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PROLOGUE

	

	The moment time stopped did not arrive with a warning. It came like a crack in the world, sudden, violent, and impossible to undo.

	

	One heartbeat, she was there, alive with breath and warmth, the light of determination burning in her eyes. Next, everything shattered into silence.

	

	The air itself seemed to pause, as if the world had drawn in a breath and forgotten how to release it. Her body remained where it had fallen, untouched by decay, untouched by time. She did not breathe. She did not move. Yet she was not gone.

	

	Suspended.

	

	Trapped between life and death in a state no healer could explain.

	

	Around her, the world continued as if nothing had happened. Days slipped into weeks, and weeks threatened to become something far worse. Kingdoms still argued. Armies still marched. The gods, if they were watching, remained silent.

	

	But for the man kneeling beside her, time had not moved at all.

	

	He refused to believe this was the end.

	

	Her hand was still warm in his, though her fingers never tightened around his. Her chest never rose with breath. Still, he waited for a sign, a whisper of life, a flicker of movement, anything to prove she was still somewhere beyond the veil of this unnatural stillness.

	

	Everyone else called it stasis.

	

	To him, it felt like theft.

	

	Something had taken her from the world while leaving her body behind, and he would not accept it. Not fate. Not magic. Not even the will of the gods themselves.

	

	If time had stolen her, he would tear time apart to get her back.

	

	Because somewhere beyond the silence, beyond the frozen moment that refused to break, he believed she was still fighting to return.

	

	And he would not let her fight alone.

	

	 


CHAPTER 1

	

	Morning had begun like every other morning, quiet, ordinary, and beautifully unaware of the disaster waiting just beyond the horizon.

	

	The sky was a soft wash of pale gold, the kind that promised a peaceful day. Cool wind slipped through the open windows of the stone manor, carrying the scent of wet grass and distant pine from the hills. Birds called from the trees, their songs weaving into the stillness like threads of music.

	

	She stood near the window, leaning slightly against the frame as she watched the sunlight crawl across the valley.

	

	For a moment, the world felt steady.

	

	"Thinking again?" a voice said behind her.

	

	She turned, a small smile appearing on her face.

	

	He stood in the doorway, arms crossed, dark hair slightly messy as if he had run his hands through it too many times already. There was a tired warmth in his eyes, the kind that only appeared when he looked at her.

	

	"I wasn't thinking," she said. "Just watching."

	

	"That's still thinking."

	

	"Only if you ask the wrong questions."

	

	He stepped into the room, shaking his head as though he had already lost the argument before it began.

	

	Outside, the valley rolled endlessly toward distant mountains. Their home sat high enough to overlook everything: the rivers winding through the land, the villages scattered like tiny dots across the plains, and the forests that stretched farther than anyone could travel in a single day.

	

	It was the kind of place where nothing dangerous was supposed to happen.

	

	For months, life had settled into a fragile kind of peace.

	

	No battles.

	

	No strange rumors.

	

	No signs of the forces that had once threatened everything they cared about.

	

	Even the air felt lighter lately.

	

	He joined her by the window.

	

	"You didn't sleep," he said quietly.

	

	She shrugged.

	

	"Couldn't."

	

	"That's the third night this week."

	

	"I'm fine."

	

	He studied her face, clearly unconvinced.

	

	There had been a tension around her lately, something subtle but persistent, like a storm waiting just beyond sight. She felt it sometimes in her chest, a strange hum of energy that appeared without warning and vanished just as quickly.

	

	She had told no one.

	

	Because she didn't understand it herself.

	

	And because part of her feared what the answer might be.

	

	Before he could say anything else, the peaceful morning was shattered.

	

	A distant explosion cracked across the valley.

	

	The sound rolled through the hills like thunder.

	

	Both of them turned toward the window at the same time.

	

	Another explosion followed closer this time.

	

	Smoke rose in the distance, dark and twisting against the bright sky.

	

	"That came from the eastern road," he said immediately.

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	The eastern road led directly to the manor.

	

	"Visitors?" she asked.

	

	"Not friendly ones."

	

	They didn't waste another second.

	

	Within minutes, they were outside, boots hitting the gravel courtyard as others rushed from the surrounding buildings. Guards grabbed weapons. Horses stamped nervously in the stables.

	

	Confusion rippled through the estate.

	

	"What's happening?" someone shouted.

	

	"Smoke near the gate!"

	

	"Archers to the walls!"

	

	By the time they reached the outer courtyard, the peaceful morning was gone.

	

	Riders burst through the trees at the edge of the road.

	

	Dozens of them.

	

	Black banners snapped violently in the wind, their symbols unfamiliar and deeply unsettling. The riders moved in perfect formation, armored and relentless, their approach sending waves of dust across the road.

	

	"Who are they?" she asked.

	

	"I don't know," he said.

	

	And that frightened him more than anything.

	

	Because he knew nearly every faction that operated across the kingdoms.

	

	These soldiers belonged to none of them.

	

	The first arrow struck the stone wall near the gate.

	

	Then the attack began.

	

	Arrows rained down across the courtyard as the riders advanced.

	

	Guards scrambled to take positions, raising shields as more arrows slammed into stone, wood, and armor. Horses screamed as a few bolts found their marks.

	

	Chaos exploded through the manor grounds.

	

	"Inside!" someone yelled.

	

	But she didn't move.

	

	Her eyes were locked on the approaching riders.

	

	Something about them felt wrong.

	

	Not just dangerously wrong.

	

	The air around them carried a strange pressure, like a storm building inside the atmosphere itself.

	

	And that strange humming sensation returned inside her chest.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	He grabbed her arm.

	

	"We need to move."

	

	Before she could answer, the front gate exploded.

	

	A blinding flash of light burst outward as the heavy iron doors shattered from their hinges. The shockwave slammed through the courtyard, knocking several guards to the ground.

	

	The riders charged through the broken entrance.

	

	Steel clashed instantly.

	

	The defenders fought back with everything they had, swords flashing, arrows flying, voices shouting commands through the chaos.

	

	But something was off.

	

	The attackers moved with unnatural precision.

	

	They weren't just soldiers.

	

	They were hunting.

	

	One of them raised a hand.

	

	The air twisted.

	

	A blast of raw energy slammed into the courtyard, sending several guards flying backward as if struck by an invisible hammer.

	

	Her heart pounded.

	

	"That wasn't normal magic," she whispered.

	

	He had seen it too.

	

	And the realization hit him immediately.

	

	"They're here for you."

	

	The words barely left his mouth before another surge of power erupted across the battlefield.

	

	One of the attackers stepped forward.

	

	Unlike the others, this figure wore no helmet. Dark markings ran across his skin like living shadows, shifting and pulsing with every step he took.

	

	His eyes locked onto her.

	

	A slow smile spread across his face.

	

	"There she is," he said calmly.

	

	The voice carried across the courtyard with unnatural clarity.

	

	The fighting around them seemed to pause for a split second.

	

	"Do you know him?" she asked quietly.

	

	"No."

	

	But the man clearly knew her.

	

	He began walking forward through the chaos, completely unconcerned about the battle erupting around him.

	

	"You have no idea what you are," he said.

	

	Her pulse hammered in her ears.

	

	"Stay behind me," he told her.

	

	The attacker raised one hand.

	

	The world bent.

	

	A wave of crushing force slammed into the courtyard again.

	

	Stone cracked beneath their feet as several guards were thrown violently against the walls.

	

	He barely managed to stay standing.

	

	"Enough games," the stranger said.

	

	His gaze burned into hers.

	

	"You've been hidden long enough."

	

	The humming inside her chest exploded.

	

	Pain shot through her body like lightning.

	

	She gasped and staggered back, clutching her chest as a sudden surge of energy flooded through her veins.

	

	"What's happening?" he demanded.

	

	"I don't know."

	

	Her voice cut off as the power surged again.

	

	Stronger.

	

	Wilder.

	

	It felt like something ancient was waking up inside her.

	

	The attacker's smile widened.

	

	"Yes," he said softly. "There it is."

	

	The air around her began to shimmer.

	

	Wind whipped violently through the courtyard, though the sky remained clear.

	

	Everyone nearby turned toward her.

	

	"What is she doing?" one of the guards shouted.

	

	"I'm not," she tried to say.

	

	But the power didn't care what she wanted.

	

	Light burst from her hands.

	

	The ground trembled.

	

	A massive pulse of energy erupted outward, throwing both attackers and defenders backward as the courtyard exploded into blinding white light.

	

	The shockwave shattered windows across the manor walls.

	

	Trees bent violently in the distance.

	

	For a brief moment, the entire world seemed to stop.

	

	Then the light collapsed inward.

	

	Silence followed.

	

	Dust drifted slowly through the air.

	

	The attackers were gone.

	

	Those who had survived the blast were scattered across the courtyard, stunned and disoriented.

	

	He pushed himself up from the cracked stone ground, ears ringing from the explosion.

	

	His first thought was of her.

	

	He turned immediately.

	

	She stood in the center of the courtyard.

	

	Completely still.

	

	At first, he thought she had simply frozen from shock.

	

	But something felt wrong.

	

	Deeply wrong.

	

	He walked toward her slowly.

	

	"Hey," he said carefully.

	

	No response.

	

	She didn't blink.

	

	Didn't breathe.

	

	Didn't move at all.

	

	A thin layer of pale light surrounded her body, faint but unmistakable, like a fragile shell of frozen energy.

	

	He reached her and grabbed her shoulders.

	

	"They're gone," he said. "You're safe."

	

	Still nothing.

	

	Her eyes remained open, staring into the distance.

	

	Panic rose sharply in his chest.

	

	"Talk to me."

	

	He shook her gently.

	

	Her body didn't react.

	

	It felt… different.

	

	Not rigid like death.

	

	But not alive either.

	

	Someone approached behind him.

	

	"What happened?" a guard asked.

	

	"I don't know."

	

	The guard stared at her in confusion.

	

	"She's not breathing."

	

	Another voice joined them.

	

	"Is she unconscious?"

	

	"No," he said quietly.

	

	He could feel it.

	

	Something had locked her in place.

	

	The faint glow surrounding her flickered slightly, like a barrier no one could see clearly.

	

	He pressed his hand against her cheek.

	

	Still warm.

	

	Still there.

	

	But unreachable.

	

	One of the healers rushed forward.

	

	"Move aside," she said urgently.

	

	She examined the strange light surrounding the woman's body, her expression shifting quickly from concern to confusion.

	

	"I've never seen anything like this."

	

	"Fix it," he said.

	

	"I'm trying."

	

	She placed both hands against the glowing barrier.

	

	The moment she touched it, a pulse of energy shot outward.

	

	The healer was thrown backward several feet, landing hard against the stone ground.

	

	Gasps rippled through the courtyard.

	

	The barrier flared brighter for a moment before settling again.

	

	"She's protected by something," the healer whispered.

	

	"Protected?" he snapped.

	

	"Or imprisoned."

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	Still frozen.

	

	Still silent.

	

	The courtyard around them slowly filled with the sounds of the wounded and the dying. Guards began gathering the injured. Others searched the broken gate and the surrounding forest for signs of the attackers.

	

	But his entire world had narrowed to one impossible truth.

	

	She was standing right in front of him.

	

	And he couldn't reach her.

	

	He touched her hand again.

	

	"Come back," he said quietly.

	

	Nothing happened.

	

	The wind moved through the shattered courtyard.

	

	Smoke drifted from the broken gate.

	

	And time continued moving forward.

	

	Everyone else began trying to understand what had just happened.

	

	But for him, the world had stopped the moment she did.

	

	For a long time, no one moved her.

	

	Not because they didn't try, but because no one knew how.

	

	The strange light surrounding her had faded until it was almost invisible, yet every attempt to touch her still carried the same result. The barrier wasn't violent anymore, but it refused to yield. Hands simply stopped inches from her skin, as though pressing against glass that no one could see.

	

	And she remained the same.

	

	Eyes open.

	

	Body still.

	

	Alive, but unreachable.

	

	The courtyard that had once felt like home now looked like a battlefield.

	

	Broken arrows littered the stone ground. Splintered wood from the shattered gate lay scattered across the entrance. Smoke curled slowly upward from a burned cart near the wall.

	

	Voices moved through the air in hushed panic.

	

	"How many attackers were there?"

	

	"I counted at least thirty."

	

	"They vanished after the blast."

	

	"Did anyone recognize their banners?"

	

	"No."

	

	He barely heard any of it.

	

	He sat on the cold stone beside her, refusing to leave her side.

	

	Someone approached behind him.

	

	"The wounded are being taken inside," one of the captains reported. "Seven guards were injured. Two badly."

	

	He nodded once.

	

	"Search the forest," he said. "I want to know where those men came from."

	

	"We already sent riders."

	

	"Send more."

	

	The captain hesitated, then spoke quietly.

	

	"And her?"

	

	His jaw tightened.

	

	"She stays here."

	

	The captain looked uncertain.

	

	"Should we move her inside?"

	

	He glanced at her again.

	

	The frozen calm in her expression made something twist painfully inside his chest.

	

	"No," he said.

	

	Not yet.

	

	More people slowly gathered around the courtyard.

	

	Word spread quickly across the estate.

	

	Servants whispered in shock. Soldiers exchanged uneasy glances. Even the most experienced fighters seemed unsettled by the sight of her standing there like a statue caught between worlds.

	

	The healer returned with two assistants.

	

	"We should try again," she said.

	

	He didn't argue.

	

	This time, they approached more cautiously.

	

	The healer knelt near her, studying the faint shimmer around her body.

	

	"It's weaker now," she murmured.

	

	"Can you break it?" he asked.

	

	"I don't know."

	

	She reached forward slowly, stopping just short of touching the invisible barrier. Her fingers moved carefully through the air, testing the space around the frozen woman.

	

	For a moment, nothing happened.

	

	Then her hand stopped abruptly.

	

	"There," she said softly.

	

	The invisible wall was still there.

	

	She pushed slightly.

	

	Her fingers refused to move any farther.

	

	"It's like a sealed shell of energy," she explained. "Perfectly stable."

	

	"Stable means temporary, right?"

	

	The healer didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she leaned closer to examine the strange stillness surrounding the woman's body.

	

	"She hasn't aged a second since the blast," she said.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"It means time isn't touching her."

	

	A cold silence settled across the courtyard.

	

	Someone behind them whispered a word that no one wanted to hear.

	

	"Stasis."

	

	The healer nodded slowly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The word hung in the air like a verdict.

	

	He stared at her.

	

	"Then break it."

	

	"If it were that simple, I would."

	

	Her voice remained calm, but the concern in her eyes was unmistakable.

	

	"Stasis isn't sleep," she continued. "It's more like… suspension."

	

	"Explain."

	

	"She's not unconscious. She's not dying. She's not healing either. Her body is simply… paused."

	

	"Paused where?"

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"Between life and death."

	

	The words hit him like a physical blow.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"Not impossible," she said quietly.

	

	"Just extremely rare."

	

	He stood abruptly.

	

	"Rare doesn't help me."

	

	"I know."

	

	He turned away, pacing across the broken courtyard.

	

	Every step felt heavier than the last.

	

	Behind him, the healer continued examining the invisible barrier.

	

	"Whatever power she released," she said slowly, "it locked her inside this state."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"No idea."

	

	The captain returned from the gate.

	

	"We searched the road and the nearby woods," he reported. "The attackers disappeared completely."

	

	"Vanished?" someone asked.

	

	"Like smoke."

	

	Another soldier stepped forward.

	

	"We found something," he said.

	

	Everyone turned.

	

	The soldier held up a piece of dark metal armor.

	

	Strange markings were carved across its surface, symbols none of them recognized.

	

	The healer took it carefully.

	

	"Magic," she said immediately.

	

	"What kind?"

	

	"Old."

	

	"How old?"

	

	She turned the armor piece in her hands, studying the strange symbols.

	

	"Older than anything I've studied."

	

	A murmur spread through the gathered crowd.

	

	The soldier who had found it looked uneasy.

	

	"There's more."

	

	He reached into a pouch and pulled out a small object wrapped in cloth.

	

	When he unwrapped it, the courtyard seemed to grow colder.

	

	Inside the cloth sat a thin black crystal.

	

	Even in daylight, it looked like a piece of captured darkness.

	

	The healer inhaled sharply.

	

	"Where did you find that?"

	

	"Near the broken gate."

	

	She didn't touch it.

	

	"Don't hold it like that," she warned.

	

	The soldier quickly placed it on the ground.

	

	The crystal pulsed faintly.

	

	Once.

	

	Then again.

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	The healer spoke carefully.

	

	"A focus."

	

	"For what?"

	

	"Power."

	

	Everyone's gaze drifted back toward the frozen woman in the center of the courtyard.

	

	The strange humming energy inside that crystal felt disturbingly similar to what had exploded from her during the battle.

	

	The healer's expression darkened.

	

	"I think they came to trigger something inside her."

	

	He turned sharply.

	

	"Trigger?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And it worked?"

	

	She gestured toward the motionless figure.

	

	"You tell me."

	

	A long silence followed.

	

	Then footsteps echoed from the main hall.

	

	Another rider rushed into the courtyard, breathless.

	

	"More news," he said.

	

	"From where?" the captain asked.

	

	"The eastern villages."

	

	"What about them?"

	

	The rider swallowed hard.

	

	"They were attacked yesterday."

	

	Shock rippled through the group.

	

	"By the same soldiers?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They were searching."

	

	"For what?"

	

	The rider looked directly at the frozen woman.

	

	"For her."

	

	The courtyard fell silent again.

	

	The truth was becoming impossible to ignore.

	

	This attack had not been random.

	

	It had been planned.

	

	Carefully.

	

	Deliberately.

	

	And it had been aimed directly at her.

	

	He turned back toward the woman standing motionless in the center of the courtyard.

	

	"You knew something was happening," he said quietly.

	

	He remembered the sleepless nights.

	

	The distant look in her eyes.

	

	The strange tension she had tried to hide.

	

	"Why didn't you tell me?"

	

	Of course, she didn't answer.

	

	The healer stood slowly.

	

	"There may be a way to study stasis," she said.

	

	"How?"

	

	"Without touching her."

	

	He looked at her.

	

	"Then start."

	

	The healer gathered several small instruments from her assistants' glass vials, silver rods, and thin threads of enchanted wire.

	

	She placed them carefully around the invisible barrier surrounding the woman.

	

	Each tool reacted differently.

	

	One vibrated softly.

	

	Another glowed faintly.

	

	A third shattered instantly.

	

	Everyone stepped back.

	

	"That's… unusual," the healer muttered.

	

	"What does it mean?"

	

	"It means the energy inside that barrier is constantly shifting."

	

	"Is that bad?"

	

	"It means the stasis isn't completely stable."

	

	His heart jumped.

	

	"Unstable means breakable."

	

	"Or permanent," she said.

	

	The hope vanished as quickly as it appeared.

	

	He walked back to her again.

	

	Close enough to see the faint reflection of the courtyard in her frozen eyes.

	

	"What happened at that moment?" he asked quietly.

	

	No one had a real answer.

	

	They only knew what they had seen.

	

	A surge of power.

	

	An explosion of light.

	

	Then silence.

	

	And now this.

	

	The captain approached again.

	

	"What do we do now?"

	

	He didn't hesitate.

	

	"We will find whoever sent those soldiers."

	

	"And if they're the ones who caused this?"

	

	"Then they're the ones who will undo it."

	

	The captain nodded slowly.

	

	"Understood."

	

	Orders began spreading across the estate.

	

	Scouts prepared horses.

	

	Messengers gathered maps.

	

	The quiet life they had known only hours earlier was gone.

	

	War had arrived at their doorstep.

	

	And the reason for it stood frozen in the center of the courtyard.

	

	The healer carefully packed away her instruments.

	

	"I'll need time," she said.

	

	"How much?"

	

	"I don't know."

	

	He nodded.

	

	"You'll have it."

	

	The sun slowly climbed higher above the valley.

	

	Morning turned to afternoon.

	

	Shadows shifted across the broken stone ground.

	

	But she didn't move.

	

	Not even a breath.

	

	As the courtyard emptied and preparations for the search began, he remained beside her.

	

	Watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Refusing to accept what everyone else had already begun to believe.

	

	Somewhere beyond that frozen stillness, she was still there.

	

	He was certain of it.

	

	He placed his hand near the invisible barrier again.

	

	"Hold on," he whispered.

	

	The faint shimmer flickered briefly, almost like a pulse.

	

	Then it returned to perfect stillness.

	

	Across the valley, thunder rolled in the distance.

	

	Dark clouds gathered slowly along the mountains.

	

	And far beyond the estate walls, hidden somewhere within the forests and roads of the world, the people responsible for the attack were already preparing their next move.

	

	Because the power that had awakened that morning was far greater than anyone in the courtyard yet understood.

	

	And the day everything changed had only just begun.

	

	 


CHAPTER 2

	

	Night arrived slowly over the manor, but the darkness did nothing to quiet the tension that had settled across the estate.

	

	Torches burned along the courtyard walls where the broken gate had once stood. Guards moved through the grounds in careful patrols, their armor clinking softly as they passed through pools of flickering light. No one trusted the quiet anymore.

	

	Too much had happened in a single day.

	

	Too much that none of them understood.

	

	And in the center of it all, she still stood exactly where the explosion had left her.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	Untouched by time.

	

	The courtyard had been cleared of debris, but no one had dared to move her. Instead, they had built a wide circle of lanterns around her, their warm glow casting long shadows across the stone.

	

	She looked almost peaceful standing there.

	

	Almost alive.

	

	If someone didn't look closely enough, they might believe she had simply paused to watch the stars.

	

	But anyone who stepped close enough could see the truth.

	

	The faint shimmer in the air.

	

	The invisible wall surrounding her.

	

	The absolute stillness.

	

	He had not left her side since morning.

	

	At first, people tried to convince him to rest.

	

	The healer had insisted.

	

	The captain had argued.

	

	Even the servants had quietly begged him to eat something.

	

	None of it mattered.

	

	He sat on the stone steps only a few feet away from her, elbows resting on his knees, watching her like someone afraid that blinking might cause her to disappear.

	

	The wind moved through the courtyard, rustling the nearby banners.

	

	But she did not move with it.

	

	He had counted the hours without meaning to.

	

	Every minute stretched painfully longer than the last.

	

	He had expected something to happen.

	

	Some signs.

	

	A twitch.

	

	A breath.

	

	Anything.

	

	But time continued to pass, and she remained locked in the same silent moment.

	

	Footsteps approached behind him.

	

	"You should sleep."

	

	He didn't turn around.

	

	The healer stepped beside him, crossing her arms as she studied the strange shimmer surrounding the frozen woman.

	

	"You've been here all day," she added.

	

	"And she's been here longer," he replied quietly.

	

	The healer exhaled slowly.

	

	"I've been studying the barrier."

	

	"And?"

	

	"It hasn't changed."

	

	He looked up at her.

	

	"You said it wasn't stable."

	

	"I said the energy shifts."

	

	"That sounds unstable."

	

	"It's complicated."

	

	He let out a tired breath.

	

	"Everything about today is complicated."

	

	The healer crouched near the invisible barrier again, holding a small silver instrument that hummed faintly when she moved it through the air.

	

	"It's still active," she said. "But weaker than before."

	

	"Meaning?"

	

	"Meaning the power holding her like this might be fading."

	

	Hope flickered briefly inside him.

	

	"Then she'll wake up."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	The word landed like a stone.

	

	"You're not sure."

	

	"No."

	

	She stood again, brushing dust from her hands.

	

	"Stasis doesn't behave like normal magic."

	

	"Then what does it behave like?"

	

	She looked at the frozen woman thoughtfully.

	

	"Like time itself has been folded around her."

	

	"That doesn't help."

	

	"It's the truth."

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	Her eyes reflected the torchlight, bright and alive.

	

	But the rest of her remained trapped in perfect stillness.

	

	"She's still there," he said quietly.

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"You can't know that."

	

	"I can."

	

	"How?"

	

	He didn't answer right away.

	

	Because the truth sounded ridiculous even to him.

	

	But he felt it.

	

	Not through magic.

	

	Not through logic.

	

	Just instinct.

	

	The same instinct that had always told him when she was about to laugh… or when she was about to do something reckless… or when she was quietly worrying about something she refused to say out loud.

	

	"She's fighting," he said finally.

	

	The healer studied him carefully.

	

	"You're certain."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She sighed softly.

	

	"I hope you're right."

	

	From the far side of the courtyard, the captain approached.

	

	"We've doubled the guards," he reported. "Scouts are covering the roads until sunrise."

	

	"Good," he said.

	

	The captain glanced toward the frozen woman.

	

	"Any change?"

	

	"No."

	

	Another silence stretched between them.

	

	Finally, the captain spoke again.

	

	"People are starting to talk."

	

	"About what?"

	

	"About what this means."

	

	He already knew.

	

	They were thinking the same thing everyone eventually thought when facing something they couldn't fix.

	

	Acceptance.

	

	Surrender.

	

	The quiet preparation for loss.

	

	"They're wrong," he said.

	

	The captain didn't argue.

	

	But his expression carried a careful sympathy.

	

	"We'll keep searching for answers," the captain said.

	

	"That's not optional."

	

	"I know."

	

	The captain left them again, his boots echoing across the stone courtyard.

	

	The healer followed soon after, leaving him alone with her.

	

	The torches crackled softly.

	

	Clouds drifted across the night sky.

	

	And the manor settled into uneasy silence.

	

	He stood slowly and walked closer to her.

	

	Close enough to see the faint shimmer in the air.

	

	He raised his hand toward her face.

	

	The invisible barrier stopped him exactly where it always did.

	

	Just short of touching her skin.

	

	"I hate this thing," he muttered.

	

	He lowered his hand again.

	

	Then he started talking.

	

	At first, he didn't even realize he was doing it.

	

	"You remember the first time we came here?" he said quietly.

	

	His voice sounded strange in the empty courtyard.

	

	"You said the valley looked too peaceful to be real."

	

	Her expression didn't change.

	

	But that didn't stop him.

	

	"You spent an entire week convinced something terrible was hiding behind those hills."

	

	He almost smiled.

	

	"You were wrong about that one."

	

	A gust of wind moved through the courtyard again.

	

	Still nothing.

	

	He kept talking anyway.

	

	"Everyone else thinks you're gone," he said.

	

	"They just won't say it yet."

	

	The wind lifted a few loose strands of her hair.

	

	But the rest of her remained completely still.

	

	He took another slow breath.

	

	"I'm not letting that happen."

	

	The words came out quietly.

	

	But there was no hesitation behind them.

	

	"Whatever this is… whoever caused it… I'm going to fix it."

	

	His gaze hardened slightly.

	

	"I don't care how long it takes."

	

	He sat down again on the stone ground in front of her.

	

	Hours passed.

	

	Guards rotated shifts along the walls.

	

	The moon climbed higher above the valley.

	

	Inside the manor, most of the lights eventually went dark.

	

	But he remained exactly where he was.

	

	Watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Refusing to leave.

	

	At some point during the night, soft footsteps returned.

	

	He didn't look up this time.

	

	"You're still here," the healer said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	She walked closer, carrying a thick book under one arm.

	

	"I found something."

	

	That got his attention.

	

	"What?"

	

	She opened the book carefully, revealing pages filled with old symbols and diagrams.

	

	"Ancient records," she explained. "Descriptions of magical phenomena."

	

	"And?"

	

	She turned the book toward him.

	

	One of the pages showed a drawing of a figure surrounded by a circular shell of energy.

	

	The resemblance was impossible to ignore.

	

	"Stasis," she said.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"What does it say?"

	

	She traced a line of faded text with her finger.

	

	"It describes a rare defensive reaction triggered by overwhelming power."

	

	"Defensive?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"So she did this to herself?"

	

	"Possibly."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"To survive something."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"The attack?"

	

	"Or the power itself."

	

	He looked back at the frozen woman.

	

	"That explosion… it didn't look defensive."

	

	"Sometimes survival doesn't look gentle."

	

	She turned another page.

	

	"There's more."

	

	He waited.

	

	"This record suggests stasis can be broken."

	

	His heart jumped again.

	

	"How?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	"That part is unclear."

	

	"Unclear how?"

	

	"The text says the one who created the stasis must be awakened by something strong enough to reach them."

	

	"That could mean anything."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He stood up again.

	

	"Then we find what reaches her."

	

	"That's easier said than done."

	

	"I didn't say it would be easy."

	

	The healer closed the book slowly.

	

	"You're serious."

	

	"Of course I am."

	

	She studied him for a moment.

	

	"Most people would prepare for the worst."

	

	"I'm not most people."

	

	"That's obvious."

	

	A faint smile touched her lips before disappearing again.

	

	"But be careful," she added. "Hope can be dangerous."

	

	He looked back at the frozen woman.

	

	"Not as dangerous as giving up."

	

	The healer didn't argue with that.

	

	She eventually left again, returning to the manor with the old book tucked under her arm.

	

	The courtyard grew quiet once more.

	

	Clouds drifted away from the moon, revealing a wide sky full of stars.

	

	He looked up at them for a moment.

	

	Then back at her.

	

	"You always liked the stars," he said.

	

	"They made you feel small in a good way."

	

	He leaned back against the stone wall.

	

	"I guess right now I'd settle for feeling small compared to a problem I could actually solve."

	

	The wind moved through the courtyard again.

	

	The torches flickered.

	

	And somewhere beyond the invisible barrier surrounding her, something faint stirred.

	

	Not movement.

	

	Not breathing.

	

	Just the smallest pulse of energy.

	

	He didn't notice it.

	

	But the barrier shimmered once so briefly it looked like a trick of the torchlight.

	

	Then the courtyard returned to silence.

	

	And he kept watching her, determined to stay there for as long as it took.

	

	Because while others might slowly begin accepting her fate, he had already made a decision.

	

	Time might have stopped for her.

	

	But he wasn't going to let the world move on without her.

	

	Dawn crept slowly over the valley.

	

	The sky shifted from deep blue to pale silver, and the first rays of sunlight touched the manor walls like cautious fingers testing the quiet. Birds began their morning songs again, though the sound felt different now, less peaceful, more uncertain.

	

	The world was waking up.

	

	But she wasn't.

	

	He had not slept.

	

	Not even for a moment.

	

	At some point during the night, he had moved closer, sitting on the cold stone ground only a few feet from her. His back leaned against the courtyard fountain, arms resting on his knees as he watched her with the same stubborn focus he had held since the explosion.

	

	The lanterns placed around her had burned low.

	

	Their flames flickered weakly in the early morning light.

	

	She looked the same as she had hours ago.

	

	Not a single detail had changed.

	

	Her hair still rested across her shoulders in the same wind-touched position. The faint crease between her brows still suggested the moment of effort before the blast. Even the dust on the stone around her feet remained undisturbed.

	

	Time had truly stopped for her.

	

	Footsteps approached from the manor entrance.

	

	He heard them before he saw them.

	

	The captain again.

	

	"You're still here," the captain said quietly.

	

	He nodded without turning.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain walked closer, glancing at the frozen figure before lowering his voice.

	

	"The scouts returned."

	

	That caught his attention.

	

	He stood slowly.

	

	"And?"

	

	"They followed the attackers' trail for nearly twenty miles."

	

	"What did they find?"

	

	"Nothing."

	

	His jaw tightened.

	

	"They don't disappear into nothing."

	

	"That's what we thought too."

	

	The captain rubbed his neck, clearly frustrated.

	

	"The trail ended near the river. No tracks beyond that."

	

	"They crossed the water."

	

	"Probably."

	

	"And after that?"

	

	The captain shook his head.

	

	"Gone."

	

	Silence hung between them for a moment.

	

	The captain studied him carefully.

	

	"You look worse than yesterday."

	

	"I feel worse than yesterday."

	

	"You should rest."

	

	"No."

	

	The captain sighed softly.

	

	"You know you can't stay here forever."

	

	His gaze returned to the frozen woman.

	

	"Yes, I can."

	

	The captain hesitated.

	

	"I didn't mean it like that."

	

	But he did.

	

	Everyone eventually meant it like that.

	

	Life moved forward.

	

	People adjusted.

	

	Time forced them to.

	

	Everyone except him.

	

	Another set of footsteps echoed across the courtyard.

	

	The healer emerged from the manor carrying several rolled scrolls and a leather satchel filled with instruments.

	

	"You two look terrible," she announced.

	

	"Good morning to you, too," the captain muttered.

	

	She ignored him and walked directly toward the frozen woman again.

	

	"Any changes overnight?" she asked.

	

	"No."

	

	She knelt beside the invisible barrier, carefully unpacking her tools.

	

	"This might take a while," she said.

	

	"What are you doing?" the captain asked.

	

	"Testing the energy pattern again."

	

	The captain leaned against the fountain beside him.

	

	"You think the barrier will weaken?"

	

	"I think something inside it is changing."

	

	"How can you tell?" he asked.

	

	The healer held up a small glass vial filled with shimmering dust.

	

	"This reacted differently last night."

	

	She tossed a tiny pinch of the dust toward the barrier.

	

	The particles drifted through the air… then suddenly stopped.

	

	Suspended.

	

	Floating in a perfect ring around the frozen woman.

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"That wasn't like that yesterday."

	

	"No," the healer agreed.

	

	"Yesterday, the barrier pushed everything away."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"And now?"

	

	"Now it's holding things in place."

	

	The dust continued floating, unmoving.

	

	Like tiny stars frozen in orbit.

	

	"What does that mean?" he asked.

	

	The healer watched carefully.

	

	"I'm not entirely sure yet."

	

	The captain rubbed his temples.

	

	"That answer is getting very familiar."

	

	"Magic rarely provides easy explanations."

	

	He barely listened.

	

	His eyes had locked onto something else.

	

	The barrier.

	

	Specifically, the faint shimmer that surrounded it.

	

	For just a second, he thought he saw it ripple.

	

	Not strongly.

	

	Just a brief disturbance, like water responding to a distant drop.

	

	"Did you see that?" he asked.

	

	"See what?" the healer said.

	

	"The barrier moved."

	

	She immediately leaned closer.

	

	"I didn't see anything."

	

	"It shifted."

	

	The captain looked between them.

	

	"Maybe the dust triggered something."

	

	The healer slowly moved one of her instruments closer to the barrier again.

	

	The silver rod hummed softly.

	

	Then slightly louder.

	

	Then louder still.

	

	She quickly pulled it back.

	

	"That's new," she said.

	

	"What?" he demanded.

	

	"The energy response is stronger."

	

	"Stronger means closer to breaking?"

	

	"Or closer to stabilizing permanently."

	

	The hope vanished again.

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"You're very good at destroying optimism."

	

	"I prefer accuracy."

	

	The captain stepped away from the fountain.

	

	"Well, accuracy says we're dealing with something far beyond normal magic."

	

	"That's obvious."

	

	"Then maybe we should start asking different questions."

	

	Both of them looked at him.

	

	"Such as?" the healer asked.

	

	"Such as who those soldiers were working for."

	

	"That's exactly what we're trying to figure out."

	

	"But we're doing it in the wrong order," the captain said.

	

	He gestured toward the frozen woman.

	

	"We're assuming she's the target."

	

	"Wasn't she?" the healer asked.

	

	"Maybe."

	

	The captain paced slowly across the courtyard.

	

	"But what if she wasn't the target?"

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"Then what were they attacking?"

	

	"The power inside her."

	

	Silence settled again.

	

	The idea hung in the air like a sudden storm cloud.

	

	He thought back to the moment before the explosion.

	

	The strange man with the shifting markings.

	

	The way he smiled.

	

	There it is.

	

	He felt a cold knot form in his stomach.

	

	"They weren't trying to kill her," he said slowly.

	

	"No," the captain agreed.

	

	"They were trying to wake something up."

	

	The healer looked back at the frozen woman.

	

	"Then the stasis might be a side effect."

	

	"Or protection," the captain added.

	

	"For who?"

	

	"For the world."

	

	None of them liked that answer.

	

	Another group of riders suddenly appeared near the entrance to the courtyard.

	

	Scouts.

	

	Their horses were covered in road dust.

	

	One of them jumped down immediately and hurried toward the captain.

