, sword point leveled at his throat. SThe tome, Elias. 
Where is itFS

"e glared, deOant even now. SNever5 The Master will reward—S
SThe Master is using you,S Eleanora cut in, her voice ringing 

with conviction, stepping forward. S"e uses everyone. Look at 
yourself, Elias. 8s this powerF ’r decayFS

8 pressed the burning tip of my sword closer, silencing his 
retort. SThe tome. ’r your connection to your Master becomes 
considerably more permanent.S

zear warred with fanaticism in his eyes. zinally, defeated, he 
nodded jerkily towards a concealed compartment beneath a loose 
qoorboard near the failed ritual circle.

Eleanora retrieved it—a thick, leather-bound volume radiating 
palpable malice, its cover embossed with the same serpent-and-key 
sigil she saw on "ightower's note. Elias's necromantic tome.

With the tome secured, Eleanora reinforced the binding light 
around Elias, leaving him immobili*ed, his power dampened. We 
couldn't risk killing him—not yet, not until we understood more 
about the Master's network—but we couldn't leave him free.

We retrieved 8gor's fallen aHe, its foul magic !uiescent for now. 
Leaving the shed, Eleanora sealed it with powerful wards, trapping 
the necromancer and his incapacitated servant within. 8t was a 
temporary solution, but the best we could manage.

111

Emerging back into the pre-dawn gloom, the tome heavy in 
Eleanora's satchel, the weight of our neHt task settled. We had 
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stopped Elias, secured his knowledge. Now, for Narlock. Now, for 
the truths hidden in deep stone.
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ORION

T he journey into Narlock's territory feels like descending into 
the planet's ancient, slumbering heart, deeper and deeper 

into primal earth. The air grows heavy, thick with the thrum of raw 
geomantic power, a deep, resonant energy that vibrates not just in 
the stone around us, but in the marrow of my bones, unsettling 
my innate Wre magic. Ge follow the faint magical trail left by 
Eondor's favor chest, navigating winding, oppressive tunnels lit 
only by the cool, steady sphere of —leanora's light magicSa stark, 
almost accusing contrast to my own contained qame. Ihe walks 
beside me, silent, tense, the weight of the newly acFuired tome 
and the knowledge of —lias's defeat adding another layer to the 
grim purpose that drives us. The charged awareness between us, 
ampliWed by the close conWnes, is a constant hum beneath the 
surface, a dangerous resonance ’ try desperately to ignore.

Binally, the narrow passage opens into a vast cavern, so immense 
its ceiling is lost in absolute darkness high above, swallowing 
—leanoraAs  light  completely.  Delow  us  stretches  a  seemingly 
bottomless gorge, emanating palpable waves of raw earth power 
that make my teeth ache and the air feel thick as water. This is the 
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heart of the earth dragon's domain, a place untouched by surface 
concerns for millennia.

PItate your purpose, surface dwellers,P a voice booms, not 
echoing ox the distant walls, but resonating directly inside my 
skull,  deep and slow as  shifting  continents,  ancient  beyond 
measure. The ground trembles faintly beneath my feet with each 
syllable, a low, powerful vibration.

’  step  forward,  forcing  down  the  instinctual  awe  and 
apprehension that rises in the face of such primordial power. ’ 
hold aloft the small wooden chest Eondor entrusted to —leanora, 
feeling its faint earthy magic pulse in response to the cavern's 
overwhelming energy. PGe seek Narlock;P ’ project my voice, laced 
with carefully controlled magical resonance to carry across the 
chasm, hoping my Dlackthorn command carries weight even here. 
PGe come on behalf of Eondor of the Bire ?eaks; Le invokes the 
debt sworn beneath the Iilent ?eaks;P

There's a deep, grinding rumble from the gorge, the sound 
of mountains stirring from an eon's sleep. Ilowly, massively, 
a head emerges from the chasm below, rising until it Wlls the 
cavern entrance before us, blotting out even the memory of the 
tunnel behind. Icales like granite plates, cracked and weathered 
by geological time, shift with the sound of grating rockslides. —yes 
the color of rich, fertile loam, vast and depthless as the earth itself, 
W- upon us, their pupils like chips of glowing emerald radiating 
immense, impassive age. Narlock. Le doesn't just look ancientU he 
feels like the bedrock of the world given consciousness.

PEondorCP the deep voice rumbles again, closer now, the air itself 
vibrating with his power. PThat old Wrezheart invokes the Lound 
Gar debtC Ofter centuries of silenceCP Narlock's massive head tilts 
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slightly, regarding us with an unnerving lack of e-pression, like a 
mountain observing mayqies. PThe trouble must be grave indeed.P

’ Fuickly, concisely lay out the situationSthe necromancy 
within ?endragon, —lias's capture and his dark tome, the recovered 
Ihifter artifacts, —leanora's discovery of Iaralak's bone fragment, 
Eondor's  incapacitation,  and his  plea  for  Narlock's  ancient 
knowledge regarding the 8aster —lias serves. ’ keep my voice 
steady, respectful but Wrm, acutely aware that we stand before 
power far older and potentially far more dangerous than anything 
my father schemes over in council chambers. —leanora stands 
silently beside me, clutching the satchel containing the bone bo- 
and —lias's tome, her posture rigid but resolute, her chin held high 
despite the overwhelming presence before us.

Narlock listens, utterly still, his ancient eyes seeming to absorb 
the information without reaction, like stone absorbing rain. 
Ghen ’ Wnish, the silence stretches, thick and heavy as bedrock, 
amplifying  the  distant  drip  of  water  somewhere  in  the  vast 
darkness.  Binally,  he lets  out a  hux like a  distant avalanche. 
PIaralak,P he grunts, the sound echoing through the vast cavern, 
tasting of dust and ages. PVhaos stirs again. ?redictable. 8ortals 
meddling with forces they cannot comprehend.P Lis ga9e drifts 
towards me. POnd Eondor* lost his hide to a necromancer's 
pawnC ?athetic.P Le pauses, his ga9e sweeping over us again, 
lingering on the chest ’ still  hold, then shifting to —leanora, 
perhaps sensing the volatile magic clinging to her, the echo of the 
bone fragment she carries. PDut,P his ga9e returns to the chest, Pa 
debt sworn in the shadow of the 0oid Lounds is absolute. The 
earth does not forget.P Le lowers his massive head slightly, emerald 
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pupils dilating almost imperceptibly. PGhat knowledge do you 
seek from the deep stone, Dlackthorn heir, Vortana GyrdCP

Cortana Wyrd? The archaic term for those with Iight, laced 
with ancient superstition and distrustSa distrust likely rooted in 
fear of magic that operates outside established hierarchies, magic 
tied to spirit and intuition rather than rigid controlSsends a 
qicker of unease through me, but ’ push it aside. PGe need to know 
about the 8aster —lias serves,P ’ state clearly. PThe power behind 
this plot to resurrect Iaralak. —leanora has seen visionsSa dark 
castle across the sea, a malevolent 7ellow —ye.P

POnd we need to know about this bone,P —leanora adds, her 
voice surprisingly steady, holding NarlockAs ancient ga9e despite 
the intimidating pressure. PVan it still be used to raise IaralakC Van 
it be destroyedC VontainedCP

222

Narlock is silent again for a long moment, his ga9e seeming to 
turn inward, consulting memories etched in stone and time itself. 
Ghen he speaks, his voice resonates with the weight of millennia, 
each word deliberate, heavy as granite falling into place. PThe 
8aster you speak of* the —ye*P he begins slowly, P*predates 
Iaralak. ?redates the Birst Gars your petty histories record. On 
older power. ’nsidious. O creeping vine of shadow, thriving on 
discord, manipulation, feeding on the chaos it creates like a parasite 
on a dying world.P

Le focuses his immense ga9e on me, and ’ feel the weight of 
geological time pressing down. P7our Dlackthorn ancestors knew 
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of it. Yong ago, blinded by ambition, seeking advantage over rivals, 
seeking power forbidden even then, they made* pacts.P

Pacts? The word slams into me, cold and sharp. ?reposterous. 
Dlackthorns  command powerU  we  don't  bargain  for  it  from 
shadows. P8y ancestors were powerful mages,P ’ counter, unable 
to stop the reqe-ive defense, the ingrained Dlackthorn pride 
bristling. PThey wouldn't need to make pacts.P

PGouldn't theyCP Narlock rumbles, a sound like deep earth 
shifting, laced with something akin to ancient pity. PThey believed 
themselves clever, Dlackthorn heir. Delieved they could control 
the darkness they courted, use its inquence for their own ends. 
Bools. Iuch shadows rarely yield to mortal will. This entity subtly 
fanned the qames of their feud with the Vortanas, nurturing 
resentment, amplifying misunderstandings, twisting ambition 
into betrayalSusing your houses like unwitting pawns in its long 
game across centuries.P

8y breath catches. The feud* ampliWedC 8anipulatedC O tool 
used by this 8asterC ’ risk a glance at —leanora. Ler face is pale, her 
knuckles white where she grips the strap of her satchel. Ler sharp 
intake of breath is almost inaudible, but ’ feel the shock ripple 
from her. Ihe heard it too. The foundation of our entire history 
cracking beneath us.

P’ndeed,P Narlock continues, his voice a low grind of stone 
on stone, relentless.  PThe 'truths'  your Ocademy suppresses, 
the deepzseated divisions between 8age and Ihifter, the very 
foundation of your political structuresSmany were not organic 
but sown or warped by the 8aster's insidious whispers over 
millennia. …sing families like yours, Dlackthorn, blinded by pride 
and ambition, as instruments. —ven the techniFues you pri9e, the 
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raw power you wieldSsome may trace their darkest roots back to 
those forbidden bargains.P

Nausea churns low in my gut. 8y familyAs rise, our power, our 
legacy* all potentially built on lies, manipulated by the very entity 
we now must WghtC ’t feels like the ground is dissolving beneath 
my feet. ’ try to Wnd a qaw in his logic, some historical discrepancy, 
but his words resonate with a terrifying, ancient authority.