	

	"We found something," the scout said.

	

	"What?"

	

	"More armor like the piece from yesterday."

	

	"Where?"

	

	"In the forest east of the river."

	

	The healer looked up sharply.

	

	"Abandoned?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How much?"

	

	"Enough for twenty soldiers."

	

	The captain's expression darkened.

	

	"They're regrouping."

	

	"Or preparing something worse," the healer said.

	

	The scout continued.

	

	"There's more."

	

	"Go on."

	

	"We found markings carved into the trees."

	

	"What kind of markings?" he asked.

	

	The scout hesitated.

	

	"The same symbols as the armor."

	

	The healer's eyes widened slightly.

	

	"That's not good."

	

	"Why?" the captain asked.

	

	She stood slowly.

	

	"Because those symbols aren't just decoration."

	

	"What are they?"

	

	"Anchors."

	

	"Anchors for what?"

	

	"Large-scale magic."

	

	The captain stared at her.

	

	"How large?"

	

	She looked back at the frozen woman.

	

	"Large enough to affect the entire valley."

	

	A heavy silence followed.

	

	The scout shifted nervously.

	

	"There's something else," he added.

	

	"What?"

	

	"We heard chanting."

	

	Everyone froze.

	

	"Chanting?" the captain repeated.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How many voices?"

	

	"Hard to say. Maybe fifty."

	

	The captain turned toward the manor.

	

	"Get the riders ready."

	

	The scout hesitated.

	

	"Sir?"

	

	"If they're preparing a ritual, we don't have time to wait."

	

	The healer stepped forward.

	

	"Be careful."

	

	"We don't have the luxury of being careful."

	

	He was already moving toward the stables.

	

	But he stopped halfway across the courtyard.

	

	Because he realized something.

	

	If the attackers were preparing a ritual…

	

	And if that ritual was connected to the power inside her…

	

	Then, leaving the manor might be exactly what they wanted.

	

	He turned back.

	

	"What if this is a trap?" he asked.

	

	The captain paused.

	

	"You think they want us to leave her?"

	

	"It's possible."

	

	The healer nodded slowly.

	

	"That would make sense."

	

	The captain cursed under his breath.

	

	"So we stay here and wait?"

	

	"No," he said.

	

	The captain looked at him.

	

	"What are you thinking?"

	

	He turned toward the frozen woman again.

	

	"They want the power inside her."

	

	"Yes," the healer said.

	

	"So we find out what that power is before they do."

	

	The healer crossed her arms.

	

	"And how exactly do we do that?"

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier again.

	

	"I'm going to try something."

	

	Both of them immediately stepped forward.

	

	"Try what?" the healer asked.

	

	"I'm going to talk to her."

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"You've been doing that all night."

	

	"No."

	

	He raised his hand toward the barrier again.

	

	"This time I'm going to mean it."

	

	The healer looked skeptical.

	

	"Emotional appeals rarely break magical stasis."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	He stood directly in front of her now.

	

	Close enough to see every detail of her frozen expression.

	

	"But you said something might reach her."

	

	The healer didn't reply.

	

	Because she had said that.

	

	He took a slow breath.

	

	"You always hated it when people made decisions for you," he said quietly.

	

	The wind moved through the courtyard again.

	

	"You especially hated it when someone tried to lock you away from a fight."

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	The healer noticed it this time.

	

	"Wait," she whispered.

	

	He didn't stop talking.

	

	"If you can hear me… wherever you are… then listen carefully."

	

	The faint glow around her body pulsed once.

	

	The healer's eyes widened.

	

	"It's reacting."

	

	The captain stepped closer.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	"I don't know," the healer said.

	

	"But don't interrupt him."

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"You're not allowed to disappear like this," he continued.

	

	"That's not how this story ends."

	

	Another pulse moved through the barrier.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	The floating dust particles trembled slightly.

	

	The healer's instruments began humming again.

	

	"That's impossible," she murmured.

	

	He didn't hear her.

	

	"You told me once that the worst thing anyone could do was give up before the fight was over."

	

	The shimmer brightened again.

	

	The captain stared.

	

	"Is she waking up?"

	

	"Not exactly," the healer whispered.

	

	"But something inside the stasis is responding."

	

	He pressed his hand against the invisible barrier again.

	

	"Come back," he said.

	

	For a brief moment, the barrier flickered.

	

	Not breaking.

	

	Not opening.

	

	But changing.

	

	Then the glow settled again.

	

	Returning to its quiet, steady state.

	

	The courtyard fell silent.

	

	The instruments stopped humming.

	

	The floating dust particles froze again.

	

	The healer slowly exhaled.

	

	"Well," she said.

	

	"What?" the captain asked.

	

	"She heard him."

	

	He looked at the frozen woman again.

	

	Her expression hadn't changed.

	

	But now he was more certain than ever.

	

	Somewhere inside that impossible stillness…

	

	She was still there.

	

	And she was listening.

	

	Far beyond the manor walls, deep within the forest where the strange symbols carved into the trees glowed faintly in the growing daylight, dozens of dark-robed figures continued their ritual.

	

	Their voices rose together in steady, rhythmic chanting.

	

	And at the center of their circle, the same marked man who had attacked the manor smiled as he felt the distant pulse of power respond.

	

	"Good," he murmured.

	

	"It begins."

	

	 


CHAPTER 3

	

	The first few days after the attack passed in a strange blur.

	

	No one spoke about it openly, but everyone felt the same quiet expectation: she would wake up soon.

	

	At first, it seemed impossible that she wouldn't.

	

	The explosion of power had been so sudden, so overwhelming, that most people assumed the stasis was temporary. A side effect. A magical exhaustion that would fade once her body recovered.

	

	So they waited.

	

	The courtyard became the center of everything.

	

	Guards rotated around the manor walls with increased vigilance. Riders came and went carrying messages to nearby villages. Healers brought books and strange instruments, studying the invisible barrier that surrounded her as though it were a puzzle waiting to be solved.

	

	But she remained the same.

	

	Standing in the same place.

	

	Eyes open.

	

	Frozen in the same breath of time.

	

	On the third day, the healer tried a more aggressive approach.

	

	She gathered every enchanted tool she possessed and arranged them in a circle around the barrier. Thin rods of silver, small bowls filled with crushed crystals, and coils of rune-etched wire surrounded the unmoving figure like a strange ritual.

	

	He watched from only a few feet away.

	

	"You're certain this won't hurt her?" he asked.

	

	"I'm certain doing nothing won't help," the healer replied.

	

	She knelt beside one of the rods and began whispering a sequence of words that sounded older than the manor itself.

	

	The air changed immediately.

	

	The silver rods glowed faintly.

	

	The wire coils vibrated softly against the stone floor.

	

	And the invisible barrier surrounding the frozen woman shimmered more clearly than it had before.

	

	For a moment hope surged through the courtyard.

	

	The barrier rippled like water disturbed by the wind.

	

	The healer leaned forward carefully.

	

	"Almost…" she whispered.

	

	Then the energy snapped.

	

	A sudden pulse exploded outward from the barrier.

	

	The rods shattered.

	

	The crystal bowls cracked.

	

	The rune-wire coils unraveled violently and scattered across the courtyard.

	

	The healer was thrown backward against the fountain wall.

	

	He rushed forward immediately.

	

	"Are you alright?"

	

	She coughed, pushing herself upright.

	

	"Yes."

	

	He looked back toward the woman.

	

	Nothing had changed.

	

	The barrier had returned to its calm, quiet shimmer.

	

	"I don't understand," the healer said softly.

	

	"She reacted when you spoke to her."

	

	"And she reacted when you tried that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then she's still aware somehow."

	

	"Possibly."

	

	He clenched his jaw.

	

	"Possibly isn't good enough."

	

	The healer stood slowly, brushing dust from her robes.

	

	"We're dealing with a power none of us truly understands."

	

	"Then we learn faster."

	

	She looked at him carefully.

	

	"I'm trying."

	

	The following days settled into a pattern.

	

	Every morning, the healer studied the barrier again.

	

	Every afternoon, scouts returned with more news about the attackers.

	

	And every night he remained beside her, speaking quietly to the woman who could no longer answer.

	

	At first, the others joined him.

	

	Friends sat nearby.

	

	Guards occasionally stopped to offer updates.

	

	Even servants came quietly to leave flowers at the edge of the courtyard.

	

	But as the days stretched longer, the visits grew shorter.

	

	Life demanded attention.

	

	Wounded soldiers needed care.

	

	Nearby villages required protection.

	

	The world refused to stop moving.

	

	Even if she had.

	

	By the second week, the manor had begun adapting.

	

	A temporary canopy was built above her to protect her from the rain.

	

	Lanterns were placed around the barrier so no one would accidentally walk into it during the night.

	

	The courtyard became something strange.

	

	Not a shrine.

	

	Not a grave.

	

	Something in between.

	

	Visitors passed through quietly, lowering their voices as they walked by.

	

	No one touched the barrier anymore.

	

	The memory of the healer's failed attempt had been enough.

	

	Yet every time someone passed, their eyes lingered on her.

	

	Because the stillness was unsettling.

	

	It felt unnatural to see someone standing so perfectly motionless.

	

	As if the world itself had made a mistake and forgotten to correct it.

	

	Weeks passed.

	

	The first month arrived quietly.

	

	The seasons began to shift.

	

	The warm summer air slowly cooled, and the trees along the valley hills started to lose their leaves.

	

	But she did not change.

	

	Not a strand of hair moved.

	

	Not a single breath escaped her lips.

	

	Time flowed around her like a river flowing around a stone.

	

	The healer eventually confirmed what everyone had begun suspecting.

	

	"She isn't aging."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Not even slightly?"

	

	"No."

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"So is everything else about this."

	

	He had expected that answer.

	

	But hearing it out loud made the truth heavier somehow.

	

	"You're saying she could stay like this forever," he said.

	

	The healer didn't reply.

	

	Because silence said enough.

	

	The months grew heavier after that.

	

	At first, people still hoped.

	

	But hope has a quiet way of fading when it is forced to wait too long.

	

	By the second month, the manor's daily routines had mostly returned.

	

	Training resumed in the fields beyond the walls.

	

	Supplies arrived from nearby villages.

	

	Messengers traveled between towns carrying reports of strange movements along distant borders.

	

	The attack had shaken everyone, but the world refused to stay broken.

	

	It rebuilt itself piece by piece.

	

	Except for one corner of the courtyard.

	

	There, time still held its breath.

	

	The canopy above her rustled gently whenever the wind passed through.

	

	Lanterns swayed slightly during storms.

	

	But she never reacted.

	

	Even the rain seemed unable to touch her.

	

	The droplets would fall… then simply stop against the invisible barrier, sliding harmlessly down its surface before reaching the ground.

	

	The first winter frost arrived earlier than expected.

	

	One morning, the courtyard stones were covered in a thin layer of white ice.

	

	Servants carefully cleared the frost away from the pathways.

	

	But the ground around her remained untouched.

	

	Not even the cold could reach her.

	

	The healer continued studying the barrier whenever she could.

	

	But progress was slow.

	

	Every test produced new questions instead of answers.

	

	Every theory eventually collapsed.

	

	And the strange power inside the stasis continued shifting in subtle, unpredictable ways.

	

	Sometimes it glowed slightly brighter.

	

	Sometimes it faded almost completely.

	

	Once, during a violent storm, the entire barrier flickered like lightning trapped inside glass.

	

	But it never broke.

	

	And she never woke.

	

	He never stopped talking to her.

	

	Even when others had begun accepting the silence.

	

	Even when they stopped believing she could hear him.

	

	He spoke anyway.

	

	He told her about the scouts' reports.

	

	About the strange symbols discovered in distant forests.

	

	About the rumors spreading across the kingdoms.

	

	Stories about a hidden cult.

	

	About people searching for ancient powers.

	

	About something awakening beneath the world itself.

	

	He didn't know how much of it she could understand.

	

	But speaking kept the silence from crushing him.

	

	Sometimes he told her stories about their past.

	

	About the first time they had met.

	

	About the argument they once had over whether the valley looked too peaceful.

	

	About the way she used to laugh whenever someone tried to give her orders she didn't agree with.

	

	Those memories felt dangerously sharp now.

	

	Because she stood only a few feet away…

	

	And yet she might as well have been in another world.

	

	One evening during the third month, the captain joined him again.

	

	The sky had turned orange as the sun sank behind the hills.

	

	A cold wind drifted through the courtyard.

	

	"You're still doing this every day," the captain said quietly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You know most people would have stopped."

	

	"I'm not most people."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"That much is obvious."

	

	He stood beside him for a moment, studying the frozen figure.

	

	"She doesn't look different at all," the captain said.

	

	"No."

	

	"Not even tired."

	

	He almost smiled.

	

	"She never liked looking tired."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"You really think she's still in there."

	

	"I know she is."

	

	"How?"

	

	He didn't hesitate.

	

	"Because she hasn't given up."

	

	The captain glanced at him.

	

	"You're very certain about that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain looked back at the barrier.

	

	"I hope you're right."

	

	Another silence followed.

	

	The sun finally slipped below the horizon.

	

	Shadows spread across the courtyard.

	

	And the lanterns around her slowly flickered to life.

	

	"Scouts brought new reports today," the captain said eventually.

	

	"About the cult?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What did they find?"

	

	"More symbols."

	

	"Where?"

	

	"Near the northern mountains."

	

	The captain lowered his voice.

	

	"They're spreading."

	

	That didn't surprise him.

	

	Whoever had attacked the manor hadn't simply disappeared.

	

	They were preparing something.

	

	Something bigger.

	

	He looked at the frozen woman again.

	

	"They're still after the power inside her," he said.

	

	"Most likely."

	

	"And they think she'll wake up eventually."

	

	The captain nodded slowly.

	

	"Which means we need to be ready when that happens."

	

	He agreed.

	

	But a deeper thought lingered quietly in the back of his mind.

	

	What if she didn't wake up?

	

	What if the stasis were permanent?

	

	What if this moment truly was the end of the life they once knew?

	

	The thought lingered like a shadow.

	

	But he refused to let it grow.

	

	Because the moment he accepted that possibility…

	

	Everything would change.

	

	And he wasn't ready for that.

	

	The wind grew colder as night settled over the valley.

	

	The captain eventually left the courtyard again.

	

	But he remained.

	

	As always.

	

	Watching the quiet shimmer of the barrier.

	

	Listening to the distant sounds of the manor.

	

	And waiting.

	

	Because waiting had become its own kind of weight.

	

	A slow pressure that settled deeper with every passing day.

	

	Yet he carried it anyway.

	

	Because somewhere beyond the frozen stillness…

	

	He still believed she was fighting to return.

	

	And until that fight was over. 

	

	He wasn't going anywhere.

	

	The fourth month arrived with snow.

	

	It started as a quiet dusting one night, barely enough to cover the courtyard stones. By morning, the entire valley looked different, with white hills stretching toward the horizon, rooftops capped with frost, and the forests beyond the manor standing silent under heavy branches of snow.

	

	Winter settled in like an uninvited guest.

	

	Inside the manor, fires burned constantly in the great halls and kitchens. Guards wore heavier cloaks during their patrols. Horses were kept closer to the stables where the cold winds couldn't reach them.

	

	But the courtyard still held its strange center of stillness.

	

	The canopy built above her had been reinforced weeks earlier, and a layer of snow now rested along its edges. Beneath it, she stood exactly as she always had.

	

	The cold did not reach her.

	

	The wind did not touch her.

	

	And time did not move.

	

	He stood in the courtyard doorway watching the snowfall that morning.

	

	The world has grown quieter over the past months. Even the usual noise of the manor seemed softer, as if everyone had unconsciously learned to lower their voices near the frozen figure.

	

	Boots crunched across the snow behind him.

	

	"You're up early," the healer said.

	

	He glanced over his shoulder.

	

	"You're always up early."

	

	She carried a bundle of rolled papers and a metal case that rattled softly with instruments.

	

	"I'm testing something new today."

	

	"That sentence worries me every time you say it."

	

	She gave him a tired smile.

	

	"It worries me too."

	

	They stepped out into the snow-covered courtyard together.

	

	Their breath formed small clouds in the cold air.

	

	The canopy above the frozen woman creaked faintly as snow shifted along the wooden beams.

	

	The healer set her case down beside the fountain.

	

	"What kind of test?" he asked.

	

	She opened the case and removed a thin disc of polished bronze covered in delicate runes.

	

	"I've been studying the pattern of the barrier."

	

	"And?"

	

	"It's not random."

	

	That caught his attention.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"The energy pulses in cycles."

	

	"How long are the cycles?"

	

	"About twelve hours."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That sounds intentional."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	She approached the invisible barrier carefully and held the bronze disc in front of her.

	

	"Whoever created this stasis didn't just trap her in time," she explained.

	

	"They built a structure."

	

	"A structure for what?"

	

	"To hold something."

	

	His stomach tightened.

	

	"You mean the power inside her."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The disc began glowing faintly as it neared the barrier.

	

	Soft vibrations spread through the air.

	

	The snowflakes falling nearby slowed slightly as they drifted through the invisible field.

	

	"That's new," he said.

	

	"It's responding," the healer murmured.

	

	The disc vibrated harder.

	

	Then suddenly the barrier flashed.

	

	The glow surged outward in a ripple that spread across the courtyard.

	

	The disc flew from the healer's hand and landed several feet away in the snow.

	

	The barrier returned to normal instantly.

	

	The healer stared at it.

	

	"Well," she said quietly.

	

	"That was… informative."

	

	"What did you learn?"

	

	She retrieved the disc and brushed snow from its surface.

	

	"The power inside the stasis is growing."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"Growing?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's not possible."

	

	"Apparently it is."

	

	He looked back toward the frozen woman.

	

	"Why would it grow?"

	

	"I don't know yet."

	

	"But I know one thing."

	

	"What?"

	

	The healer's voice lowered slightly.

	

	"If that power keeps increasing, the barrier may not hold forever."

	

	The idea sent a strange mix of hope and fear through his chest.

	

	"You're saying she might break out of it."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"And maybe something worse could happen," the healer added.

	

	Before he could respond, hurried footsteps crossed the courtyard.

	

	The captain appeared through the snow, his cloak dusted white from the storm.

	

	"We have a problem," he said.

	

	"What kind of problem?" he asked.

	

	"Scouts returned from the northern mountains."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They found another ritual site."

	

	The healer looked up sharply.

	

	"Another one?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How big?"

	

	"Bigger than the others."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"How many people?"

	

	"At least a hundred."

	

	The courtyard fell silent except for the soft sound of falling snow.

	

	"That's not a scouting group," he said.

	

	"That's an army."

	

	"Or a cult gathering," the captain replied.

	

	The healer's eyes drifted back toward the frozen woman.

	

	"They're preparing something large."

	

	"What kind of ritual would need that many people?" he asked.

	

	The captain answered quietly.

	

	"The kind meant to awaken something."

	

	None of them liked that answer.

	

	The captain rubbed his gloved hands together for warmth.

	

	"There's more."

	

	"What?" he asked.

	

	"They weren't hiding this time."

	

	"That doesn't sound like good news."

	

	"They carved the symbols everywhere," the captain continued.

	

	"Trees. Stones. Entire cliff faces."

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"That means they're confident."

	

	"Confident about what?" he asked.

	

	"That they're close to success."

	

	A cold wind swept through the courtyard.

	

	Snow swirled briefly beneath the canopy before settling again.

	

	He looked back at the frozen woman.

	

	"They still think she's the key."

	

	"Yes," the healer said.

	

	The captain glanced between them.

	

	"We need a plan."

	

	"We've had months to make one," he said.

	

	"And none of them worked."

	

	The captain didn't argue.

	

	Because it was true.

	

	They had searched libraries.

	

	They had consulted scholars.

	

	They had questioned travelers who claimed knowledge of ancient magic.

	

	But nothing had provided the answer they needed.

	

	The stasis remained.

	

	And time kept moving.

	

	Winter deepened.

	

	Snowstorms became more frequent, forcing most travel to stop entirely. The roads beyond the valley disappeared beneath heavy drifts, and the manor settled into a slower rhythm of survival.

	

	Inside, fires burned day and night.

	

	Outside, the courtyard remained quiet and frozen.

	

	But something else began changing.

	

	The barrier.

	

	The healer noticed it first.

	

	She had started keeping a journal of the energy patterns surrounding the stasis, carefully recording every fluctuation.

	

	At first, the changes were subtle.

	

	The glow around the barrier brightened slightly during certain hours.

	

	Then it dimmed again.

	

	But the cycles grew stronger each week.

	

	One evening, she rushed into the courtyard with the journal clutched in her hands.

	

	"You need to see this," she said.

	

	He looked up from where he had been sitting near the fountain.

	

	"What happened?"

	

	She opened the journal to a page filled with diagrams.

	

	"The cycles are accelerating."

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"The power inside the barrier is building faster than before."

	

	"Because of the cult?"

	

	"Possibly."

	

	The captain arrived moments later, summoned by the urgency in her voice.

	

	"What's going on?"

	

	She turned the journal toward him.

	

	"If the energy keeps increasing like this…"

	

	She paused.

	

	"The barrier could collapse."

	

	"How soon?" the captain asked.

	

	"Maybe weeks."

	

	"Maybe days."

	

	He looked at the frozen woman again.

	

	"You're saying she might wake up."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain's expression darkened.

	

	"Or something inside her might wake up."

	

	That possibility hung in the air like a storm cloud.

	

	The following nights grew tense.

	

	The guards doubled their patrols again.

	

	Messengers were sent to nearby towns, warning them to prepare.

	

	And every evening, the strange glow surrounding the barrier pulsed slightly stronger.

	

	But through all of it 

	

	She remained perfectly still.

	

	One night near the end of winter, he sat beside her as usual while the wind howled through the valley.

	

	Snow battered the canopy above them.

	

	Lanterns flickered wildly.

	

	The storm made the entire manor feel smaller somehow, as if the world beyond the walls had vanished beneath the blizzard.

	

	He looked at her frozen face.

	

	"You're missing winter," he said quietly.

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	"You always hated the cold."

	

	He leaned back against the fountain.

	

	"But you loved the snow."

	

	He remembered the first winter they had spent in the valley.

	

	How she had insisted on racing him across the frozen fields.

	

	How she had laughed when he slipped on the ice.

	

	Those memories felt distant now.

	

	Like stories from another life.

	

	"You should come back soon," he said softly.

	

	"A lot is happening out here."

	

	The wind howled louder.

	

	Snow blew across the courtyard in swirling patterns.

	

	Then the barrier pulsed.

	

	Once.

	

	He froze.

	

	The glow brightened briefly.

	

	He leaned forward.

	

	"Did you hear that?" he whispered.

	

	No answer.

	

	But the barrier pulsed again.

	

	Stronger.

	

	Inside the manor, footsteps rushed toward the courtyard.

	

	The healer burst through the doorway moments later.

	

	"I felt it," she said breathlessly.

	

	"What?"

	

	"The surge."

	

	The captain arrived seconds later.

	

	"What surge?"

	

	The healer pointed at the barrier.

	

	"The energy just spiked."

	

	They all watched.

	

	For several seconds, nothing happened.

	

	Then the barrier flickered again.

	

	The glow rippled across its surface like lightning trapped inside glass.

	

	The captain's voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"Is it breaking?"

	

	The healer shook her head slowly.

	

	"No."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	She stared at the frozen woman with growing disbelief.

	

	"It's changing."

	

	The wind howled around them.

	

	Snow swirled beneath the canopy.

	

	And for the first time in months 

	

	The stillness surrounding her no longer felt completely silent.

	

	Something inside the stasis had begun to move.

	

	 


CHAPTER 4

	

	The barrier didn't change all at once.

	

	At first, the difference was so small that only the healer noticed.

	

	A faint pulse in the air.

	

	A subtle shimmer that moved through the invisible shell around her like a breath passing through glass.

	

	But after months of perfect stillness, even the smallest change felt enormous.

	

	The storm that night raged across the valley, rattling the manor windows and burying the outer paths under thick waves of snow. Inside the courtyard, the canopy groaned as wind pushed against its wooden frame.

	

	The lanterns around her flickered wildly.

	

	And the barrier pulsed again.

	

	He stood only a few steps away when it happened.

	

	A ripple moved across the invisible surface.

	

	Not violent.

	

	Not destructive.

	

	Just a quiet movement like something shifting beneath calm water.

	

	The healer stared in stunned silence.

	

	"That's the third surge tonight," she said.

	

	The captain folded his arms tightly against the cold.

	

	"It didn't look like the earlier ones."

	

	"No," she said slowly.

	

	"This one was… different."

	

	"How?"

	

	She stepped closer to the barrier, careful not to touch it.

	

	"It felt focused."

	

	"What does that mean?" he asked.

	

	The healer looked back at him.

	

	"It felt like a response."

	

	The word lingered in the air.

	

	Response.

	

	As if something inside the stasis had heard them.

	

	Or remembered something.

	

	The storm continued through the night, but the barrier didn't pulse again.

	

	Eventually, the captain returned to overseeing the guards.

	

	The healer retreated inside the manor to review her notes.

	

	But he stayed where he always did, watching the woman trapped between moments.

	

	The snow kept falling.

	

	The courtyard grew quieter as the storm began to fade.

	

	And as the night deepened, something else happened.

	

	A memory surfaced.

	

	Not inside the barrier.

	

	Inside him.

	

	It started with the way the lantern light reflected in her frozen eyes.

	

	That small detail triggered something buried deep in his mind.

	

	Another night.

	

	Another lantern.

	

	Another conversation he hadn't thought about in months.

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"You said something once," he murmured.

	

	The wind whispered through the courtyard.

	

	"You told me the world was changing."

	

	The memory sharpened.

	

	It had happened weeks before the attack.

	

	They had been standing on the western balcony overlooking the valley. The sun had just set, and the sky had been painted with those strange, deep reds that always appeared before early autumn storms.

	

	She had leaned against the stone railing, watching the distant forests.

	

	"Do you ever feel like something is coming?" she had asked.

	

	He had laughed at the time.

	

	"Coming from where?"

	

	"Everywhere."

	

	She had said it casually.

	

	But there had been a seriousness behind her voice he hadn't noticed until now.

	

	"I think the world is waking up," she continued.

	

	He remembered frowning.

	

	"That sounds ominous."

	

	She shrugged.

	

	"Maybe it is."

	

	"Should I be worried?"

	

	She had looked at him then.

	

	Really looked at him.

	

	"I don't know yet."

	

	At the time, he had assumed she was talking about politics.

	

	About the strange rumors spreading across the kingdoms.

	

	But now…

	

	Now he wondered if she had meant something else entirely.

	

	The memory faded.

	

	The courtyard returned.

	

	Snow crunched behind him.

	

	The healer approached again, carrying a lantern and a thick stack of parchment.

	

	"You're still awake," she said.

	

	"I've been remembering things."

	

	"That's rarely a relaxing activity."

	

	He gestured toward the frozen woman.

	

	"She knew something."

	

	The healer stopped.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"She felt something coming."

	

	"When?"

	

	"Before the attack."

	

	The healer studied his face carefully.

	

	"You're sure?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why didn't she tell anyone?"

	

	"I think she didn't understand it herself."

	

	The healer glanced toward the barrier.

	

	"That would explain a lot."

	

	"Explain what?"

	

	"She wasn't just reacting to the attack," the healer said.

	

	"She might have been reacting to something much older."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"Older than the cult?"

	

	"Much older."

	

	The healer placed her lantern on the fountain edge.

	

	"I've been reading old records," she continued.

	

	"About stasis?"

	

	"Yes… and about people like her."

	

	His attention sharpened immediately.

	

	"What people?"

	

	"People who carry unusual magical potential."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"That's a vague description."

	

	"Ancient texts describe individuals who act as conduits for certain forces."

	

	"Forces like what?"

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"Life. Death. Creation."

	

	He stared at her.

	

	"That sounds dangerously close to legend."

	

	"Most legends start somewhere."

	

	She stepped closer to the barrier again.

	

	"The energy inside her stasis isn't random."

	

	"You said that before."

	

	"But I didn't understand it fully."

	

	"And now?"

	

	The healer exhaled slowly.

	

	"Now I think the stasis isn't just protecting her."

	

	"What else could it be doing?"

	

	"It might be protecting everyone else."

	

	The thought sent a quiet chill down his spine.

	

	"You think she's containing something."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The wind shifted across the courtyard.

	

	Snow fell from the canopy edges.

	

	He looked at the frozen woman again.

	

	She still looked the same.

	

	Calm.

	

	Focused.

	

	Caught in a single breath of time.

	

	"If that's true," he said quietly, "then someone knew this would happen."

	

	The healer nodded.

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"Which means her fate wasn't random."

	

	"No."

	

	The word felt heavier than the winter air.

	

	Later that day, when the storm finally passed, he found himself wandering through the manor halls.

	

	Not aimlessly.

	

	Something had been bothering him since that conversation.

	

	Something about the idea of fate.

	

	Of something being foretold.

	

	He moved through the quiet corridors until he reached a small library near the eastern wing.

	

	It wasn't the main archive.

	

	Most people rarely use it.

	

	But she had.

	

	He remembered that clearly.

	

	She had spent several evenings there during the weeks before the attack.

	

	At the time, he had assumed she was simply looking for distractions.

	

	Now he wasn't so sure.

	

	He pushed the door open.

	

	Dust floated lazily in the sunlight filtering through the tall windows.

	

	Rows of old books lined the shelves.

	

	Scrolls and loose parchment stacks covered the reading tables.

	

	He moved slowly through the room.

	

	Looking.

	

	Remembering.

	

	And eventually he found it.

	

	A small stack of books is near the window.

	

	Not random ones.

	

	Specific ones.

	

	Ancient history.

	

	Old mythologies.

	

	Forgotten magical traditions.

	

	His pulse quickened slightly.

	

	She had been researching something.

	

	He pulled one of the books open.

	

	The pages were marked.

	

	Notes written in the margins.

	

	Her handwriting.

	

	His eyes scanned the words.

	

	Fragments of ideas.

	

	Questions.

	

	Half-finished theories.

	

	One sentence caught his attention immediately.

	

	"Some powers choose their bearer long before they awaken."

	

	He stared at it.

	

	The ink looked fresh.

	

	She had written it only days before the attack.

	

	He flipped to another page.

	

	Another note.

	

	"If the legends are true, the awakening always comes during a moment of extreme danger."

	

	His chest tightened.

	

	That sounded exactly like what had happened in the courtyard.

	

	Another page.

	

	Another note.

	

	"The transformation is rarely controlled."

	

	The words blurred slightly as he read them.

	

	Because suddenly the events of that day felt less like an accident.

	

	And more like something inevitable.

	

	Footsteps approached behind him.

	

	The healer entered the library.

	

	"I thought I'd find you here," she said.

	

	He held up the book.

	

	"She was researching something."

	

	The healer stepped closer.

	

	"What kind of something?"

	

	He showed her the notes.

	

	Her eyes widened as she read them.

	

	"She knew," the healer whispered.

	

	"Not everything," he said.

	

	"But enough to be afraid."

	

	The healer turned another page.

	

	More notes.

	

	More questions.

	

	And then a final line near the bottom of the page.

	

	"If this power awakens, there may be no way to stop it."

	

	Silence filled the library.

	

	The healer closed the book slowly.

	

	"This changes things."

	

	"How?"

	

	"It means the attack might not have caused the awakening."

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"It might have triggered something that was already beginning."

	

	He looked back at the notes again.

	

	"So she saw it coming."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And she tried to understand it."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	He ran a hand through his hair.

	

	"And now she's trapped inside the result."

	

	The healer placed the book back on the table.

	

	"Not trapped."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	She looked toward the window where the distant courtyard could just barely be seen beyond the glass.

	

	"Waiting."

	

	The word felt strangely fitting.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Not for rescue.

	

	Not for death.

	

	But for something else entirely.

	

	Somewhere deeper within the manor, the captain's voice echoed through the hallway as he issued new orders to the guards.

	

	The world outside continued moving.

	

	Preparing.

	

	Watching.

	

	Because the strange cult still searched for the power inside her.

	

	And now it seemed increasingly clear that power had been waiting for her long before the attack ever happened.

	

	Back in the courtyard, the barrier shimmered quietly beneath the winter sun.

	

	And inside that frozen moment 

	

	Something within her stirred again.

	

	Not enough to move.

	

	Not enough to break free.

	

	But enough to remember.

	

	Fragments of laughter.

	

	Fragments of promises.

	

	Fragments of a future that had once seemed simple.

	

	Whispers of a past that might hold the key to everything still waiting ahead.

	

	The discovery in the library changed something in him.

	

	Not in a loud or dramatic way. Nothing exploded, no sudden answers appeared, and the frozen woman in the courtyard did not suddenly awaken.

	

	But the silence surrounding her no longer felt empty.

	

	It felt… layered.

	

	Like a story that had begun long before anyone realized they were part of it.

	

	He carried one of the books back to the courtyard that afternoon.

	

	Winter sunlight stretched across the stone, turning the snow into a field of quiet brightness. Guards moved along the walls with their usual rhythm, their breath fogging the air as they passed.

	

	And she still stood at the center of it all.

	

	Unchanged.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	Waiting.

	

	He sat near the fountain again and opened the book across his knees.

	

	The pages were old enough that the paper had turned a soft shade of amber. The symbols written across them were even older; some languages he barely recognized, others he had never seen before.

	

	But her notes were clear.

	

	Sharp handwriting in the margins.

	

	Questions.

	

	Observations.

	

	Fragments of ideas she had been chasing.

	

	The healer joined him not long after.

	

	"You took the book," she said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Find anything else?"

	

	He turned a page toward her.

	

	She leaned closer to read.

	

	"'The power awakens through memory,'" she read aloud.

	

	Her eyebrows lifted slightly.

	

	"That's… interesting."

	

	"How?"

	

	She tapped the line with her finger.

	

	"If she believed that, it explains something."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Why does she spend so much time thinking about the past?"

	

	He remembered those moments now.

	

	The strange conversations she had started weeks before the attack.

	

	Questions that had seemed random at the time.

	

	Do you remember the first place we traveled together?

	

	Do you think people can feel destiny before it happens?

	

	If something terrible was coming… would you want to know?

	

	At the time he had laughed them off.

	

	Now they felt different.

	

	"Healer," he said slowly.

	

	"Yes?"

	

	"What if the stasis isn't just a prison?"

	

	She looked toward the frozen woman.

	

	"You think it's part of the awakening."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The healer considered that.

	

	"If the notes are correct, memory could be part of the process."

	

	"How?"

	

	"Maybe the power inside her is searching for something."

	

	"What kind of something?"

	

	"Identity," she said.

	

	"Understanding."

	

	He looked back toward the barrier.

	

	"So she's remembering who she is."

	

	"Possibly."

	

	The thought lingered quietly between them.

	

	If that was true, then the silence inside the barrier wasn't empty.

	

	It was full of echoes.

	

	That evening, he stayed beside her again, as he always did.

	

	The winter sky darkened early, painting the valley in deep shades of blue and silver.

	

	Lanterns flickered to life around the courtyard.

	

	And he began talking again.

	

	But this time he spoke differently.

	

	Instead of describing the present…

	

	He described the past.

	

	"Do you remember the river outside the southern hills?" he asked quietly.

	

	The wind rustled the canopy overhead.

	

	"You insisted on swimming in it even though the water was freezing."

	

	A faint shimmer passed across the barrier.

	

	He noticed it immediately.

	

	"That was the day you nearly drowned trying to prove you were right."

	

	Another shimmer.

	

	The healer, standing nearby, froze.

	

	"Keep going," she whispered.

	

	He nodded slowly.

	

	"You were furious when I pulled you out."

	

	The barrier pulsed once.

	

	Soft.

	

	Barely visible.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	The healer's eyes widened.

	

	"It's responding again."

	

	He didn't stop.

	

	"You told me I ruined the moment."

	

	Another pulse.

	

	Stronger.

	

	Snowflakes drifting through the air paused briefly near the barrier before sliding away.

	

	"You refused to speak to me for the rest of the day," he continued.

	

	The shimmer brightened.

	

	The healer grabbed one of her instruments and held it up.

	

	The small device began vibrating rapidly.

	

	"Her energy is increasing," she said.

	

	He kept talking.

	

	"You only forgave me when I brought you hot tea."

	

	The barrier flickered like a reflection on water.

	

	The captain arrived moments later, drawn by the sudden surge of activity.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	"She's reacting," the healer said.

	

	"To what?"

	

	"Memories."

	

	The captain looked stunned.

	

	"You're serious."

	

	The healer nodded.

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	Then slowly settled back into its usual quiet glow.

	

	The courtyard fell silent.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"So the past matters."

	

	"Yes," the healer said.

	

	"Very much."

	

	Over the next few days, they tested the idea carefully.

	

	Every evening, he told another story.

	

	Another memory.

	

	And every time, the barrier reacted.

	

	Sometimes the change was subtle, a faint ripple across the invisible surface.

	

	Other times, the glow brightened so strongly that the entire courtyard shimmered with reflected light.

	

	The healer documented every reaction.

	

	Carefully recording which memories caused the strongest responses.

	

	Patterns slowly emerged.

	

	The memories that mattered most weren't random.

	

	They were the ones tied to powerful emotions.

	

	Moments of danger.

	

	Moments of joy.

	

	Moments where promises had been made.

	

	One night, he told the story of the first promise they had shared.

	

	The barrier pulsed so strongly that the lantern flames nearly went out.

	

	The healer stared at her notes.

	

	"This confirms it," she said.

	

	"Confirms what?" the captain asked.

	

	"The awakening is tied to emotional memory."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She looked toward the frozen woman again.

	

	"Because those memories shape who she is."

	

	Another week passed.

	

	Winter slowly began loosening its grip on the valley.

	

	Snow melted along the edges of the courtyard.

	

	Thin streams of water ran through the garden paths.

	

	But the barrier remained.

	

	Still strong.

	

	Still holding.

	

	One afternoon, the healer approached him with a new idea.

	

	"If memory affects the stasis," she said, "then there might be something else."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Secrets."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"Things she never told anyone."

	

	"How would that help?"

	

	The healer crossed her arms.

	

	"Secrets carry powerful emotional weight."

	

	"That's true."

	

	"If the awakening process requires her to confront everything she is… then hidden memories might be part of it."

	

	He thought about that.

	

	It made a strange kind of sense.

	

	Later that evening, he tried again.

	

	"You once told me something strange," he said quietly.

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	"You said you had dreams about places you had never seen."

	

	The glow brightened slightly.

	

	"You described a city made of white stone."

	

	The shimmer intensified.

	

	"You said the sky above it looked wrong… like the stars were too close."

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	The healer's instrument hummed loudly.

	

	"That memory is strong," she said.

	

	He continued.

	

	"You told me you felt like you had been there before."

	

	The barrier flashed suddenly.

	

	A brief wave of energy spread outward across the courtyard.

	

	Everyone stepped back instinctively.

	

	The glow faded again moments later.

	

	But the silence afterward felt different.

	

	The captain spoke quietly.

	

	"That dream might not have been a dream."

	

	The healer nodded slowly.

	

	"If her power is ancient enough… it might carry echoes of older memories."

	

	He looked at the frozen woman again.

	

	"Memories that don't belong to her."

	

	"Yes."

	

	That idea was unsettling.

	

	But it also explained something.

	

	The strange certainty she had carried before the attack.

	

	The way she had sensed something coming long before anyone else.

	

	She hadn't been guessing.

	

	She had been remembering.

	

	Spring arrived slowly.

	

	The snow melted.

	

	Grass returned to the valley.

	

	Birds nested along the manor walls.

	

	But the barrier remained.

	

	Still shimmering.

	

	Still holding her in place.

	

	And every evening he returned to the courtyard to tell another story.

	

	Another memory.

	

	Another whisper from the past.

	

	Because each one brought the barrier closer to breaking.

	

	And somewhere inside that frozen moment 

	

	She was listening.

	

	Learning.

	

	Remembering.

	

	Preparing.

	

	And the echoes of the past were beginning to wake something far older than anyone had ever expected.

	

	 


CHAPTER 5

	

	Spring crept into the valley quietly, as if afraid to disturb the strange stillness that had settled over the manor.

	

	Snow melted into thin streams that ran along the courtyard stones. Grass pushed through the thawing ground beyond the walls, and the distant hills slowly returned to green.

	

	Life was returning to the world.

	

	But the woman standing beneath the canopy in the courtyard remained unchanged.

	

	Months had passed since the day everything shattered. Long enough for seasons to turn. Long enough for the manor to adapt to the quiet presence of someone who was neither gone nor truly alive.

	

	The barrier around her shimmered faintly in the morning light.

	

	It had grown brighter over time.

	

	Not dramatically.

	

	But enough that the air around her now carried a constant ripple, like heat rising from warm stone.

	

	The healer noticed it every day.

	

	And every day she added new notes to the thick journal that had become her constant companion.

	

	On one such morning, she hurried across the courtyard with a stack of dusty scrolls clutched under one arm.

	

	He was already there, sitting near the fountain with one of the old books from the eastern library open in his lap.

	

	"You're going to like this," she said breathlessly.

	

	"That usually means I won't," he replied.

	

	She dropped the scrolls onto the stone bench beside him.

	

	"I found something in the lower archives."

	

	"More legends?"

	

	"No," she said.

	

	"Records."

	

	That word made him look up.

	

	"What kind of records?"

	

	"Old ones."

	

	She unrolled one of the scrolls carefully.

	

	The parchment was fragile with age, its edges curled and darkened. Strange symbols ran across the surface in careful rows.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"What language is that?"

	

	"An early form of High Aurelian," she said.

	

	"You can read it?"

	

	"Not easily."

	

	"But enough."

	

	She pointed to a specific section.

	

	"This passage describes a phenomenon called emotional stasis."

	

	His attention sharpened immediately.

	

	"That sounds familiar."

	

	"It should."

	

	She tapped the scroll again.

	

	"It's almost identical to what we're seeing here."

	

	He glanced toward the frozen woman.

	

	"Explain."

	

	The healer adjusted the parchment so the sunlight illuminated the faded ink.

	

	"The text describes a rare defensive reaction triggered by overwhelming magical power combined with extreme emotional stress."

	

	"Stress is like an attack."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"And the power?"

	

	She looked toward the barrier.

	

	"Something very old."

	

	He rubbed his chin.

	

	"That matches what we already suspected."

	

	"Yes," the healer said.

	

	"But there's more."

	

	She unrolled another scroll.

	

	This one was older.

	

	Much older.

	

	The parchment looked brittle enough to crumble if handled too roughly.

	

	"Careful," he said.

	

	"I am."

	

	Her finger traced another section of faded text.

	

	"This one describes individuals known as 'Conduits.'"

	

	He frowned.

	

	"Conduits for what?"

	

	"Primordial forces."

	

	He stared at her.

	

	"You're going to need to explain that in simpler terms."

	

	She took a slow breath.

	

	"In ancient magical theory, certain people are born with the potential to channel immense energy."

	

	"How immense?"

	

	"Enough to reshape entire regions."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"That sounds impossible."

	

	"So does everything else about this situation."

	

	He couldn't argue with that.

	

	The healer continued reading.

	

	"The texts say these Conduits rarely awaken on their own."

	

	"Meaning?"

	

	"They require a trigger."

	

	"Like an attack."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the awakening is unstable."

	

	"How unstable?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	"Extremely."

	

	The wind moved gently through the courtyard.

	

	The canopy above the frozen woman rustled softly.

	

	He looked at her again.

	

	"So the stasis is protecting her from her own power."

	

	"Partly."

	

	"And the rest?"

	

	"The rest might be protecting the world from her."

	

	That idea sat heavily in his chest.

	

	"You're telling me the woman standing in that courtyard could destroy everything around us."

	

	"I'm telling you the ancient texts believed it was possible."

	

	He stared at the barrier.

	

	It shimmered faintly in the sunlight.

	

	Calm.

	

	Controlled.

	

	Silent.

	

	"That doesn't sound like her," he said.

	

	"No," the healer agreed.

	

	"But power rarely asks permission before it changes someone."

	

	Later that day, the captain joined them in the library.

	

	The scrolls now covered most of the large table in the center of the room.

	

	Candles burned low as the healer compared translations across multiple records.

	

	The captain studied one of the diagrams.

	

	"This looks familiar," he said.

	

	The healer glanced up.

	

	"Where have you seen it?"

	

	"In the northern forests."

	

	"The ritual sites?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She moved quickly to his side.

	

	"Show me."

	

	He pointed to a symbol carved near the edge of the diagram.

	

	"That one."

	

	Her eyes widened.

	

	"That's the same marking?"

	

	"Almost identical."

	

	She leaned back slowly.

	

	"That means the cult knows about the Conduits."

	

	"More than that," the captain said.

	

	"They're trying to control one."

	

	Silence filled the room.

	

	The truth had been sitting just beneath the surface for months.

	

	Now it was impossible to ignore.

	

	"They attacked the manor to trigger her awakening," he said.

	

	"Yes," the healer replied.

	

	"But they didn't expect the stasis."

	

	"Which means they're still trying to finish the process."

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"Our scouts report more ritual sites every week."

	

	"How many?"

	

	"Too many."

	

	He turned toward the window overlooking the courtyard.

	

	"So the question is… what happens if they succeed?"

	

	The healer answered quietly.

	

	"We find out what kind of power she's meant to become."

	

	The days that followed were filled with research.

	

	Every available archive within the manor was opened.

	

	Servants carried stacks of ancient texts from forgotten storage rooms.

	

	Messengers were sent to distant scholars who might know something about the Conduits.

	

	Slowly, the picture became clearer.

	

	Ancient magic had once been far more powerful than anything practiced in the modern kingdoms.

	

	But that power had vanished centuries ago.

	

	Most believed it had simply faded with time.

	

	The old records suggested something different.

	

	It hadn't faded.

	

	It had been sealed away.

	

	And the Conduits were the only beings capable of unlocking it.

	

	One evening, the healer brought a newly translated passage to the courtyard.

	

	He sat beside the fountain again while the captain stood nearby listening carefully.

	

	"This one describes the final stage of awakening," she said.

	

	He looked up.

	

	"What happens then?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	"The Conduit becomes something else."

	

	"What kind of something else?"

	

	She looked toward the frozen woman.

	

	"The texts call it a 'Living Gate.'"

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"A gate to where?"

	

	"Not a place," the healer said.

	

	"A force."

	

	"Which force?"

	

	She closed the scroll slowly.

	

	"That depends on the person."

	

	The captain's expression darkened.

	

	"You're saying her emotions decide the outcome."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Joy."

	

	"Anger."

	

	"Grief."

	

	"All of it matters."

	

	He looked toward the barrier again.

	

	"Then the stasis isn't random at all."

	

	"No."

	

	"It's part of the transformation."

	

	The healer nodded.

	

	"Exactly."

	

	The wind shifted across the courtyard.

	

	Spring flowers had begun growing along the outer garden walls.

	

	Birdsong filled the air again.

	

	But the quiet figure beneath the canopy remained unchanged.

	

	Still caught in the moment before everything changed.

	

	"What happens if she wakes up angry?" the captain asked.

	

	The healer didn't answer immediately.

	

	Because the truth was uncomfortable.

	

	"If she wakes up angry," she said carefully, "the consequences could be catastrophic."

	

	The captain looked toward the manor walls.

	

	"Then we'd better make sure she wakes up remembering who she is."

	

	That night, he stayed in the courtyard longer than usual.

	

	The lanterns flickered softly around the barrier.

	

	The stars were bright above the valley.

	

	And the air carried the quiet promise of warmer days ahead.

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier.

	

	Close enough to see the faint reflection of the lanterns in her unmoving eyes.

	

	"So," he said softly.

	

	"You've been hiding quite a secret."

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	He rested his hand against the invisible surface.

	

	"You always did like surprising people."

	

	Another faint ripple passed across the barrier.

	

	Not strong.

	

	But enough to confirm what the healer had suspected.

	

	She was still listening.

	

	Still remembering.

	

	And somewhere deep within that frozen moment…

	

	The power sleeping inside her continued growing.

	

	Waiting for the day it would finally awaken.

	

	Night settled over the manor like a slow breath.

	

	The courtyard lanterns burned low, their light trembling across the stone as wind moved gently through the arches. Most of the household had already gone to sleep, but the courtyard remained awake in its own quiet way.

	

	Because she was still there.

	

	Standing beneath the canopy, surrounded by the faintly glowing barrier that had now become the center of everyone's world.

	

	He stood near it again.

	

	Not touching the surface this time, just watching the strange ripple of light moving through it.

	

	Months ago, the barrier had looked like a thin shell of glass.

	

	Now it felt deeper.

	

	Layered.

	

	Almost alive.

	

	Behind him, footsteps approached.

	

	The captain.

	

	"You should sleep," the captain said.

	

	"I did," he replied.

	

	"When?"

	

	"Yesterday."

	

	The captain gave him a long look.

	

	"You're not helping anyone by collapsing."

	

	"I'll rest when she wakes up."

	

	"That might take longer than you think."

	

	He didn't respond.

	

	The captain stepped closer to the barrier.

	

	The glow reflected faintly in his eyes.

	

	"You know," he said, "when this first happened, I thought the problem was simple."

	

	"Nothing about this has been simple."

	

	"I thought someone cursed her."

	

	"That would have been easier."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"But now we're talking about ancient Conduits and living gates."

	

	"And cults are trying to trigger apocalypses," he added.

	

	"That too."

	

	The captain studied the frozen woman for a long moment.

	

	"You really think she's one of them?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How can you be so sure?"

	

	He gestured toward the barrier.

	

	"Because normal people don't stop time around themselves."

	

	That answer ended the conversation.

	

	For now.

	

	But questions were building everywhere.

	

	Not just in the courtyard.

	

	Inside the manor, the healer had turned the great library into something that resembled a battlefield.

	

	Scrolls covered every surface.

	

	Books lay open across the tables.

	

	Loose parchment notes filled the spaces between them.

	

	And she had barely slept for three days.

	

	One of the younger assistants approached cautiously with a cup of tea.

	

	"You should drink something."

	

	She didn't look up from the page she was translating.

	

	"I will."

	

	"You said that two hours ago."

	

	She sighed and finally reached for the cup.

	

	"Thank you."

	

	The assistant hesitated.

	

	"Did you find anything new?"

	

	The healer tapped the parchment she had been studying.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Good news?"

	

	"Important news."

	

	"That doesn't sound the same."

	

	"It rarely is."

	

	She slid the parchment across the table.

	

	The assistant leaned closer.

	

	"What language is that?"

	

	"Pre-Imperial Aurelian."

	

	"You can read it?"

	

	"Slowly."

	

	Her finger traced the line she had just translated.

	

	"This passage describes the moment before a Conduit awakens."

	

	The assistant swallowed nervously.

	

	"And?"

	

	"And it confirms something we were afraid of."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The stasis is temporary."

	

	That part wasn't surprising.

	

	Everyone expected it to break eventually.

	

	But the healer wasn't finished.

	

	"When the stasis ends," she continued, "the Conduit doesn't simply wake up."

	

	"What happens?"

	

	"The power releases all at once."

	

	The assistant's eyes widened.

	

	"All at once?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How much power are we talking about?"

	

	She glanced toward the courtyard window.

	

	"Enough to tear open the barrier between worlds."

	

	The assistant nearly dropped the teacup.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"So was stopping time."

	

	Outside, the courtyard wind shifted again.

	

	Clouds moved slowly across the moon.

	

	And the barrier around the frozen woman flickered once so quickly no one noticed.

	

	Morning arrived with tension in the air.

	

	Messengers had returned from nearby towns with troubling reports.

	

	The captain gathered the household leadership in the strategy hall.

	

	Maps covered the central table.

	

	New markings had been added overnight.

	

	Red circles.

	

	More than anyone liked seeing.

	

	"The cult is expanding," the captain said.

	

	"How quickly?" the healer asked.

	

	"Faster than we expected."

	

	He pointed to the nearest red circle.

	

	"This ritual site appeared three days ago."

	

	Another mark further north.

	

	"This one last week."

	

	"And this one," he said grimly, pointing to a location only a few miles away.

	

	"Yesterday."

	

	Silence filled the room.

	

	"They're getting closer," someone said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The healer leaned over the map.

	

	"Do we know what the rituals are doing?"

	

	"Our scouts say they're gathering energy."

	

	"For what purpose?"

	

	The captain looked toward the courtyard doors.

	

	"To finish what they started."

	

	The implication settled over the room like cold fog.

	

	"They want her to wake up," the healer said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But not the way we want."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	Later that afternoon, he returned to the courtyard with the latest information.

	

	He sat beside the fountain again.

	

	The barrier shimmered softly in the sunlight.

	

	"You've become very popular," he said quietly.

	

	"They're building ritual circles all over the countryside."

	

	The glow flickered faintly.

	

	"Apparently, waking you up is part of their plan."

	

	Another ripple moved through the barrier.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"I wish you'd told us about this before everything exploded."

	

	The barrier brightened slightly.

	

	Not enough to mean anything yet.

	

	But enough that he noticed.

	

	"You always said secrets cause trouble."

	

	The glow pulsed once.

	

	Behind him, the healer stepped into the courtyard.

	

	"Did it react?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What did you say?"

	

	"Nothing new."

	

	She studied the barrier carefully.

	

	"The energy pattern changed."

	

	"Is that good?"

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	She opened her journal.

	

	"I've been reviewing the older texts again."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They describe something interesting about the awakening."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The Conduit doesn't awaken alone."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"The process requires an anchor."

	

	"An anchor?"

	

	"Someone connected to them emotionally."

	

	Realization slowly spread across his face.

	

	"You're talking about me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The wind moved through the courtyard again.

	

	"That seems like a terrible idea."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because I have no idea what I'm doing."

	

	"Neither did the ancient Conduits," she said.

	

	"That's comforting."

	

	"It should be."

	

	He rubbed his temples.

	

	"So what exactly does the anchor do?"

	

	"The texts say the anchor stabilizes the awakening."

	

	"How?"

	

	"By reminding the Conduit who they are."

	

	"That sounds suspiciously like what we've already been doing."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But it might need to go further."

	

	"How much further?"

	

	She closed the journal.

	

	"We might have to enter the stasis."

	

	He stared at her.

	

	"Enter it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You're suggesting I walk into the magical time prison."

	

	"That's one way to describe it."

	

	"Is there another way?"

	

	"Not really."

	

	He looked back at the barrier.

	

	"You realize that could kill me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you're still suggesting it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The honesty in her voice left little room for argument.

	

	"Why?" he asked.

	

	"Because the ancient texts describe something called the Inner Crossing."

	

	"That sounds dramatic."

	

	"It is."

	

	She gestured toward the barrier.

	

	"The Conduit's mind enters a dreamlike state during stasis."

	

	"A dream."

	

	"More like a memory labyrinth."

	

	"And you want me to go inside that."

	

	"To guide her out."

	

	He stared at the glowing barrier again.

	

	The idea was insane.

	

	But so was everything else that had happened.

	

	"When?" he asked.

	

	The healer exhaled slowly.

	

	"Soon."

	

	"How soon?"

	

	"Before the cult finishes whatever they're preparing."

	

	That answer hung in the air.

	

	Because everyone knew what it meant.

	

	Time was running out.

	

	As evening approached, the courtyard filled with quiet movement.

	

	The captain stationed additional guards along the walls.

	

	Messengers were dispatched to nearby allies.

	

	The healer prepared strange instruments and ritual markings around the barrier.

	

	And he stood quietly beside the frozen woman.

	

	Watching the last light of sunset fade across the valley.

	

	"Looks like things are about to get complicated," he said softly.

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	"Again."

	

	The glow pulsed once more.

	

	A little brighter this time.

	

	Almost like a heartbeat.

	

	And somewhere deep inside the silent prison of stasis 

	

	Something was waking up.

	

	 


CHAPTER 6

	

	The first sign that the world was breaking did not arrive with armies.

	

	It arrived in silence.

	

	Three days passed without a single message from the southern border, something that had never happened before. The trade road that normally carried caravans, travelers, and royal couriers suddenly felt empty. Watchmen stationed along the outer towers reported the same unsettling pattern.

	

	The road was still there.

	

	But the movement on it had slowed to almost nothing.

	

	Inside the manor, tension thickened with every passing hour.

	

	The captain stood in the war room studying a fresh map pinned across the central table. New reports had arrived overnight, and none of them were good.

	

	A young scout stood nearby, still covered in dust from hard riding.

	

	"Tell me again," the captain said.

	

	"The southern coalition withdrew their forces from the border camps," the scout replied.

	

	"Completely?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"No explanation?"

	

	"None."

	

	The captain rubbed his forehead.

	

	"They've held those camps for ten years."

	

	"I know."

	

	"And they abandoned them overnight?"

	

	"That's what the reports say."

	

	Across the table, the healer leaned forward.

	

	"Did they move the troops somewhere else?"

	

	The scout hesitated.

	

	"We believe they're marching north."

	

	"North?" the captain repeated.

	

	"That would bring them toward the capital."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Silence filled the room.

	

	Everyone knew what that meant.

	

	An alliance that had once protected the region was beginning to fracture.

	

	"Why now?" the healer asked quietly.

	

	The captain didn't need long to answer.

	

	"Because word is spreading."

	

	"About the stasis?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	He gestured toward the courtyard beyond the war room doors.

	

	"A woman frozen in time by ancient magic."

	

	"Rumors travel faster than truth," the healer muttered.

	

	"And people fear what they don't understand," the captain added.

	

	The scout shifted uneasily.

	

	"There's more."

	

	The captain looked up.

	

	"Of course there is."

	

	"Several kingdoms are sending envoys to investigate."

	

	"Investigate what?"

	

	"The Conduit."

	

	The word landed heavily.

	

	Even after months of research, the idea still sounded unreal.

	

	But the ancient records had been clear.

	

	She was not just a victim of magical stasis.

	

	She was something far rarer.

	

	Something dangerous.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"Who's sending envoys?"

	

	"The eastern monarchy."

	

	"That was expected."

	

	"The desert council."

	

	"Less expected."

	

	"And the northern empire."

	

	That one made the room fall quiet again.

	

	The northern empire rarely involved itself in southern politics.

	

	When it did, the results were rarely peaceful.

	

	The captain turned back to the map.

	

	"This is exactly what the cult wanted."

	

	The healer nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They created the incident knowing it would destabilize everything."

	

	"And it's working."

	

	Outside, the courtyard remained deceptively calm.

	

	Spring sunlight warmed the stone pathways.

	

	Flowering vines had begun climbing the garden walls.

	

	Birds nested beneath the manor roofs.

	

	But at the center of it all stood the still figure beneath the canopy.

	

	The barrier around her pulsed faintly in the daylight.

	

	He was there again, as always.

	

	Leaning against the fountain edge, watching the shimmer of energy that had become strangely familiar.

	

	Footsteps approached behind him.

	

	The captain.

	

	"You heard the news?" he asked.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Thoughts?"

	

	He shrugged slightly.

	

	"The world is doing what the world always does."

	

	"Which is?"

	

	"Panicking."

	

	"That's not entirely unfair."

	

	"Is the southern coalition really marching north?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Toward the capital?"

	

	"That's the rumor."

	

	He looked toward the valley beyond the manor walls.

	

	"If they reach the capital, the alliance breaks."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And if the alliance breaks, every border war that's been frozen for the last decade wakes up again."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	He sighed.

	

	"So the world burns because someone tried to kill one woman."

	

	The captain shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	"The world burns because people believe that women might reshape it."

	

	That distinction mattered.

	

	Across the courtyard, the healer stepped outside carrying another stack of notes.

	

	She looked exhausted.

	

	"You two look cheerful," she said.

	

	"Just discussing the collapse of international diplomacy," the captain replied.

	

	"Good."

	

	"I'd hate for the day to feel boring."

	

	She joined them beside the barrier.

	

	"Anything new?"

	

	He gestured toward the shimmering surface.

	

	"Still glowing."

	

	"Still responding to memory?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The healer studied the energy patterns carefully.

	

	"It's growing stronger."

	

	"Is that good?"

	

	"It means the awakening is getting closer."

	

	"How close?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	"Closer than I'd like."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	He watched the barrier ripple again.

	

	"Meanwhile, the rest of the world is preparing for war."

	

	The healer nodded.

	

	"That's why we need answers before they arrive."

	

	"Before who arrives?"

	

	"The envoys."

	

	He raised an eyebrow.

	

	"They're really coming here?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain sighed.

	

	"That's going to be complicated."

	

	"Extremely."

	

	Because diplomacy was fragile on a good day.

	

	And nothing about the situation in the courtyard qualified as normal.

	

	The first envoy arrived two days later.

	

	He came with a modest escort of twenty riders carrying the banners of the eastern monarchy.

	

	Their arrival drew curious glances from the manor guards.

	

	Inside the courtyard, the captain greeted the envoy personally.

	

	The man introduced himself as Lord Ardyn, a tall nobleman with sharp eyes and a cautious smile.

	

	"I appreciate the hospitality," Ardyn said.

	

	"You'll forgive the sudden visit."

	

	"We expected interest," the captain replied.

	

	"Interest is one word for it."

	

	Ardyn's gaze drifted toward the center of the courtyard.

	

	And he stopped walking.

	

	For a long moment, he simply stared.

	

	The barrier shimmered softly around the frozen woman.

	

	"You weren't exaggerating," he murmured.

	

	"No."

	

	"Remarkable."

	

	The healer stepped forward.

	

	"Remarkable and dangerous."

	

	Ardyn glanced at her.

	

	"I'm aware of the stories."

	

	"Stories rarely capture the truth."

	

	"That's why I came to see it myself."

	

	He walked slowly toward the barrier.

	

	The guards shifted uneasily.

	

	But the captain allowed it.

	

	Ardyn stopped a few steps away.

	

	"Incredible," he said quietly.

	

	"Do you understand what she is?"

	

	The healer answered carefully.

	

	"We believe she is a Conduit."

	

	Ardyn's eyes brightened.

	

	"So the rumors are true."

	

	"Possibly."

	

	He turned toward the captain.

	

	"You realize this changes everything."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"My queen will want custody of her."

	

	That sentence dropped like a stone.

	

	The captain's expression hardened.

	

	"That will not happen."

	

	Ardyn smiled politely.

	

	"I expected resistance."

	

	"She's not a weapon to be claimed."

	

	"Every kingdom in the world will disagree with you."

	

	He gestured toward the barrier.

	

	"That power belongs to whoever can control it."

	

	The captain stepped closer.

	

	"No."

	

	"It belongs to her."

	

	Ardyn studied him for a moment.

	

	"An admirable sentiment."

	

	"But naive."

	

	He turned back toward the barrier.

	

	"The northern empire will arrive soon."

	

	"So will the desert council."

	

	"When they do, your position will become difficult."

	

	The captain didn't reply.

	

	Because he already knew that.

	

	Across the courtyard, he watched the conversation unfold from beside the fountain.

	

	The envoy's presence felt like the beginning of a storm.

	

	The world had finally caught up to the manor.

	

	And it was bringing its problems with it.

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier again.

	

	"You see what you've done?" he said quietly.

	

	"Half the kingdoms in the world want to claim you."

	

	The barrier shimmered faintly.

	

	"They're arguing about who owns the power you might become."

	

	Another ripple crossed the surface.

	

	"Personally, I preferred the days when our biggest problem was the weather."

	

	The glow brightened slightly.

	

	Behind him, the healer approached again.

	

	"Something changed," she said suddenly.

	

	"What?"

	

	"The energy level."

	

	He looked at the barrier.

	

	The shimmer had grown stronger.

	

	Not violent.

	

	But active.

	

	"It's reacting to something," she said.

	

	"Like what?"

	

	Before she could answer, a guard rushed into the courtyard.

	

	"Captain!"

	

	"What is it?" the captain called.

	

	"Scouts report armed riders approaching from the western road."

	

	"How many?"

	

	"Too many to count."

	

	The envoy Ardyn raised an eyebrow.

	

	"That would be the northern empire."

	

	The captain's jaw tightened.

	

	"Already?"

	

	"They travel quickly."

	

	The tension in the courtyard sharpened instantly.

	

	Guards moved toward the walls.

	

	Messengers ran through the manor halls.

	

	The fragile calm surrounding the frozen woman was beginning to fracture.

	

	The healer looked at the barrier again.

	

	"It's happening sooner than we thought."

	

	"What is?" he asked.

	

	"The Awakening."

	

	He stared at the shimmering surface.

	

	The light inside the barrier was growing brighter.

	

	Not violently.

	

	But steadily.

	

	Like a heartbeat gaining strength.

	

	And beyond the manor walls 

	

	The broken world was closing in.

	

	The warning bells began ringing before sunrise.

	

	The sound carried across the valley in long, heavy echoes that rolled through the mist like distant thunder. Inside the manor walls, soldiers were already awake, moving with sharp purpose through the courtyards and corridors.

	

	The northern riders had arrived.

	

	From the highest watchtower, the sight was impossible to ignore. Dark banners stretched across the western road like a river of iron. Hundreds of riders, maybe more advanced in perfect formation, their armor reflecting the pale morning light.

	

	They were not marching for war.

	

	But they had certainly come prepared for it.

	

	The captain stood on the wall beside the lookout, watching the approaching force with narrowed eyes.

	

	"They travel heavy," the lookout muttered.

	

	"Yes," the captain replied.

	

	"Too heavy for diplomacy."

	

	Behind them, another guard climbed the stone steps two at a time.

	

	"Sir, the eastern envoy is asking to meet with them."

	

	"Of course he is."

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"This is exactly how conflicts start."

	

	Inside the courtyard below, word of the arrival spread quickly.

	

	Servants whispered nervously as they crossed the garden paths. Messengers hurried between buildings carrying new orders.

	

	And at the center of everything, beneath the canopy of flowering branches, the frozen woman remained unchanged.

	

	The barrier around her shimmered quietly.

	

	He was already there when the sun finally broke over the hills.

	

	"You picked a terrible time to become famous," he said to her.

	

	The glow rippled faintly.

	

	Behind him, the healer stepped into the courtyard with an armful of instruments.

	

	"I heard the bells."

	

	"Northern empire."

	

	"That was faster than expected."

	

	"Apparently, the world moves quickly when ancient magic appears."

	

	She began placing small silver rods into the stone around the barrier.

	

	"What are those?"

	

	"Stability markers."

	

	"Do they work?"

	

	"They help measure changes in the energy field."

	

	"And?"

	

	She glanced at the barrier again.

	

	"It's stronger today."

	

	"How much stronger?"

	

	"Enough that I'm starting to worry."

	

	Before he could ask more, the courtyard gates opened.

	

	The captain entered with two figures walking beside him.

	

	One was Lord Ardyn, the eastern envoy.

	

	The other wore dark armor engraved with the sigil of the northern empire.

	

	Tall.

	

	Broad-shouldered.

	

	Eyes sharp with quiet calculation.

	

	"This," the captain said evenly, "is Commander Valric of the northern imperial guard."

	

	Valric's gaze moved immediately toward the barrier.

	

	And he stopped walking.

	

	"Well," he said slowly.

	

	"That explains the rumors."

	

	Ardyn smiled politely.

	

	"Remarkable, isn't it?"

	

	Valric stepped closer.

	

	The guards along the courtyard walls watched carefully.

	

	"No one touches the barrier," the healer warned.

	

	Valric raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Relax, healer. I'm not reckless."

	

	He studied the glowing surface from a safe distance.

	

	"So the Conduit is real."

	

	"We believe so," the healer replied.

	

	"Believe?"

	

	"You're welcome to review the research yourself."

	

	Valric shook his head.

	

	"I trust my eyes."

	

	He turned toward the captain.

	

	"My emperor will want her transferred to imperial protection immediately."

	

	The captain didn't hesitate.

	

	"That will not happen."

	

	Valric expected the answer.

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"You're not in a position to refuse."

	

	"Watch me."

	

	The tension in the courtyard thickened instantly.

	

	Ardyn cleared his throat.

	

	"Gentlemen, perhaps we should approach this diplomatically."

	

	Valric glanced at him.

	

	"You're here to claim the Conduit as well."

	

	"Of course."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"She's not a prize."

	

	"She's powerful," Valric replied.

	

	"And power changes the balance of the world."

	

	That much was true.

	

	Everyone present knew it.

	

	The barrier flickered slightly as if responding to the rising tension.

	

	The healer noticed immediately.

	

	"Stop arguing," she said sharply.

	

	All three men looked at her.

	

	"The energy field is reacting."

	

	Valric studied the barrier again.

	

	"It's growing stronger."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How close is the awakening?"

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"Soon."

	

	"How soon?"

	

	"Days."

	

	The commander's eyes narrowed.

	

	"That complicates things."

	

	"It should," the captain muttered.

	

	Before anyone could respond, another messenger rushed into the courtyard.

	

	"Captain!"

	

	"What now?"

	

	"Scouts report movement in the northern forest."

	

	Valric turned instantly.

	

	"What kind of movement?"

	

	"Ritual fires."

	

	The healer's face went pale.

	

	"The cult."

	

	"How many?"

	

	"Multiple sites."

	

	Valric swore quietly.

	

	"They're accelerating the rituals."

	

	"Why?" Ardyn asked.

	

	The healer answered.

	

	"Because they know the awakening is close."

	

	Silence fell across the courtyard.

	

	The cult had always been dangerous.

	

	But now they were desperate.

	

	And desperation made enemies unpredictable.

	

	Valric turned toward the captain again.

	

	"Your manor is about to become the center of a war."

	

	"That possibility occurred to me."

	

	"My soldiers can secure the area."

	

	"And claim the Conduit afterward?"

	

	Valric didn't deny it.

	

	The captain looked at the healer.

	

	"How much time do we actually have?"

	

	She studied her instruments.

	

	"The energy spike this morning changed the timeline."

	

	"How much?"

	

	"Maybe two days."

	

	That answer sent a ripple of alarm through everyone present.

	

	"Two days?" Ardyn repeated.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"Magic rarely asks permission."

	

	Valric looked back toward the barrier.

	

	The glow pulsed slowly.

	

	Rhythmic.

	

	Alive.

	

	"You realize what happens if the cult finishes their rituals first."

	

	"Yes," the healer said quietly.

	

	"They control the awakening."

	

	"And the Conduit."

	

	The captain's jaw tightened.

	

	"That will not happen."

	

	Valric studied him carefully.

	

	"You might not have a choice."

	

	Across the courtyard, he stood listening to the conversation while watching the barrier.

	

	It had definitely changed.

	

	The glow inside was brighter.

	

	More fluid.

	

	Like light moving through water.

	

	"You feel it too, don't you?" he said softly.

	

	The barrier rippled faintly.

	

	"She's closer," the healer said behind him.

	

	"How can you tell?"

	

	"The resonance."

	

	"That doesn't sound scientific."

	

	"It's the best word I have."

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier.

	

	"What happens when she wakes up?"

	

	The healer didn't answer immediately.

	

	"Honestly?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"We don't know."

	

	"That's comforting."

	

	"But the ancient texts say something important."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The first voice a Conduit hears can shape the awakening."

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	"You're still planning to send me inside."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"When?"

	

	"Tonight."

	

	The word hung in the air.

	

	Tonight.

	

	The moment that had been approaching for months was suddenly right in front of them.

	

	The captain joined them near the barrier.

	

	"You're sure about this?"

	

	"No," the healer admitted.

	

	"But we don't have a better option."

	

	Valric overheard the conversation.

	

	"You're planning something."

	

	"Yes," the captain said.

	

	"And it doesn't involve handing her over."

	

	The commander studied the barrier one last time.

	

	"Be careful."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because if you fail… the empire will step in."

	

	That wasn't a threat.

	

	It was a promise.

	

	The sun climbed higher over the valley.

	

	Beyond the manor walls, smoke from distant ritual fires darkened the horizon.

	

	The cult was moving.

	

	The kingdoms were watching.

	

	And the world was beginning to fracture under the weight of a power no one truly understood.