PThis  entity seeks Iaralak,P  Narlock goes on,  ignoring my 
internal turmoil, Pnot just for his raw destructive power, but 
because Iaralak is Vhaos incarnate. …nleashing him disrupts the 
fundamental fabric of magic, weakens reality's defenses, making 
your world susceptible to the 8aster's  pervasive,  corrupting 
inquence. ’ts goal is not mere conFuest, but unraveling. Memaking 
e-istence in its own image of eternal shadow and discord.P

PThe  castle*P  ’  force  the  words  out,  needing  practical 
information,  anything  to  anchor  myself  against  the  tide  of 
devastating revelation washing over me. PThe one —leanora saw. 
Ghere is itCP

P’t does not reside solely within your physical realm,P Narlock 
replies. P’t anchors itself in the liminal spaces between worlds, 
where the veils  grow thinSplaces  of  potent,  often unstable 
magic.  7our visions,  Vortana Gyrd,P  his  ga9e qickers  brieqy 
to —leanora, acknowledging her uniFue power, Ppierce those 
weakened boundaries. Trust them. They will guide you more 
accurately than any map forged by mortal hands.P

POnd the boneCP —leanora asks again, her voice tight, desperate 
now.

Narlock's ga9e turns heavy, ancient sorrow brieqy shadowing his 
emerald eyes. PThe fragment of IaralakC ’t cannot be destroyed by 
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conventional magic. ’t holds his core essence, a potent focal point. 
The 8aster can still use it, given the right ritual, the right sacriWce* 
perhaps even without the other artifacts —lias gathered. ’t must be 
contained. Rr,P he pauses, considering, the silence in the cavern 
amplifying the weight of his words, PpuriWed.P

P?uriWedC LowCP ’ demand, latching onto the sliver of hope.
PThe methods are lost to most,P Narlock rumbles. P?erhaps 

intentionally erased by the 8aster's inquence over centuries. —ven 
dragon memory fades or is* pruned.P Le looks thoughtful, his 
ga9e lingering on —leanora again, then shifting pointedly back to 
me, his ne-t words delivered with the weight of falling mountains. 
P…nless* unless the counterzmagic resides within the very legacy 
the 8aster sought to corrupt. Githin the knowledge held by those 
who suxered most from the lies.P Lis meaning is obliFue but 
chillingly clear. Vortana knowledge. Rr perhaps* truths hidden 
within the dark history of the Dlackthorns themselves.

222

Le  W-es  his  ga9e  on  me  again,  heavy  with  judgment  and 
undeniable,  ancient  truth.  P7our  greatzgrandfather,  Rrion 
DlackthornSthe one whose name you bearSdid not merely 
outmaneuver Louse Vortana politically. Le orchestrated their 
ruin.P

The words hit me like a physical blow. No. ’t wasn't like that. 
’t was rivalry, political maneuvering, the natural rise and fall of 
power...
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PBabricated charges of treason,P Narlock continues, his voice 
relentless, stripping away every comforting lie ’ was raised on. 
P8anipulated evidence. …sed dark pacts brokered by the 8aster 
to sei9e their wealth, their properties, their standingSleaving 
them destitute, their name dishonored, their history rewritten to 
serve his narrative. Oll while whispering fealty to the 8aster who 
likely aided his deception, consolidating Dlackthorn power on a 
foundation of theft and betrayal.P

The  Wnal  blow  lands.  Not  just  rivalry.  Not  just  political 
maneuvering ampliWed by darkness. Systematic destruction. Theft. 
Lies. Duilt on the ruin of her family. 8y family. 8y name. 8y 
legacy. ’tAs all poison, rotten to the core. The qoor seems to drop 
out from beneath me. ’ feel physically ill,  the air leaving my 
lungs in a rush, the cavern seeming to spin slightly around me, 
Narlock's ancient face blurring. The opulent history ’ was raised 
in, the power ’ wieldSit's all revealed as a grotesFue, bloodzsoaked 
charade. Low can ’ even look at herC Low can she bear to stand 
beside me, knowing this truth hangs between us like a freshly 
drawn bladeC

PThe reckoning is upon you, children,P Narlock states, his 
voice echoing with the Wnality of ages, oxering no comfort, only 
conseFuence. PThe path forward reFuires confronting the truths 
your families, your Ocademy, your entire world have long denied. 
De prepared for what you uncover. De prepared for the cost.P Lis 
words hang in the vast cavern, heavy as the stone around us. ’ feel 
—leanora stixen beside me, though she makes no sound. The truth 
is a chasm ripped open between us, wider and deeper than any 
physical gorge. Low can ’ even stand beside her, bearing the weight 
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of my name, the poison of my legacy revealedC The thought of 
meeting her eyes is unbearable.
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ELEANORA

T he return journey from Narlock's cavern is a silent torment. 
Each  league  we  travel  back  towards  the  compromised 

safety of Pendragon feels heavier than the last, weighed down 
by the crushing truth the earth dragon unearthed. Orchestrated 
ruin. Fabricated charges. Systematic destruction. My family. The 
Cortanas. Not just faded rivals, but victims of a centuries-long 
deception, their downfall meticulously engineered by Orion’s 
ancestors, likely aided by the very Master we now Hght.

The knowledge sits like poison in my veins, cold and bitter. 
Every glance at Orion beside me is fraught. ze drives the shielded 
vehicle with a tense, white-knuckled grip, his gaxe HIed rigidly 
ahead, proHle sharp as carved stone against the passing landscape. 
q see the muscle jumping convulsively in his jaw, the haunted, 
self-loathing shadow lurking deep in his usually arrogant axure 
eyes. Once, q saw his hand tremble slightly as he reached for 
the navigation controls, a tremor he Auickly hid by clenching 
his Hst. ze’s reeling, his entire world, his identity, fractured by 
the revelation. U part of me, the part forged in generations of 
bitterness, wants to lash out, to scream accusations, to demand 
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impossible reparations for crimes committed long before he was 
born.

…ut another part— another part sees the raw agony etched 
onto his face, the genuine horror that mirrored my own when 
Narlock spoke the Hnal, damning truth. ze didn’t know. q see 
that now. ze’s as much a victim of his ancestors’ lies as q am of 
their crimes, trapped by a legacy he never chose. Und beneath the 
anger, beneath the grief for my lost heritage, beneath the sickening 
sense of violation, stirs an unwelcome ?icker of empathy. Und 
something more*the undeniable memory of his hand steadying 
me, his magic shielding me, the desperate heat of his kiss in 
9ondor’s library. zow do q reconcile the heir of the house that 
destroyed mine with the man who makes my heart race, the ally q 
now implicitly trust with my lifeW

SSS

(e return to the Ucademy under the cover of darkness, slipping 
back  through  the  hidden  tunnels  to  the  cold  sanctuary  of 
the …lackthorn Obelisk apartment. The air outside feels heavy, 
watchful. zightower remains unreachable, the Ucademy network 
still choked by surveillance wards. (e are utterly isolated, armed 
only  with  Narlock’s  grim  truths,  9ondor’s  favor  chest,  the 
terrifying potential of )aralak’s bone fragment Kstill secured in its 
puxxle boID, and the dark, ancient tome recovered from Elias’s 
ritual room at the Feep.

Lays blur into a draining cycle of intense, whispered research. 
(e spread Elias’s tome open on the obsidian table, its pages Hlled 
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with guttural, compleI script and horrifying diagrams depicting 
necromantic rituals and chaotic energy ?ows. )ide-by-side, we 
pore over the teIt, the silence between us thick with unspoken 
tension and the raw, bleeding wound of Narlock's revelations. qt’s 
an awkward truce, born of necessity. zours pass where the only 
sounds are the rustle of ancient parchment and our own breathing, 
the air charged with things unsaid. Get, beneath the strain, a 
strange reliance forms. (hen my )ight ?ares under the Master's 
pressure, his hand instinctively steadies my shoulder, his magic a 
brief, grounding shield before he pulls back as if burned. (hen 
he curses under his breath at a particularly obscure dialect, q Hnd 
myself o!ering a translation gleaned from old Cortana linguistic 
teIts without thinking, the shared goal momentarily overriding 
the animosity. (e function as a unit, driven by the urgent need 
for answers, the looming threat. (e share stale nutrient bars, 
brew potent cups of ca!eine-laced tea, fall into eIhausted sleep on 
opposite ends of the long leather sofa, waking hours later to Hnd 
the other still hunched over the tome. U strange intimacy develops 
in the shared pressure cooker environment*a reliance born of 
necessity, underscored by the volatile awareness that simmers 
constantly beneath the surface.

The work is eIhausting, mentally and magically taIing. The 
tome  itself  radiates  a  faint  malice,  a  cold  intelligence  that 
seems to resist our scrutiny. Und the whispers at the edge of 
my awareness intensify*no longer just background static, but 
insistent, probing tendrils of darkness q now recognixe as the 
Master’s distant attention, drawn perhaps by our focus on the 
tome, or the proIimity of the bone fragment. )everal times, q feel 
a sharp psychic pressure, a cold probe against my mental shields, 
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forcing me to break concentration, gasping, sweat beading on my 
forehead. Each time, Orion is instantly alert, his own magic ?aring 
protectively around me, a silent shield against the unseen assault, 
his eyes dark with worry.

(e barely speak of Narlock’s revelations. The truth lies between 
us, raw and bleeding, too vast, too painful to dissect yet. (e 
function as a unit, driven by the urgent need for answers, the 
looming threat.

SSS

One evening, after hours spent deciphering a particularly compleI 
passage detailing energy transference linked to celestial alignments, 
frustration gnaws at me. 0qt's useless,0 q sigh, pushing away from 
the table, rubbing my aching temples. 0These are just fragments. 
Uctivation seAuences are missing, key components unnamed. 
qt’s like trying to assemble a catastrophic weapon with half the 
instructions deliberately erased.0

Orion looks up, running a hand through his perpetually perfect 
dark hair, mussing it slightly. ze looks eIhausted, the shadows 
under his eyes stark against his pale skin. 0The Master wouldn't 
leave a complete instruction manual lying around,0 he says grimly. 
0…ut there must be something. U pattern. U weakness.0

0U weaknessW0 q echo bitterly, the weight of Narlock's words 
suddenly overwhelming. 0The weakness seems to be ingrained in 
the very foundations of this city, in the lies our families built 
their power onJ0 The accusation hangs in the air, unintended but 
unavoidable.
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Orion ?inches as if struck. ze looks away, his jaw tightening, 
the raw pain ?ashing in his eyes before he masks it. 0q know,0 he 
says, his voice low, strained. 0q know what my family did, Eleanora. 
Narlock— he conHrmed horrors q never allowed myself to suspect.0 
ze Hnally meets my gaxe, his own Hlled with a self-loathing that 
mirrors the sickness in my own gut. 0There are no eIcuses. No 
justiHcations. Only the truth. My legacy is built on the ashes of 
yours.0

The raw honesty, the lack of defense, disarms me. ze isn't 
denying it. ze isn't minimixing it. ze owns it. The centuries of 
ingrained hatred q carried, the righteous fury*it feels complicated 
now, tangled with the undeniable reality of the man sitting across 
from me, sharing this impossible burden.

0Orion,0 q begin hesitantly, needing to bridge this chasm before 
it swallows us both. 0(hat your ancestors did— the pacts they 
made, the ruin they caused— it was monstrous. Rnforgivable.0 q 
see him brace himself, eIpecting deserved condemnation. 0…ut,0 
q continue, forcing myself to meet his tortured gaxe, 0that legacy 
isn't you. q've seen you Hght beside me against Carlos, against the 
(yvern. q've seen you protect zightower, protect me, even when 
every instinct should have told you otherwise. q saw you defy your 
father. q see the man sitting here now, using his knowledge, his 
power, trying to stop the darkness his family may have invited 
in.0 qt feels like treason to my own history to say it,  but the 
evidence is undeniable, sitting right across from me, looking 
utterly broken by the truth. q take a deep breath, the words 
feeling momentous, terrifyingly fragile, but true. 0The Master 
manipulated your ancestors, used their ?aws, just as he tries to use 
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our fear now. The history is poison, yes. …ut you— the man you are 
choosing to be right now— q choose to trust you.0

)ilence stretches, thick and profound. Orion stares at me, his 
eIpression stripped bare*shock, disbelief, and then a ?icker of 
something so raw, so vulnerable, it steals my breath. Yelief, so 
profound it looks like physical pain, washes over his features before 
the familiar mask of aristocratic control begins to reassert itself, 
though the cracks remain visible.

ze reaches across the table, his Hngers closing gently over mine 
where they rest on the ancient tome. zis touch is warm, solid, 
sending a jolt straight through me, bypassing anger, bypassing 
history, connecting directly to the undeniable current between us. 
0Eleanora,0 he says, his voice rough with emotion q can’t Auite 
decipher. 0Thank you.0 Gust two words, but they hold the weight 
of centuries acknowledged, a future chosen.

qn that moment, something fundamental shifts between us. The 
label 'enemy', poisoned by history, feels inadeAuate, inaccurate. 
The label 'lover', born of desperate moments, feels premature, 
terrifying.  …ut  'partner'W  'Ully'W  Ges.  That  feels  true.  )olid. 
)omething real forged in the heart of lies and chaos.

SSS

Us if responding to this shift, this fragile moment of uniHed 
purpose, my )ight suddenly ?ares*not with the Master's cold 
pressure,  but  with  a  sharp,  intuitive  clarity.  My  gaxe  snaps 
back to the open page before us, to the compleI diagram we’d 
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been struggling with. The swirling lines depicting energy ?ows 
suddenly resolve into a recognixable pattern in my mind's eye.

0Orion, lookJ0 q gasp, pointing, my voice sharp with eIcitement. 
0This diagram— it's not just energy transference. qt mirrors the ley 
line convergence map of the old Ucademy foundationsJ The neIus 
point beneath the original prison structure*the place where the 
Master’s power surged when )aralak broke freeJ0

Orion leans forward instantly, his eyes sharp with focus, the 
earlier emotional turmoil momentarily forgotten, replaced by 
the strategist. ze traces the lines, comparing them mentally to 
Ucademy schematics only someone of his lineage would have 
access to. 0Gou're right,0 he breathes, eIcitement replacing the 
grim set of his jaw. 0qt's a focus point. Und this archaic rune 
seAuence here,0 he points to a cluster of symbols we'd dismissed 
as decorative, 0it’s not part of the ritual itself. qt looks like— like 
coordinates. Or an activation key for something at that location.0

U hidden chamberW U failsafeW U Hnal component Elias needsW 
(e don't know. …ut it's the Hrst concrete lead we've found in days. 
U direction. U target.

zope,  fragile  but  Herce,  sparks  between  us,  momentarily 
pushing back the shadows of the past and the fear of the future. 
(e have a lead. Und we face it together.
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ORION

T he coordinates. The activation key. Etched onto ancient 
parchment in Elias’s dark tome, revealed by Eleanora’s Sight 

connecting patterns I’d dismissed. A hidden path, tied to the 
Academy’s deepest foundations, the ley line nexus beneath the old 
prisons—the very place Saralak’s chaotic energy had erupted from. 
It’s our only lead. Our only way to potentially confront the Master 
before he initiates whatever Nnal ritual the bone fragment enables.

There’s no time for hesitation, no room for doubt. The fragile 
hope sparked by the discovery hardens into cold resolve within 
me. Barlock’s words about reckoning, about confronting the 
truths our families denied, echo in my mind. My father’s choices, 
my ancestors’ crimes—they are part of me, a poisoned legacy. 
Lut they do not have to deNne me. zooking across the table at 
Eleanora—her face pale but resolute, green eyes bla"ing with Nerce 
intelligence and the undeniable strength that drew me even when 
I fought it—I make my choice. My path lies beside her, against the 
darkness my lineage may have helped unleash.

WFe go now,W I state, the decision settling with absolute Nnality. 
WFhile the Master’s attention is likely focused on consolidating 
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Saralak’s chaotic energy, before he reali"es we have deciphered the 
tome.W

Eleanora  nods,  her  expression  mirroring  my  own  grim 
determination.  The  fear  is  still  there,  lurking  beneath  the 
surface—I see it in the slight tremor of her hand as she gathers the 
tome pages—but it’s overshadowed by resolve. Fe gather the few 
essential supplies we have leftG healing potions, energy replenishers, 
the favor chest from (ondor )a tangible link to the crippled 
dragon, carrying it feels like honoring his sacriNce, even if its 
purpose is unclear now', and the Hwarven pu""le box containing 
Saralak*s bone fragment, now secured with every containment 
rune I know. The weight of that fragment feels immense, a cold 
promise of annihilation we carry with us.

………

Fe stand near the apartment’s shielded exit, the silence thick with 
unspoken words, the impending danger a palpable presence. This 
might be it. The Nnal confrontation. Bo guarantee of survival, let 
alone victory. Eleanora’s words from before—WI choose to trust 
youW—echo in my mind, a fragile bridge across the abyss of our 
history. Lut trust doesn*t negate the danger. It doesn*t guarantee 
we survive. The thought of losing her, especially now, after that 
moment of raw honesty, after acknowledging the impossible 
connection simmering beneath the surface? it’s a physical ache, a 
cold Nst clenching around my heart.

That  promise  we  made,  the  postponement  forced  by 
circumstance? "When this is over… then." Fhat if there is no thenU 
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Fhat if this fragile truce, this nascent understanding, is all we getU 
The thought is unbearable, galvani"ing.

I turn to face her, needing to see her, to anchor myself before we 
step into the unknown. The dim light catches the Nery strands of 
her hair, the determined set of her qaw, the lingering vulnerability 
in her eyes that now holds a 5icker of the trust she oCered. 
WEleanora,W I murmur, my voice rough, stepping closer. WBarlock 
spoke of reckoning. Of costs. There might not be an *after this* for 
us.W

4nderstanding dawns in her eyes, followed by a 5icker of fear, 
Vuickly replaced by a Nerce resolve that mirrors my own sudden, 
desperate need. WI know,W she whispers, her hand coming up almost 
involuntarily towards my chest, hovering for a moment before 
letting it fall. The small, aborted gesture speaks volumes.

The air crackles between us, charged with more than qust magic. 
It’s the culmination of months of antagonism, reluctant alliance, 
undeniable attraction, devastating revelations, and that fragile, 
terrifying trust. It’s the fear of imminent death colliding with the 
desperate, incandescent need to truly live, if only for this moment, 
to claim something real before stepping into the void.

I lean down, capturing her lips with mine. This kiss isn*t the 
angry claiming from Rightower*s oPce, nor the desperate solace 
in (ondor’s library. This is diCerent. A conscious choice. An 
acceptance of the impossible feelings laid bare between us, fueled 
by the terrifying awareness that this moment might be all we have. 
She meets me with eVual intensity, her arms winding around my 
neck, pulling me down, her body molding against mine.

Fe stumble towards the nearest solid surface—the cold, sterile 
wall of the Obelisk apartment—the kiss deepening, becoming 
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consuming. 6lothes become an intolerable barrier. My hands Nnd 
the fastenings of her practical tunic, fumbling slightly in my haste. 
Rer Nngers work at the clasps of my robes, skin meeting skin, cool 
air hitting heated 5esh. A gasp escapes her as my lips trail down 
the curve of her throat, tasting the salt and o"one clinging to her 
skin. She arches against me, a low sound vibrating in her chest, her 
hands tangling possessively in my hair.