	

	In the center of the courtyard, the barrier pulsed again.

	

	Brighter than before.

	

	Stronger.

	

	And somewhere inside the frozen moment where time had stopped 

	

	The woman at the heart of everything was getting closer to waking up.

	

	 


CHAPTER 7

	

	The decision to leave the manor came at dawn.

	

	Not because it was safe.

	

	Not because the situation had improved.

	

	But because staying had begun to feel like waiting for a storm while standing in the open.

	

	The courtyard was quiet when he stepped into it. Morning fog clung to the garden paths, curling around the stone arches and drifting lazily across the fountain. Guards patrolled the walls with heavier armor now, their movements sharper, their voices low.

	

	Beyond the gates, the world was changing faster than anyone could control.

	

	But here, in the center of the courtyard, time still refused to move.

	

	She stood exactly where she had been for months.

	

	Unchanged.

	

	The barrier around her shimmered softly in the gray light of early morning. The glow had grown stronger over the last two days, pulsing faintly like a slow heartbeat.

	

	He stopped a few steps away.

	

	"Well," he said quietly, "this is the part where I do something reckless."

	

	The barrier flickered.

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"Not that you'd expect anything else."

	

	Behind him, the healer approached, carrying a leather satchel filled with scrolls and instruments.

	

	"You're leaving earlier than planned," she said.

	

	"I figured the sooner I start, the sooner I come back."

	

	"You're not walking into the quiet countryside."

	

	"I know."

	

	She stopped beside him and studied the barrier carefully.

	

	The energy ripple was subtle, but present.

	

	"She's reacting again."

	

	"She always does when I talk to her."

	

	"Yes," the healer said, "but this is different."

	

	"How?"

	

	"The resonance is stronger."

	

	He glanced back at the frozen figure.

	

	"You think she knows I'm leaving."

	

	"It's possible."

	

	He reached out, resting his palm lightly against the invisible barrier.

	

	Cold energy hummed beneath his skin.

	

	"You'll have to keep the world from burning down while I'm gone," he told her softly.

	

	The glow pulsed once.

	

	The healer cleared her throat.

	

	"We should go over the plan again."

	

	He turned.

	

	"Find the origin of the stasis magic."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And bring back whatever knowledge might break it."

	

	"Correct."

	

	"Easy enough."

	

	She didn't smile.

	

	"You're going into regions where the cult is active."

	

	"I've been chased by worse."

	

	"You'll also be crossing into territory controlled by kingdoms that now believe the Conduit belongs to them."

	

	"That part worries me more."

	

	The captain entered the courtyard then, already dressed for travel.

	

	"I'll ride with you to the mountain pass," he said.

	

	"You don't need to."

	

	"Yes, I do."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Fair enough."

	

	The captain glanced toward the barrier.

	

	"Still no change?"

	

	"Plenty of change," the healer replied.

	

	"But none of it breaks the stasis."

	

	The captain nodded slowly.

	

	"Then we find the source."

	

	Outside the manor gates, the road stretched across the valley like a thin line carved into the hills.

	

	Their horses waited near the stable yard.

	

	Two saddlebags hung from each saddle: food, water, weapons, and whatever supplies the healer believed might help identify ancient magic.

	

	The captain tightened the straps on his saddle.

	

	"Scouts reported cult activity in the western forest," he said.

	

	"That's where we're headed."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then we'll likely run into trouble."

	

	"That seems to be the theme lately."

	

	They mounted their horses and rode out just as the sun began to rise.

	

	Behind them, the manor slowly disappeared into the morning mist.

	

	Inside its walls, the frozen woman remained exactly where she had always been.

	

	Waiting.

	

	The western forest began a few miles beyond the valley's far edge.

	

	At first, it looked peaceful enough.

	

	Tall pines stretched high above the narrow road, their branches filtering the sunlight into shifting patterns across the ground. Birds moved through the canopy, and the air smelled faintly of damp earth and early spring.

	

	But as they rode deeper, the forest began to change.

	

	The silence grew heavier.

	

	The animals vanished.

	

	Even the wind seemed reluctant to move through the trees.

	

	The captain noticed it first.

	

	"Something's wrong here."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He pointed ahead.

	

	Dark symbols had been carved into the bark of several trees along the road.

	

	The same jagged markings they had seen in the ritual sites near the manor.

	

	"The cult," the captain muttered.

	

	He dismounted and crouched beside one of the trees.

	

	The carved symbol pulsed faintly with residual energy.

	

	"Fresh," he said.

	

	"How fresh?"

	

	"Maybe a few hours."

	

	"That means they're close."

	

	The captain drew his sword slowly.

	

	"We move carefully."

	

	They continued on foot, leading their horses through the trees.

	

	The forest floor grew darker the deeper they went.

	

	Eventually, the scent of smoke drifted through the air.

	

	And then they saw it.

	

	A clearing.

	

	At its center stood a crude stone circle surrounded by flickering torches.

	

	Ritual markings covered the ground in spiraling patterns.

	

	But the clearing was empty.

	

	The cultists were gone.

	

	The captain stepped forward cautiously.

	

	"They left in a hurry."

	

	"How can you tell?"

	

	He pointed toward the torches.

	

	"They're still burning."

	

	He knelt beside one of the ritual symbols.

	

	The earth here had been scorched black.

	

	Energy still lingered in the air like heat after lightning.

	

	"What were they doing?" he asked.

	

	He pulled one of the healer's instruments from his satchel and held it over the markings.

	

	The small crystal inside began glowing.

	

	"They were channeling power."

	

	"Toward the manor?"

	

	"No."

	

	He studied the reading again.

	

	"Somewhere else."

	

	"Where?"

	

	He turned slowly toward the distant mountains rising beyond the forest.

	

	"There."

	

	The captain followed his gaze.

	

	"The old ruins."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Ancient stone structures are hidden high in the cliffs.

	

	Most travelers avoided them.

	

	The locals said the ruins were cursed.

	

	But now it made sense.

	

	"If the cult wants to control the awakening," the captain said, "they need a stronger ritual site."

	

	"And those ruins were built long before modern magic."

	

	"Which means they might amplify the power."

	

	They returned to their horses quickly.

	

	The mountains loomed larger with every mile.

	

	Clouds gathered around their peaks like drifting smoke.

	

	The road grew steeper.

	

	Rock replaced soil beneath the horses' hooves.

	

	And the feeling of being watched followed them all the way up the pass.

	

	Night was falling when they finally reached the ruins.

	

	The structure had once been enormous.

	

	Massive stone arches rose from the mountainside, half-collapsed but still imposing. Broken pillars lined the courtyard, their surfaces covered with ancient symbols worn smooth by centuries of wind.

	

	But the ruins were not abandoned.

	

	Torches burned along the outer walls.

	

	Voices echoed faintly inside.

	

	The cult had arrived before them.

	

	The captain pulled his horse into the shadow of a fallen pillar.

	

	"How many?"

	

	He studied the movement carefully.

	

	"Two dozen at least."

	

	"That's too many."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But we didn't ride all this way to turn around."

	

	They dismounted quietly.

	

	Moving through the shadows, they crept closer to the ruined archway.

	

	Inside the courtyard, cultists moved between stone altars carved with unfamiliar runes.

	

	At the center of the ruins stood something new.

	

	A tall crystal pillar, glowing faintly with dark energy.

	

	The captain stared at it.

	

	"That's not part of the original structure."

	

	"No."

	

	"They brought it here."

	

	"For the ritual."

	

	One of the cultists stepped onto the central platform and raised his hands.

	

	Energy rippled outward from the crystal pillar.

	

	The ground vibrated faintly beneath their feet.

	

	"They're trying to pull power from the stasis," he whispered.

	

	"How?"

	

	"The Conduit's awakening creates a resonance."

	

	"And they're amplifying it."

	

	The captain gripped his sword tighter.

	

	"If they succeed."

	

	"They control the moment she wakes."

	

	The ritual leader began chanting.

	

	The crystal pillar flared brighter.

	

	And somewhere far away 

	

	Back at the manor 

	

	The barrier around the frozen woman pulsed violently.

	

	He felt it instantly.

	

	A sharp surge of energy that made his breath catch.

	

	"You felt that?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That means the ritual is working."

	

	The captain glanced toward the cultists again.

	

	"Then we stop it."

	

	"How?"

	

	He drew his blade fully.

	

	"Fast."

	

	The first cultist fell before he even realized someone had entered the courtyard.

	

	The captain moved like a storm, cutting through the nearest guards with brutal efficiency.

	

	Shouts erupted across the ruins.

	

	Torches fell.

	

	Steel clashed.

	

	More cultists rushed forward.

	

	He fought beside the captain, using speed and surprise to keep the attackers off balance.

	

	But there were too many.

	

	The ritual leader continued chanting from the platform.

	

	The crystal pillar burned brighter with every passing second.

	

	"Get to the pillar!" the captain shouted.

	

	He sprinted across the courtyard, dodging another attacker.

	

	The energy pouring from the crystal was overwhelming.

	

	The closer he got, the stronger it felt.

	

	Like standing too close to a thunderstorm.

	

	The ritual leader turned toward him.

	

	"You're too late," the man hissed.

	

	"No," he replied.

	

	"I'm right on time."

	

	He slammed the hilt of his sword into the crystal pillar.

	

	The impact sent a shockwave through the ruins.

	

	The chanting stopped instantly.

	

	The crystal flickered violently.

	

	Cracks spread across its surface.

	

	Then 

	

	With a deafening explosion 

	

	It shattered.

	

	Energy erupted outward in a blinding flash.

	

	The cultists scattered.

	

	The ritual collapsed.

	

	And far away at the manor 

	

	The barrier around the frozen woman surged with light.

	

	The quest had only just begun.

	

	The explosion from the shattered crystal didn't fade quickly.

	

	It rolled through the ruins like a thunderclap trapped inside stone, echoing across the broken arches and crumbling pillars. Dust burst into the air, swirling through the courtyard as fragments of glowing crystal scattered across the ground.

	

	For a moment, everyone froze.

	

	Then the cultists began shouting.

	

	"You fool!" the ritual leader roared.

	

	The man stood on the cracked platform where the crystal had once risen, his robes whipping violently in the storm of magic still leaking from the shattered fragments.

	

	"You don't understand what you've done!"

	

	He barely had time to answer.

	

	A cultist rushed him from the side, blade flashing.

	

	He turned, catching the strike with his own sword. Steel screeched against steel as the two weapons collided. The force pushed him back a step across the cracked stone floor.

	

	Behind him, the captain was already fighting three others.

	

	The courtyard had exploded into chaos.

	

	Torches lay scattered across the ground, flames licking at dry grass and broken wooden beams. Smoke drifted through the ruined archways as more cultists scrambled to recover from the blast.

	

	But the ritual was broken.

	

	He could feel it.

	

	The energy in the air had changed.

	

	Wild.

	

	Unstable.

	

	The cultist attacking him lunged again, desperate now. He sidestepped the blow and struck the man's wrist with the flat of his blade. The sword clattered to the ground, and the cultist staggered backward.

	

	"You've doomed us all," the ritual leader shouted again.

	

	"You tried to enslave her," he shot back.

	

	"She is not meant to be free!"

	

	The leader raised his hands.

	

	For a moment, nothing happened.

	

	Then the ground beneath the ruined platform began to glow.

	

	Dark lines of magic pulsed outward through the ancient stone like cracks filled with lightning.

	

	The captain saw it instantly.

	

	"Move!"

	

	He leapt away from the platform just as the ground erupted.

	

	A shockwave blasted through the courtyard, throwing dust and debris into the air. Several cultists were knocked off their feet. One of the broken pillars collapsed completely, crashing down with a roar of stone.

	

	The ritual leader stood in the center of the chaos, his eyes burning with wild determination.

	

	"You destroyed the focus," he snarled.

	

	"But the ritual was never dependent on the crystal alone."

	

	He slammed his staff against the platform.

	

	The glowing cracks spread faster now, racing across the ruins like wildfire.

	

	"What is he doing?" the captain shouted.

	

	He grabbed one of the healer's instruments from his satchel and held it out.

	

	The crystal inside spun wildly.

	

	"He's drawing power from the ruins themselves!"

	

	The captain swore.

	

	"These structures are ancient."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"They were built to channel magic."

	

	Another pulse of energy exploded outward.

	

	The ground trembled again.

	

	He looked toward the leader.

	

	"If he finishes that ritual."

	

	"He'll force the awakening."

	

	"And control it."

	

	The captain didn't hesitate.

	

	"Then we end this now."

	

	They charged the platform together.

	

	Cultists rushed forward to block them.

	

	Steel flashed again in the smoky air.

	

	The fighting grew brutal and desperate.

	

	He ducked beneath one swinging blade, driving his shoulder into the attacker's chest. The man crashed into the stone wall behind him.

	

	The captain cut through another two with terrifying efficiency.

	

	But the leader kept chanting.

	

	The glowing cracks across the courtyard had reached the outer walls now.

	

	And far away 

	

	At the manor 

	

	The barrier around the frozen woman pulsed violently again.

	

	Inside the ruins, the air thickened with raw magic.

	

	He could feel it pressing against his skin.

	

	The ritual leader laughed.

	

	"You can't stop it now!"

	

	He raised his staff again.

	

	But this time the captain was faster.

	

	The sword flashed through the smoky air in a single, clean strike.

	

	The staff shattered in half.

	

	The chanting stopped instantly.

	

	For a heartbeat, nothing moved.

	

	Then the glowing cracks across the ruins began to fade.

	

	The ground stopped trembling.

	

	The ritual had collapsed.

	

	The leader staggered backward, staring at the broken staff in disbelief.

	

	"You… ruined it…"

	

	"Yes," the captain said calmly.

	

	"That was the idea."

	

	Several surviving cultists turned and ran into the forest.

	

	The rest dropped their weapons.

	

	The courtyard fell silent except for the crackle of scattered torches.

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"That felt important."

	

	The captain wiped his blade on a piece of cloth.

	

	"It was."

	

	He looked around the ruined courtyard.

	

	"Let's hope it was enough."

	

	They searched the ruins for nearly an hour.

	

	Most of the cultists had fled, but they left plenty behind.

	

	Scrolls.

	

	Strange metal instruments.

	

	Fragments of the shattered crystal.

	

	He knelt beside one of the scrolls and unrolled it carefully.

	

	The writing inside was dense with symbols.

	

	But one diagram stood out immediately.

	

	A map.

	

	He called the captain over.

	

	"Look at this."

	

	The captain studied the parchment.

	

	It showed the entire region surrounding the manor.

	

	But what mattered were the markings.

	

	Dozens of small circles had been drawn across the countryside.

	

	Ritual sites.

	

	"This is bigger than we thought," the captain said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Much bigger."

	

	He pointed to the center of the map.

	

	The manor.

	

	Every ritual circle formed a ring around it.

	

	"They were building a network," he said.

	

	"To funnel energy toward the Conduit."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	The captain looked toward the distant valley.

	

	"That explains the fires our scouts saw."

	

	"And the sudden surge in her energy."

	

	He rolled the scroll carefully.

	

	"If they finished this network…"

	

	The captain finished the thought.

	

	"They would have controlled the awakening."

	

	Night had fallen by the time they left the ruins.

	

	The mountain pass was colder now, the wind sweeping down from the peaks with sharp force.

	

	They rode in silence for a long time.

	

	Eventually, the captain spoke.

	

	"You felt it, didn't you?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The moment the crystal shattered."

	

	"The resonance."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"That means she felt it too."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Far away in the manor courtyard, the healer was standing beside the barrier when the second shockwave arrived.

	

	It wasn't violent.

	

	But it was strong enough to make the lantern flames flicker.

	

	The barrier pulsed bright gold for several seconds.

	

	Then slowly returned to its usual glow.

	

	The healer stared at it in stunned silence.

	

	One of the assistants rushed over.

	

	"What was that?"

	

	She looked toward the distant mountains.

	

	"They found the ritual site."

	

	"Did they stop it?"

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	Stronger.

	

	"Yes," she said quietly.

	

	"They stopped it."

	

	But the energy around the frozen woman had definitely changed.

	

	The glow was brighter now.

	

	Faster.

	

	Almost restless.

	

	Back on the mountain road, he finally broke the silence.

	

	"That ritual wasn't the source of the stasis."

	

	"No."

	

	"But it was connected."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They were trying to control something they didn't fully understand."

	

	The captain glanced toward the valley lights in the distance.

	

	"And we're still missing the real origin."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The ruins had given them answers.

	

	But not the final one.

	

	The stasis itself remained a mystery.

	

	Which meant the quest wasn't over.

	

	Not even close.

	

	They rode through the night toward the distant glow of the manor.

	

	Unaware that the energy surrounding the frozen woman had begun to build toward something far greater than anyone expected.

	

	The journey to save her had only just begun.

	

	 


CHAPTER 8

	

	The road back to the manor should have felt like a victory.

	

	The ritual site in the mountain ruins had been destroyed. The crystal pillar, the cult's most powerful focus, was shattered. Their network of energy circles had been disrupted before it could fully awaken whatever dark design they were attempting to impose on the stasis.

	

	Yet the ride home felt heavier than the battle.

	

	Because destroying one ritual had revealed something far more troubling.

	

	The cult had not been working alone.

	

	He rode beside the captain as the sun began to rise over the valley. The pale light painted the distant hills in shades of silver and blue.

	

	"You've been quiet," the captain said.

	

	"I'm thinking."

	

	"About the map?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"That many ritual sites don't happen without help."

	

	"No."

	

	"Too many resources."

	

	"Too much coordination."

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"They had scholars."

	

	"And funding."

	

	"And probably allies in places we'd rather not think about."

	

	They rode in silence for a moment.

	

	Ahead, the manor finally appeared at the far edge of the valley, its stone towers rising above the morning mist.

	

	But something was different.

	

	More banners lined the outer walls.

	

	New ones.

	

	Foreign ones.

	

	The captain saw them at the same time he did.

	

	"Well," he muttered.

	

	"That didn't take long."

	

	They urged their horses forward.

	

	By the time they reached the gates, the courtyard inside was already crowded.

	

	More riders.

	

	More guards.

	

	And more strangers than either of them liked seeing.

	

	The northern empire had expanded its presence overnight.

	

	Armored soldiers stood along the courtyard edges in tight formation. Their black-and-silver banners hung beside the manor's own flags, an uneasy display of cooperation that looked more like quiet occupation.

	

	Commander Valric stood near the fountain speaking with Lord Ardyn.

	

	Both men turned when the gates opened.

	

	Valric raised an eyebrow.

	

	"You survived."

	

	"Barely," the captain replied dryly.

	

	Ardyn smiled faintly.

	

	"I assume the trip was productive?"

	

	He dismounted slowly.

	

	"We found one of the cult's ritual sites."

	

	"And?"

	

	"We destroyed it."

	

	Valric's expression sharpened.

	

	"Only one?"

	

	"There are dozens."

	

	That answer killed any hint of casual conversation.

	

	Ardyn's polite smile faded.

	

	"Dozens?"

	

	He tossed the rolled map onto the stone bench beside them.

	

	"See for yourself."

	

	Valric opened it.

	

	His eyes moved quickly across the markings.

	

	"Gods…"

	

	Ardyn leaned closer.

	

	"They built a network."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"To channel energy toward the Conduit."

	

	Valric looked up.

	

	"That level of coordination requires knowledge."

	

	"And resources," the captain added.

	

	"Which means the cult has powerful supporters."

	

	The courtyard fell quiet for a moment.

	

	No one liked that implication.

	

	Ardyn slowly rolled the map closed.

	

	"This situation just became far more dangerous."

	

	"Yes," the captain agreed.

	

	Valric looked toward the center of the courtyard.

	

	The frozen woman still stood beneath the flowering canopy, her glowing barrier casting faint ripples of light across the stone.

	

	"And the awakening is getting closer."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How long?"

	

	The healer's voice answered from behind them.

	

	"Not long."

	

	She stepped forward, holding one of her instruments.

	

	The crystal inside pulsed steadily.

	

	"The energy surge from last night accelerated the process."

	

	Valric frowned.

	

	"Accelerated how?"

	

	"The stasis is weakening."

	

	The captain stiffened.

	

	"That's new."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Is it good?"

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"That doesn't sound confident."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	Ardyn looked toward the barrier again.

	

	"So the moment we feared is approaching."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And half the world is already preparing to fight over it."

	

	The tension in the courtyard thickened.

	

	Because everyone knew it was true.

	

	Before the conversation could continue, a new voice spoke from the gate.

	

	"You're all asking the wrong questions."

	

	Every head turned.

	

	Three figures stood just inside the courtyard entrance.

	

	None of them wore armor.

	

	None carried banners.

	

	But something about them felt… deliberate.

	

	The first was an elderly woman wrapped in dark traveling robes. Silver hair spilled from beneath her hood, and her eyes held the sharp focus of someone who had spent a lifetime studying things most people feared.

	

	Beside her stood a tall man with weathered skin and the posture of a seasoned fighter. His sword was old but well-maintained.

	

	And behind them, leaning casually against the gatepost, was a younger woman with a satchel full of scrolls and an expression that suggested she found the entire situation fascinating.

	

	Valric's soldiers immediately shifted into defensive positions.

	

	"Identify yourselves," the commander said sharply.

	

	The old woman stepped forward calmly.

	

	"My name is Sereth."

	

	No titles.

	

	No affiliations.

	

	Just the name.

	

	"And you are?" Valric demanded.

	

	"A scholar."

	

	Ardyn frowned.

	

	"A scholar of what?"

	

	Sereth glanced toward the glowing barrier.

	

	"Conduits."

	

	The courtyard went silent.

	

	The healer took a step forward.

	

	"You study them?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	Sereth raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because most of the historical records were destroyed centuries ago."

	

	"Most," Sereth agreed.

	

	"But not all."

	

	She gestured toward her companions.

	

	"This is Kael."

	

	The tall warrior nodded once.

	

	"And Mira."

	

	The younger woman waved casually.

	

	"We've spent the last fifteen years tracking Conduit legends," Mira said.

	

	"Old texts."

	

	"Hidden archives."

	

	"Forgotten temples."

	

	The healer stared at them.

	

	"You're serious."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Valric crossed his arms.

	

	"And you expect us to believe you arrived here by coincidence?"

	

	Sereth's sharp eyes met his.

	

	"No."

	

	"We came because we felt the awakening."

	

	The barrier pulsed faintly as if acknowledging her words.

	

	Mira grinned.

	

	"See?"

	

	"That reaction confirms it."

	

	The healer stepped closer.

	

	"You felt the energy from miles away?"

	

	"Much farther than that," Sereth replied.

	

	"Conduits leave a very specific signature."

	

	Valric looked skeptical.

	

	"Convenient."

	

	Sereth ignored him and walked slowly toward the barrier.

	

	The guards hesitated but allowed it.

	

	She stopped several steps away and studied the frozen woman carefully.

	

	For a long moment, she said nothing.

	

	Then she nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What?" the healer asked.

	

	"It's exactly what we feared."

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	Sereth turned toward the group.

	

	"This is not ordinary stasis."

	

	The captain sighed.

	

	"We already knew that."

	

	"No," Sereth said quietly.

	

	"You don't."

	

	She pointed toward the glowing barrier.

	

	"That energy field isn't just holding her in place."

	

	"It's protecting her mind."

	

	The healer blinked.

	

	"From what?"

	

	Sereth's expression darkened.

	

	"From the other side."

	

	Silence filled the courtyard.

	

	Valric spoke first.

	

	"Other side of what?"

	

	"The Gate."

	

	Ardyn looked confused.

	

	"You're going to need to explain that."

	

	Sereth nodded slowly.

	

	"The ancient Conduits weren't just powerful mages."

	

	"They were living connections between worlds."

	

	Mira opened her satchel and pulled out a thick parchment.

	

	Ancient diagrams covered its surface.

	

	"This," she said, spreading it across the bench, "is the oldest Conduit map we've ever found."

	

	The healer leaned closer.

	

	"What does it show?"

	

	"Energy pathways."

	

	"Between dimensions."

	

	The captain stared at the map.

	

	"You're saying the awakening opens a doorway."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Sereth folded her hands behind her back.

	

	"And when that doorway opens…"

	

	She looked toward the frozen woman again.

	

	"…something always tries to come through."

	

	The courtyard fell completely silent.

	

	Because suddenly the stasis didn't seem like a curse anymore.

	

	It seemed like a shield.

	

	Valric finally spoke again.

	

	"If that's true, then waking her could unleash something far worse than a war between kingdoms."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But leaving her trapped forever is not an option either."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	Mira answered that.

	

	"Because the Gate is already opening."

	

	She pointed toward the barrier.

	

	"Look at the energy pattern."

	

	The healer checked her instrument again.

	

	Her face paled.

	

	"She's right."

	

	"The resonance is increasing."

	

	Sereth turned toward the captain.

	

	"You need more than soldiers and scholars to survive what's coming."

	

	"Then what do we need?"

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"People who understand the Gate."

	

	Behind her, Kael finally spoke.

	

	"People like us."

	

	And just like that 

	

	The number of allies in the courtyard had grown.

	

	But so had the danger surrounding them.

	

	Because the awakening was no longer just about saving one woman.

	

	It was about protecting an entire world from what might follow her back.

	

	The courtyard remained quiet for several seconds after Sereth's revelation.

	

	No one moved.

	

	No one spoke.

	

	Even the wind seemed to hesitate as it passed through the flowering branches above the frozen woman.

	

	The barrier around her pulsed again, slow, steady, almost thoughtful.

	

	Commander Valric finally broke the silence.

	

	"You're telling us," he said carefully, "that if she wakes up, something else might come with her."

	

	Sereth nodded once.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Valric looked unimpressed.

	

	"That sounds like a very convenient story for someone who arrived unannounced."

	

	Mira sighed dramatically.

	

	"Oh, good. The soldier thinks we're lying."

	

	Kael stepped forward slightly, his calm presence instantly quieting the tension around him.

	

	"You've seen the energy surges," he said to Valric.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You've seen the ritual network the cult built."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you've felt the resonance growing stronger every day."

	

	Valric didn't answer immediately.

	

	But he didn't deny it either.

	

	Kael continued.

	

	"That resonance isn't just magic building pressure."

	

	"It's a doorway trying to open."

	

	The captain leaned against the stone bench.

	

	"Let's assume you're right."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"A wise place to start."

	

	"What exactly is on the other side of that doorway?"

	

	Sereth hesitated.

	

	For the first time since arriving, she looked uncertain.

	

	"We don't know."

	

	"That's comforting."

	

	"But we do know something else."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The ancient Conduits weren't simply bridges."

	

	"They were filters."

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"Filters?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	Sereth gestured toward the frozen woman.

	

	"The Conduit controls what passes through the Gate."

	

	"Meaning?"

	

	"If she wakes up frightened… angry… or manipulated…"

	

	Mira finished the sentence.

	

	"Then whatever answers that emotion might come through with her."

	

	The courtyard suddenly felt colder.

	

	Ardyn rubbed his temples.

	

	"So if the cult succeeds…"

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"They control the first moment of awakening."

	

	"And therefore the Gate."

	

	Valric swore quietly.

	

	"That would give them power no kingdom could challenge."

	

	"Yes," the captain said.

	

	"And that explains everything."

	

	"Everything?" Mira asked.

	

	"The ritual network."

	

	"The attacks."

	

	"The desperate race to reach the manor."

	

	"They weren't trying to kill her."

	

	"They were trying to shape her awakening."

	

	Sereth smiled faintly.

	

	"You're beginning to understand."

	

	Across the courtyard, he had been listening quietly beside the fountain.

	

	Now he spoke.

	

	"If the Gate responds to emotion…"

	

	Everyone turned toward him.

	

	"…then the most important thing when she wakes up is what she feels."

	

	Sereth studied him carefully.

	

	"You must be the anchor."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The one she trusts most."

	

	The healer nodded slowly.

	

	"That matches the ancient texts."

	

	Mira grinned.

	

	"Congratulations."

	

	"You're the most important person in this entire situation."

	

	He didn't look pleased.

	

	"That sounds like a terrible promotion."

	

	"Probably," Mira said cheerfully.

	

	The captain stepped forward.

	

	"Enough speculation."

	

	He looked at Sereth.

	

	"You said you've spent fifteen years studying Conduits."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then tell us what happens next."

	

	Sereth turned toward the barrier again.

	

	The glow inside it had grown brighter since the conversation began.

	

	"It's already happening," she said quietly.

	

	"What is?"

	

	"The Inner Crossing."

	

	The healer stiffened.

	

	"You know about that?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"It's rare knowledge," Sereth admitted.

	

	"But not lost."

	

	Valric frowned.

	

	"Explain."

	

	Sereth walked slowly around the barrier, studying the energy patterns.

	

	"When a Conduit enters stasis, their mind doesn't simply sleep."

	

	"It travels."

	

	"Where?"

	

	"Into the Gate itself."

	

	Mira unrolled another ancient parchment across the stone bench.

	

	The diagram showed swirling lines of energy converging around a central point.

	

	"This," she said, pointing to the center, "is the dream labyrinth."

	

	The healer leaned closer.

	

	"I've read fragments about this."

	

	"Yes," Sereth said.

	

	"The Conduit's mind moves through layers of memory and identity while the Gate forms."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"To determine what kind of bridge they become."

	

	The captain crossed his arms.

	

	"And the anchor?"

	

	Sereth pointed to a smaller symbol beside the central diagram.

	

	"The anchor enters the labyrinth."

	

	Everyone stared at him again.

	

	He sighed.

	

	"I was afraid of that."

	

	Valric looked unimpressed.

	

	"You're saying he walks into a magical dream and talks her out of opening a dimensional doorway."

	

	"That's a very simplified explanation," Mira said.

	

	"But yes."

	

	The captain shook his head slowly.

	

	"This plan becomes more ridiculous every minute."

	

	"It's also the only one that works," Sereth replied calmly.

	

	Before the argument could continue, one of the northern soldiers rushed through the gate.

	

	"Commander!"

	

	Valric turned sharply.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"Scouts spotted movement along the eastern ridge."

	

	"How many?"

	

	"Hard to tell."

	

	"Banners?"

	

	The soldier hesitated.

	

	"None."

	

	Everyone in the courtyard immediately understood what that meant.

	

	"The cult," the captain said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Valric looked toward the walls.

	

	"How far?"

	

	"Less than two miles."

	

	Ardyn swore.

	

	"They're moving fast."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"They felt the Gate strengthening."

	

	"And they're coming to finish the ritual," the healer added.

	

	The courtyard erupted into motion.

	

	Valric began issuing orders immediately.

	

	"Archers to the towers."

	

	"Infantry to the outer wall."

	

	"Seal the eastern gate."

	

	Northern soldiers rushed to their positions.

	

	The manor guards joined them, forming a defensive line along the courtyard edges.

	

	Ardyn turned to the captain.

	

	"If the cult reaches the barrier."

	

	"They won't."

	

	The captain's voice carried absolute certainty.

	

	Sereth watched the preparations calmly.

	

	"They're not here to fight a siege."

	

	"What do you mean?" Mira asked.

	

	"They're here to trigger the awakening."

	

	The healer checked her instrument again.

	

	The crystal inside spun faster than ever before.

	

	"The resonance is climbing."

	

	"How fast?" the captain asked.

	

	"Too fast."

	

	Valric stepped closer.

	

	"How long until the stasis breaks?"

	

	The healer swallowed.

	

	"Maybe hours."

	

	The news landed like a hammer.

	

	The cult was coming.

	

	The awakening was accelerating.

	

	And the Gate was forming whether they were ready or not.

	

	Sereth turned toward him.

	

	"There's no more time to wait."

	

	He understood immediately.

	

	"You want me to enter the labyrinth."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Now."

	

	He looked at the barrier again.

	

	The glow inside it was stronger than he had ever seen.

	

	Almost alive.

	

	"If I go in there…"

	

	"You'll find her."

	

	"And then?"

	

	Sereth's voice softened.

	

	"You remind her who she is."

	

	"Before someone else does."

	

	The captain stepped forward.

	

	"You're not doing this alone."

	

	"I have to."

	

	Kael spoke quietly.

	

	"He's right."

	

	"The anchor must enter alone."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because the Gate responds to personal connection."

	

	The captain hated that answer.

	

	But he couldn't argue with it.

	

	The distant sound of horns echoed from the eastern ridge.

	

	The cult had arrived.

	

	Valric turned toward the walls.

	

	"They're forming ranks."

	

	"Archers ready," a soldier shouted from above.

	

	Sereth looked at him one last time.

	

	"This is the moment everything changes."

	

	He took a slow breath.

	

	"Feels like we've had a lot of those lately."

	

	Mira smiled faintly.

	

	"None like this."

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	Brighter.

	

	Faster.

	

	The Gate was almost ready to open.

	

	And the only way to save the world might be stepping into the dream of the woman frozen in time.

	

	 


CHAPTER 9

	

	The first arrow struck the outer wall just as the sky began to darken.

	

	It clattered harmlessly against the stone, but the message was clear.

	

	The cult had arrived.

	

	From the tower above the eastern gate, one of the manor archers shouted down into the courtyard.

	

	"Movement across the ridge!"

	

	Boots pounded across stone as soldiers rushed to their positions. The northern empire's black-and-silver armored troops lined the battlements beside the manor guards, bows drawn and crossbows cocked.

	

	Below them, torches were already being lit.

	

	The air smelled like rain and iron.

	

	Commander Valric stood in the center of the courtyard issuing orders with cold efficiency.

	

	"Shield lines at the gate."

	

	"Archers hold until they're within range."

	

	"Reserve forces stay back until we know their numbers."

	

	Across the courtyard, the frozen woman remained untouched by the chaos.

	

	The glowing barrier around her pulsed gently, like a heartbeat beneath glass.

	

	He stood a few steps away from her, staring at the faint ripples of light. The barrier had grown brighter since Sereth's arrival. Each pulse carried a faint vibration through the ground.

	

	It felt like standing beside a sleeping storm.

	

	Sereth approached quietly.

	

	"You feel it too."

	

	He nodded.

	

	"It's stronger."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How much time do we have?"

	

	Sereth glanced toward the ridge beyond the walls, where dark shapes were beginning to move through the mist.

	

	"Less than we hoped."

	

	Behind them, Mira and Kael had spread several ancient scrolls across a wooden table that someone had dragged into the courtyard.

	

	Old diagrams covered the parchment circles, symbols, and strange branching lines that looked almost like veins.

	

	The healer hovered beside them, studying the drawings with intense focus.

	

	"This is the labyrinth?" she asked.

	

	"Yes," Mira said, tapping the center of one of the diagrams.

	

	"The Conduit's inner path."

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"You're certain this knowledge is accurate?"

	

	Mira shrugged.

	

	"As certain as anyone can be about magical theories written a thousand years ago."

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	"No," Mira admitted.

	

	"But that's all we have."

	

	Another horn sounded from the ridge.

	

	Closer this time.

	

	Valric climbed halfway up the watchtower ladder and shouted down.

	

	"They're forming ranks!"

	

	"How many?" the captain called up.

	

	"Too many."

	

	A second later, another scout yelled from the wall.

	

	"More coming from the south!"

	

	Ardyn swore under his breath.

	

	"They're surrounding the valley."

	

	Valric jumped down from the ladder.

	

	"They're not planning a raid."

	

	"They're planning a ritual."

	

	Sereth nodded grimly.

	

	"That means their priests will be among them."

	

	"And if they reach the barrier…" the healer said quietly.

	

	"Then they'll attempt to force the awakening."

	

	The captain turned toward Sereth.

	

	"You said the Gate responds to emotion."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then they'll try to control her first thought."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	Silence settled briefly as that truth sank in.

	

	Because it meant something far worse than a battle for territory.

	

	It meant the cult intended to shape the first moment of a being who could open a doorway between worlds.

	

	The ground trembled slightly.

	

	Everyone felt it.

	

	Even the soldiers on the walls looked down.

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	Brighter this time.

	

	Mira checked the crystal device in her satchel.

	

	"Energy spike."

	

	"How bad?" Kael asked.

	

	"Bad enough."

	

	Sereth turned toward him.