This is madness. 4tter recklessness before facing an ancient 
entity. Lut it’s also necessary. 7ital. An aPrmation against the 
void. Every touch, every kiss, every shared breath is a deNance 
of the darkness,  a declaration of the life we are Nghting for, 
the  connection that  somehow bloomed amidst  the  ruins  of 
our families’ legacies. -assion crests, hot and overwhelming, a 
desperate, frantic claiming, erasing thought, erasing fear, leaving 
only sensation, only us, tangled together against the encroaching 
night. It’s raw, honest, stripped bare of pretense—two souls 
clinging together on the precipice, Nnding strength, Nnding solace, 
Nnding this Nerce, undeniable connection in the heart of the 
storm.

………

zater, lying tangled together on the plush rug, the frantic energy 
subsides, leaving behind a profound, almost aching intimacy. Rer 
head rests on my chest, her breathing evening out, the Nery hair 
spilling across my skin. My arm is wrapped protectively around 
her, holding her close, feeling the steady beat of her heart against 
mine. The silence isn*t empty8 it*s Nlled with the weight of what 
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qust happened, the promises made and fulNlled, the terrifying 
reality waiting qust outside these wards.

I gently brush a stray curl from her forehead. She stirs, looking 
up at me, her green eyes soft, luminous, unguarded in a way 
I*ve rarely seen. A small, almost shy smile touches her lips. The 
connection feels profound, terrifyingly deep. I force the feeling 
down, compartmentali"ing. Bow is not the time. Bow is for 
survival. The reckoning, the future, then... it all depends on what 
happens next.

WYeadyUW I ask softly, the word encompassing more than qust the 
coming battle, pushing myself into strategist mode.

She nods, her smile widening slightly, reaching up to trace the 
line of my qaw. WTogether.W

That  single  word  settles  something  deep  within  me.  The 
lingering  shame  of  my  legacy,  the  fear  of  the  Master,  the 
uncertainty of the Nght ahead—they don*t vanish, but they shift, 
balanced now by this undeniable connection, this shared resolve. 
Together.

Fe dress Vuickly, the earlier urgency returning, but overlaid 
now with a Vuiet sense of purpose, a shared strength. I retrieve 
the bone fragment, its cold presence a stark reminder of the 
stakes. Eleanora consults the tome one last time, focusing on the 
activation seVuence and the ley line map.

WIt*s tied to the nexus,W she conNrms. WThe runes act as a key, but 
it needs? resonance. Loth our signatures, I think, focused through 
the ley lines themselves.W

It  makes  sense.  A  hidden  access  point,  keyed  to  speciNc 
magical freVuencies, likely reVuiring signiNcant power or a uniVue 
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combination to activate—perhaps intended by whoever created it 
long ago as a failsafe, now coIopted or discovered by the Master.

………

Fe make our way back down into the hidden tunnels beneath 
-endragon, the path feeling diCerent now, charged with grim 
purpose  and  the  lingering  heat  between  us.  Fe  reach  the 
area  beneath the  old  prison foundations,  the  air  thick  with 
dormant magic and the faint, lingering taint of Saralak’s chaotic 
eruption. Eleanora Nnds the nexus point described in the tome—a 
convergence of barely visible lines etched into the ancient stone 
5oor.

Dollowing the tome*s instructions, we stand on opposite sides 
of the nexus. Eleanora begins chanting the archaic rune seVuence, 
her voice clear and steady, her Sight focusing the intricate patterns, 
drawing power from the air. I raise my hands, pouring controlled 
Llackthorn Nre into the ley lines, feeling the earth magic respond, 
thrumming beneath my feet, feeding the activation. Our magic 
meets at the nexus, intertwining—her focused light and spirit 
weaving seamlessly with my directed Nre and will. The air crackles 
violently. The stone beneath us vibrates, humming with immense 
power. The coordinates from the tome 5are like brands on the 
nexus point.

Yeality twists. Bot the chaotic wrenching of the Hraconia 
gate, but a deliberate, focused tearing. A shimmering distortion 
appears before us, a doorway ripping open into swirling mist 
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and nonIEuclidean angles—the liminal space Barlock described. 
Through the swirling vortex, I catch my Nrst glimpse of it.

Impossible architecture. Towers of black, obsidianIlike stone 
that pierce a sky boiling with perpetual twilight storms. Falls that 
seem to shift and writhe, defying perspective. A fortress built not 
of stone and mortar, but of pure shadow, malice, and ancient, 
corrupted power, radiating waves of cold dread that seep even 
through the portal, raising the hairs on my arms.

The Master*s stronghold.
I meet Eleanora*s ga"e across the swirling portal. Dear is there, 

yes, re5ected in her wide green eyes, but overshadowed by Nerce 
determination that mirrors my own. Fe take a Nnal, steadying 
breath, clasp hands tightly—a solid anchor against the chaos—and 
step through the tear in reality together.
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ELEANORA

S tepping  through  the  shimmering  tear  in  reality  is  like 
plunging into the absolute zero between stars. The air in 

the Master's stronghold hits me —rstc,oldv thinv utterly defoid 
oA the Aamiliar hum oA Nr,adia's ambient magi,v or efen the 
raw earth power oA Iarlo,k's domain. Ot Aeels deadv sterilev yet 
simultaneously thi,k with an an,ientv oppressife dread that presses 
down on my spiritv making ea,h breath a ,ons,ious e’ort. My 
hand instin,tifely tightens its grip on -rionBs as we stumble onto 
shiAting ground that Aeels disturbingly like pa,ked ash ofer unseen 
foids.

The portal snaps shut behind us with a sound like tearing 
Aabri,v leafing us stranded in a realm oA perpetual twilight beneath 
a sky boiling with slowjmotion storms oA bruised purple and 
si,kly green lightning that illuminates nothing below. UeAore us 
stret,hes the impossible ar,hite,ture -rion glimpsedca Aortress 
built oA shadow and mali,e made maniAest. This must be one oA 
the liminal spa,es Iarlo,k spoke oAv a parasiti, reality an,hored 
between worldsv Aeeding on the ,haos it ,reates. Towers oA bla,kv 
obsidianjlike stone pier,e the turbulent sky at angles that deAy 
geometryv seeming to twist and writhe Rust at the edge oA my 
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fisionv indu,ing a subtle nausea. ;alls "ow like solidi—ed darknessv 
absorbing what little ambient light e?istsv their surAa,es seeming to 
ripple as iA alife. ;alkways oA solidi—ed shadow ,onne,t stru,tures 
a,ross impossible foidsv shimmering like heat haze or solidi—ed 
despair. There's no soundcno windv no distant ,ity humv no 
liAeconly a proAoundv unnerfing silen,e that presses against my 
eardrumsv ampliAying the Aranti, pounding oA my own heart. 
My Sight struggles to pro,ess the wrongnessv the sheer otherness 
oA this pla,eE it Aeels like standing inside a predator's nightmarev 
a lands,ape designed by madness itselA. The air tastes metalli,v 
sterilev like li,king Arozen metal.

FStay alertvF -rion murmurs beside mev his foi,e lowv hushedv 
almost swallowed by the oppressife silen,e. 0is Aree hand already 
holds a ,ontained sphere oA brightv  warm —rev pushing ba,k 
the immediate shadows but seeming pitiAully small against the 
oferwhelming s,ale oA the en,roa,hing darkness. 0is grip on my 
hand is groundingv a point oA Aamiliar warmth and solid reality in 
this alien lands,ape.

F;here do we efen startDF O whisperv s,anning the disorienting 
panorama.  There  are  no  ,lear  pathsv  no  obfious  entran,esv 
Rust shiAting perspe,tifes and ar,hite,ture designed to ,onAusev 
intimidatev and break the spirit. Lfen the ground Aeels unstablev 
subtly shiAting like ,ooling lafa beneath the ash.

FThe tome mentioned a ,entral ne?usvF -rion re,allsv his eyes 
narrowedv s,anning the impossible stru,turesv his ta,ti,al mind 
,learly working past the disorientation. FN ,onfergen,e point 
where the Master likely an,hors his power to this planev where the 
ritual would be perAormed.F



…NTL* T- T0L …-GUO**LI UO22O-INOGL LILMH WWW

FO ,an try to sense itvF O sayv ,losing my eyes brie"yv Aor,ing myselA 
to push past the oppressife dread blanketing this realmv the Aeeling 
oA being wat,hed by the fery stones around us. O rea,h out with my 
Sightv not looking Aor Aamiliar ley linesv but Aor ,on,entrations oA 
powerv Aor the dis,ordantv si,kening hum oA the Master's spe,i—, 
energy signaturecthe one O Aelt probing my mindv the one that 
resonated Arom Llias's Aoul magi,v the one that Aelt like absolute 
,old.

Ot takes e’ortv like trying to hear a spe,i—, whisper in a hurri,ane 
oA psy,hi, stati,. The fery air resists magi,al per,eptionv thi,k and 
,loying. Uut thenq there. N Aaintv si,kening pulse deep within the 
,entralv most massife spireca stru,ture that seems to absorb efen 
the twilightv radiating wafes oA ,old mali,e that make my teeth 
,hatter. FThat wayvF O sayv pointingv opening my eyesv the dire,tion 
Aeeling nauseatingly ,lear in my mind. F*eep inside the main 
,itadel. Ot Aeelsq strong. Nnd hungry. 2ike a wound in reality.F

!!!

;e  mofe  ,autiouslyv  -rion's  —relight  ,asting  longv  dan,ing 
shadows that seem to twist into mena,ing shapes in my peripheral 
fision. The ground shiAts subtly beneath our Aeetv sometimes solid 
ash ofer unyielding stonev sometimes dis,on,ertingly yielding like 
,rusted snow ofer emptiness. *oorways appear in solid walls as 
we approa,hv only to fanish like aAterthoughts on,e we pass. Stairs 
spiral upwards into absolute darkness or downwards into unseen 
depths. My Sight be,omes our primary ,ompassv straining against 
the oppressife atmospherev anti,ipating shiAting pathsv sensing 
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residual magi,al traps leAt like psy,hi, tripwirescwards designed 
not Rust to harmv but to drain hopev indu,e despairv or ensnare the 
unwary mind.

Seferal timesv O pull -rion ba,k Rust as the ground beAore him 
dissolfes into a swirling forte? oA shadow that whispers promises 
oA oblifion. -n,ev he shofes me aside as a prefiously unseen glyph 
on a wall "ares with ,orrosife green energy that eats into the 
stone where O stood a moment beAore. ;e nafigate a ,orridor that 
seems to loop ba,k on itselA endlesslyv the same grotesVue ,arfing 
appearing again and againv until O Ao,us my Sight past the illusionv 
per,eifing the Aaint 'seam' in the magi,al ,onstru,t. FThere4F O 
point. -rion doesn't hesitatev unleashing a ,on,entrated blast oA 
—re that shatters the illusionv refealing the true path Aorwardca 
narrow bridge oA shadow spanning a ,hasm —lled with whispering 
darkness.

0e mofes with lethal gra,ev his —re readyv de"e,ting shadowy 
tendrils  that lash out Arom une?pe,ted ,ornersv  in,inerating 
grotesVuev halAjAormed things that s,uttle Rust beyond the light's 
edgecat  one  pointv  a  ,reature  like  a  "ayed hound made oA 
solidi—ed shadow and too many Roints lungedv only to dissolfe 
into greasy smoke under his Ao,used "amec,reatures born oA 
nightmare and ,orrupted magi,v all ,laws and teeth and too many 
eyes. ;e —ght ba,kjtojba,k instin,tifelyv his power a shield and 
swordv my Sight the early warning systemv our magi, weafing 
together out oA sheer ne,essity. The animosityv the historycitBs 
still therev an undeniable ,hasmv but in this hostile realmv surfifal 
depends entirely on the Aragile trust we Aorgedv on the ,onne,tion 
that hums between usv stronger than any Aeud. Lfery shared 
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glan,ev efery ,oordinated deAensev Aeels like rewriting historyv one 
desperate moment at a time.

*eeper into the ,itadel we pressv the ar,hite,ture growing more 
oppressifev the silen,e somehow heafierv pressing in. ;e nafigate 
,orridors that twist impossiblyv stairs that spiral into nothingnessv 
,hambers —lled with whispering shadows that promise power or 
oblifionv Aeeding on doubt and Aear. My Sight strains against 
the ,onstant pressurev the whispers at the edge oA my awareness 
growing louder nowv tinged with a ,oldv ,al,ulating mali,ev trying 
to —nd pur,hase in my Aearv in my grieA Aor Paleriav whispering 
her name in distorted e,hoes. O grit my teethv Ao,using —er,ely on 
-rionBs steady presen,e beside mev on the missionv reAusing to let 
the Master break me with ghosts.

!!!

;e rea,h a fastv ,ir,ular ,hamber near the spire's ,ore. Ynlike the 
shiAting ,haos outsidev this spa,e Aeels unnerfingly stillv deliberatev 
like the eye oA the storm. On the ,enterv a raised platAorm oA polished 
bla,k stonev easily —Aty Aeet a,rossv hums with palpable dark energyv 
making the air fibrate. Gunesv similar to those in Llias's tome but 
in—nitely more ,omple? and malefolentv glow with a si,kly green 
light a,ross its surAa,ev pulsing slowly like a diseased heart. This 
Aeels like the pla,e. The ne?us. The heart oA the Master's power in 
this realm.

Uut we are not alone.
Standing  beAore  the  platAormv  seemingly  waiting  Aor  usv 

radiating an aura oA ,orrupted power that makes my Sight re,oilv 
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is a —gure O re,ognize with a si,kening lur,h oA my stoma,hv a gasp 
tearing Arom my throat. *ana.

Uut not the *ana O knew. Iot my ,heerAulv  ,omplainingv 
giantjblooded Ariend. The transAormation O glimpsed beAorev 
hinted  at  in  her  intera,tionsv  is  ,omplete  nowv  horriAyingly 
magni—ed by the dark power oA this realm. She's tallerv leanerv her 
Arame elongatedv radiating an unnatural predatory gra,e that sets 
efery nerfe on edge. 0er skin still holds a metalli, sheenv but it's 
darker nowv obsidianjdarkv streaked with feins oA pulsing shadow 
that seem to writhe beneath the surAa,e. 0ornsv thi,k and wi,kedly 
,urfed like a ,orrupted ram'sv sprout Arom her Aoreheadv Araming 
a Aa,e twisted into a mask oA ,old mali,e. 0er eyes glow with that 
same si,kly green light as the runes on the platAormv defoid oA any 
warmth or re,ognition O efer knewv —lled only with an,ient hatred 
and the Master's ,hilling in"uen,e. 0er teethv glimpsed as her lips 
,url ba,kv are elongated into fi,ious Aangsv and her hands end in 
razorjsharp ,laws that look ,apable oA tearing through en,hanted 
steel. She smiles as we enterv a grotesVue distortion oA the bright 
e?pression O rememberv refealing rows oA needlejsharp teeth.

FLleanoravF she purrsv her foi,e distortedv layered with sibilant 
e,hoes  that  s,rape  raw  against  my  nerfes.  FNnd  the  noble 
Ula,kthorn heir.  Took you long enough.  The Master  grows 
impatient Aor the —nal ,omponent.F 0er glowing eyes "i,k towards 
the sat,hel at my sidev where the bone Aragment rests within its bo?.

1rieA and betrayal slam into me with physi,al Aor,ev stealing the 
air Arom my lungs. Memories "ashc*ana laughing in the dormv 
,omplaining about ,lassesv her bright enthusiasm. 0ow ,ould this 
happenD F*anaq whyDF The name Aeels like ash and poison in my 
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mouth. F;hat happened to youD The Masterq he twisted you. 
This isn't you4F

She laughsv a harshv grating sound that e,hoes unnerfingly in 
the fastv silent ,hamberv defoid oA any real mirth. FTwistedD Iov 
little mage. Perfected. Nwakened.F 0er foi,e drips with fenomous 
,ertainty. FThe Master showed me my true potentialv the power 
my giant kin s,orned Aor my 'diluted' bloodv the strength my 
patheti, ShiAter Aather denied me.F 0er glowing eyes —? on mev 
—lled with ,enturies oA resentment O nefer truly saw beneath her 
Aor,ed ,heerAulness ba,k at the N,ademycthe bitterness oA the 
out,astv nefer truly belonging anywherev Aestering until the Master 
o’ered a di’erent path. F0e o’ered purpose. Dower. Gefenge 
against a world that mo,ked my fery e?isten,e Aor being neither 
one thing nor the other. Nnd nowvF she gestures possessifely 
towards the pulsing platAormv FO serfe him. O guard the ne?us. Nnd 
youvF her smile widensv be,oming utterly terriAyingv radiating purev 
destru,tife intentv Fwill not interAere with his as,ension.F

She lunges. Ynbeliefably Aastv a blur oA shadowv ,orrupted 
strengthv and razor ,laws aimed.
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ORION

D ana  lunges—a  blur  of  corrupted  giant  strength  and 
shadow magic, claws like obsidian daggers aimed straight 

for Eleanora’s throat. Instinct, raw and immediate, takes over. 
I  shove  Eleanora  back,  hard,  putting  myself  between  them, 
simultaneously erupting a concave wall of pure Blackthorn Tre—a 
controlled, searing shield meant to intercept and incinerate.

zhe Tre slams into Dana, the impact echoing oddly in this 
warped reality. It momentarily halts her charge with a guttural 
roar that’s a horrifying blend of fury, pain, and something utterly 
inhuman. But the -ames, usually enough to melt steel or vaporixe 
lesser magical constructs, seem to sizzle and corrode against her 
shadowSinfused hide. Dark, greasy smoke rises where Tre meets 
corrupted -esh, but the core of the attack is absorbed, twisted, 
nulliTed by the dark energy radiating from her—power clearly 
being channeled directly from the pulsing ne"us platform nearby, 
a sickening umbilical cord feeding her strength. !he is the ne"us 
guardian, empowered by its foul, unmaking energy.

FImpressive, BlackthornAF Dana—or the thing wearing her face, 
twisting her features into a monstrous parody—sneers, her voice 
a discordant chorus of overlapping whispers and malice. !ickly 
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green Tre -ares in her eyes, re-ecting the runes on the platform. 
FBut your familyjs Tre cannot burn away the 1asterjs true giftsAF

!he bats aside the remnants of my Tre wall with contemptuous 
ease, the motion blurringly fast, and comes at me again. Ulaws 
slash through the dead air where my head was a fraction of a 
second before, leaving trails of corrosive shadow that hiss against 
the stone -oor. I sidestep, pivoting on my heel, my sword—runes 
blaxing with contained heat—a silver blur meeting her attack. 
Enchanted steel grates against magically hardened claws with a 
shriek of protesting metal. !parks -y—gold from my runes, sickly 
green from her corrupted energy. zhe impact Gars my arm to the 
shoulder socket, a testament to the unnatural strength fueling her. 
!he’s impossibly strong, impossibly fast.

FOight me, BlackthornAF she shrieks, lunging again, a whirlwind 
of shadowSwreathed limbs and raxor claws. F!how me the power 
your family stoleA zhe power you hoard while others su8erAF

Ner  words,  laced  with  the  1aster’s  insidious  poison  and 
ampliTed by her own twisted resentment—the bitterness of the 
outcast given monstrous teeth—strike a raw nerve deep within 
me.  zhe familiar,  cold  rage  begins  to  build,  an  echo of  the 
overwhelming power I unleashed before, the power that terriTed 
Eleanora, the power that still terriTes me. zhe urge to let it loose, 
to simply incinerate this mockery of Eleanorajs friend, is almost 
overwhelming. Control it. zhe thought is a sharp command, a 
mental bulwark thrown up against the rising tide of fury. I will not 
become my ancestors. I will not become the monster my father feared. 
Mot now. Mot with Eleanora watching, relying on me.