	

	"The labyrinth is forming."

	

	The healer's head snapped up.

	

	"Already?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's weeks earlier than predicted."

	

	"The cult's ritual network accelerated it."

	

	The captain stepped forward.

	

	"Meaning if I'm going to enter this labyrinth."

	

	"It has to be soon," Sereth finished.

	

	Another arrow whistled over the wall.

	

	Then another.

	

	Archers on the battlements returned fire.

	

	The first clash had begun.

	

	Below the wall, cultists were advancing through the mist carrying long black banners marked with twisted silver symbols.

	

	Some wore armor.

	

	Others wore ceremonial robes.

	

	And behind them, tall figures in bone-white masks carried staff glowing with faint crimson light.

	

	"Priests," Valric muttered.

	

	"Wonderful."

	

	The captain looked at Sereth again.

	

	"You said knowledge comes with a price."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Let's talk about that price."

	

	Sereth didn't hesitate.

	

	"The labyrinth is dangerous."

	

	"That much I assumed."

	

	"If you enter her mind, you will face her memories."

	

	"That sounds manageable."

	

	"Not just memories."

	

	Sereth's eyes were serious now.

	

	"You will face her fears."

	

	Her regrets.

	

	Her anger.

	

	And if the Gate is already opening…

	

	"You might face something from the other side."

	

	He considered that calmly.

	

	"And if I fail?"

	

	Sereth didn't soften the answer.

	

	"Then the Gate opens without you guiding it."

	

	"Meaning the cult gets their chance."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Another horn echoed across the valley.

	

	Louder.

	

	Closer.

	

	The battle outside the walls intensified.

	

	Valric shouted orders while soldiers rushed to reinforce the gate.

	

	The captain leaned closer to Sereth.

	

	"There's something you're not saying."

	

	Sereth hesitated.

	

	Mira sighed.

	

	"She means the anchor doesn't always survive."

	

	The courtyard went very quiet again.

	

	The healer stared at them.

	

	"You're serious."

	

	"Yes," Sereth said quietly.

	

	"If the labyrinth collapses while the anchor is inside, their mind can become trapped."

	

	"Trapped where?"

	

	"Between worlds."

	

	The healer looked horrified.

	

	"That's not a risk, that's suicide."

	

	"Not always," Mira said gently.

	

	"But often enough that the old texts warned anchors to prepare themselves."

	

	The captain looked at the barrier again.

	

	Inside the glow, the frozen woman looked peaceful.

	

	Unaware of the war beginning outside.

	

	Unaware of the choices being made around her.

	

	Ardyn approached slowly.

	

	"You don't have to do this."

	

	"Yes," the captain replied.

	

	"I do."

	

	"Someone else could."

	

	"No."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"He's right."

	

	"The anchor must be the person she trusts most."

	

	Ardyn ran a hand through his hair.

	

	"Then we're asking you to risk everything."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"That wouldn't be the first time."

	

	On the wall above them, an explosion of crimson light suddenly erupted.

	

	One of the cult priests had unleashed a spell against the gate.

	

	The stone cracked.

	

	Archers stumbled back from the blast.

	

	Valric roared in fury.

	

	"Return fire!"

	

	The battle had begun in earnest now.

	

	Flaming arrows streaked across the sky.

	

	Steel clashed against steel at the gate.

	

	And through it all, the barrier continued to pulse steadily.

	

	Sereth stepped closer to him.

	

	"If you're going to do this, you need to know one more thing."

	

	He waited.

	

	"The labyrinth doesn't just test you."

	

	"It tests your connection to her."

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"If there are secrets between you…"

	

	"Regrets."

	

	"Unspoken truths."

	

	"They will appear inside the labyrinth."

	

	The captain laughed softly.

	

	"So the magical dream also doubles as emotional torture."

	

	"More or less."

	

	Kael stepped forward.

	

	"But it also gives you something powerful."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The ability to remind her who she is."

	

	He looked back at the barrier.

	

	The glow inside it flared again.

	

	Stronger than before.

	

	The healer's instrument began spinning rapidly.

	

	"The resonance is accelerating again."

	

	Sereth turned toward the walls.

	

	"We're running out of time."

	

	Valric shouted from the gate.

	

	"They're bringing siege ladders!"

	

	Soldiers rushed to intercept them.

	

	The clash of weapons grew louder.

	

	Ardyn looked at the captain one last time.

	

	"If this goes wrong…"

	

	"Then you finish the fight."

	

	Ardyn nodded slowly.

	

	"I can do that."

	

	The captain stepped toward the barrier.

	

	Its light reflected across his face.

	

	Warm.

	

	Alive.

	

	Sereth placed a small crystal device in his hand.

	

	"This will guide your entry point into the labyrinth."

	

	"And if it breaks?"

	

	"Then you find your own way."

	

	"Encouraging."

	

	Mira grinned nervously.

	

	"Try not to get lost."

	

	The ground trembled again.

	

	The Gate was forming.

	

	And knowledge, every piece they had gathered had led to this single moment.

	

	A moment that demanded a price.

	

	He stepped closer to the glowing barrier.

	

	And the light responded.

	

	The moment his hand touched the barrier, the light reacted.

	

	Not violently.

	

	Not with resistance.

	

	It simply shifted.

	

	The surface that had looked like solid glass rippled outward from the point where his fingers pressed against it. Pale strands of energy spread through the glow like cracks across ice, except instead of breaking, the barrier seemed to breathe.

	

	Everyone in the courtyard saw it.

	

	The healer gasped quietly.

	

	Sereth leaned forward with sharp interest.

	

	"Good," she murmured. "It recognizes him."

	

	The captain stepped closer until the light washed across his chest and shoulders.

	

	It was warmer than he expected.

	

	Almost alive.

	

	Behind him, the battle outside the walls intensified. The clang of steel and the thud of arrows striking shields echoed through the courtyard. A distant roar rose from the eastern gate as another cult spell slammed into the defenses.

	

	But the barrier seemed to mute the chaos.

	

	Inside its glow, the world felt slower.

	

	Calmer.

	

	He glanced over his shoulder.

	

	"Any last instructions before I walk into a magical dream maze?"

	

	Mira raised a finger.

	

	"Actually, yes."

	

	He sighed.

	

	"Of course there are."

	

	"First rule," she said. "Trust your instincts."

	

	"Second rule?"

	

	"Don't panic if reality stops behaving logically."

	

	"That sounds like a terrible rule."

	

	"It's the best one we've got."

	

	Kael stepped forward.

	

	"If you encounter memories, don't fight them."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because they are part of her."

	

	"And if something from the Gate appears?"

	

	Sereth answered that.

	

	"Then you remind her that the Gate belongs to her."

	

	The captain rubbed the back of his neck.

	

	"Right. Easy."

	

	Behind them, Commander Valric shouted another order from the gate.

	

	"Push them back!"

	

	A wave of soldiers surged forward along the walls. Arrows rained down on the cultists below, and several siege ladders toppled backward into the mist.

	

	But the enemy kept coming.

	

	The cult priests advanced through the battlefield slowly, staffs raised, crimson light swirling around them as they chanted in low rhythmic voices.

	

	Each word seemed to echo through the valley.

	

	The healer's crystal device spun faster.

	

	"The resonance is spiking again!"

	

	Sereth looked at the barrier.

	

	"It's responding to the ritual outside."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Meaning?"

	

	"Meaning the cult is trying to reach her mind from the outside."

	

	Mira muttered something unprintable.

	

	"That means if they succeed."

	

	"Then they'll influence the labyrinth," Sereth finished.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"So the dream maze just became contested territory."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Wonderful."

	

	Another explosion rattled the outer wall.

	

	A section of stone cracked under the pressure of a cult spell.

	

	Valric's voice thundered across the courtyard.

	

	"Hold the line!"

	

	Ardyn turned toward the captain.

	

	"If you're going in, it needs to be now."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	He stepped forward until the glowing barrier surrounded him.

	

	For a moment, nothing happened.

	

	The light simply flowed around him like water.

	

	Then the crystal Sereth had given him began to vibrate.

	

	The barrier brightened.

	

	And suddenly the world tilted.

	

	The courtyard vanished.

	

	The battle vanished.

	

	The sound vanished.

	

	When his vision cleared, he was standing in a forest.

	

	Not the manor courtyard.

	

	Not the valley.

	

	A forest.

	

	Tall trees rose around him, their leaves glowing faintly with silver light. Mist drifted between the trunks, soft and quiet, like breath in cold air.

	

	The ground beneath his boots felt real.

	

	But the silence felt wrong.

	

	He turned slowly.

	

	The path behind him stretched into endless fog.

	

	"This must be it," he muttered.

	

	The labyrinth.

	

	A breeze moved through the trees.

	

	It carried something familiar.

	

	Laughter.

	

	He followed the sound.

	

	The forest slowly shifted as he walked. The trees thinned until a small clearing opened ahead.

	

	In the center stood a younger version of the woman trapped in stasis.

	

	She sat on a fallen log laughing as she tried to braid wildflowers into a crooked crown.

	

	The sight hit him like a memory he had forgotten he possessed.

	

	She looked up.

	

	For a moment, confusion crossed her face.

	

	Then recognition.

	

	"You're early."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"Early?"

	

	"For the picnic."

	

	She held up the unfinished flower crown.

	

	"You promised to help."

	

	He looked around.

	

	The clearing shimmered slightly, like heat rising from stone.

	

	This wasn't a real memory.

	

	It was a reconstruction.

	

	The labyrinth is testing him.

	

	He approached slowly.

	

	"Do you remember this day?"

	

	"Of course," she said. "You got lost in the woods and blamed the map."

	

	"I didn't get lost."

	

	"You walked in the wrong direction for two hours."

	

	"That's not the same thing."

	

	She laughed again.

	

	The sound was so real it hurt.

	

	But something was wrong.

	

	The edges of the clearing flickered like fading light.

	

	And in the distant trees, shadows moved.

	

	Watching.

	

	He forced himself to focus on her.

	

	"This place isn't real."

	

	Her smile faltered slightly.

	

	"Of course it is."

	

	"No."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"This is your memory."

	

	The air shifted.

	

	The forest darkened.

	

	Her expression changed.

	

	Not angry.

	

	Just… thoughtful.

	

	"Then why are you here?"

	

	"Because you need to wake up."

	

	Her eyes widened slightly.

	

	"Wake up?"

	

	"The world outside is falling apart."

	

	"I don't remember falling asleep."

	

	"You didn't choose it."

	

	The forest wind picked up.

	

	Leaves swirled through the clearing.

	

	In the distance, something growled.

	

	Low.

	

	Hungry.

	

	Her head turned toward the sound.

	

	"What was that?"

	

	He took her hand.

	

	"Trouble."

	

	The shadow between the trees grew darker.

	

	Something tall moved inside it.

	

	Something that didn't belong in any memory.

	

	The labyrinth had noticed him.

	

	And it was reacting.

	

	The creature stepped into the clearing.

	

	It looked almost human.

	

	Almost.

	

	Its shape twisted slightly with every step, like a reflection in broken glass. Long arms brushed the ground, and its face shifted constantly between different expressions that didn't belong to a single person.

	

	The woman stepped back.

	

	"That's not supposed to be here."

	

	"No," he agreed.

	

	"It's not."

	

	The creature tilted its head.

	

	Its voice sounded like many voices speaking at once.

	

	"The Gate opens."

	

	The words echoed through the forest.

	

	She looked at him.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	He squeezed her hand.

	

	"It means we're out of time."

	

	Behind the creature, the forest began to fracture.

	

	Branches snapped.

	

	The sky above the trees cracked with streaks of glowing light.

	

	The labyrinth was collapsing.

	

	Or worse.

	

	Being invaded.

	

	The creature stepped closer.

	

	"You should not be here, Anchor."

	

	He froze.

	

	"You know what I am?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	Its many voices whispered together.

	

	"The Gate recognizes you."

	

	It reached toward the woman.

	

	"Release her."

	

	He stepped between them.

	

	"Not happening."

	

	The creature smiled.

	

	"Then the Gate will open without her will."

	

	Behind them, the clearing shattered into fragments of memory.

	

	Scenes flickered through the air like broken mirrors.

	

	Childhood laughter.

	

	Sword training.

	

	Stormy arguments.

	

	Moments of fear.

	

	Moments of love.

	

	All collapsing into chaos.

	

	The woman stared at the fragments around her.

	

	"I remember these."

	

	"Good," he said.

	

	"Hold onto them."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because they're you."

	

	The creature lunged forward.

	

	Its long arm stretched across the clearing.

	

	He grabbed a fallen branch instinctively and swung it.

	

	The branch shattered against the creature's arm.

	

	Which did absolutely nothing.

	

	"Right," he muttered.

	

	"Dream monster rules."

	

	The creature laughed.

	

	"The Gate opens."

	

	Behind them, the sky split open.

	

	Light poured through the fracture.

	

	And through that light, something enormous moved.

	

	Something is waiting on the other side of the Gate.

	

	The woman's grip tightened on his hand.

	

	"What is that?"

	

	"The reason you can't stay asleep."

	

	The creature turned toward the glowing fracture.

	

	"The Conduit awakens."

	

	Its voice grew louder.

	

	"Let the Gate open."

	

	The forest trembled violently.

	

	The labyrinth was no longer just a memory.

	

	It had become a battlefield.

	

	And outside in the real world 

	

	The cult priests were still chanting.

	

	 


CHAPTER 10

	

	The first sign that something had changed came from the healer's instrument.

	

	It had been spinning wildly for the past several minutes as the energy surrounding the barrier surged in unpredictable waves. But now the crystal inside the device stopped spinning altogether.

	

	It simply hovered in place.

	

	Glowing.

	

	The healer stared at it, her brow tightening.

	

	"That's… new."

	

	Sereth immediately stepped beside her.

	

	"What happened?"

	

	"It stopped responding to the outer resonance."

	

	Mira leaned over the device.

	

	"Meaning what?"

	

	The healer looked toward the glowing barrier at the center of the courtyard.

	

	"Meaning something inside the stasis is now influencing the energy flow."

	

	Kael crossed his arms thoughtfully.

	

	"Then he made contact."

	

	Outside the walls, the battle raged with growing intensity.

	

	Arrows streaked through the sky like burning comets. The clash of steel and the dull boom of magical blasts rolled across the valley in waves. Cultists had reached the outer gate, pressing forward with shields raised while their priests continued their low, rhythmic chants.

	

	Commander Valric's soldiers held the line with brutal efficiency.

	

	Bodies were beginning to pile along the base of the wall.

	

	But even in the middle of the battle, every few moments, someone glanced back toward the glowing barrier in the courtyard.

	

	Because its light had begun to change.

	

	Instead of a steady pulse, it now flickered in uneven bursts like a heart struggling to find its rhythm.

	

	Ardyn noticed it first.

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier, eyes narrowing.

	

	"It's reacting to something."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The labyrinth has begun to shift."

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"That shouldn't be possible."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because the Conduit's mind normally remains stable during the Inner Crossing."

	

	Mira tilted her head.

	

	"Normally?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But this situation isn't normal," Sereth said quietly.

	

	Another surge of light rolled through the barrier.

	

	This time it spread outward in thin, branching streams that traced faint patterns across the courtyard stones before fading.

	

	The healer inhaled sharply.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"What is?" Ardyn asked.

	

	"That pattern."

	

	She knelt beside one of the fading energy trails and ran her fingers lightly across it.

	

	"It's not random."

	

	Mira crouched beside her.

	

	"What does it look like?"

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"…a signal."

	

	Silence fell between them for a moment.

	

	Sereth slowly turned toward the barrier again.

	

	"She's trying to communicate."

	

	Ardyn looked confused.

	

	"How?"

	

	"Fragments."

	

	Kael spoke for the first time in several minutes.

	

	"When a Conduit's consciousness travels inside the labyrinth, it sometimes leaves traces in the outer world."

	

	"Like echoes," Mira added.

	

	The healer stood slowly.

	

	"But echoes shouldn't form structured patterns."

	

	Sereth gestured toward the faint glowing lines.

	

	"They do when the Conduit is fighting to stay connected."

	

	Another burst of energy flashed across the barrier.

	

	This one lingered longer.

	

	Thin lines stretched across the courtyard stones, forming a web-like pattern before fading again.

	

	Ardyn squinted at it.

	

	"That looked like…"

	

	"Letters," Mira finished.

	

	The healer's eyes widened.

	

	"No."

	

	Sereth's voice grew very quiet.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Ardyn stepped closer.

	

	"You're saying she's conscious."

	

	"In a way," Sereth replied.

	

	"Not fully awake. But not completely trapped either."

	

	The healer looked back at her instrument.

	

	"If that's true, then the labyrinth isn't just reacting to him."

	

	"It's responding to her will."

	

	Another horn sounded from the eastern wall.

	

	Valric's voice thundered across the courtyard.

	

	"They're bringing a ram!"

	

	Soldiers scrambled along the battlements to reposition shields and boiling oil.

	

	But even as the battle intensified, the strange energy patterns continued appearing across the courtyard floor.

	

	Each one is different.

	

	Each one faded after only a few seconds.

	

	Mira grabbed a scrap of parchment and began sketching them as quickly as possible.

	

	"Don't let them disappear before we study them."

	

	The healer watched the next energy pulse carefully.

	

	It spread across the stones in jagged lines before dissolving again.

	

	Mira frowned at her drawing.

	

	"These aren't random."

	

	"No," Sereth said.

	

	"They're fragments."

	

	"Fragments of what?"

	

	Sereth looked toward the barrier.

	

	"Her mind."

	

	The idea felt strange even when spoken aloud.

	

	But the evidence kept appearing.

	

	Another pulse.

	

	Another pattern.

	

	This one formed a spiral shape before fading.

	

	Ardyn crossed his arms.

	

	"So she's trying to send messages from inside the labyrinth."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But why not speak through the barrier?"

	

	Sereth shook her head.

	

	"Because her consciousness is no longer fully inside her body."

	

	The healer went still.

	

	"You mean "

	

	"She exists in two places right now."

	

	The words hung heavily in the air.

	

	Mira stopped sketching for a moment.

	

	"That's… terrifying."

	

	"Yes," Sereth said softly.

	

	"But it's also proof she's still fighting."

	

	Another flash of light streaked across the courtyard.

	

	This one was stronger.

	

	The energy lines lingered longer than the others.

	

	And for a brief moment 

	

	They formed a clear symbol.

	

	Ardyn stepped forward.

	

	"I recognize that."

	

	Mira looked up.

	

	"From where?"

	

	"The old watchtower."

	

	"What?"

	

	"It's carved into the stone arch above the door."

	

	Sereth's eyes sharpened.

	

	"A protection symbol."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"But why would she send that?"

	

	Sereth answered immediately.

	

	"Because the labyrinth is being invaded."

	

	Everyone looked toward the ridge beyond the walls where the cult priests stood chanting in formation.

	

	Their staff glowed brighter with every passing minute.

	

	"They're pushing their influence through the Gate," Kael said.

	

	Mira swore under her breath.

	

	"That means the thing inside the labyrinth isn't just a dream monster."

	

	"No," Sereth said quietly.

	

	"It's a messenger."

	

	Ardyn glanced at the barrier again.

	

	"And she's warning us."

	

	Another surge of energy rippled outward.

	

	This time the symbol appeared again.

	

	Stronger.

	

	Clearer.

	

	The healer looked shaken.

	

	"She's repeating it."

	

	"Then it's important," Sereth said.

	

	Mira studied her sketch.

	

	"A protection symbol repeated three times."

	

	She looked up suddenly.

	

	"That's not just a warning."

	

	"What is it?" Ardyn asked.

	

	"A request."

	

	The healer blinked.

	

	"For what?"

	

	Mira pointed toward the barrier.

	

	"She wants us to strengthen the defenses."

	

	Sereth nodded slowly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The labyrinth isn't sealed."

	

	"But we can help reinforce it from here."

	

	Ardyn looked toward the walls where the battle continued raging.

	

	"You're telling me we can influence the dream from the outside."

	

	"Not directly," Sereth said.

	

	"But magical resonance works both ways."

	

	The healer's mind was already racing.

	

	"If we replicate the protection symbol using real magic…"

	

	"…then it strengthens the barrier around her mind," Kael finished.

	

	Mira grinned despite the chaos around them.

	

	"That's brilliant."

	

	Ardyn turned toward the courtyard.

	

	"Then stop talking and start drawing."

	

	Within minutes, the healer and Mira had begun recreating the protection symbol across the courtyard stones using chalk and small crystals from their supplies.

	

	Sereth directed them carefully.

	

	"The lines must match the pattern exactly."

	

	"Got it," Mira muttered as she sketched quickly.

	

	Another surge of energy rippled across the barrier.

	

	This time the symbol appeared again.

	

	But beneath it 

	

	A second shape began forming.

	

	A jagged spiral.

	

	The healer froze.

	

	"That one I don't recognize."

	

	Sereth's face went pale.

	

	"I do."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"A breach marker."

	

	Ardyn frowned.

	

	"Meaning?"

	

	Sereth looked toward the ridge where the cult priests continued chanting.

	

	"It means something from the Gate has already entered the labyrinth."

	

	The courtyard fell silent again.

	

	Except for the distant sounds of battle.

	

	The healer stared at the barrier.

	

	"Then he's not alone in there."

	

	"No," Sereth said quietly.

	

	"And neither is she."

	

	The next energy pulse came stronger than all the others.

	

	The lines spread across the courtyard stones in an explosion of light.

	

	For a split second 

	

	An entire image appeared.

	

	A forest.

	

	A clearing.

	

	Two figures standing side by side.

	

	And something tall and twisted was moving through the trees behind them.

	

	Then the vision vanished.

	

	But everyone in the courtyard had seen it.

	

	Mira whispered.

	

	"That wasn't just a fragment."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"That was a window."

	

	Ardyn looked at the barrier with new intensity.

	

	"She's showing us what's happening inside."

	

	The healer's voice trembled slightly.

	

	"Then her consciousness really is reaching beyond the stasis."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Sereth's gaze remained fixed on the glowing barrier.

	

	"And if she can send fragments out…"

	

	"…then maybe we can send help in."

	

	The image vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

	

	One moment, the courtyard stones were alive with light, showing the forest inside the labyrinth. The next moment, the energy collapsed inward, leaving only faint glowing dust drifting in the air.

	

	For several seconds, no one spoke.

	

	Even the sounds of battle beyond the walls seemed distant.

	

	Mira slowly lowered the charcoal she had been using to sketch the symbols.

	

	"You all saw that, right?"

	

	Ardyn nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Kael's eyes remained fixed on the barrier.

	

	"She's pushing harder now."

	

	The healer looked down at her instrument again. The crystal inside had begun spinning rapidly once more, its glow shifting from pale blue to a brighter silver-white.

	

	"That wasn't just a fragment," she said quietly.

	

	"No," Sereth replied. "It was a projection."

	

	Ardyn frowned.

	

	"What's the difference?"

	

	Sereth folded her arms.

	

	"A fragment is an accidental echo of thought. A projection is deliberate."

	

	"You're saying she meant for us to see that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Mira let out a slow breath.

	

	"That means she knows we're here."

	

	Another pulse of energy rolled through the barrier.

	

	This one was softer.

	

	Almost hesitant.

	

	Thin lines spread across the courtyard floor again, forming another symbol.

	

	The healer crouched quickly.

	

	"New pattern."

	

	Mira leaned beside her, sketching fast.

	

	"This one's different."

	

	Sereth stepped closer.

	

	The symbol stretched across three stones before fading. Its lines curved inward toward a small center circle.

	

	Recognition dawned across her face.

	

	"That's a convergence mark."

	

	Ardyn glanced down.

	

	"And that means?"

	

	"She's telling us where something is happening."

	

	"Inside the labyrinth?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	Kael spoke quietly.

	

	"She's guiding him."

	

	Another horn echoed from the walls.

	

	Valric's voice rose over the chaos.

	

	"They're breaking through the outer line!"

	

	A wave of shouting followed as soldiers rushed to reinforce the eastern gate.

	

	The clash of steel and the heavy thud of the ram striking wood reverberated across the courtyard.

	

	Ardyn turned briefly toward the noise, jaw tightening.

	

	"If that gate falls."

	

	"They reach the barrier," Mira finished.

	

	"And then they try to force the awakening," the healer added.

	

	Sereth kept her attention on the glowing barrier.

	

	"They're already trying."

	

	Everyone turned toward the ridge again.

	

	The cult priests had moved closer.

	

	Their chanting was louder now.

	

	Each word seemed to throb through the air like a heartbeat.

	

	The staff they carried glowed with deep crimson light, and that light pulsed in rhythm with the barrier.

	

	The healer looked horrified.

	

	"They're synchronizing with the Gate."

	

	Sereth nodded grimly.

	

	"They're pushing their influence through the labyrinth."

	

	Ardyn looked back at the fading symbol on the ground.

	

	"And she's fighting back."

	

	Mira flipped to a new page on her parchment.

	

	"If she can show us what's happening inside, maybe we can help."

	

	Kael raised an eyebrow.

	

	"How?"

	

	She tapped the sketch of the convergence mark.

	

	"Symbols work both ways."

	

	Sereth considered that.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But only if the resonance matches."

	

	The healer's eyes brightened.

	

	"The protection circle we're drawing might already be doing that."

	

	Ardyn looked around the courtyard.

	

	Chalk symbols now covered several sections of stone around the barrier, each reinforced with small crystals placed carefully along the lines.

	

	"You think it's helping her?"

	

	Sereth nodded slowly.

	

	"It's stabilizing the outer field."

	

	Another surge of light flared inside the barrier.

	

	This time, the projection returned.

	

	The forest appeared again.

	

	The same clearing.

	

	The same twisted creature is stepping through the trees.

	

	But now the image was clearer.

	

	They could see him standing in front of the woman, blocking the creature's advance.

	

	Mira leaned closer to the glowing image.

	

	"Gods…"

	

	The creature's shape rippled unnaturally, its long limbs stretching as it moved.

	

	Even through the projection, its presence felt wrong.

	

	The healer whispered.

	

	"That's not a memory."

	

	"No," Sereth said.

	

	"It's something from the Gate."

	

	In the projection, the creature lunged forward.

	

	The woman stepped back.

	

	And he grabbed her arm, pulling her away from the attack.

	

	The image flickered violently.

	

	Then vanished again.

	

	Ardyn clenched his fists.

	

	"He's fighting it."

	

	"Yes," Sereth said quietly.

	

	"But the labyrinth wasn't designed for physical battles."

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"It means the longer the creature remains inside…"

	

	"…the more unstable the dream becomes," Kael finished.

	

	Another energy pulse shot across the courtyard stones.

	

	But this time the symbol wasn't clear.

	

	The lines tangled together chaotically before fading.

	

	The healer frowned.

	

	"That doesn't look like a message."

	

	Sereth's voice dropped lower.

	

	"It's not."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"A fracture."

	

	Mira looked alarmed.

	

	"In the labyrinth?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain's voice echoed faintly in the projection memory that still lingered in their minds.

	

	The creature had spoken about the Gate opening.

	

	And now the labyrinth itself was beginning to crack.

	

	Ardyn looked back at the barrier.

	

	"If the labyrinth breaks."

	

	"Then the Gate opens uncontrolled," Sereth said.

	

	"And whatever is on the other side crosses through."

	

	Silence followed that statement.

	

	Because everyone understood what it meant.

	

	This wasn't just about saving her anymore.

	

	It was about stopping something far worse from entering their world.

	

	The healer suddenly gasped.

	

	"Wait."

	

	She held up her instrument.

	

	The spinning crystal had slowed again.

	

	Not stopped.

	

	But slowed.

	

	Sereth noticed immediately.

	

	"What changed?"

	

	The healer studied the readings carefully.

	

	"The resonance inside the stasis is splitting."

	

	Mira blinked.

	

	"Splitting?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Into what?"

	

	The healer pointed toward the barrier.

	

	"Two consciousness signals."

	

	Ardyn's eyes widened.

	

	"One must be him."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the other is her."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"But that's not the strange part."

	

	"What is?"

	

	The healer hesitated.

	

	"There's a third signal forming."

	

	A chill ran through the courtyard.

	

	Kael spoke first.

	

	"The creature."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Mira swallowed.

	

	"So now there are three minds inside the labyrinth."

	

	"And the Gate is reacting to all of them," Sereth added.

	

	Another flash of energy spread across the courtyard stones.

	

	This one lingered longer.

	

	The lines formed a rough image again.

	

	But instead of a forest clearing 

	

	It showed a shattered landscape.

	

	Pieces of memory floating in darkness.

	

	Fragments of buildings.

	

	Fragments of sky.

	

	Fragments of moments.

	

	And in the center 

	

	The woman is standing alone.

	

	Ardyn stepped forward instinctively.

	

	"She's separated from him."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"The labyrinth is splitting them apart."

	

	The healer's voice trembled slightly.

	

	"If they lose each other there…"

	

	"…then the anchor can't guide her back," Mira finished.

	

	Another explosion shook the outer wall.

	

	A section of the gate cracked under the impact of the ram.

	

	Valric shouted desperately for reinforcements.

	

	But in the courtyard, no one moved.

	

	They were all staring at the barrier.

	

	Because the projection returned.

	

	This time, it is clearer than ever.

	

	The woman stood in the shattered dream landscape, turning slowly as pieces of memory drifted around her like broken glass.

	

	Her expression was confused.

	

	Lost.

	

	And then she looked directly toward the barrier.

	

	Toward them.

	

	Mira whispered.

	

	"She can see us."

	

	Sereth nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	And the next thing the woman did proved it.

	

	She reached forward.

	

	And wrote a single glowing word across the air of the projection.

	

	HELP.

	

	 


CHAPTER 11

	

	At first, there was only quiet.

	

	Not the kind of quiet that follows a storm or fills an empty room, but a deeper silence that feels endless, like standing at the bottom of a vast ocean where even time itself moves slowly.

	

	She drifted there without knowing how long she had been drifting.

	

	There was no sky above her. No ground beneath her feet. Only a dim silver haze stretched in every direction.

	

	Yet she did not feel afraid.

	

	Not at first.

	

	Because the silence carried fragments of something familiar.

	

	Voices.

	

	Laughter.

	

	The distant echo of footsteps running through tall grass.

	

	Memories.

	

	They floated past her like pieces of shattered glass, turning slowly in the endless mist. Each fragment carried a moment from her life, frozen exactly as it had once been.

	

	A childhood afternoon beside a river.

	

	The sound of wind through the manor's high towers.

	

	A training yard filled with clashing swords and shouted encouragement.

	

	Each memory hovered for a moment before drifting away into the fog.

	

	She watched them pass with quiet curiosity.

	

	For a long time, she did not question where she was.

	

	Or why she was alone.

	

	Because the dreamscape felt natural.

	

	Like a place she had always known but had forgotten until now.

	

	Eventually, the memories began to change.

	

	They stopped drifting randomly and began gathering around her.

	

	Scenes formed in the mist like reflections on water.

	

	She saw herself walking through the market square one summer afternoon, arguing about the price of apples with a merchant who pretended not to recognize her.

	

	The memory played out exactly as she remembered it.

	

	Her voice.

	

	His laugh.

	

	The moment she realized she had been overpaying for fruit for three years.

	

	She smiled faintly as the scene faded.

	

	Another form.

	

	This one from the training yard.

	

	She watched herself sparring against three soldiers at once while the captain shouted instructions from the edge of the field.

	

	She remembered the exhaustion in her arms.

	

	The thrill of winning anyway.

	

	But as the memory dissolved, something strange happened.

	

	The scene did not vanish completely.

	

	It shifted.

	

	The soldiers she had fought were suddenly wearing different armor.

	

	Black armor.

	

	Northern armor.

	

	The captain was standing beside Commander Valric, both of them watching the fight with serious expressions.

	

	The dream had changed the past.

	

	She frowned slightly.

	

	That wasn't how it happened.

	

	The image flickered again before dissolving.

	

	For the first time, unease stirred inside her.

	

	The mist thickened around her feet.

	

	More memories appeared.

	

	But now they were mixing with things she did not recognize.

	

	A battlefield she had never seen.

	

	Cities burning beneath a dark sky.

	

	Armies marching beneath banners she did not know.

	

	The visions were too vivid to be imagined.

	

	Too detailed to be random.

	

	They felt like something else.

	

	Possibilities.

	

	Futures.

	

	She stepped closer to one of the scenes forming in the mist.

	

	It showed the manor courtyard.

	

	But it was empty.

	

	The flowering tree had withered into black branches.

	

	The stone walls were cracked and broken.

	

	And the barrier that once surrounded her frozen body was gone.

	

	Instead, a tall figure stood in the center of the courtyard.

	

	Something enormous and shadowed loomed behind it, stretching upward like a living storm.

	

	She felt a sudden chill.

	

	That had never happened.

	

	Had it?

	

	The scene shattered suddenly.

	

	Fragments of light scattered through the mist.

	

	And a voice spoke.

	

	"You see the paths."

	

	She turned quickly.

	

	The mist behind her rippled.

	

	A figure stepped forward.

	

	Tall.

	

	Shifting.

	

	Its shape seemed almost human, yet never quite stable. Every movement caused its outline to ripple as if reality itself were uncertain how to define it.

	

	The creature she had seen earlier.

	

	The one that had entered the clearing.

	

	The one he had fought.

	

	Its voice echoed softly through the endless dreamscape.

	

	"You see the future."

	

	She stepped back instinctively.

	

	"You shouldn't be here."

	

	The creature tilted its head.

	

	"This place belongs to the Gate."

	

	"Not to you."

	

	Its smile stretched wider than any human expression.

	

	"You are the Gate."

	

	The words hung in the air.

	

	For a moment, she didn't know how to respond.

	

	Because something about that statement felt disturbingly true.

	

	The creature moved closer, its long limbs brushing the drifting fragments of memory.

	

	"You stand between worlds."

	

	The mist around them shifted again.

	

	New visions appeared.

	

	Cities collapsing beneath waves of shadow.

	

	Armies kneeling before towering figures made of living light.

	

	Mountains split open as storms poured from the sky.

	

	Each vision felt heavier than the last.

	

	"Choose," the creature whispered.

	

	"Choose what?"

	

	"The future."

	

	Her heart began to beat faster.

	

	"I don't understand."

	

	The creature gestured toward the swirling fragments.

	

	"Every Conduit must decide what the Gate becomes."

	

	"Conduit?"

	

	"You carry the path."

	

	The word echoed strangely inside her thoughts.

	

	Path.

	

	Gate.

	

	Bridge.

	

	Pieces of understanding drifted through her mind like faint sparks.

	

	Memories of old stories.

	

	Ancient texts she had once skimmed through in the manor library.

	

	Legends about beings who could open passages between worlds.

	

	But those had always been myths.

	

	Hadn't they?

	

	The creature stepped closer again.

	

	"Let the Gate open."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"So the world may change."

	

	Her eyes narrowed.

	

	"Change into what?"

	

	The creature did not answer.

	

	Instead, it reached toward one of the visions floating nearby.

	

	The image shifted.

	

	The battlefield she had seen earlier appeared again.

	

	But this time, the shadow towering above the courtyard stepped forward.

	

	Its form stretched like a living storm cloud, tendrils of darkness curling across the sky.

	

	Armies below it knelt in silent submission.

	

	"This is one path."

	

	She stared at the scene.

	

	The power radiating from the shadow was immense.

	

	Terrifying.

	

	And strangely tempting.

	

	The creature leaned closer.

	

	"The Gate brings strength."

	

	"Dominion."

	

	"Transformation."

	

	She shook her head slowly.

	

	"That's not the future."

	

	"It is power."

	

	"And destruction."

	

	The creature's smile faded slightly.

	

	"Destruction is merely another form of change."

	

	She turned away from the vision.

	

	"I'm not opening anything for you."

	

	The creature's voice grew colder.

	

	"You misunderstand."

	

	"This choice cannot be avoided."

	

	The mist trembled suddenly.

	

	A ripple passed through the dreamscape.

	

	Another presence had entered.

	

	The creature's head snapped toward the disturbance.

	

	"You feel it."

	

	She did too.