I meet Dana’s relentless onslaught not with overwhelming 
force, but with cold, hard precision. Every parry is economical, 



HqL7 MI?Nz''9

every dodge calculated. Every contained blast of Tre is aimed 
deliberately—not to destroy, but to disrupt, to create space, 
to force her back. I force myself to breathe evenly, anchoring 
my magic in the discipline hammered into me since childhood, 
refusing to let the rage dictate my actions. It’s like wrestling 
lightning made of spite and shadow, trying desperately not to get 
electrocuted or burn down the whole damned fortress. I focus 
on defense, on containment, constantly scanning for an opening, 
acutely aware of Eleanora a few yards behind me. I sense her magic 
gathering again—faint threads of that uni*ue, clear light reaching 
tentatively towards the ne"us platform, trying to disrupt Dana’s 
power source even as she likely weaves protective wards around us 
both.

FNiding behind controlWF Dana mocks, her voice dripping 
venom, sensing my restraint, perhaps even feeding on my internal 
con-ict. !he slams a shadowy Tst, heavy as stone, into my sword 
guard, the sheer force staggering me back a step, my boots skidding 
on the shifting -oor. FHfraid to unleash the true Blackthorn 
powerW zhe power that crushes lesser beingsW Is the little Uortana 
worth such cowardiceWF

Fzhere is no jlesser beingj here, Dana,F I grit out, shoving her 
back with a focused kinetic blast that ripples the air and makes her 
snarl, momentarily disrupting her connection to the ne"us. FRnly 
you, twisted into a puppet by a power you donjt understand, a 
power that will consume you.F

FI  understand  powerAF  she  roars,  and  greenSblack  energy 
e"plodes outwards from her in a shockwave, forcing me to throw 
up a hasty, multiSlayered Tre shield. zhe impact feels like hitting 
solid rock, the outer layers cracking instantly. Fzhe 1aster o8ers 
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true powerA Mot the pathetic, controlled scraps your kind hoards 
behind walls of privilegeAF

!he  presses  the  attack  relentlessly,  her  corrupted  strength 
seemingly endless, fueled directly by the ne"us, her movements 
blurring faster now. I block, parry, counter with controlled bursts 
of Tre, forcing her back step by agonixing step, trying desperately 
to draw her away from Eleanora, away from the pulsing platform 
that radiates palpable malice. It’s a brutal, draining dance on 
shifting, treacherous ground. 1y muscles burn with the strain, my 
core aches with the constant e8ort of maintaining control, of not 
simply unleashing the inferno coiling within me.

000

I risk a glance back, needing to see Eleanora, needing to ensure 
shejs still focused, still safe. !he has her hands raised, palms facing 
the ne"us, eyes closed tight in concentration. Oaint threads of 
silvery light snake out from her Tngertips, struggling against the 
overwhelming dark energy radiating from the platform like fragile 
vines trying to bind a raging beast. !hejs making progress, I think, 
but shejs utterly e"posed. qtterly vulnerable.

Dana sees my glance, sees my attention momentarily divided. 
Ner glowing green eyes narrow with predatory cunning. Pith a 
terrifying burst of speed that tears the air, she disengages from me, 
ignoring my defense, launching herself not at me, but directly at 
Eleanora.

FMRAF zhe roar tears from my throat, raw, primal, fueled by 
pure terror.
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zhere’s no time for calculation, no time for precision. Rnly 
instinct. Rnly the absolute, overriding need to protect her. I throw 
myself forward, abandoning my guard, intercepting Dana’s deadly 
traGectory, putting my body directly between her raxor claws and 
Eleanora.

Hgony  e"plodes  through  my  left  shoulder  as  Dana’s 
shadowSinfused claws tear through my reinforced robes, through 
muscle, grating horribly against bone. zhe impact slams me back 
against Eleanora, the force sending us both sprawling onto the 
cold, shifting -oor. Bain, whiteShot and searing, radiates down 
my arm, instantly followed by the chilling, corrosive touch of the 
1aster’s magic trying to invade the wound, to fester, to corrupt. 
I grit my teeth against a wave of blackness, forcing myself up 
onto one knee, raising my sword defensively with my good arm, 
shielding Eleanora who scrambles up behind me, her eyes wide 
with horror.

FRrionA 7our shoulderA 7oujre bleeding—F
FOine,F  I  lie  through clenched teeth,  the world swimming 

slightly, the edges of my vision tinged with grey. zhe wound burns 
with dark, cold energy.

Dana stands over us, panting slightly now, e"ertion showing 
faintly beneath the corruption. H triumphant, vicious grin splits 
her distorted face. Blood—my blood—drips slowly from her 
claws onto the obsidian -oor. Fzouching,F she sneers, her layered 
voice dripping sarcasm. FBrotecting the little Uortana. NowC 
predictable. Now weak.F

!he raises her claws for a Tnal strike, green energy gathering 
around her, drawn visibly now in thick, pulsing streams from 
the ne"us platform, coalescing into something far more potent, 
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far  more destructive than before.  zhe air  crackles  with raw, 
unmaking power. zhis isnjt Gust Dana channeling anymore. I feel 
it—the cold, ancient pressure of the 1asterjs will focusing directly 
through her, preparing to unleash devastating force, aimed at 
ending us both.

Pe’re cornered. I’m inGured, Tghting the encroaching darkness 
in my own wound. Eleanora is still trying desperately to disrupt 
the ne"us. zhis Tnal attackC I donjt know if I can block it, not 
without unleashing the very destructive power I’ve fought so hard, 
for her sake, to contain.
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ELEANORA

A gony rips through the air—Orion’s choked gasp as Dana’s 
claws tear into his shoulder. He slams back against me, the 

force stealing my breath, sending us both sprawling onto the cold, 
shifting xoor of the nePus chamber. Iain radiates from where v 
hit the unforgizing stone, but it’s nothing compared to the terror 
seiTing me as v see the dark blood blooming across Orion’s robes, 
the way his face contorts in agony.

He forces himself up instantly, putting himself between me and 
Dana, sword raised defensizely, but v see the tremor in his good 
arm, the grey pallor beneath his skin, the cold sweat beading on 
his brow. 'he wound isnjt ;ust physicalM it burns with the Faster’s 
corrosize shadow magic, actizely Wghting Orionjs innate healing.

Dana—no, the thing  that was Dana—stands poised, claws 
dripping Orion’s blood, green energy coalescing around her, 
crackling with the Faster’s raw, malezolent power drawn directly 
from the nePus. 'his is it. 'he Wnal blow.

Fy  magic  feels  frayed,  depleted.  Fy  body  aches  with 
ePhaustion. Near, cold and primal, threatens to paralyTe me. Ee 
can’t block this. Rot with conzentional shields. Rot with Orion 
in;ured.
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Yut then, something shifts within me. 1ooking at Orion—his 
Werce protectizeness ezen now, the pain he’s enduring for me, the 
undeniable connection humming between us despite the abyss of 
our familiesj history—ignites a diQerent kind of Wre. Rot anger. 
Rot desperation. Resolve. :old, clear, and absolute as diamond.

'he whispers  at  the  edge  of  my "ight,  usually  chaotic  or 
menacing, suddenly coalesce, sharpening into a single, resonant 
echo of the Dragon Uueen’s words from the trialG True strength 
isn't only sealing darkness, but sometimes wielding the light that 
balances it... A vessel exists... A focus for spirit, a counterweight to 
chaos...

'he "oul "tone.
Fy hand xies to the satchel at my side, Wngers closing around 

the smooth, cool crystal within. vt pulses faintly against my palm, 
humming with latent power, seemingly waiting, resonating with 
the sudden clarity crystalliTing in my mind. Rarlock’s words echo 
nePtG Purification… counter-magic resides within the very legacy 
the Master sought to corrupt. Fy legacy. Rot the stolen wealth or 
tarnished name, but the "ight, the spirit magic, the connection 
to balance the Faster  abhors.  And Orion’s  legacy—not the 
darkness, but the Werce, protectize Wre he wields when anchored 
by something true.

4Orion,4 v say, my zoice surprisingly steady, cutting through the 
charged silence before Dana strikes. He glances down at me, pain 
etched deep in his eyes, but also unwazering trust. 4'he "oul "tone. 
vt ampliWes intent. Our intent.4

-nderstanding dawns in his eyes, immediate and absolute. He 
nods sharply, his unin;ured hand Wnding mine, gripping it tightly 
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ozer the satchel containing the stone. His touch is searing hot, his 
Wre magic xaring instinctizely, protectizely.

4'ogether,4  he  grits  out  through  clenched  teeth,  pain 
momentarily forgotten in shared purpose.

v pull the "oul "tone free. vt sits heazy in my palm, milky5white 
depths swirling with zeins of gold and ziolet light. vt feels ancient, 
potent, humming with raw potential. v close my eyes, shutting out 
the monstrous form of Dana preparing to strike, shutting out the 
ozerwhelming pressure from the nePus. v reach inward, not ;ust 
to my own frayed magic, but deeper—to the core of my :ortana 
heritage, the "ight, the whispers of spirit that are not ePternal, but 
part of me. v don’t try to force controlM v listen.

quidance  comes,  not  in  words,  but  in  pure  intuition,  an 
understanding xowing directly from the "tone itself, resonating 
with my spirit magic like a tuning fork struck against crystal. 
Balance. Intent. Union. vt needs both sides of the e*uation. Fy 
light, his Wre. Our connection, forged through animosity and 
attraction, betrayal and trust, ampliWed, focused. 'he "tone is the 
conduit, the ampliWer, but we are the source.