	

	Something familiar.

	

	Something steady.

	

	Something human.

	

	Footsteps echoed faintly through the mist.

	

	And then he emerged from the shifting dream fragments.

	

	His clothes were torn.

	

	His expression was determined.

	

	And relief washed across her face before she could stop it.

	

	"You found me."

	

	He stopped beside her, breathing hard.

	

	"It wasn't easy."

	

	The creature watched them silently.

	

	Two of its shifting faces appeared to be smiling.

	

	"Anchor."

	

	He didn't look at it.

	

	"Still ugly."

	

	The creature laughed softly.

	

	"You cannot stop the Gate."

	

	He glanced toward the visions floating around them.

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	"But we can choose how it opens."

	

	The creature stepped forward.

	

	"You think the Conduit will listen to you?"

	

	He looked at her.

	

	She held his gaze.

	

	And for the first time since entering the endless dreamscape, the silence no longer felt empty.

	

	Because she remembered something important.

	

	Trust.

	

	The creature's voice slithered through the air again.

	

	"The Gate responds to emotion."

	

	"Fear."

	

	"Anger."

	

	"Desire."

	

	Visions flared around them once more.

	

	Each one darker than the last.

	

	Wars.

	

	Catastrophes.

	

	Worlds are breaking open.

	

	"You cannot escape what you are."

	

	The dreamscape trembled violently.

	

	Cracks spread through the mist like fractures in glass.

	

	The labyrinth was weakening.

	

	And somewhere beyond the dream 

	

	The Gate was beginning to open.

	

	But she did not look at the visions anymore.

	

	She looked at him.

	

	And slowly 

	

	Her memories began to return.

	

	The first memory returned quietly.

	

	Not as a vision drifting through the mist, but as a feeling.

	

	Warm sunlight.

	

	The smell of rain on stone.

	

	The steady rhythm of footsteps beside her.

	

	She blinked slowly as the dreamscape rippled around them.

	

	For a moment, the endless silver haze faded, replaced by a familiar path running through tall grass. The path wound between low hills outside the manor walls, the same place where she used to ride when the days were too quiet, and the world felt too small.

	

	He noticed the shift immediately.

	

	"You remember this place."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Her voice sounded stronger than it had before.

	

	The mist above them formed a pale sky, and distant wind moved through the grass like waves rolling across water.

	

	But something else had changed.

	

	The fractured dream fragments floating around them began drifting toward the memory. Pieces of other moments settled into place, trees forming along the path, distant hills rising along the horizon.

	

	The labyrinth was rebuilding itself.

	

	The creature noticed too.

	

	Its shifting body stiffened slightly.

	

	"Memory strengthens the Conduit."

	

	He smirked faintly.

	

	"Good."

	

	The creature's many voices whispered together.

	

	"You delay the inevitable."

	

	He finally turned toward it.

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"But you're not getting the Gate today."

	

	The creature tilted its head.

	

	"The Gate does not belong to you."

	

	"No," he said.

	

	"It belongs to her."

	

	She watched the two of them carefully.

	

	The strange thing was how calm he seemed.

	

	Despite the collapsing dreamscape.

	

	Despite the creature that clearly didn't belong here.

	

	Despite the knowledge that something massive waited beyond the Gate.

	

	He stood like he always did during a storm.

	

	Steady.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	As if chaos were just another obstacle waiting to be pushed aside.

	

	The path beneath their feet trembled suddenly.

	

	A loud crack split the sky above the dreamscape.

	

	Fragments of memory shattered again, drifting upward like sparks from a fire.

	

	The creature smiled.

	

	"The Gate widens."

	

	The sky above them split open briefly.

	

	Through the crack, she saw something enormous moving beyond the light.

	

	A shape so vast it seemed to stretch across the horizon.

	

	The sight sent a chill through her chest.

	

	"That's what's coming through?"

	

	The creature answered softly.

	

	"If you allow it."

	

	He stepped closer to her.

	

	"Don't listen to it."

	

	"But you saw that thing."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And?"

	

	"And it doesn't get to decide our future."

	

	The creature laughed again.

	

	"You think the Gate is yours to command."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Worth trying."

	

	Another violent tremor rippled through the dreamscape.

	

	The peaceful hills around them began dissolving into mist again.

	

	New visions replaced them.

	

	Cities burning beneath storm-filled skies.

	

	Armies marching through shattered landscapes.

	

	Creatures of shadow emerging from glowing rifts in the air.

	

	Each vision lasted only seconds before collapsing.

	

	But each one carried the same message.

	

	If the Gate opened without control 

	

	The world would not survive it.

	

	She stared at the swirling chaos.

	

	"These are futures?"

	

	"Yes," the creature said.

	

	"Paths waiting to be chosen."

	

	He stepped beside her again.

	

	"Or paths waiting to be avoided."

	

	The creature's voice grew darker.

	

	"You cannot deny what you are."

	

	The mist thickened around them again.

	

	This time, forming another memory.

	

	The manor courtyard.

	

	The flowering tree.

	

	The stone fountain where soldiers often gathered after training.

	

	She recognized the moment immediately.

	

	It was the evening before everything changed.

	

	The sky had been filled with stars that night.

	

	The memory played around them like a living scene.

	

	She watched her past self standing near the fountain while he argued with the captain about something ridiculous involving broken practice swords.

	

	She remembered laughing.

	

	She remembered the quiet feeling that everything was finally settling into place.

	

	The creature stepped through the memory calmly.

	

	"You cling to small moments."

	

	"They matter," she said.

	

	"Not to the Gate."

	

	He folded his arms.

	

	"That's where you're wrong."

	

	The creature ignored him.

	

	Instead, it reached toward the memory again.

	

	The peaceful courtyard twisted suddenly.

	

	The sky darkened.

	

	The flowering tree burned black as shadows spread across the ground.

	

	The soldiers in the memory vanished.

	

	Replaced by figures wearing cult robes.

	

	The moment had been corrupted.

	

	She felt anger rise inside her.

	

	"That didn't happen."

	

	The creature smiled.

	

	"It could."

	

	She stepped forward.

	

	"And that's why you're here."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"To push the world toward that future."

	

	The creature's voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"The Gate responds to emotion."

	

	"Fear."

	

	"Rage."

	

	"Power."

	

	The corrupted courtyard flickered around them again.

	

	The burning tree.

	

	The kneeling soldiers.

	

	The enormous shadow rising above the walls.

	

	"You only need to choose."

	

	Her hands clenched at her sides.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"Don't let it guide you."

	

	"I know."

	

	But the visions kept appearing.

	

	War after war.

	

	Storm after storm.

	

	Every future is darker than the last.

	

	The creature spoke again.

	

	"You see the truth now."

	

	"No," she said quietly.

	

	"I see what you want."

	

	The creature's smile vanished completely.

	

	"And what do you want?"

	

	She looked at him.

	

	He didn't speak.

	

	But he didn't need to.

	

	Because another memory appeared.

	

	One she hadn't seen yet.

	

	The training field behind the manor.

	

	A younger version of herself stood there holding a sword far too large for her.

	

	The captain stood behind her, shouting instructions while he watched from the sidelines, trying not to laugh.

	

	She remembered the moment clearly.

	

	She had been frustrated.

	

	Angry.

	

	She would never be strong enough.

	

	The memory version of him had stepped forward and taken the sword gently from her hands.

	

	Then he handed it back.

	

	"You're holding it wrong," he said.

	

	She watched the scene carefully.

	

	The creature moved closer.

	

	"This memory means nothing."

	

	"It means everything," she replied.

	

	The memory shifted slightly.

	

	This time, she heard the rest of the conversation.

	

	"You're holding it wrong," he had said.

	

	"How?"

	

	"You're fighting the sword."

	

	"That's the point."

	

	"No," he laughed.

	

	"The point is learning how to work with it."

	

	The dreamscape trembled again.

	

	But this time, the cracks in the sky began sealing themselves.

	

	The creature hissed.

	

	"You resist the Gate."

	

	"No."

	

	She stepped forward.

	

	"I'm learning how to hold it."

	

	The creature lunged suddenly.

	

	Its long arm shot forward through the collapsing memory.

	

	He moved instantly, pulling her backward.

	

	The creature's strike tore through the dreamscape instead of hitting them.

	

	The ground shattered into floating fragments again.

	

	But something was different now.

	

	The fragments didn't drift randomly anymore.

	

	They began circling her.

	

	Memories.

	

	Moments.

	

	Pieces of her life are returning to their rightful place.

	

	The creature's many faces twisted in anger.

	

	"You cannot control this."

	

	"Maybe not," she said.

	

	"But I can choose what it becomes."

	

	Another violent crack split the sky above them.

	

	The Gate was opening wider.

	

	The enormous shape beyond the light moved again.

	

	Closer.

	

	The dreamscape shook violently.

	

	He grabbed her arm.

	

	"We need to end this soon."

	

	"How?"

	

	"Remember who you are."

	

	The creature roared in fury.

	

	"You are the Gate!"

	

	"Yes," she said.

	

	The memories swirling around her brightened suddenly.

	

	The manor courtyard.

	

	The training field.

	

	The quiet forest path.

	

	Every moment, forming a shield of light around them.

	

	"I am."

	

	The creature hesitated for the first time.

	

	And somewhere far beyond the dream 

	

	The barrier around her frozen body flared brighter than ever before.

	

	 


CHAPTER 12

	

	At first, the echoes were barely noticeable.

	

	They slipped into the dreamscape like distant sounds carried by wind too soft to identify, too faint to understand.

	

	But they were there.

	

	She felt them before she heard them.

	

	A warmth moving through the fragments of memory.

	

	A steady presence beneath the chaos of the labyrinth.

	

	The dreamscape around them was still unstable. Pieces of her life floated through the silver mist like broken constellations, training fields, quiet halls, starlit nights, battles she barely remembered surviving.

	

	But between those memories, something else had begun to appear.

	

	Moments that were not hers alone.

	

	He noticed it too.

	

	Standing beside her in the fractured clearing, he watched a new memory form in the air like a reflection across water.

	

	The manor courtyard.

	

	Not the corrupted version the creature had twisted earlier.

	

	The real one.

	

	Evening light spilled across the stone walls, and soldiers rested near the fountain after a long day of training.

	

	She saw herself sitting on the fountain's edge, swinging her boots lazily above the water.

	

	And she saw him standing nearby, pretending not to watch her while the captain complained about something completely unimportant.

	

	The memory lingered longer than the others.

	

	Almost as if it didn't want to disappear.

	

	She tilted her head slightly.

	

	"That wasn't one of the fragments from before."

	

	"No," he said quietly.

	

	"I think that one came from me."

	

	The mist shifted softly around them.

	

	Another memory followed.

	

	This time, it was a small library room inside the manor tower.

	

	She recognized the moment instantly.

	

	She had been reading an ancient text about old magical myths, convinced she had discovered something fascinating.

	

	He had fallen asleep in the chair across from her halfway through the explanation.

	

	She remembered throwing a book at him.

	

	The dream version of him caught it without even opening his eyes.

	

	"You were talking for three hours," he had said.

	

	"That was the interesting part."

	

	"Then I look forward to the summary."

	

	The memory faded slowly.

	

	But the warmth it left behind did not vanish.

	

	She looked at him.

	

	"You remember that."

	

	"Of course."

	

	"You were asleep."

	

	"I can sleep and listen at the same time."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	The creature did not.

	

	It stood several paces away, its shape shifting uneasily as the dreamscape stabilized around them.

	

	"Emotions strengthen the Conduit," it said coldly.

	

	"Good," he replied.

	

	The creature's many eyes narrowed.

	

	"You delay the Gate."

	

	"Still the plan."

	

	Another tremor rippled through the labyrinth.

	

	The crack in the sky above them widened slightly, revealing another glimpse of the immense shape moving beyond the light.

	

	Its presence felt heavier now.

	

	Closer.

	

	But the dreamscape itself was changing too.

	

	The floating fragments of memory began organizing themselves.

	

	Moments that had once drifted randomly now formed pathways through the mist.

	

	Scenes from her life lined those paths like lanterns.

	

	Childhood laughter.

	

	Training battles.

	

	Quiet nights beside the manor fire.

	

	Each one was glowing brighter than before.

	

	She stared at them, confused.

	

	"This wasn't happening earlier."

	

	"No," he said.

	

	"But something's different now."

	

	"What?"

	

	"You're remembering."

	

	The creature moved closer.

	

	"Memory does not stop destiny."

	

	She ignored it.

	

	Instead, she stepped toward one of the glowing fragments.

	

	The moment formed fully as she approached.

	

	It showed the edge of the valley beyond the manor walls.

	

	The two of them stood on a rocky hill while the sun sank behind the distant mountains.

	

	The wind had been strong that evening.

	

	She remembered how cold it had been.

	

	But she also remembered why they had gone there.

	

	"You dragged me up this hill," he said.

	

	"You said the view would be worth it."

	

	"And it was."

	

	She watched the memory carefully.

	

	In the scene, the younger version of him stood quietly beside her while she looked out across the valley.

	

	Neither of them spoke for a long time.

	

	Eventually, he had broken the silence.

	

	"You know things won't stay peaceful forever."

	

	"I know."

	

	"And when the fighting comes back…"

	

	She shrugged.

	

	"Then we deal with it."

	

	"You always say that."

	

	"It usually works."

	

	The memory paused.

	

	Frozen at that moment.

	

	She turned slowly toward him.

	

	"You were worried."

	

	"I still am."

	

	The creature stepped between them.

	

	"You mistake sentiment for strength."

	

	He rolled his eyes.

	

	"You're really bad at reading people."

	

	The creature's voice grew sharper.

	

	"Love is weakness."

	

	The word echoed through the dreamscape.

	

	Several of the memory fragments flickered slightly.

	

	But they did not disappear.

	

	She stepped forward calmly.

	

	"No."

	

	The creature turned toward her.

	

	"Do you believe otherwise?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She gestured toward the memories surrounding them.

	

	"Because none of this would exist without it."

	

	The creature's shifting body grew darker.

	

	"Emotion clouds judgment."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"But it also reminds us why we fight."

	

	The creature's voice deepened.

	

	"The Gate feeds on emotion."

	

	"Then it should listen carefully," she said.

	

	Another memory appeared.

	

	This one is unexpected.

	

	It showed the manor courtyard during a heavy storm.

	

	Rain poured across the stones.

	

	She remembered the moment clearly.

	

	She had been furious about something, an argument with the captain about strategy, if she remembered correctly.

	

	She had stormed into the courtyard, determined to cool off.

	

	He had followed.

	

	"You're going to catch your death out here," he had said.

	

	"Good."

	

	"That's not the usual goal."

	

	She had turned on him.

	

	"You didn't say anything during the meeting."

	

	"Because you didn't need help winning the argument."

	

	"That's not the point."

	

	"I know."

	

	The memory version of him had stepped closer.

	

	"Sometimes the best support is letting someone fight their own battle."

	

	The memory froze there.

	

	She looked at him again.

	

	"You always did that."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Let me stand on my own."

	

	"You didn't need someone standing in front of you."

	

	The creature's voice cut through the moment.

	

	"And yet here you are."

	

	Its long arm stretched toward the crack in the sky.

	

	"The Gate opens."

	

	The light above them flared brighter.

	

	For a moment, the enormous shape beyond it became clearer.

	

	Something ancient.

	

	Something vast.

	

	A presence that seemed to stretch across the boundaries of the dream itself.

	

	The creature smiled.

	

	"Your world will change."

	

	He stepped forward slightly.

	

	"Still not impressed."

	

	The creature turned toward him.

	

	"You believe you can guide the Conduit."

	

	"No."

	

	"Then why remain?"

	

	He looked at her.

	

	"Because she's not alone."

	

	The creature's expression twisted.

	

	"You anchor her."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	He shrugged slightly.

	

	"Because someone has to."

	

	The creature's many voices whispered together.

	

	"Devotion."

	

	"Attachment."

	

	"Obsession."

	

	"Call it whatever you want."

	

	Another echo passed through the dreamscape.

	

	But this time it was not a memory.

	

	It was a feeling.

	

	Warm.

	

	Steady.

	

	Familiar.

	

	She felt it first.

	

	Like a heartbeat beneath the silence.

	

	Then she heard it.

	

	A voice.

	

	Faint.

	

	Distant.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	Her own name.

	

	The sound drifted through the labyrinth like wind across water.

	

	She looked around.

	

	"Did you hear that?"

	

	He nodded slowly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The creature hissed.

	

	"Outside interference."

	

	The voice came again.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	Not from him.

	

	Not from the creature.

	

	From somewhere beyond the dream.

	

	Beyond the mist.

	

	Beyond the Gate.

	

	She felt the connection instantly.

	

	The courtyard.

	

	The barrier.

	

	The people are fighting to protect her body.

	

	Their presence echoed through the labyrinth like distant stars.

	

	"They're trying to reach me," she whispered.

	

	The creature's voice sharpened.

	

	"They cannot."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because the Gate belongs to the Conduit."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"Exactly."

	

	Another echo followed.

	

	This one is clearer.

	

	Not words.

	

	But emotion.

	

	Hope.

	

	Determination.

	

	Refusal.

	

	The echoes of someone who would not stop fighting for her.

	

	He saw the realization in her eyes.

	

	"You feel it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	She looked at him.

	

	"The reason I'm still here."

	

	The dreamscape brightened around them.

	

	Memories flared like lanterns across the mist.

	

	And for the first time since the labyrinth had formed 

	

	The Gate itself began to hesitate.

	

	The hesitation in the Gate did not last long.

	

	But for a brief moment, the entire dreamscape held its breath.

	

	The crack in the sky flickered, the light inside it pulsing unevenly as if something on the other side had suddenly encountered resistance.

	

	The creature noticed immediately.

	

	It's shifting form still, every face turning upward toward the fracture in the heavens.

	

	"That should not happen," it said quietly.

	

	She felt the change too.

	

	The pressure that had been building inside the dream for what felt like forever suddenly loosened, like a door that had been forced shut beginning to push open from the inside.

	

	Another echo drifted through the mist.

	

	Her name again.

	

	Soft.

	

	Desperate.

	

	Alive.

	

	She turned slowly.

	

	"That's him."

	

	The words left her lips without hesitation.

	

	The creature's eyes narrowed.

	

	"The mortal."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Its many voices whispered together, layered with irritation.

	

	"He cannot reach you here."

	

	"But he is."

	

	Another pulse spread through the dreamscape.

	

	This one is stronger.

	

	The mist rippled outward in waves, and several drifting memory fragments snapped into place like pieces of a puzzle reconnecting.

	

	The training yard appeared again.

	

	The old oak tree beside the manor gates.

	

	The quiet tower balcony where she used to watch the sunrise after sleepless nights.

	

	Each memory glowed brighter than before.

	

	He noticed the change immediately.

	

	"They're stabilizing."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She placed a hand against her chest.

	

	"Because he's still trying."

	

	The creature stepped closer.

	

	"You misunderstand the nature of this place."

	

	"No," she said calmly.

	

	"I think I'm finally understanding it."

	

	Another echo followed.

	

	This time it wasn't just a feeling.

	

	It was a voice breaking through the silence.

	

	Faint, but unmistakable.

	

	"Come back."

	

	The words drifted across the dream like a distant bell.

	

	She closed her eyes briefly.

	

	The sound carried something stronger than magic.

	

	Something the Gate itself could not easily twist.

	

	Love.

	

	The creature's expression darkened.

	

	"Attachment weakens the Conduit."

	

	She laughed quietly.

	

	"That's the third time you've said that."

	

	"And it remains true."

	

	He folded his arms.

	

	"If it were true, we wouldn't still be standing here."

	

	The creature ignored him.

	

	Instead, it extended one long arm toward the crack in the sky again.

	

	The light inside the Gate flared violently.

	

	The enormous shape beyond it shifted.

	

	Closer now.

	

	Its outline stretches across the sky like a storm swallowing the horizon.

	

	The dreamscape trembled.

	

	Fragments of memory shook violently.

	

	"You delay the inevitable," the creature said.

	

	She stepped forward.

	

	"No."

	

	"You cannot hold the Gate forever."

	

	"I don't have to."

	

	Another echo cut through the mist.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	Her name again.

	

	Followed by something new.

	

	A promise.

	

	"I'm not leaving you."

	

	The words echoed across the dreamscape like thunder.

	

	The creature hissed.

	

	"You see how the mortal chains you."

	

	She looked straight at it.

	

	"He's not chaining me."

	

	"Then what is he doing?"

	

	She gestured toward the glowing memories surrounding them.

	

	"He's reminding me who I am."

	

	The creature's many eyes narrowed.

	

	"You are the Gate."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And Gates open."

	

	"Only when someone chooses to walk through them."

	

	The creature's voice grew colder.

	

	"You believe you control the threshold."

	

	She didn't answer.

	

	Instead, she walked toward another memory fragment drifting nearby.

	

	The moment formed as she approached.

	

	A quiet night in the manor library.

	

	The fire crackled softly in the hearth while she sat surrounded by books and scattered parchment.

	

	He stood across the room staring at a map he clearly didn't understand.

	

	"You're reading again," he had said.

	

	"I'm researching."

	

	"That's what reading looks like now?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How many hours?"

	

	"Six."

	

	"You forgot to eat."

	

	She remembered the moment clearly.

	

	She had waved him away without looking up.

	

	"I'm busy."

	

	"You're stubborn."

	

	"Correct."

	

	The memory version of him had sighed before disappearing briefly.

	

	He returned moments later carrying a tray with bread, fruit, and a small bowl of stew.

	

	"You're going to eat this."

	

	"Later."

	

	"Now."

	

	The memory froze.

	

	She turned toward the real version standing beside her.

	

	"You forced me to eat."

	

	"You needed it."

	

	"You do realize I was perfectly capable of feeding myself."

	

	"Eventually."

	

	The creature stepped forward again.

	

	"You cling to trivial moments."

	

	She looked back at the memory.

	

	"It wasn't trivial."

	

	The creature tilted its head.

	

	"How so?"

	

	"Because it mattered."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She met its many eyes calmly.

	

	"Because someone cared enough to stay."

	

	The creature's voice sharpened.

	

	"Care changes nothing."

	

	"Actually," she said quietly, "it changes everything."

	

	Another echo burst through the dreamscape.

	

	This time, it arrived with force.

	

	A surge of emotion powerful enough to shake the labyrinth.

	

	Pain.

	

	Determination.

	

	Refusal.

	

	The echo came from outside again.

	

	From the real world.

	

	From the man who still refused to leave her side.

	

	The creature recoiled slightly.

	

	"That should not be possible."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"You keep saying that."

	

	The dreamscape brightened suddenly.

	

	More memories began forming around them.

	

	Dozens.

	

	Hundreds.

	

	Moments of laughter.

	

	Arguments that ended in smiles.

	

	Long rides across open fields.

	

	Quiet evenings beside the fire.

	

	Every memory connected to him glowed brighter than the rest.

	

	He stared at the growing constellation of moments.

	

	"I didn't realize we had this many."

	

	"You talk too much," she said.

	

	"You listen too much."

	

	The creature's shape twisted angrily.

	

	"You allow the mortal to influence the Gate."

	

	"He's not influencing it."

	

	"Then what is he doing?"

	

	She looked toward the sky.

	

	The crack above them flickered again.

	

	For the first time since the dreamscape formed, the Gate looked unstable.

	

	"He's reminding me what I'm protecting."

	

	Another tremor shook the labyrinth.

	

	The enormous shape beyond the Gate pushed closer to the threshold.

	

	Its shadow stretched across the sky.

	

	The creature turned toward it.

	

	"You must open the Gate fully."

	

	"No."

	

	"You cannot resist forever."

	

	"I don't need forever."

	

	The creature's many voices spoke together.

	

	"Then what do you need?"

	

	She glanced at him.

	

	Then, there are the glowing memories surrounding them.

	

	Then, at the distant echoes still pushing through the silence.

	

	"Time."

	

	The creature laughed harshly.

	

	"Time is the one thing you do not possess."

	

	Another echo arrived.

	

	Stronger than the others.

	

	Not a voice.

	

	A feeling.

	

	The warmth of a hand holding hers.

	

	The steady rhythm of someone refusing to let go.

	

	She felt it clearly now.

	

	Beyond the dream.

	

	Beyond the Gate.

	

	His hand was still wrapped around hers in the real world.

	

	Still waiting.

	

	Still believing she would return.

	

	The realization sent a wave of strength through the dreamscape.

	

	The memories flared brighter.

	

	The mist retreated.

	

	The labyrinth stabilized.

	

	The creature stepped backward.

	

	"You strengthen the Conduit."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You risk awakening the Gate."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	The creature's eyes flashed.

	

	"Then why continue?"

	

	She stepped forward slowly.

	

	"Because if the Gate belongs to me…"

	

	The crack in the sky pulsed again.

	

	Light spilling through it like dawn breaking across a battlefield.

	

	"…then I decide how it opens."

	

	The creature's voices turned cold.

	

	"You are not ready for that power."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	Another echo passed through the dream.

	

	This one is quieter.

	

	But filled with the same unbreakable promise.

	

	"I'll wait as long as it takes."

	

	She looked toward the horizon of the labyrinth.

	

	Toward the distant glow where the Gate hung in the sky.

	

	Toward the shape waiting beyond it.

	

	Then she whispered.

	

	"Not forever."

	

	And somewhere beyond the dream 

	

	The barrier surrounding her silent body pulsed again.

	

	Stronger than it had been since the day time stopped.

	

	 


CHAPTER 13

	

	The first sign that something had changed came long before anyone understood what it meant.

	

	It began with the light.

	

	At the center of the chamber where her body rested, the barrier surrounding her had always glowed faintly, softly, steadily, and almost peacefully. The healers had described it as a magical shell, a form of protective stasis that kept her body untouched by time.

	

	For months, it had remained the same.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	Silent.

	

	Untouchable.

	

	But now the glow had begun to pulse.

	

	At first, it was so subtle that only the closest watchers noticed it. A faint ripple across the surface, like wind moving across still water.

	

	Then it happened again.

	

	And again.

	

	Standing beside the stone platform where she lay, he noticed immediately.

	

	His fingers were still wrapped around her hand, just as they had been nearly every day since the moment she had fallen into stasis. He had learned the rhythm of the barrier, the quiet hum it produced, the way the air inside the chamber always felt slightly warmer than the corridors outside.

	

	This was different.

	

	The light pulsed once more.

	

	He straightened slowly.

	

	"You saw that," he said.

	

	Across the chamber, the old mystic turned sharply.

	

	The woman had spent the past three days studying the barrier's strange fluctuations. Ancient texts and scrolls were spread across a wide stone table behind her, some so fragile they looked as though they might crumble if touched.

	

	"Yes," she said quietly.

	

	Her voice carried a mixture of awe and unease.

	

	"I saw it."

	

	Another pulse ran across the barrier.

	

	The glow brightened briefly before settling back into its usual calm.

	

	The captain, standing guard near the door, frowned.

	

	"That wasn't there yesterday."

	

	"No," the mystic said.

	

	"It wasn't."

	

	She stepped closer to the barrier, studying the surface carefully.

	

	The air around it shimmered faintly.

	

	Magic.

	

	But not the type they had been studying.

	

	This felt older.

	

	Deeper.

	

	Like something waking up after centuries of silence.

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"Is this good or bad?"

	

	The mystic did not answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she reached toward the barrier slowly.

	

	Her fingers stopped just short of the glowing surface.

	

	The moment her hand hovered close to the light 

	

	The barrier reacted.

	

	A bright flare erupted outward.

	

	The mystic staggered back as a surge of energy rippled through the chamber like a sudden storm.

	

	The captain swore under his breath.

	

	"What was that?"

	

	The mystic steadied herself against the stone table.

	

	Her expression had changed.

	

	Fear.

	

	Not the cautious fear of uncertainty.

	

	But the kind that came from recognition.

	

	"That…" she whispered.

	

	"…was not stasis."

	

	He looked at her sharply.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	She walked back toward the scattered scrolls and began flipping through them with trembling hands.

	

	"For months, we believed the barrier was preserving her body."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That assumption may have been wrong."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"If it's not preservation, then what is it?"

	

	The mystic pulled one of the oldest scrolls from the table.

	

	The parchment was brittle, and the ink had faded almost beyond reading.

	

	Yet the symbols across the page were unmistakable.

	

	Ancient runes.

	

	Symbols belonging to a time long before their kingdoms had existed.

	

	She placed the scroll carefully on the table.

	

	"You asked earlier if this was good or bad."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She looked up slowly.

	

	"I don't know."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"What does the scroll say?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	Then she read the first line aloud.

	

	"When the Conduit awakens, the Gate between worlds will open."

	

	The captain's expression hardened.

	

	"That sounds like trouble."

	

	The mystic continued reading.

	

	"The power of the Conduit is older than empires. Older than the gods who claim dominion over the heavens."

	

	The room fell silent.

	

	Even the steady hum of the barrier seemed quieter now.

	

	He spoke first.

	

	"You're saying she has this power."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the stasis…"

	

	"…is not a prison."

	

	Another pulse rolled through the barrier.

	

	Brighter this time.

	

	The mystic finished the sentence softly.

	

	"It's a transformation."

	

	The captain took a slow breath.

	

	"That's worse."

	

	"Much worse."

	

	He turned toward the glowing barrier again.

	

	Her body still lay peacefully within the light.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	Unchanged.

	

	But the energy surrounding her had grown stronger.

	

	More alive.

	

	"What kind of power does this scroll describe?" he asked.

	

	The mystic flipped further through the text.

	

	Her fingers traced several symbols across the page.

	

	"These records were written during the earliest wars of magic."

	

	"Before the kingdoms."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"When the world was still learning what power could do."

	

	She stopped at another passage.

	

	"The Conduit is described as a living gateway."

	

	"Where?"

	

	She looked at him carefully.

	

	"Everywhere."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"That's not helpful."

	

	"It's accurate."

	

	She pointed to the next line.

	

	"The Conduit does not draw power from the world. The world draws power through the Conduit."

	

	The words settled over the room like a growing storm.

	

	He stared at the glowing barrier again.

	

	"You're saying she's not just connected to this power."

	

	"No."

	

	"She is the connection."

	

	Another pulse burst outward.

	

	This one is stronger than before.

	

	The chamber walls trembled faintly.

	

	Dust drifted from the ceiling.

	

	The captain stepped closer to the platform.

	

	"That doesn't explain why it happened."

	

	The mystic turned another fragile page.

	

	"Actually…"

	

	Her voice lowered.

	

	"…it might."

	

	The passage she had found was shorter than the others.

	

	But the words carried a weight that made her hands tremble slightly as she read them.

	

	"The Conduit awakens when two forces collide: power and devotion."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	She met his eyes.

	

	"The Conduit cannot open on its own."

	

	"So something triggered it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What?"

	

	The mystic hesitated.

	

	Then she glanced toward the barrier.

	

	Toward the unmoving figure resting inside.

	

	"Emotion."

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"You're telling me feelings caused this?"

	

	"Not just feelings."

	

	She tapped the scroll again.

	

	"Something stronger."

	

	"Like what?"

	

	She read the final line.

	

	"The Gate responds only to those who would tear the world apart to save another."

	

	The room fell completely silent.

	

	Slowly, every pair of eyes in the chamber turned toward him.

	

	He noticed.

	

	"Why are you all looking at me like that?"

	

	The captain rubbed his temple.

	

	"Because that sounds exactly like something you would do."

	

	He opened his mouth to argue.

	

	Then stopped.

	

	The memory of that day surged back like a blade through his chest.

	

	The battle.

	

	The explosion of power.

	

	The moment she collapsed.

	

	And the moment he had reached her.

	

	The mystic watched his expression carefully.

	

	"You were with her when the stasis began."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What happened?"

	

	He hesitated.

	

	The memory still felt unreal.

	

	Like something that had happened in a dream.

	

	"There was a surge of magic," he said slowly.

	

	"Dark magic."

	

	"The cult?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They were trying to capture her."

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"They had something with them."

	

	"What?"

	

	"A relic."

	

	The mystic's eyes widened.

	

	"What kind?"

	

	"I don't know."

	

	"But when it activated…"

	

	He looked toward the glowing barrier again.

	

	"…everything exploded."

	

	The mystic turned back to the scroll.

	

	Her voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"Then the relic may have triggered the Conduit."

	

	"And she absorbed it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain crossed his arms.

	

	"So now she's a walking doorway to… something."

	

	The mystic corrected him softly.

	

	"Not walking."

	

	He stared at the barrier.

	

	"And that's the problem."

	

	Another pulse rolled through the chamber.

	

	This time, the light expanded far enough to brush against the stone floor.

	

	The air filled with a low humming sound.

	

	The mystic stepped backward.

	

	"The power is increasing."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She stared at the scroll again.

	

	Because the final lines of the text described something even more troubling.

	

	"Once awakened, the Gate cannot remain closed forever."

	

	The captain groaned.

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"No."

	

	The mystic closed the scroll slowly.

	

	"The gods feared this power."

	

	He looked up.

	

	"Why?"

	

	Her answer came quietly.

	

	"Because the Conduit does not answer to them."

	

	Another pulse spread through the barrier.

	

	Stronger.

	

	Brighter.

	

	And far beyond the walls of the chamber 

	

	Something ancient stirred in the darkness beyond the world.

	

	The next pulse shook more than the chamber.

	

	It rippled through the entire fortress.

	

	Stone trembled beneath the soldiers' boots in the outer halls. Torches along the corridor walls flickered violently, their flames bending as if caught in a sudden gust of wind that no one could feel.

	

	Down in the lower courtyard, two guards paused mid-conversation as the ground hummed beneath them.

	

	"You feel that?" one of them asked.

	

	The other nodded slowly.

	

	"That's the third time tonight."

	

	Neither of them knew the truth.

	

	But everyone in the fortress could feel it.

	

	Something was waking.

	

	Inside the chamber, the air had grown thick with energy.

	

	The barrier surrounding her body now glowed brighter than it had at any point since the stasis began. The surface of the light shifted constantly, rippling like liquid glass.

	

	He hadn't moved from her side.

	

	But now he stood instead of kneeling, watching the barrier carefully.

	

	Another pulse spread outward.

	

	The light surged.

	

	The mystic staggered slightly as the wave of magic swept through the room.

	

	"It's accelerating," she said.

	

	The captain cursed under his breath.

	

	"That's not the direction we want."

	

	She shook her head slowly.

	

	"No… but it may be unavoidable."

	

	He turned toward her.

	

	"You said this thing, this Conduit opens a Gate."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And Gates goes somewhere."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then where does this one lead?"

	

	The mystic didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she walked toward another table where several ancient maps had been spread out earlier that day.

	

	But these were not ordinary maps.

	

	They did not show roads or rivers.

	

	They showed layers of the world.

	

	The physical realm.

	

	The spiritual realm.

	

	The ancient domains of magic that scholars had argued about for centuries.

	

	She pointed to the center of one of the diagrams.

	

	"The Conduit is not a doorway between places."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"Then what is it?"

	

	She tapped the parchment.

	

	"It's a doorway between states of existence."

	

	The captain leaned over her shoulder.

	

	"That sounds worse."

	

	"It probably is."

	

	She traced a finger across the different circles drawn on the map.

	

	"Most magic draws power from one layer of the world."

	

	"The elemental plane."

	

	"The spirit realm."

	

	"The ancient energy fields beneath the earth."

	

	"But the Conduit…"

	

	Her finger stopped in the center.

	

	"…connects them all."

	

	He stared at the diagram.

	

	"So if the Gate opens…"

	

	"The barriers between those realms weaken."

	

	"And things can cross over."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain muttered something that sounded very close to a prayer.

	

	Another pulse surged through the chamber.

	

	This one is stronger.

	

	The barrier flashed blindingly bright for a moment.

	

	The stone platform beneath her cracked slightly.

	

	Everyone froze.

	

	The captain's hand moved instantly to the sword at his side.

	

	"That doesn't look stable."

	

	The mystic agreed.

	

	"No."

	

	"But it also means something else."

	

	"What?"

	

	She looked toward him.

	

	"Her power is responding to something."

	

	He understood immediately.

	

	"Me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain glanced between them.

	

	"You're telling me the magical gateway to unknown dimensions reacts to him?"

	

	The mystic gave a small nod.

	

	"Emotion strengthens the Conduit."

	

	He sighed.

	

	"That again."

	

	She gestured toward the glowing barrier.

	

	"The connection between you two is acting like an anchor."

	

	"An anchor to what?"

	

	"To her."

	

	Another pulse.

	

	This time, the barrier flared so brightly that everyone in the chamber had to shield their eyes.

	

	When the light faded 

	

	The air had changed.

	

	The hum of energy was louder now.

	

	Almost like a heartbeat echoing through the room.

	

	The captain looked toward the mystic.

	

	"Please tell me that's normal."

	

	"It's not."

	

	He turned back to her body.

	

	For the first time since the stasis began 

	

	Her fingers twitched.

	

	It was subtle.

	

	So small that someone across the room might have missed it.

	

	But he saw it.

	

	His breath caught.

	

	"Did you "

	

	"I saw it," the mystic whispered.

	

	The captain stepped closer to the platform.

	

	"You're sure?"

	

	Before anyone could answer 

	

	Another pulse struck.

	

	Stronger.

	

	The barrier expanded outward in a brilliant wave of light.

	

	The room was filled with wind that had not existed a second earlier.

	

	Scrolls flew from the tables.

	

	Torches sputtered violently.

	

	And then 

	

	The barrier changed shape.

	

	It no longer looked like a simple shell of light.

	

	The surface stretched upward, forming swirling arcs of energy that reached toward the ceiling.

	

	The mystic's voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"The Gate…"

	

	The captain stared at the growing vortex of light.

	

	"…is opening."

	

	Far away from the fortress walls, the world felt it too.

	

	Deep within the forests north of the valley, a group of mystics performing an ancient ritual suddenly stopped mid-chant.

	

	The runes carved into the stone floor beneath them began glowing bright blue.

	

	One of the elders looked up sharply.

	

	"That energy…"

	

	Another mystic whispered.

	

	"It can't be."

	

	But it was.

	

	The ancient force they had spent their lives studying had finally awakened.

	

	And it was closer than any of them realized.

	

	Back in the chamber, the swirling light above the platform continued expanding.

	

	But it wasn't chaotic.

	

	It was structured.

	

	Spinning.

	

	Organizing itself into something deliberate.

	

	A gateway.

	

	The mystic stared upward, awe replacing the fear in her eyes.

	

	"I've only seen drawings of this."

	

	The captain looked unimpressed.

	

	"Drawings never collapse buildings."

	

	"True."

	

	Another pulse rolled outward.

	

	The swirling energy stabilized slightly.

	

	He stood beside the platform, still holding her hand.

	

	And then 

	

	He heard it.

	

	A whisper.

	

	Not in the chamber.

	

	But inside his mind.

	

	Faint.

	

	Distant.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	His eyes widened.

	

	"She's there."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"What?"

	

	"She's still there."

	

	The mystic turned toward him.

	

	"You can hear her?"

	

	"Not clearly."

	

	"But I know it's her."

	

	The swirling Gate above the platform brightened again.

	

	The mystic studied the phenomenon carefully.

	

	"This confirms the texts."

	

	"What texts?"

	

	She spoke slowly.

	

	"The Conduit doesn't open randomly."

	

	"It opens with purpose."

	

	"Purpose for what?"

	

	She pointed upward.

	

	"For whatever lies beyond."

	

	Another flash of light erupted from the Gate.

	

	This time, something appeared inside the swirling energy.

	

	Not a creature.

	

	Not a shadow.

	

	A landscape.

	

	A brief glimpse of somewhere else.

	

	Rolling skies filled with silver clouds.

	

	Mountains made of glowing crystal.

	

	A world that clearly did not belong to them.

	

	The vision lasted only a second.

	

	Then it vanished.

	

	The captain stared at the fading light.

	

	"Did anyone else see that?"

	

	"Yes," the mystic said quietly.

	

	"What was it?"

	

	She looked back toward the scrolls scattered across the table.

	

	"There's only one place the Conduit is said to reach first."

	

	"Where?"

	

	Her answer carried the weight of ancient legends.

	

	"The origin realm of magic itself."

	

	Another pulse surged outward.

	

	And this time 

	

	The Gate did not shrink back afterward.

	

	It stayed open.

	

	 


CHAPTER 14

	

	The moment the Gate held itself open, the entire fortress seemed to fall into a tense, fragile silence.

	

	No one spoke.

	

	No one moved.

	

	Above the stone platform, the vortex of light continued to rotate slowly, its glow casting shifting shadows across the chamber walls. The swirling energy no longer looked unstable. Instead, it had settled into a deliberate rhythm, like a massive heart beating somewhere beyond the veil of reality.

	

	He stood closest to it.

	

	Still holding her hand.

	

	Still refusing to step away.

	

	The captain remained near the chamber door, staring upward with an expression that suggested he was trying to decide whether drawing his sword would somehow help against a tear in reality.

	

	The mystic, however, had already returned to the ancient scrolls scattered across the table.

	

	Her movements had become urgent.

	

	Focused.

	

	Almost frantic.

	

	She had stopped looking at the Gate entirely.

	

	Instead, she searched.

	

	Page after page.

	

	Symbol after symbol.

	

	Because the moment the Gate stabilized, something else had occurred, something far more important than the energy filling the chamber.

	

	A symbol had appeared inside the vortex.

	

	A faint marking etched into the light itself.

	

	Most people in the room had not noticed it.

	

	But the mystic had.

	

	And now her hands trembled as she flipped through centuries-old records trying to find it again.

	

	"Where is it…" she muttered under her breath.

	

	He glanced toward her.

	

	"What are you looking for?"

	

	She didn't answer immediately.

	

	Another scroll unfurled across the table with a dry crackle.

	

	Dust rose into the air.

	

	The captain shifted uneasily.

	

	"If this is the part where the ancient prophecy says we're all doomed, I'd appreciate a little warning."

	

	She ignored him.

	

	Her eyes scanned the faded ink across the parchment.

	

	Then suddenly 

	

	She froze.

	

	Her fingers tightened around the fragile page.

	

	"No…"

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	The mystic slowly turned the scroll around so the others could see.

	

	The drawing was crude.

	

	Ancient.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	At the center of the page was a figure surrounded by swirling energy.

	

	Light spiraled upward from the figure's body, forming an arch-shaped vortex above their head.

	

	Inside the vortex 

	

	A symbol burned.

	

	The same symbol that now flickered faintly inside the Gate above the platform.

	

	The captain leaned closer.

	

	"That looks familiar."

	

	The mystic's voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"It should."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because this scroll was written nearly two thousand years ago."

	

	Silence filled the chamber again.

	

	He looked from the drawing to the swirling vortex overhead.

	

	Then back again.

	

	"You're telling me someone predicted this."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain rubbed the back of his neck.

	

	"People predict strange things all the time."

	

	"Yes," the mystic said quietly.

	

	"But they rarely draw the exact symbol that appears inside a magical Gate centuries later."

	

	The captain had no response to that.

	

	She carefully unrolled the rest of the scroll.

	

	More drawings appeared.

	

	More text.

	

	Ancient runes written in a dialect so old that even the mystic had to translate slowly.

	

	She began reading aloud.

	

	"When the balance of the world falters, the Conduit will awaken."

	

	Another pulse rippled through the Gate above them.

	

	The words seemed to resonate with the energy in the chamber.

	

	"She will stand between the living and the dead, between the worlds that were and the worlds yet to be."

	

	He frowned slightly.

	

	"She?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The prophecy specifies the Conduit's form."

	

	The captain crossed his arms.

	

	"So they knew it would be her."

	

	"No," the mystic corrected.

	

	"They knew it would be someone like her."

	

	Another line of text followed.

	

	Older.

	

	Darker.

	

	She hesitated before reading it.

	

	"Her heart will carry both the power of creation and the silence of endings."

	

	The captain looked confused.

	

	"What does that even mean?"

	

	The mystic didn't answer.

	

	Instead, she continued reading.

	

	"If the Conduit opens the Gate in anger, the world will drown in shadow."

	

	Another pulse echoed through the chamber.

	

	Stronger.

	

	More violent.

	

	The captain glanced nervously toward the swirling vortex.

	

	"That sounds bad."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the prophecy doesn't end there."

	

	She moved to the final passage.

	

	This section of the scroll looked different from the rest.

	

	The ink was darker.

	

	The symbols are sharper.

	

	Almost as if someone had added it later.

	

	She translated slowly.

	

	"But if the Conduit opens the Gate in love…"

	

	The mystic stopped.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"In love… what?"

	

	Her voice dropped lower.

	

	"…then the balance between life and death will be restored."

	

	The chamber fell silent once more.

	

	Everyone turned toward the glowing barrier surrounding her body.

	

	Toward the woman at the center of a prophecy written long before their kingdoms existed.

	

	The captain sighed.

	

	"Of course it's something dramatic like that."

	

	He ignored the remark.

	

	His attention remained on the scroll.

	

	"What balance are they talking about?"

	

	The mystic pointed toward a series of small symbols drawn near the bottom of the page.

	

	"These represent the two forces that govern existence."

	

	"Life and death."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Most magic deals with one or the other."

	

	"But the Conduit…"

	

	She tapped the center symbol.

	

	"…connects both."

	

	Another pulse spread through the chamber.

	

	The Gate shimmered violently for a moment.

	

	Then stabilized again.

	

	The mystic watched it carefully.

	

	"The prophecy says the Conduit stands between those forces."

	

	"Meaning she controls them?"

	

	"No."

	

	"She balances them."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"That sounds like a very delicate job."

	

	"It is."

	

	The mystic's gaze returned to the scroll.

	

	"There's more."

	

	She pointed to another section of text partially hidden beneath a fold in the parchment.

	

	The writing there was almost impossible to read.

	

	But she slowly translated it anyway.

	

	"The gods themselves once feared the Conduit."

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"Gods get scared?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Apparently."

	

	She continued reading.

	

	"For the Conduit answers to no throne, no crown, and no divine will."

	

	Another tremor shook the chamber.

	

	The Gate flared brighter again.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"So let me summarize this."

	

	He began counting on his fingers.

	

	"She's the Conduit."

	

	"She opens Gates between worlds."

	

	"She controls the balance between life and death."

	

	"And the gods are afraid of her."

	

	The mystic nodded.

	

	"That is an accurate summary."

	

	The captain looked toward him.

	

	"You attract interesting problems."

	

	He ignored the comment.

	

	Instead, he stared at the scroll again.

	

	"What happens next?"

	

	The mystic hesitated.

	

	"According to the prophecy…"

	

	She looked up slowly.

	

	"…the Conduit must make a choice."

	

	"What kind of choice?"

	

	She pointed toward the final line written across the bottom of the parchment.

	

	The ink had faded almost completely.

	

	But the meaning was still clear.

	

	"When the Gate awakens, the Conduit will face the shadow beyond the veil."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Shadow?"

	

	The mystic's voice dropped again.

	

	"Something ancient."

	

	"Older than the kingdoms."

	

	"Older than the gods."

	

	The captain groaned.

	

	"Of course it is."

	

	He remained silent.

	

	Because something about that line stirred a memory.

	

	Something he had seen inside the dreamscape.

	

	The massive shape beyond the Gate.

	

	The creature was waiting in the darkness.

	

	The captain noticed his expression.

	

	"You've seen something."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What?"

	

	He looked toward the swirling vortex above the platform.

	

	"There's something on the other side."

	

	The mystic nodded slowly.

	

	"The prophecy expected that."

	

	"Did you expect it?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Because the Conduit doesn't just open the Gate."

	

	"What else does she do?"

	

	The mystic's voice grew quiet.

	

	"She guards it."

	

	Another pulse surged through the chamber.

	

	And this time 

	

	The symbol inside the Gate burned brighter than ever before.

	

	The symbol burning inside the Gate did not fade.

	

	Instead, it grew clearer.

	

	Lines of pale gold light sharpened within the swirling vortex until the shape could be seen by everyone in the chamber. It was not a rune anyone recognized from common spellcraft. It did not belong to the elemental languages used by mages or the sacred sigils carved into temple walls.

	

	It was older than all of them.

	

	The symbol rotated slowly within the vortex like a star suspended in a storm.

	

	And the moment it fully formed 

	

	The Gate reacted.

	

	A violent pulse burst outward.

	

	The stone beneath their feet trembled, and the chamber torches bent sideways as if caught in a sudden gale.

	

	The captain grabbed the edge of the table to steady himself.

	

	"Alright," he muttered, "I officially hate prophecies."

	

	The mystic didn't respond.

	

	Her attention remained fixed on the glowing vortex.

	

	"That symbol…" she whispered.

	

	He looked up.

	

	"What about it?"

	

	She moved closer to the platform, her eyes wide with something between fear and awe.

	

	"I've seen it before."

	

	The captain raised an eyebrow.

	

	"You just said nobody recognizes it."

	

	"I didn't say I recognized it."

	

	She swallowed.

	

	"I said I've seen it."

	

	Another pulse rolled through the Gate.

	

	The symbol flickered brighter.

	

	He followed her gaze.

	

	"Where?"

	

	She didn't answer right away.

	

	Instead, she hurried back to the scroll-covered table and began searching through a stack of fragile parchments tied together with fraying leather cords.

	

	The captain leaned against the wall.

	

	"This is the part where we learn the prophecy gets worse, isn't it?"

	

	"Yes," she said.

	

	Without looking up.

	

	He sighed.

	

	"I knew it."

	

	She pulled free a narrow strip of parchment.

	

	Unlike the other scrolls, this one was written in hurried script, the ink darker and newer than the ancient texts surrounding it.

	

	She placed it on the table.

	

	"This isn't part of the original prophecy."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"A record."

	

	"Of what?"

	

	"Someone who saw the symbol before."

	

	The captain stepped closer.

	

	"Recently?"

	

	The mystic shook her head.

	

	"No."

	

	She read the date written in the corner.

	

	"Three hundred years ago."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That's still recent compared to your other scrolls."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But whoever wrote this didn't believe the prophecy was real."

	

	She read the entry aloud.

	

	"We discovered the mark during the excavation beneath the ruined temple. None of the scholars recognized it. But when the artifact was moved, the symbol burned briefly in the air before fading."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"That sounds familiar."

	

	The mystic continued reading.

	

	"The elders believe the mark belongs to the Conduit described in the old prophecies. But such stories are myths meant to frighten children."

	

	The writing ended there.

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"Whoever wrote that must be feeling very embarrassed right now."

	

	The mystic ignored him.

	

	Her eyes had drifted back to the Gate.

	

	"Three hundred years ago, the symbol appeared briefly."

	

	"And now?"

	

	"Now it's fully formed."

	

	Another tremor rippled through the chamber.

	

	The vortex spun faster.

	

	The symbol burned brighter.

	

	The captain stared upward.

	

	"So the prophecy is activating."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And that's bad."

	

	"Potentially catastrophic."

	

	He rubbed his face.

	

	"Good."

	

	Another pulse surged outward.

	

	This one is stronger than any before.

	

	The barrier surrounding her body flared brilliantly as the Gate expanded slightly.

	

	For a split second 

	

	Something moved inside the vortex.

	

	A shadow.

	

	Large.

	

	Massive.

	

	Watching.

	

	The captain saw it.

	

	His hand instinctively moved to his sword again.

	

	"Tell me that was just a trick of the light."

	

	The mystic didn't look convinced.

	

	"The prophecy mentioned something waiting beyond the Gate."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The shadow beyond the veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He gestured toward the vortex.

	

	"I think that might be it."

	

	The mystic stepped forward cautiously.

	

	The air around the Gate had grown hotter.

	

	Not like fire.

	

	More like the charged stillness before lightning strikes.

	

	"The prophecy says the Conduit must face it."

	

	He glanced toward her unmoving body.

	

	"She's not exactly in a position to fight anything right now."

	

	"Not here."

	

	He looked confused.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	The mystic pointed toward the swirling light.

	

	"The confrontation happens on the other side."

	

	Another pulse rippled outward.

	

	The symbol burned brighter still.

	

	The captain stared at the vortex.

	

	"So while we're standing here worrying…"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"She's already dealing with whatever that thing is."

	

	He shook his head slowly.

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	Across the chamber, the wind created by the Gate began lifting loose parchment from the tables.

	

	Scrolls fluttered across the floor.

	

	Candles extinguished one by one.

	

	The chamber darkened except for the light of the vortex.

	

	The mystic's voice grew tense.

	

	"The Gate is still expanding."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because the Conduit is getting closer to the threshold."

	

	"The threshold of what?"

	

	"The moment described in the prophecy."

	

	He stared at the scroll again.

	

	"The choice."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Another tremor shook the chamber.

	

	But this one was different.

	

	The pulse of energy did not radiate outward.

	

	Instead 

	

	It moved inward.

	

	The light surrounding her body tightened briefly before surging upward into the vortex.

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"That's new."

	

	The mystic nodded slowly.

	

	"The Conduit is drawing power."

	

	"For what?"

	

	"To complete the Gate."

	

	He looked uneasy.

	

	"And when that happens?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	"Something crosses."

	

	"From which direction?"

	

	She didn't answer.

	

	The silence was enough.

	

	Another flicker inside the vortex.

	

	This time, the shadow shape became clearer.

	

	Long limbs.

	

	Wings or something like them stretching through the swirling light.

	

	The captain stepped back instinctively.

	

	"Whatever that thing is…"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"…I vote we keep the door closed."

	

	The mystic gave a faint, humorless smile.

	

	"Unfortunately, the prophecy suggests the opposite."

	

	"Of course it does."

	

	He looked at her again.

	

	"So if the Conduit must face the shadow…"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"…that means the Gate has to open fully."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And if she fails?"

	

	The mystic didn't speak for several seconds.

	

	Finally, she answered quietly.

	

	"Then the balance between life and death breaks."

	

	The captain's voice was flat.

	

	"And that means?"

	

	"Everything changes."

	

	The Gate pulsed again.

	

	Brighter.

	

	Stronger.

	

	And for the first time 

	

	The symbol inside the vortex expanded beyond its original shape.

	

	Lines of light spread outward from the rune like cracks across glass.

	

	The mystic's eyes widened.

	

	"The final mark."

	

	"What final mark?"

	

	"The prophecy said the Conduit would bear the sign of balance."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"And that symbol is it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He looked toward the platform again.

	

	Toward the woman lying motionless inside the barrier.

	

	"Then where does it appear?"

	

	Another pulse answered the question.

	

	The barrier flared with blinding intensity.

	

	For a brief moment 

	

	The light faded just enough for them to see her clearly.

	

	And across the center of her chest 

	

	The same glowing symbol had appeared.

	

	 


CHAPTER 15

	

	The symbol on her chest did not fade.

	

	It burned there softly beneath the barrier's glow, the same ancient mark that now rotated slowly within the Gate above the platform. The two symbols pulsed in rhythm, like twin hearts beating across two different worlds.

	

	Everyone in the chamber saw it.

	

	And no one knew what to do.

	

	The captain was the first to break the silence.

	

	"Well," he muttered, staring at the glowing mark, "that's new."

	

	The mystic didn't respond.

	

	She had stepped closer to the platform again, studying the symbol carefully. Her fingers hovered just above the barrier, but she didn't touch it. No one had dared touch the barrier since the Gate had begun forming.

	

	He stood where he had always stood.

	

	At her side.

	

	His hand was still wrapped around hers.

	

	The warmth in her skin had returned hours ago, faint but unmistakable. It was the first real sign that the stasis was not just a prison.

	

	Something inside her was moving.

	

	Something alive.

	

	Another pulse spread through the chamber.

	

	The symbol on her chest glowed brighter for a moment.

	

	The captain shifted uneasily.

	

	"That can't be comfortable."

	

	The mystic finally spoke.

	

	"It isn't meant to be."

	

	He glanced at her.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	She turned slowly, her expression thoughtful.

	

	"The prophecy never said awakening the Conduit would be gentle."

	

	"That's one way to describe it."

	

	Another tremor rippled through the fortress walls.

	

	The Gate overhead spun faster.

	

	Inside the vortex, the distant shadow shifted again.

	

	The captain saw it.

	

	"I still don't like that thing."

	

	The mystic followed his gaze.

	

	"The prophecy calls it the Shadow Beyond the Veil."

	

	"Of course it does."

	

	"But it's not the real danger."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"What's worse than that?"

	

	She looked toward him.

	

	"The trials."

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"What trials?"

	

	The mystic returned to the ancient scroll lying open on the table. She carefully smoothed the brittle parchment and pointed to a passage they had not yet translated fully.

	

	"The Conduit cannot be reached by force."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"That seems unfair."

	

	"The Gate is not meant to be broken."

	

	"So what happens instead?"

	

	She read the line quietly.

	

	"Only the one bound by true devotion may cross the threshold."

	

	The captain's eyes drifted slowly toward him.

	

	"Oh."

	

	He sighed.

	

	"I was afraid of that."

	

	The mystic nodded.

	

	"The prophecy describes a test."

	

	"What kind of test?"

	

	She tapped the scroll.

	

	"Trials of the heart."

	

	The captain rubbed his face.

	

	"That sounds unpleasant."

	

	Another pulse surged through the chamber.

	

	This one is brighter.

	

	The symbol on her chest flared again.

	

	And suddenly 

	

	The Gate reacted.

	

	The vortex expanded downward, stretching toward the platform like a tunnel of light forming between worlds.

	

	The air rushed violently through the chamber.

	

	Loose parchment scattered across the floor.

	

	Torches sputtered out completely.

	

	The room fell into a swirling silver light.

	

	The captain stepped back.

	

	"That can't be good."

	

	The mystic stared upward in stunned silence.

	

	"No…"

	

	Her voice was barely a whisper.

	

	"…it's beginning."

	

	He felt it too.

	

	A pull.

	

	Not physical.

	

	Something deeper.

	

	Something was reaching into the center of his chest.

	

	The Gate was calling him.

	

	The captain noticed immediately.

	

	"Don't tell me that thing wants you."

	

	The mystic answered before he could.

	

	"It does."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because he's the anchor."

	

	Another pulse.

	

	The vortex descended further.

	

	The tunnel of light now hovered just above the platform where her body lay.

	

	He looked at her.

	

	The glowing symbol across her chest pulsed again.

	

	And then 

	

	For the first time since the stasis began 

	

	Her lips moved.

	

	Barely.

	

	But enough.

	

	The mystic gasped softly.

	

	"Did she just?"

	

	"Yes," he whispered.

	

	He leaned closer.

	

	"What did she say?"

	

	Her voice had been so faint it barely existed.

	

	But he had heard it.

	

	A single word.

	

	"Come."

	

	The captain stared at the swirling tunnel of light.

	

	"Well," he muttered, "that sounds like an invitation."

	

	The mystic shook her head.

	

	"It's more than that."

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"The Conduit is opening the path."

	

	Another tremor shook the chamber.

	

	The vortex brightened.

	

	The tunnel extended downward until it touched the platform itself.

	

	The air inside the light looked thicker than it actually was.

	

	Almost like water made of stars.

	

	The mystic stepped back slowly.

	

	"This is the threshold."

	

	He didn't move.

	

	"What happens if I go through it?"

	

	The captain answered bluntly.

	

	"You will probably die."

	

	The mystic gave him a sharp look.

	

	"That's not helpful."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	She turned back to him.

	

	"The trials are not physical battles."

	

	"What are they?"

	

	"Tests of truth."

	

	"Truth about what?"

	

	"Your heart."

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"That sounds worse than a battle."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"Definitely worse."

	

	Another pulse rolled through the chamber.

	

	The tunnel of light stabilized.

	

	It now formed a clear arch above the platform.

	

	Waiting.

	

	The mystic spoke carefully.

	

	"The prophecy says only one person can cross."

	

	He already knew the answer.

	

	"Me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Because of the bond."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He looked down at her hand in his.

	

	Then back toward the swirling Gate.

	

	"And if I fail?"

	

	The mystic didn't answer immediately.

	

	Finally, she said quietly. 

	

	"Then the Gate closes."

	

	"And she stays there."

	

	The captain added the rest.

	

	"Forever."

	

	Silence filled the chamber again.

	

	The vortex hummed softly above them.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Watching.

	

	The captain looked at him.

	

	"You don't have to do this."

	

	"Yes," he said.

	

	"I do."

	

	He stepped onto the stone platform.

	

	The light of the tunnel surrounded him instantly.

	

	Warm.

	

	Heavy.

	

	Like stepping into deep water made of sunlight.

	

	The mystic's voice followed him.

	

	"The trials will challenge everything you believe."

	

	He paused.

	

	"Good."

	

	"Why good?"

	

	"Because I already know the answer."

	

	The captain shook his head.

	

	"You're walking into an ancient magical gateway powered by prophecy and emotion."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's not normal."

	

	"No."

	

	He looked at her one last time.

	

	The glowing symbol on her chest pulsed again.

	

	Soft.

	

	Steady.

	

	Like a heartbeat waiting for another.

	

	He squeezed her hand gently.

	

	"I'm coming."

	

	Then he stepped forward.

	

	The moment he crossed the threshold. 

	

	The chamber vanished.

	

	The fortress vanished.

	

	The world vanished.

	

	He stood somewhere else entirely.

	

	A wide, empty plain stretched endlessly beneath a pale silver sky. The ground was smooth and glass-like, reflecting faint echoes of memory across its surface.

	

	At first, the place looked peaceful.

	

	Silent.

	

	Still.

	

	Then the ground began to change.

	

	Images appeared beneath his feet like reflections in water.

	

	Moments from his past.

	

	Battles.

	

	Loss.

	

	Every decision that had shaped his life.

	

	The first trial had begun.

	

	And somewhere deep within the endless dream 

	

	She felt him arrive.

	

	The plain beneath his feet looked endless.

	

	Silver light stretched across the horizon in every direction, reflecting faint ripples of memory that moved like shadows beneath glass. For a moment, nothing happened. The silence felt unnatural, too complete, as if the world itself were waiting to see what he would do next.

	

	He took a cautious step forward.

	

	The surface beneath his boot rippled.

	

	Then the first memory rose from the ground.

	

	It formed slowly in front of him, like mist shaping itself into something real. Colors filled in. Sound followed.

	

	Suddenly, he was no longer standing on a silent plain.

	

	He was standing in the middle of a battlefield.

	

	The air smelled of smoke and steel. Broken weapons littered the ground. Soldiers moved around him in frozen fragments of motion, some raising swords, others falling, others shouting orders that no longer reached living ears.

	

	He knew the place immediately.

	

	The Valley of Archen.

	

	One of the earliest battles he had ever fought.

	

	The memory had not softened with time. The field looked exactly as it had on that day: chaotic, desperate, loud enough to drown out thought itself.

	

	Except here, in this trial, there was no noise.

	

	Everything moved in silence.

	

	He walked through the scene slowly, recognizing faces he had not thought about in years. Old comrades. Rivals. Men who had trusted him in battle.

	

	Many of them had died that day.

	

	A voice spoke behind him.

	

	"You remember this place."

	

	He turned.

	

	The figure standing there looked familiar but wrong.

	

	It wore his face.

	

	Not the same. This version of him looked younger, angrier. His armor was cracked and stained with dried blood, and his eyes held a hardness he barely recognized.

	

	"You left them," the figure said calmly.

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That's not true."

	

	The battlefield around them flickered.

	

	The moment changed.

	

	He saw himself running through the smoke toward a group of wounded soldiers trapped behind fallen shields. The memory froze just before the explosion that had separated them.

	

	The younger version of himself pointed toward the frozen image.

	

	"You chose to retreat."

	

	"They were already dead."

	

	"You didn't know that."

	

	The ground trembled slightly beneath them.

	

	He stepped closer to the memory.

	

	"I tried to reach them."

	

	"But you stopped."

	

	"I had no choice."

	

	"You always have a choice."

	

	The accusation hung in the air.

	

	The trial was testing something deeper than courage.

	

	It was testing guilt.

	

	He looked at the frozen soldiers again.

	

	Their faces were young. Too young.

	

	"I made the best decision I could," he said quietly.

	

	His reflection studied him.

	

	"Did you?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you never wondered what would have happened if you tried harder?"

	

	He didn't answer immediately.

	

	Because the truth was 

	

	He had wondered.

	

	For years.

	

	The battlefield began dissolving around them.

	

	The smoke faded.

	

	The ground smoothed back into silver glass.

	

	The reflection remained.

	

	"That doubt still lives in you," it said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because remembering mistakes keeps you from repeating them."

	

	The reflection tilted its head slightly.

	

	"And what does that have to do with her?"

	

	Everything.

	

	But he didn't say it.

	

	Instead, he simply walked forward.

	

	The reflection vanished.

	

	The plane returned.

	

	The first trial was over.

	

	The second trial began without warning.

	

	The silver ground beneath his feet darkened.

	

	Cold wind swept across the empty landscape.

	

	This time, the memory rose faster.

	

	He found himself standing in a narrow forest path under heavy rain.

	

	The trees leaned inward like watchful giants.

	

	He knew this moment, too.

	

	The night he almost left.

	

	The fortress had been quiet that evening. Too quiet. War had ended recently, and the strange silence that followed had made everyone restless.

	

	He had been standing near the forest edge, ready to ride away.

	

	A soldier's life was easier than in peace.

	

	Less complicated.

	

	He remembered tightening the saddle straps, preparing to leave before sunrise.

	

	The memory version of her appeared beside the path.

	

	She looked exactly as she had that night, hair damp from the rain, eyes sharp with the determination he had learned never to underestimate.

	

	"You're leaving."

	

	The memory version of him didn't answer.

	

	"You always leave when things become difficult."

	

	"That's not fair."

	

	"You don't even know what you're running from."

	

	He remembered the argument clearly.

	

	He had told himself it meant nothing.

	

	Just words thrown in frustration.

	

	But those words had followed him for years.

	

	The reflection appeared again beside him.

	

	"You almost walked away."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why didn't you?"

	

	He watched the memory carefully.

	

	The rain.

	

	The tension in her voice.

	

	The moment she stepped closer.

	

	Because something in her expression had changed the entire direction of his life.

	

	"You're afraid of staying," she had said quietly.

	

	The younger version of him had looked away.

	

	"You're wrong."

	

	"Then prove it."

	

	Silence.

	

	Then he had done something unexpected.

	

	He had untied the saddle.

	

	The reflection studied him.

	

	"You stayed because she challenged you."

	

	"No."

	

	"Then why?"

	

	He looked at the memory of her standing in the rain.

	

	"I stayed because leaving would have meant losing something I didn't understand yet."

	

	The reflection's expression hardened slightly.

	

	"You're still not sure what that something is."

	

	"Yes, I am."

	

	The forest scene dissolved.

	

	The rain faded.

	

	The trial shifted again.

	

	The third trial began in darkness.

	

	This time, there was no memory at first.

	

	Only shadows moving through space.

	

	He walked forward carefully.

	

	Something was wrong here.

	

	The air felt heavier than before.

	

	Then he saw her.

	

	She stood alone in the center of the darkness, surrounded by faint echoes of the Gate's silver light.

	

	But something was different.

	

	She looked tired.

	

	Lost.

	

	Her eyes lifted slowly when she saw him.

	

	"You came."

	

	The relief in her voice felt real.

	

	Too real.

	

	But something about the scene made him uneasy.

	

	"You're not really here," he said.

	

	The darkness rippled slightly.

	

	Her expression fell.

	

	"You're not happy to see me?"

	

	"Of course I am."

	

	"Then why say that?"

	

	Because the trial was lying.

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"You're a reflection."

	

	"No."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The darkness thickened around them.

	

	Her voice grew softer.

	

	"What if this is the last time you see me?"

	

	His chest tightened.

	

	The trial had finally found its weapon.

	

	Fear.

	

	"What if the Gate closes?" she continued.

	

	"What if you fail?"

	

	"What if the world pulls us apart before you ever reach me?"

	

	The shadows around her began forming images.

	

	A future where she remained trapped inside the barrier forever.

	

	A future where the Gate collapsed.

	

	A future where he returned to the fortress alone.

	

	"You can still leave," the reflection whispered.

	

	"Leave?"

	

	"Turn around."

	

	"Walk away."

	

	"Forget the prophecy."

	

	"Forget the Gate."

	

	"Forget me."

	

	The words cut deeper than any blade.

	

	He stepped forward again.

	

	"No."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because none of that is real."

	

	"How can you be sure?"

	

	"Because the real you would never say those things."

	

	The reflection hesitated.

	

	The darkness trembled.

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because you fight harder than anyone I've ever known."

	

	The illusion flickered violently.

	

	"And you would never ask me to abandon you."

	

	The reflection's face began cracking like fragile glass.

	

	Then it shattered.

	

	Light exploded across the trial space.

	

	The darkness collapsed.

	

	The plane returned.

	

	Three trials completed.

	

	But the ground beneath his feet had begun changing again.

	

	The silver glass now showed another image forming beneath the surface.

	

	This one was not a memory.

	

	It was a doorway.

	

	And beyond it 

	

	He could finally feel her presence clearly.

	

	The final trial had not yet begun.

	

	 


CHAPTER 16

	

	At first, she thought the dreamscape had ended.

	

	For a brief moment, there was nothing.

	

	No mist.

	No floating memories.

	No endless labyrinth.

	

	Just silence.

	

	The kind of silence that presses against your ears until you become aware of your own breathing.

	

	Then the ground formed beneath her feet again.

	

	But this place was different.

	

	The landscape stretched in two directions, divided by a faint glowing line running across the ground like a crack through reality itself.

	

	To her left, the world shimmered with pale silver light.

	

	To her right, darkness spread endlessly across the horizon.

	

	She stood directly between them.

	

	The air felt strange here, neither warm nor cold, neither calm nor hostile. It carried the feeling of a borderland, a place where two worlds pressed against one another without fully touching.

	

	She took a cautious step forward.

	

	The glowing line beneath her boots rippled.

	

	The moment her weight shifted toward the light, the silver landscape brightened.

	

	When she leaned slightly toward the darkness, shadows stirred in response.

	

	The realization came slowly.

	

	This place wasn't just a dream.

	

	It was a threshold.

	

	A space between worlds.

	

	The Gate.

	

	She turned slowly, studying both sides.

	

	The silver realm to her left looked familiar.

	

	Fragments of memory drifted through the air like floating lanterns, scenes from her life, moments she recognized instantly.

	

	The manor courtyard.

	

	The training fields.

	

	The quiet tower balcony where she used to watch the sunrise.

	

	Each memory shimmered gently in the air, whole and untouched.

	

	But the world to her right was something else entirely.

	

	The darkness moved.

	

	Not violently, not aggressively, but with a slow shifting motion like deep water beneath a moonless sky.

	

	There were no memories there.

	

	No landmarks.

	

	Only shadow.

	

	She stepped closer to the glowing line separating the two realms.

	

	The silver world pulsed faintly, welcoming her presence.

	

	The darkness did not.

	

	But I watched it.

	

	She could feel it.

	

	Something ancient lingered there, hidden just beyond the visible horizon.

	

	The same presence she had glimpsed earlier through the Gate.

	

	The Shadow Beyond the Veil.

	

	A faint voice echoed behind her.

	

	"You've reached the crossing."

	

	She turned quickly.

	

	The shifting creature from the labyrinth stood several paces away.

	

	Its form had changed again.

	

	This time, its shape looked calmer, more defined. The chaotic swirling faces had faded, leaving only one pale expression watching her carefully.

	

	"You again," she said.

	

	The creature inclined its head.

	

	"This is where all paths lead."

	

	She gestured toward the divided landscape.

	

	"What is this place?"

	

	"The balance point."

	

	"Between what?"

	

	"Life and death."

	

	Her gaze moved back toward the two realms.

	

	"So the silver side is life."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the darkness?"

	

	"Not death."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	"Possibility."

	

	That answer irritated her.

	

	"Those are the same thing."

	

	The creature's voice remained calm.

	

	"No."

	

	"Death is an ending."

	

	"The darkness is something else entirely."

	

	She studied the shadow realm more carefully.