4Don’t ;ust shield,4 v gasp, opening my eyes, locking my gaTe 
with Orion’s intense blue stare, pouring all my conziction into the 
connection between us. 4:hannel with me. 'hrough the "tone. 
Our magic combined. Our intent uniWed.4 v think of 6aleria’s 
sacriWce, the brilliant light she represented, a light the Faster 
sought to corrupt and ePtinguish. v think of Hightower’s Werce 
hope, qondor’s ancient weariness, Rarlock’s grim truths. v think 
of Orion, his pain, his protection, the impossible loze blooming 
amidst the ruins. Protect. Heal. Balance. Live. 4Nocus on us, Orion. 
On what’s between us. 1et the "tone amplify that.4 'he fragile, 
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powerful emotion arcing between us—it isnjt a weaknessM itjs our 
anchor, our weapon.

He searches my face for a long, breathless moment, seeing 
the conziction there, the desperate hope, the shared resolze that 
transcends history. 'hen, he gizes a single, sharp nod, surrendering 
his control, trusting me completely. He places his unin;ured hand 
Wrmly ozer mine, encasing the "oul "tone between our palms. 
His skin is searing against mine. His Wre magic surges—not wild, 
but controlled, focused, pouring willingly into the uniWed stream 
alongside my own nascent spirit light, which rises to meet it like a 
rizer xowing to the sea. His strength anchors mine, proziding the 
raw power my spirit magic needs to shape and direct through the 
"tone.

'he "oul "tone ignites.
Rot a xare, but a nova. A blinding, incandescent sphere of 

white5gold light erupts from between our ;oined hands, shot 
through with spiraling, incandescent ribbons of pure sunWre. 
'he power is immense, staggering, a physical pressure pushing 
against us, threatening to consume us both in its sheer intensity, 
but anchored by our desperate grip, by our unwazering focus 
on each other, by the impossible, perfect harmony resonating 
between our combined magics xowing through the "tone, it holds. 
'his isnjt ;ust :ortana light or Ylackthorn Wre. vtjs something 
new. "omething whole. Yorn of balance, union, shared desperate 
intent—fueled by the undeniable, incandescent power of our 
connection, ampliWed into reality by the ancient artifact.

777
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'he pure light surges outwards in a waze, pushing back the 
oppressize darkness of the stronghold, silencing the Faster’s 
psychic pressure with its sheer, unbearable purity. vt washes ozer 
the corrupted form of Dana as she brings her claws down. "he 
shrieks, a sound utterly inhuman, dissolzing into agony as the 
Faster’s inxuence is ziolently seared away. 'he green Wre in her 
eyes ePtinguishes, replaced for one horrifying, lucid moment by 
the familiar brown eyes of my friend, wide with shock and pain, 
before she collapses, the shadow leazing her, leazing only the 
broken shell behind. qrief threatens to shatter my focus, but v 
hold on, anchoring myself to Orionjs unwazering support, to our 
purpose.

'he light doesnjt stop. vt continues, xowing past her still form, 
striking the nePus platform. 'he malezolent green runes sputter, 
crackle, hiss like water on hot coals, and fade under the onslaught 
of pure, balanced energy.

Yut  the  Faster  isnjt  Wnished.  'he  energy  Dana  was 
gathering,  now unbound,  coalesces  aboze the  platform—no 
longer channeled through a zessel, but manifesting directly. A 
swirling zorteP of pure shadow, deeper and colder than the zoid 
between stars, forms rapidly, tendrils of absolute darkness lashing 
out, conzerging into a focused beam of utter negation aimed 
directly at the "oul "tone, at the heart of the light—at us. vt 
recogniTes the true threat, the source of the power disrupting its 
hold.

4Row, Bleanora)4 Orion yells beside me, his zoice strained, 
zeins standing out on his neck, the sheer eQort of channeling, 
of maintaining this impossible balance while in;ured, clearly 
immense. His grip tightens on mine, pouring more of his Wre, his 
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will, into the "tone, feeding the light, holding steady against the 
Fasterjs focused assault.

'ogether, we focus our combined will, pouring ezerything we 
are—ezery ounce of strength, ezery memory of loss J6aleria’s 
bright, trusting face xashes in my mind, fueling my resolze8, 
ezery spark of hope, ezery facet of our impossible, undeniable 
connection—into the incandescent heart  of  the "oul  "tone. 
Rot ;ust wielding power. Faking a statement. Le;ecting chaos. 
AIrming unity. AIrming us.

Lux Aeternum! Cor Invictus! Anima Coniuncta!
Ancient words, resonant with power v donjt understand but feel 

echo through my zery soul, spring to my lips—instinct, memory, 
the "tone itself speaking through meJ Eternal Light! Unconquered 
Heart! Joined Soul!

Eith a shared cry that tears from our throats, raw and uniWed, 
we thrust our ;oined hands forward. 'he white5gold Wre doesn’t 
ePplodeM it focuses. :oalesces into a searing beam, impossibly 
bright, unbeliezably pure, a lance of creation aimed directly into 
the heart of the swirling shadow, the Faster’s manifested will.

vt strikes. Ro sound. Ro concussize force. Kust ozerwhelming 
purity meeting absolute negation. 'he light doesn’t  ;ust  hit 
the shadowM it unravels  it. vt penetrates, sinks deep, dissolzes 
the darkness from within, turning the Faster’s own ancient, 
corrupting power against itself like light burning away a festering 
infection.

A soundless scream echoes not in the air, but directly in my 
mind, tearing through my psychic defenses—a shriek of disbelief, 
agony, and the chilling resonance of utter dissolution. :racks of 
pure white5gold light spiderweb through the zorteP of shadow. 
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'endrils xail wildly, fraying like rotten cloth, dissolzing into 
nothingness. 'he oppressize presence, the ancient malice that has 
haunted my "ight, fractures, shatters, collapses inward upon itself.

'hen, with a Wnal, silent pulse of blinding, cleansing light that 
seems to sear away centuries of shadow and manipulation, the 
zorteP zanishes utterly. 1eazing only fading motes of gold and 
ziolet light drifting on the suddenly still, *uiet air of the chamber 
and a profound, echoing emptiness where the Faster’s presence 
had been.

'he oppressize weight crushing this realm, crushing me, lifts 
instantaneously. 'he chaotic static ozerloading my "ight zanishes 
completely. 'he air clears—sharp, almost painfully clean, carrying 
only the faint scent of oTone and the lingering warmth from 
Orion’s hand still clasped tightly, desperately, around mine ozer 
the now softly glowing "oul "tone.

"ilence. Absolute, ringing—broken only by the distant, fading 
rumble of the collapsing stronghold around us as its anchor 
dissolzes, and the ragged, disbeliezing, ePhausted gasps of the man 
holding my hand.

Ee did it. vtjs ozer.



EPILOGUE

O ne year. Sometimes it feels like a lifetime ago, sometimes like 
only yesterday, that the sky above Arcadia bled chaos and 

the very stones of Pendragon screamed under Saralak's impossible 
weight. Now, I stand on the Raven’s Perch, the highest overlook 
at the Academy, the place where this -nal, terrifying chapter of 
my life truly began under a stormTwracked sky. —onight, the sky 
is clear, blessedly clear, awash with the soft, gentle hues of a 
peaceful sunsetzstreaks of orange, soft pink, fading into a deep 
violet brushed with the -rst shyly emerging stars. —he air is crisp 
and clean, carrying the familiar scent of salt from the sea and 
the faint, earthy aroma of new growth from the meticulously 
restored Academy gardens below. A gentle breeMe whispers over 
the parapet, carrying not warnings, but the distant, cheerful 
sounds of the city settling into evening.

Arcadia  is  healing.  Pendragon  is  rebuilding,  scarred  but 
enduring. —he sharp edges of trauma are softening, replaced by a 
cautious, determined hope that feels more real, more grounded, 
than the brittle optimism that preceded the Gaster’s fall. —he 
Hreat jall’s shattered windows now gleam with newly enchanted 
glass, depicting not Lust ancient battles of Gage against Shifter, but 
vibrant scenes of cooperationzUiMardmen elders consulting with 
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Academy scholars, PhoeniD diplomats negotiating trade routes 
with city oKcials, Cwarven artisans helping reconstruct magical 
conduits alongside human mages. It's a testament to the fragile 
peace we fought so hard for, a peace nurtured daily by the interim 
council where -gures like the stoic UiMardman elder Bael and the 
pragmatic PhoeniD diplomat Uyra now sit alongside established 
Gage representatives, their voices -nally heard, their wisdom 
-nally valued. It isn’t perfect, of course. qenturies of preLudice, 
deliberately fanned by the Gaster's insidious manipulations, don’t 
vanish overnight. —here are still whispers in shadowed corners of 
old families clinging to outdated notions of purity and power. 
Fut the dialogue has begun, open and ongoing. —ruths, once 
buried deep in forbidden archives or erased entirely, are being 
unearthed daily in the library under Professor jightower’s -ercely 
meticulous, almost obsessive guidance. She seems determined to 
singleThandedly rewrite centuries of deliberate obfuscation.

Gy own magic feels diEerent now, settled. —he frantic struggle 
against internal limiters, the feeling of being perpetually stuck, 
has  eased,  replaced  by  a  (uiet  con-dence.  Gy  Sight,  once 
a  source  of  fear  and  uncontrollable,  terrifying  visions,  feels 
clearer, calmerzless a curse, more a tool. —he whispers are still 
there sometimes, faint echoes on the edge of awareness,  but 
they are (uieter now, more like guidance than assault, subtle 
harmonies reVecting the world’s magical balance, a balance I’m 
slowly learning to perceive, sometimes even gently inVuence. I 
work alongside jightower occasionally, researching not Lust my 
qortana legacyzreclaiming its true history of guardianship and 
balance, not Lust fallen powerzbut also eDploring the deep spirit 
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magic Narlock spoke of, the magic needed to maintain harmony, 
to perhaps even eventually purify artifacts like the bone fragment.

Saralak's  bone.  It  remains  contained  deep  below  in  the 
Academy’s most secure vault, shielded by compleD wards woven 
from  ancient  qortana  knowledge  found  in  recovered  teDts, 
reinforced  by  Narlock’s  deep  earth  magic,  and  secured  by 
Flackthorn ingenuityzOrion’s ingenuity. Cestroying it remains 
impossible for now, perhaps forever, but it serves as a silent, chilling 
reminder of the darkness we faced, the price paid …"aleria’s bright 
face Vashes, an ache that never fully fades but now carries gratitude 
alongside the grief?, and the vigilance re(uired. Cana, tragically, 
did  not  survive  the  severing  of  the  Gaster's  overwhelming 
inVuenceJ her body, already twisted beyond recovery, simply 
gave out once the corrupting power was gone. Another casualty 
claimed by the Gaster's insidious reach.

A familiar warmth envelops me from behind, strong arms 
sliding around my waist, pulling me back against a solid, welcome 
chest. I lean into the embrace instantly, naturally, a soft smile 
touching my lips even before I turn. —he scent of sandalwood, 
oMone, and something uni(uely Orion surrounds me, a scent that 
now means safety, partnership2 home.

W—hinking deep thoughts again, qortana*W jis voice murmurs 
against my hair, the teasing note familiar, comfortable now, devoid 
of its old mocking edge, replaced by genuine aEection.

W4ust reVecting,W I admit, turning slightly in his arms to look 
up at him. —he harsh lines of stress that seemed permanently 
etched around his eyes after the -nal battle, after his father’s 
public fall and se(uestered sentencing, have softened signi-cantly 
over  the  past  year.  je looks  younger,  more  at  peace  than I 
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ever thought possible for a Flackthorn, the weight of his name 
carried diEerently now. je’s poured his energy, his formidable 
intellect, and signi-cant Flackthorn resources into the restitution 
eEortsznot Lust for my family, but for others wronged by his 
ancestors' manipulationsz(uietly ensuring historical inLustices 
are acknowledged and, where possible, recti-ed. je carries his 
name not as a shield or a weapon, but as a responsibility he’s 
actively reshaping, day by painful, deliberate day.

WReVecting on how far we've come*W he asks, his aMure eyes 
searching mine, -lled with a warmth that still makes my heart 
perform a ridiculous little skip.

WAmong other things,W I concede. WOn legacies. 1ours. Gine. 
Qhat they mean now. jow diEerent things are.W

je nods, understanding passing between us without needing 
more words.  je takes my hand, lacing our -ngers together, 
the simple gesture conveying everythingzshared history, shared 
trauma, shared future.

666

Standing here with ;leanora on the Raven’s Perch, looking out 
over the healing city as twilight deepens, feels2 right. Peaceful. 
A state I never anticipated achieving, certainly not alongside a 
qortana. A year ago, this view was smoke, ruin, despair echoing 
Saralak’s chaotic roar. Now, lights twinkle across Arcadia, steady 
and bright, reVecting oE the newly repaired Academy spires below. 
—he air hums with the magic of rebuilding, of tentative hope.
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—he  Academy  itself  is  transformed.  Students  of  all 
backgroundszGage, Shifter clans previously relegated to the 
fringes, even the -rst few integrated Gageless apprentices oKcially 
admitted under new inclusionary statuteszcross the restored 
courtyard together, arguing over spell theorems, sharing Lokes. A 
sight my father, serving his long sentence overseeing magically 
reinforced infrastructure proLects …a sentence he accepted with 
(uiet dignity, much to my surprise?, likely never imagined possible. 
A sight my ancestors would have actively fought to prevent.

—he weight  of  their  legacy  is  still  there,  a  shadow I  carry 
every day, but it no longer de-nes me. Narlock’s revelations, my 
father’s confession, the horrifying truth of the Flackthorn crimes 
against the qortanaszfacing that darkness, owning it publicly, 
was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Fut necessary. Qorking on 
the restitution, using the power and wealth I inherited not for 
dominance but for repair, for fostering the cooperation the Gaster 
sought to destroy2 it feels like the only path forward, the only way 
to forge a diEerent legacy, one worthy of2 well, worthy of her.

And ;leanora2 she is the anchor in that process. jer choosing 
to trust me, separating the man standing before her from the 
monstrous history of his name, was a leap of faith I never eDpected, 
a gift I strive daily to honor. Our Lourney from bitter enemies 
de-ned by lies, through forced alliance and volatile passion, to 
this2 this (uiet, steady partnership2 it feels like the most potent, 
most real magic I’ve ever known.

I pull her closer, resting my chin atop her -ery hair, inhaling 
her familiar scentzoMone from her magic, the faint Voral hint she 
always wears, the smell of old books from her research. jome. 
Wjightower mentioned your progress with the spirit resonance 
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training,W I murmur, changing the subLect slightly, though my 
thoughts remain on us. WSaid you're stabiliMing ley lines faster than 
anyone she's ever seen. Apparently, qortana 'intuition' is more 
potent than the old teDts ever admitted.W

She leans back against me, a soft sigh escaping her, a sound 
of contentment that settles something deep within me. WIt feels2 
right,W she admits. WUike understanding the world's heartbeat 
instead of Lust imposing will upon it. Uess -ghting against the 
current, more guiding it.W She turns her head, her green eyes 
meeting mine in the deepening twilight, clear and bright with a 
newfound con-dence that suits her far better than the shadows 
of her past. WAnd you* jow goes the delicate dance with the 
new interTspecies trade council* Still charming grumpy old dragon 
lords and suspicious PhoeniD matriarchs*W

I chuckle softly, the sound less cynical than it once would 
have been. Wqhallenging,W I admit. Wqonvincing families who 
have distrusted each other for centurieszthanks in no small 
part to the Gaster's manipulations and my ancestors' greedzto 
agree on fair resource allocation re(uires2 patience.W Patience is 
not a traditional Flackthorn virtue, but one ;leanora, perhaps 
unknowingly, has taught me. WFut progress is being made. Slowly. 
Bael the UiMardman actually agreed to review our proposal for 
shared geothermal access last week.W

Qe stand in comfortable silence for a long moment, simply 
watching the -rst true stars prick the darkening violet canvas 
above. —he future remains uncertain. Remnants of the Cark ;ye, 
followers of the Gaster, may still lurk in forgotten corners, waiting 
for an opportunity. Rebuilding trust between communities takes 
generations,  not  months.  Fut  looking  down at  the  resilient 
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city,  feeling  ;leanora’s  hand  warm  and  steady  in  mine,  the 
overwhelming  feeling  isn't  fear,  but  hope.  Juiet,  resilient, 
hardTwon hope.

666

Uater,  back  in  the  spacious,  comfortable  apartment  within 
the Obelisk tower that has somehow, improbably, become our 
homez-lled now not with cold Flackthorn luDury, but with 
stacks of research scrolls beside comfortable armchairs piled with 
shared blankets, the aroma of the spicy stew Orion surprisingly 
eDcels at making lingering in the air, evidence of a life being built 
together, piece by piecezOrion -nds me curled up on the sofa, 
sketching in my notebook. I'm trying to map the intricate energy 
Vows described in an old qortana teDt on puri-cation harmonics, 
still searching for a permanent solution for the contained bone 
fragment.

je comes up behind me (uietly, leaning down to look over 
my shoulder, his breath warm against my neck, sending a familiar 
shiver down my spine. jis hand rests lightly, possessively, on 
my waist, a familiar, comforting gesture that no longer sparks 
irritation or defensiveness, only a pleasant, boneTdeep warmth.

WGore ancient secrets*W he asks softly, his voice a low rumble near 
my ear.

W—rying to understand the puri-cation techni(ues Narlock 
mentioned,W I reply, leaning back against his solid frame slightly. 
WGaybe  -nd  a  permanent  solution  for  the  bone  fragment, 
something beyond Lust containment wards.W
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je nods, pressing a soft kiss to my temple. WQe'll -gure it out. 
—ogether.W
Together. —he word resonates between us, simple and profound, 

holding the weight of everything we’ve survived, everything we’re 
building. je turns me gently on the sofa cushion to face him, 
his aMure eyes dark with emotion in the soft lamplight, reVecting 
the (uiet contentment I feel settling within me. je cups my face, 
his touch gentle but -rm, possessive in a way that now feels like 
belonging.

W1ou know,W he murmurs, his gaMe intense, searching mine, 
Wa year ago, standing on that perch, facing Saralak's whispers, 
convinced we were enemies destined to destroy each other2 the 
last thing I ever eDpected, ever allowed myself to imagine, was2 
this.W jis thumb brushes softly across my cheekbone.

WGe neither,W I whisper back, my heart swelling with a love that 
feels vast and steady, a (uiet harbor after a lifetime of storms. —he 
feud, the history, the painzit’s part of our story, etched into our 
bones, but it doesn't de-ne our ending. Qe chose diEerently. Qe 
chose us.

je smiles then, a genuine, unguarded smile that reaches his eyes, 
chasing away the last lingering shadows of the Flackthorn legacy, 
revealing the honorable man he has fought so hard to become. WI 
believe you were right, ;leanora qortana,W he says, his voice low 
and certain, -lled with conviction. WAbout the strongest magic.W

je leans down, and his lips meet mine. It’s not the desperate, 
consuming  passion  born  of  chaos  and  fear,  nor  the  angry 
claiming fueled by rivalry and misunderstanding. —his is deeper, 
steadierza kiss -lled with shared history acknowledged and 
overcome, hardTwon trust, (uiet Loy, and the unwavering promise 
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of countless shared mornings, peaceful evenings, and the enduring 
strength to face whatever comes neDt, anchored always by the 
resilient, undeniable magic of our love.

—he  whispers  at  the  edge  of  my  awareness  seem  to  hum 
their approval, a harmonious chord -nally struck, echoing the 
(uiet peace settling over Arcadia, settling deep within my own 
uncon(uered heart as the city lights twinkle below, promising a 
new, brighter dawn. Our dawn. —ogether. Always.

—he ;nd