	

	The darkness seemed endless, but occasionally faint shapes moved deep within it, distant ripples that suggested something much larger than simple emptiness.

	

	"You're telling me that's not death."

	

	"No."

	

	"Then what is it?"

	

	The creature's pale eyes shifted slightly.

	

	"The place where everything that could exist waits to be chosen."

	

	She frowned.

	

	"That doesn't make sense."

	

	"It will."

	

	The silver realm pulsed again.

	

	One of the floating memories drifted closer to her.

	

	The image formed clearly.

	

	It showed the fortress courtyard during a warm summer afternoon.

	

	Soldiers laughed around a fountain while children from the nearby village chased one another through the open gates.

	

	Peace.

	

	Safety.

	

	Life continues without fear.

	

	She remembered that day.

	

	It had been one of the rare moments when the world had seemed stable.

	

	The creature gestured toward the memory.

	

	"That world exists because of balance."

	

	She looked back at it.

	

	"What balance?"

	

	"Between the two realms."

	

	The creature pointed toward the silver light.

	

	"That side remembers what has been."

	

	Then toward the darkness.

	

	"That side holds what might be."

	

	"And the Gate?"

	

	"The Conduit."

	

	She understood slowly.

	

	"The Conduit stands between them."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And that's why I'm here."

	

	"You were always going to be here."

	

	She turned away from the creature again.

	

	Her eyes drifted toward the silver realm.

	

	Another memory floated closer.

	

	This one is quieter.

	

	The library.

	

	The fire crackles softly in the hearth.

	

	Books were scattered across the table while he sat nearby pretending to listen to one of her long explanations.

	

	She remembered the way he had leaned back in his chair, arms folded, pretending he understood ancient magical theory.

	

	"You're not listening," she had said.

	

	"I am."

	

	"You just nodded at the wrong moment."

	

	"I was nodding at the important part."

	

	"You have no idea what the important part is."

	

	"Correct."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	The memory faded.

	

	Then something moved in the darkness.

	

	The shadows shifted slowly, like a massive creature adjusting its position far beneath the surface of deep water.

	

	She felt the movement immediately.

	

	Her body tensed.

	

	"That thing is still there."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	The creature did not answer right away.

	

	Finally it said 

	

	"The other half of the balance."

	

	Her eyes narrowed.

	

	"You mean the Shadow."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And it's waiting for me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She looked back toward the glowing line beneath her feet.

	

	"What happens if I step into the darkness?"

	

	"You confront it."

	

	"And if I step into the light?"

	

	"You remain."

	

	"Remain where?"

	

	"Here."

	

	That answer carried weight.

	

	She thought about it carefully.

	

	The silver realm felt peaceful.

	

	Safe.

	

	It held every memory she cared about.

	

	Every moment that made her life meaningful.

	

	But something about the darkness pulled at her attention.

	

	Not fear.

	

	Something else.

	

	Curiosity.

	

	The creature studied her expression.

	

	"You feel it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That is the nature of the Conduit."

	

	"What is?"

	

	"You do not belong entirely to either side."

	

	She sighed.

	

	"Of course I don't."

	

	Another memory drifted toward her.

	

	This one is stronger than the others.

	

	It showed him standing beside the stone platform in the fortress chamber.

	

	His hand wrapped tightly around hers.

	

	Refusing to let go.

	

	The sight hit her like a sudden wave.

	

	"He's still there."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And he came through the Gate."

	

	The creature tilted its head.

	

	"You can feel him."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The silver realm pulsed again.

	

	For a brief moment, she felt something stronger than the memory itself.

	

	A presence.

	

	Closer.

	

	Moving through the threshold somewhere beyond the balance point.

	

	"He's almost here," she whispered.

	

	The creature's expression shifted slightly.

	

	"The trials are difficult."

	

	"He'll pass them."

	

	"You believe that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She looked toward the horizon of the silver realm where the memory fragments drifted slowly through the air.

	

	"Because he's stubborn."

	

	The creature almost smiled.

	

	"That may help."

	

	Another ripple moved through the darkness.

	

	This one is stronger.

	

	The shadows thickened, swirling slowly toward the boundary line.

	

	The presence inside them had noticed her.

	

	She stepped back instinctively.

	

	"It's getting closer."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because the balance is shifting."

	

	The silver realm brightened suddenly.

	

	The memories pulsed like stars.

	

	"He's coming," she said.

	

	The creature nodded once.

	

	"And when he arrives…"

	

	The shadows surged forward slightly.

	

	"…the final choice begins."

	

	The glowing line beneath her feet pulsed again.

	

	This time, the ripple spread outward across both realms, traveling through the silver light and vanishing into the vast darkness on the other side. The ground hummed softly beneath her boots, as if something enormous had shifted somewhere far beyond sight.

	

	She felt it instantly.

	

	A presence.

	

	Familiar.

	

	Strong.

	

	Moving closer.

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"He's here," she whispered.

	

	The creature beside her did not look surprised.

	

	"The Gate has opened for him."

	

	The silver realm brightened again, the floating memories drifting faster now, as if responding to some invisible current pulling them toward the center of the crossing.

	

	She stepped toward the light instinctively.

	

	"Can he see me?"

	

	"No."

	

	The answer was immediate.

	

	"Not yet."

	

	Her jaw tightened slightly.

	

	"What do you mean, not yet?"

	

	"The Conduit must align first."

	

	She crossed her arms.

	

	"Of course it does."

	

	Another ripple passed through the ground.

	

	This one is stronger.

	

	The glowing line widened slightly beneath her feet, transforming from a thin crack into a narrow band of light stretching across the horizon.

	

	Something was forming.

	

	Not a doorway exactly.

	

	More like a bridge between states of existence.

	

	The silver realm shifted.

	

	Suddenly, the memories around her began rearranging themselves.

	

	Instead of drifting aimlessly, they started circling the boundary line in slow spirals.

	

	Each one carried a fragment of her life.

	

	Moments of laughter.

	

	Moments of anger.

	

	Moments of fear.

	

	Moments of quiet peace she hadn't realized had mattered so much until now.

	

	The creature watched the movement carefully.

	

	"The Gate is responding to you."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"You are the Conduit."

	

	She exhaled slowly.

	

	"I'm starting to hate that word."

	

	The creature didn't react.

	

	Another tremor passed through the darkness.

	

	This one is deeper.

	

	The shadows beyond the boundary began thickening, swirling slowly like a gathering storm far out at sea.

	

	The Shadow Beyond the Veil was moving again.

	

	It felt like the Gate was opening.

	

	It felt like a shift in balance.

	

	And now it was watching.

	

	Her attention snapped toward the darkness.

	

	"I thought it couldn't reach this place."

	

	"It cannot cross the boundary."

	

	"Then why does it feel like it's getting closer?"

	

	The creature's pale eyes followed the movement in the shadows.

	

	"Because it understands what is happening."

	

	"What is happening?"

	

	The answer came quietly.

	

	"The moment it has been waiting for."

	

	Her stomach twisted slightly.

	

	The silver realm pulsed again.

	

	This time, the light gathered at a single point in front of her.

	

	The air shimmered.

	

	Then a figure appeared.

	

	Not fully solid.

	

	More like a reflection slowly gaining form.

	

	Her breath caught.

	

	It was him.

	

	He stood a short distance away, his outline flickering between reality and memory. His eyes scanned the strange landscape cautiously, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword as if he expected something to attack at any moment.

	

	"He made it," she whispered.

	

	The creature nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Her feet moved before she realized what she was doing.

	

	She stepped forward quickly.

	

	"Wait," the creature said.

	

	But she didn't stop.

	

	She reached the edge of the glowing boundary and called out. 

	

	"Hey!"

	

	He didn't react.

	

	He continued walking slowly across the silver plain, studying the drifting memories surrounding him.

	

	Her voice couldn't reach him.

	

	Frustration tightened her chest.

	

	"He can't hear me."

	

	"No."

	

	"Can he see this place?"

	

	"Not yet."

	

	She watched him carefully.

	

	His expression was focused, determined in the same way it always had been when he faced something dangerous.

	

	He looked tired, though.

	

	More tired than she had ever seen him before.

	

	Her voice softened.

	

	"You shouldn't have come."

	

	The creature spoke quietly.

	

	"He chose to."

	

	"I know."

	

	Her eyes followed his movements.

	

	"He always does that."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Throws himself into impossible situations."

	

	The creature watched the approaching figure thoughtfully.

	

	"Your bond with him is stronger than most."

	

	"That's one way of saying it."

	

	The silver plain beneath him shifted slightly.

	

	He paused.

	

	His gaze lifted.

	

	For the first time, he seemed to sense something beyond the visible landscape.

	

	His eyes narrowed slightly as if trying to focus on something just out of reach.

	

	Her heart skipped.

	

	"Wait."

	

	He stepped closer to the boundary.

	

	Closer to her.

	

	The glowing line pulsed again.

	

	For a brief moment, their worlds overlapped.

	

	His gaze locked directly onto hers.

	

	And this time 

	

	He saw her.

	

	Shock flashed across his face.

	

	Then disbelief.

	

	Her throat tightened.

	

	"You look terrible," she said softly.

	

	His expression changed instantly.

	

	Relief.

	

	Overwhelming relief.

	

	He rushed toward the boundary.

	

	"Don't," the creature warned.

	

	But he was already moving.

	

	He reached the glowing line and stopped abruptly when the air between them crackled with sudden energy.

	

	The barrier shimmered like invisible glass.

	

	They stood only a few feet apart now.

	

	So close.

	

	And still separated.

	

	His voice reached her this time.

	

	Barely.

	

	But enough.

	

	"You're alive."

	

	She laughed weakly.

	

	"Technically."

	

	His eyes searched her face intensely.

	

	"Are you hurt?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Are you trapped?"

	

	"Sort of."

	

	"That's not a helpful answer."

	

	"I know."

	

	The creature stepped forward behind her.

	

	"The crossing is unstable."

	

	He noticed the figure immediately.

	

	His hand moved toward his sword again.

	

	"Who is that?"

	

	"A guide," she said quickly.

	

	"Guide where?"

	

	The creature answered calmly.

	

	"To the truth."

	

	He didn't like that answer.

	

	His eyes returned to her.

	

	"How do we get you out of here?"

	

	The question lingered heavily between them.

	

	She glanced toward the darkness.

	

	"That's the problem."

	

	He followed her gaze.

	

	The shadows beyond the boundary had grown thicker now, swirling slowly like a massive storm building beyond the horizon.

	

	Even from here, the presence inside them felt immense.

	

	"What is that?"

	

	"The thing waiting on the other side."

	

	His expression hardened.

	

	"Then we deal with it."

	

	The creature shook its head slowly.

	

	"It is not that simple."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because the Conduit must choose."

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	"Choose what?"

	

	The creature's voice grew softer.

	

	"Which world continues?"

	

	The meaning hit them both at the same time.

	

	Her stomach dropped.

	

	"You didn't mention that part earlier."

	

	"You were not ready to hear it."

	

	He frowned deeply.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	She sighed.

	

	"It means the Gate isn't just about waking me up."

	

	"Then what is it?"

	

	The creature pointed toward the two realms.

	

	"The balance must be restored."

	

	Her voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"And the Shadow wants control of that balance."

	

	"Yes."

	

	His eyes darkened.

	

	"So we stop it."

	

	"You cannot stop what already exists."

	

	"Watch me."

	

	The creature's pale gaze remained calm.

	

	"Strength will not defeat it."

	

	"Then what will happen?"

	

	The answer came quietly.

	

	"The truth of what you are willing to sacrifice."

	

	The silver realm pulsed violently.

	

	The darkness surged forward.

	

	The boundary line flared with blinding light.

	

	The final confrontation was beginning.

	

	And neither of them was prepared for what the choice would demand.

	

	 


CHAPTER 17

	

	The light between them shattered.

	

	literally nothing broke, but the glowing boundary suddenly expanded, the narrow strip of silver widening into a circle of energy that forced both of them backward.

	

	Wind roared across the crossing.

	

	Memories scattered like frightened birds through the silver sky while the darkness on the opposite side surged violently, pushing against the invisible border with growing pressure.

	

	She stumbled back two steps.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	The creature that had guided her through the labyrinth was no longer watching the shadows.

	

	It was watching the space directly above the boundary.

	

	"The Guardian is arriving."

	

	Her heart thudded.

	

	"What?"

	

	But before the creature could answer, the ground trembled beneath her feet.

	

	Not a small ripple like before.

	

	A deep, ancient tremor that seemed to echo through both realms at once.

	

	The silver sky cracked open.

	

	Light poured downward in long beams, illuminating the center of the boundary like a stage waiting for something enormous to step into view.

	

	Across the glowing circle, he steadied himself against the sudden blast of energy.

	

	His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword.

	

	"What now?" he shouted over the wind.

	

	She didn't answer.

	

	Because something was rising.

	

	The light thickened into a single column stretching from the sky to the ground. Inside it, shapes moved slowly, massive forms shifting through layers of energy.

	

	For a moment, she thought she was seeing several figures.

	

	Then she realized the truth.

	

	It wasn't several.

	

	It was one.

	

	A figure so vast that the Gate struggled to contain its presence.

	

	The creature beside her bowed its head.

	

	"The Guardian of Stasis."

	

	The column of light dimmed slightly.

	

	And the being stepped forward.

	

	At first, it appeared human.

	

	Tall.

	

	Calm.

	

	Draped in robes that seemed woven from threads of pale light and shadow.

	

	But as it moved closer, the illusion broke apart.

	

	Its form constantly shifted, sometimes a towering figure with glowing eyes, sometimes a silhouette made of starlight, sometimes something older and stranger that refused to hold a single shape for more than a few seconds.

	

	Its voice did not come from a mouth.

	

	It echoed through the entire crossing.

	

	"Conduit."

	

	The word vibrated through her bones.

	

	She swallowed.

	

	"Yes?"

	

	The Guardian turned toward the man standing across the boundary.

	

	"And the Seeker."

	

	He didn't bow.

	

	He didn't kneel.

	

	He simply stared back.

	

	"What are you?"

	

	The Guardian's shifting form paused.

	

	"A witness."

	

	"That's not what I meant."

	

	"You seek a simpler answer."

	

	"Correct."

	

	"I am the boundary that holds the moment of stillness."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That still doesn't help."

	

	She rubbed her temples.

	

	"Trust me, that's the clearest answer you're going to get."

	

	The Guardian's gaze moved back to her.

	

	"You have walked the paths within the Gate."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You have faced the labyrinth of memory."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You have seen the shadow that waits beyond balance."

	

	Her eyes drifted toward the swirling darkness.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The Guardian turned slightly toward the Seeker again.

	

	"And you have crossed the trials required to stand here."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"So now what?"

	

	The air around the boundary grew heavier.

	

	The Guardian's voice lowered.

	

	"Now the conditions must be spoken."

	

	The creature beside her stepped back, clearly unwilling to interfere.

	

	She felt her pulse quicken.

	

	"What conditions?"

	

	The Guardian lifted one hand.

	

	Light spread across the boundary circle, forming faint images within the air.

	

	Scenes.

	

	Possibilities.

	

	Futures not yet chosen.

	

	"Stasis is not imprisonment."

	

	The Guardian's voice echoed calmly.

	

	"It is protection."

	

	Her eyebrows rose.

	

	"Protection from what?"

	

	The images in the air changed.

	

	They showed the moment of the catastrophe.

	

	The explosion of power.

	

	The shockwave that had torn through the battlefield.

	

	She saw herself standing at the center of it all.

	

	And then she saw something she had never realized before.

	

	The darkness behind the explosion.

	

	The Shadow Beyond the Veil.

	

	It had already been reaching for her long before the power erupted.

	

	The Guardian's voice continued.

	

	"The Conduit awakened too quickly."

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	"The Gate responded by freezing the moment."

	

	"To stop the Shadow from crossing fully into the living world."

	

	Across the boundary, the Seeker stared at the floating images.

	

	"You're saying the stasis saved everyone."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Her voice came out quietly.

	

	"And if I wake up?"

	

	The Guardian did not answer immediately.

	

	Instead, the images changed again.

	

	The silver realm faded.

	

	The darkness surged.

	

	The Shadow beyond the Veil stretched across the sky like a living storm.

	

	"If the Conduit returns without restoring balance…"

	

	The image showed the darkness breaking through.

	

	"…the barrier between realms collapses."

	

	The Seeker's jaw tightened.

	

	"And the Shadow enters the world."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Silence fell across the crossing.

	

	The truth settled heavily between them.

	

	She crossed her arms slowly.

	

	"So the conditions for my return involve stopping that thing."

	

	The Guardian inclined its head.

	

	"Correct."

	

	"How?"

	

	The Guardian pointed toward the boundary beneath their feet.

	

	"The Gate must be closed."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"Isn't that what we want?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the Gate cannot close while the Conduit stands between worlds."

	

	Her eyes narrowed.

	

	"You're saying I have to choose."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Choose which world I belong to."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And if I choose the wrong one?"

	

	The darkness stirred violently.

	

	The Guardian answered calmly.

	

	"The Shadow wins."

	

	The Seeker looked at her immediately.

	

	"You're not choosing the darkness."

	

	She gave him a tired look.

	

	"I wasn't planning to."

	

	The Guardian's voice interrupted them again.

	

	"There is another condition."

	

	Both of them turned back.

	

	"Of course there is," she muttered.

	

	The Guardian raised its hand again.

	

	The images in the air changed once more.

	

	This time, they showed something different.

	

	Not the battlefield.

	

	Not the Shadow.

	

	Just two figures standing together in the fortress courtyard.

	

	Her and him.

	

	Laughing.

	

	Arguing.

	

	Training.

	

	Living.

	

	"The Conduit does not walk alone."

	

	The Guardian's gaze shifted toward the Seeker.

	

	"The bond between you is the only force strong enough to seal the Gate."

	

	He frowned slightly.

	

	"That sounds important."

	

	"It is."

	

	Her voice turned cautious.

	

	"What does that actually mean?"

	

	The Guardian's answer was simple.

	

	"The Seeker must enter the crossing."

	

	The wind stopped.

	

	Everything went still.

	

	He blinked once.

	

	"Enter what?"

	

	"The boundary."

	

	Her stomach dropped.

	

	"No."

	

	The Guardian's voice remained steady.

	

	"Yes."

	

	She stepped forward quickly.

	

	"That's not happening."

	

	"It must."

	

	"No."

	

	The Guardian's shifting form grew brighter.

	

	"The Gate requires two anchors."

	

	She shook her head violently.

	

	"You can't just drag him into this place."

	

	The Seeker looked between them.

	

	"Can someone explain what's happening?"

	

	She pointed at the Guardian.

	

	"It wants you to cross into the Gate."

	

	"And?"

	

	"And if something goes wrong, you could get trapped here."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"That sounds familiar."

	

	She glared at him.

	

	"This isn't a joke."

	

	"I know."

	

	His gaze softened slightly.

	

	"You came here alone."

	

	"That was different."

	

	"Not really."

	

	The Guardian spoke again.

	

	"The crossing cannot be sealed without both of you standing within the balance."

	

	The shadows beyond the boundary surged violently again.

	

	Time was running out.

	

	The Seeker stepped closer to the glowing line.

	

	She shook her head again.

	

	"Don't."

	

	He looked directly at her.

	

	"You think I came all this way just to stand on the sidelines?"

	

	"This isn't a battlefield."

	

	"No."

	

	He took another step forward.

	

	"It's worse."

	

	The Guardian's voice echoed softly across the crossing.

	

	"The moment of choice approaches."

	

	The boundary flared with blinding light.

	

	And the final condition waited to be fulfilled.

	

	The glowing boundary between them surged again, the circle of silver widening until it looked less like a line and more like the edge of a vast, living gate. Light rose from it in slow waves, spreading across the strange landscape between the silver realm of memory and the endless darkness beyond.

	

	She stared at him from the other side.

	

	"Don't do this," she said.

	

	Her voice was steady, but her hands had curled into fists at her sides.

	

	He studied the barrier between them, watching the way the light bent around its edge like heat rising from stone.

	

	"You know I'm going to," he replied.

	

	"That's not the point."

	

	"It is for me."

	

	Behind her, the Guardian of Stasis shifted. Its enormous form folded and unfolded slowly, light flowing through it like distant stars moving behind clouds.

	

	"The crossing cannot stabilize without two anchors," the Guardian said again, its voice echoing across the Gate.

	

	He glanced up at it.

	

	"And if I don't cross?"

	

	"Then the Conduit remains between worlds."

	

	"And the Shadow eventually breaks through."

	

	The answer was calm.

	

	"Yes."

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"Right."

	

	She took a step closer to the barrier.

	

	"This is insane," she said. "You don't even know what happens when you step through."

	

	"I know enough."

	

	"No, you don't."

	

	"Yes, I do."

	

	Her voice sharpened.

	

	"Then tell me."

	

	He looked straight at her.

	

	"I know you're stuck here. I know that thing out there," he gestured toward the swirling darkness, "is getting stronger. And I know that if I walk away now, none of this changes."

	

	The silver ground beneath their feet vibrated again.

	

	Another surge of pressure pushed against the boundary.

	

	The Shadow beyond the Veil was moving closer.

	

	Even from across the Gate, he could feel it now.

	

	A vast, cold presence pressing against reality like a storm trying to tear through thin glass.

	

	The Guardian spoke again.

	

	"The balance weakens."

	

	She turned toward the massive figure.

	

	"You're not helping."

	

	"The truth rarely comforts," the Guardian replied.

	

	He stepped forward again.

	

	This time, he stopped only inches from the glowing boundary.

	

	Up close, the energy inside the Gate looked less like light and more like flowing threads of time itself, memories, possibilities, and fragments of moments that hadn't happened yet, weaving together into something unstable.

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	"You trust me, right?"

	

	She stared at him like the question itself was ridiculous.

	

	"That's not the problem."

	

	"Then what is?"

	

	"The problem is that you have a habit of surviving things you shouldn't."

	

	"That sounds like a compliment."

	

	"It's not."

	

	He smiled slightly.

	

	"I'll take it anyway."

	

	Behind her, the Guardian raised one enormous hand.

	

	The Gate responded instantly.

	

	The glowing boundary thickened, the circle of light widening until it formed a shallow arch between the two sides.

	

	A doorway.

	

	Not fully open.

	

	But close.

	

	"The Seeker may cross," the Guardian said.

	

	She spun back toward it.

	

	"Wait."

	

	But he was already moving.

	

	The moment his hand touched the boundary, the world exploded into motion.

	

	Light burst outward in a shockwave.

	

	The air cracked like thunder as the Gate reacted to a second presence entering its balance.

	

	For an instant, he thought the barrier would throw him backward.

	

	Instead, it pulled him forward.

	

	Hard.

	

	He staggered through the threshold and nearly fell as his boots hit the strange silver ground inside the crossing.

	

	The moment he crossed, the Gate changed.

	

	The boundary snapped shut behind him with a pulse of energy that rippled across both realms.

	

	For the first time since the stasis had begun, they stood on the same side.

	

	She stared at him.

	

	"You're an idiot."

	

	He brushed dust from his sleeve.

	

	"That seems harsh."

	

	"You could've been trapped forever."

	

	"Still could."

	

	She threw her hands up.

	

	"Exactly!"

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"But I'm not."

	

	The tension in her shoulders slowly eased.

	

	She looked at him carefully, as if making sure he was actually real.

	

	"You look worse," she said finally.

	

	He smirked.

	

	"I was thinking the same thing."

	

	For a moment, the world around them went quiet.

	

	Not peaceful.

	

	Just quiet.

	

	Like the Gate itself was holding its breath.

	

	Then the Guardian spoke again.

	

	"The anchors are in place."

	

	Both of them turned.

	

	The enormous figure had grown even larger now, its shifting form stretching across the sky above the crossing.

	

	"Now the Gate may be sealed."

	

	She crossed her arms.

	

	"That's the part I'm worried about."

	

	The Guardian raised its hand again.

	

	Light surged across the silver realm, pulling memories from the air and weaving them into a vast spiral above the boundary.

	

	Images filled the sky.

	

	Every moment that had led them here.

	

	The battlefield where the power first erupted.

	

	The fortress halls.

	

	The long months of waiting.

	

	His journey through the Gate.

	

	She wanders through the dreamscape.

	

	Every choice.

	

	Every mistake.

	

	Every reason they had refused to give up.

	

	The Guardian's voice echoed through the images.

	

	"The Conduit stands between life and shadow."

	

	"The Seeker binds her to the world of the living."

	

	"But the Shadow still presses against the Gate."

	

	As if summoned by the words, the darkness beyond the boundary surged violently.

	

	The horizon twisted.

	

	A massive shape moved within the storm of shadow.

	

	The Shadow Beyond the Veil.

	

	Even from this distance, its presence felt enormous.

	

	Like an ancient force waking from centuries of sleep.

	

	He looked toward it and frowned.

	

	"That thing's getting closer."

	

	"Yes," the Guardian said.

	

	"Because the Gate is open."

	

	The darkness struck the boundary.

	

	The impact didn't break through, but it shook the entire crossing.

	

	Silver light fractured across the sky.

	

	The spiral of memories flickered.

	

	She felt it immediately.

	

	Pressure.

	

	The Shadow was pushing harder now.

	

	Trying to force its way through before the Gate could close.

	

	The Guardian turned back toward them.

	

	"The final condition remains."

	

	He sighed.

	

	"Of course it does."

	

	She looked at the towering figure.

	

	"What now?"

	

	The Guardian's shifting form became brighter.

	

	"To seal the Gate, the anchors must choose the world that continues."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"That sounds vague."

	

	"It is not."

	

	The Guardian pointed toward the silver realm.

	

	"If the Conduit returns to life, the Gate closes."

	

	Then toward the darkness.

	

	"If she remains between worlds, the balance holds, but the living realm loses its protector."

	

	Her stomach twisted.

	

	"So either I return… or I stay here forever."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He looked at her.

	

	"That's not a choice."

	

	"It is."

	

	"No, it's not."

	

	The Shadow struck the boundary again.

	

	Harder this time.

	

	Cracks of darkness spread across the glowing barrier like lightning across glass.

	

	The Guardian's voice grew louder.

	

	"The decision must be made."

	

	She stared at the collapsing horizon.

	

	If she stayed here, the Gate remained stable.

	

	The Shadow could never cross.

	

	But she would be trapped between worlds forever.

	

	If she returned…

	

	The Gate would close.

	

	But the Shadow might still find another way.

	

	He stepped closer to her.

	

	"Hey."

	

	She looked up.

	

	"You're not staying here."

	

	"You don't know that."

	

	"Yes, I do."

	

	The ground shook again.

	

	The Shadow roared beyond the barrier, its massive shape rising higher against the sky.

	

	The Guardian's voice thundered across the crossing.

	

	"The moment of choice has arrived."

	

	The silver spiral of memories began collapsing inward.

	

	The Gate was preparing to seal itself.

	

	One way or another.

	

	And whatever decision they made in the next few moments would decide which world survived the closing of the Gate.

	

	 


CHAPTER 18

	

	The moment of choice never came.

	

	Instead, the world broke apart.

	

	The spiral of memories hanging above the crossing twisted violently, the silver strands unraveling as the Shadow Beyond the Veil struck the boundary again with a force that shook the entire Gate. The ground beneath their feet cracked with thin lines of light, like fractures spreading through glass.

	

	He staggered slightly, catching himself.

	

	"That doesn't look stable."

	

	"No," she said quietly.

	

	"It isn't."

	

	The Guardian of Stasis loomed over the crossing, its vast shape flickering between forms as it struggled to contain the pressure pressing against the Gate.

	

	"The Shadow accelerates," the Guardian said.

	

	"Because the Seeker has crossed the threshold."

	

	He glanced up.

	

	"So my presence makes things worse."

	

	"Increases the risk," the Guardian corrected.

	

	She crossed her arms tightly, trying to ignore the tightening knot in her chest.

	

	"You didn't mention that earlier."

	

	"The trials were required."

	

	He looked toward the darkness again.

	

	The storm of shadow had grown larger. It filled almost half the horizon now, its shape twisting and folding over itself like an enormous living tide.

	

	Even standing here inside the Gate, he could feel it.

	

	Cold.

	

	Ancient.

	

	Hungry.

	

	The sensation pressed against his mind in subtle waves, like a distant voice whispering something he almost understood.

	

	He shook his head slightly.

	

	"What was that?"

	

	She noticed immediately.

	

	"What?"

	

	He rubbed his temple.

	

	"Nothing."

	

	But it wasn't anything.

	

	The whisper came again.

	

	Faint.

	

	So quiet it barely existed.

	

	You don't belong here.

	

	He frowned.

	

	"What the hell…"

	

	The Guardian's gaze shifted toward him.

	

	"The Shadow recognizes you."

	

	"Good for it."

	

	"The deeper you remain within the Gate, the more it will reach for you."

	

	She stiffened.

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	The Guardian answered calmly.

	

	"The Shadow cannot claim the Conduit."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because she is the balance."

	

	The enormous figure turned toward him.

	

	"But the Seeker…"

	

	The voice lowered.

	

	"…is unprotected."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"That sounds concerning."

	

	She stepped closer to him immediately.

	

	"You didn't tell me that part."

	

	"I wasn't aware of it," he said.

	

	The whisper returned.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	You're already slipping.

	

	He clenched his jaw.

	

	"No, I'm not."

	

	She frowned.

	

	"Who are you talking to?"

	

	"No one."

	

	The silver ground trembled again.

	

	Fragments of memory drifted through the air more chaotically now, pulled toward the weakening center of the Gate.

	

	The Guardian spoke again.

	

	"The longer the Seeker remains within the crossing…"

	

	"…the more the Shadow will attempt to take hold."

	

	She turned sharply.

	

	"Take hold how?"

	

	"Through doubt."

	

	The words lingered.

	

	The Shadow beyond the boundary surged again, its dark mass pushing closer to the Gate.

	

	He felt the whisper again.

	

	This time, it carried something else.

	

	Images.

	

	Flashes of memories that weren't quite right.

	

	The fortress is burning.

	

	The courtyard is empty.

	

	Her body was still frozen in the chamber.

	

	His own reflection stood alone beside the platform.

	

	You cannot save her.

	

	He shook his head harder.

	

	"No."

	

	She grabbed his arm.

	

	"Hey."

	

	He looked at her.

	

	For a moment, his vision blurred, the silver light around her flickering strangely as if the world itself had shifted out of focus.

	

	Then it cleared.

	

	"I'm fine," he said.

	

	"You're lying."

	

	"Maybe a little."

	

	The Guardian stepped forward slightly.

	

	"The Shadow feeds on fear."

	

	He exhaled slowly.

	

	"Good thing I'm not scared."

	

	The whisper laughed softly.

	

	Liar.

	

	Another tremor rippled across the crossing.

	

	The boundary cracked again.

	

	Dark lines spread through the silver barrier where the Shadow pressed harder against it.

	

	The Guardian raised one massive hand, reinforcing the Gate with a surge of pale light.

	

	"The trials are not finished."

	

	She turned back toward the towering figure.

	

	"What trials?"

	

	"The trial of loss."

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	"That sounds unpleasant."

	

	"It is necessary."

	

	The Guardian pointed toward him.

	

	"The Seeker must face the truth of what he fears most."

	

	He rolled his shoulders.

	

	"I can handle fear."

	

	The Guardian's voice deepened.

	

	"Even the fear of losing yourself."

	

	Silence fell between them.

	

	The whisper returned instantly.

	

	You already are.

	

	His breathing slowed.

	

	He focused on the sound of her voice beside him.

	

	The warmth of her presence.

	

	That was real.

	

	That mattered.

	

	"Not happening," he muttered.

	

	She squeezed his arm.

	

	"What's it saying?"

	

	He hesitated.

	

	Then answered honestly.

	

	"That I'm going to fail."

	

	Her eyes narrowed.

	

	"Well, that's rude."

	

	The Shadow struck the barrier again.

	

	This time, the impact cracked the sky itself.

	

	Fragments of silver light rained down around them like shattered glass.

	

	The Gate was weakening faster now.

	

	The Guardian turned toward them again.

	

	"The trial begins."

	

	Before either of them could react. 

	

	The world changed.

	

	The silver crossing dissolved beneath their feet.

	

	The darkness vanished.

	

	The Guardian disappeared.

	

	And suddenly he was standing somewhere else.

	

	The fortress courtyard.

	

	But something was wrong.

	

	The air smelled like smoke.

	

	The sky above the walls burned red.

	

	He turned slowly.

	

	The fortress was on fire.

	

	Flames climbed the towers while soldiers ran across the courtyard shouting orders that made no sense.

	

	"What…"

	

	He spun around again.

	

	The courtyard gate had collapsed inward, broken apart by something massive.

	

	Beyond it stretched a battlefield filled with bodies.

	

	And at the center of the chaos 

	

	Her.

	

	She lay on the ground exactly as she had the day the stasis began.

	

	Unmoving.

	

	The same unnatural stillness in her chest.

	

	But this time, something else stood beside her.

	

	The Shadow.

	

	Not the distant storm he had seen beyond the Gate.

	

	This version was smaller.

	

	Closer.

	

	Shaped vaguely like a tall figure wrapped in darkness.

	

	It looked down at her frozen body.

	

	Then it looked up at him.

	

	Finally,

	

	Its voice echoed through the burning courtyard.

	

	"You cannot stop this."

	

	He drew his sword instantly.

	

	"Watch me."

	

	The Shadow tilted its head.

	

	"You are already failing."

	

	He stepped forward.

	

	"Try me."

	

	The Shadow gestured toward her body.

	

	"You know what must happen."

	

	His grip tightened on the sword.

	

	"No."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The darkness shifted around its form.

	

	"If she wakes…"

	

	The battlefield behind it erupted in another wave of fire.

	

	"…the world burns."

	

	His chest tightened.

	

	The vision around him sharpened painfully.

	

	The screams.

	

	The destruction.

	

	The impossible weight of the moment pressed down on his thoughts.

	

	"Lies," he said.

	

	"Truth," the Shadow replied.

	

	It stepped closer to her body.

	

	"You fear losing her."

	

	The words hit harder than any weapon.

	

	"And you should."

	

	The Shadow's voice softened.

	

	"Because saving her means risking everything else."

	

	His jaw clenched.

	

	The whisper inside his mind grew louder.

	

	You know it's true.

	

	He shook his head violently.

	

	"No."

	

	The Shadow smiled.

	

	"Then prove it."

	

	The burning courtyard twisted around him.

	

	The trial had begun.

	

	And this time the enemy wasn't just the Shadow beyond the Gate.

	

	It was the fear growing slowly inside his own mind.

	

	Flames climbed the fortress walls like living things.

	

	The air smelled of smoke, steel, and something darker. The bitter scent of magic burned too far past its limits. Ash drifted through the courtyard in slow spirals, settling across the stones like gray snow.

	

	He stood frozen for only a second.

	

	Then he moved.

	

	His boots hit the ground hard as he charged toward the Shadow standing beside her body.

	

	"Get away from her."

	

	The figure made of darkness didn't move.

	

	It didn't even raise its hands.

	

	It simply watched him approach.

	

	The sword in his grip felt heavier than usual, the weight of it dragging slightly at his arm as if the dream itself resisted what he intended to do.

	

	The Shadow spoke again.

	

	"You know this is not real."

	

	He kept moving.

	

	"Doesn't matter."

	

	"Then why fight?"

	

	His pace slowed slightly.

	

	The Shadow gestured toward the battlefield beyond the broken gate. Soldiers lay scattered across the ground, their armor blackened by fire. Some still moved weakly, crawling through the dirt while the flames crept closer.

	

	"Because this part is."

	

	He reached her body.

	

	She looked exactly as she had the day everything changed, still, untouched by the chaos around her. No blood, no wounds, just the unnatural stillness of stasis locking her in place.

	

	The Shadow stepped aside, giving him a clear view.

	

	"Look at her."

	

	He didn't want to.

	

	But he did.

	

	The same fear twisted through his chest again, the memory of that moment in the fortress chamber when her breathing had stopped, and the strange light had frozen her in place like a statue.

	

	"You remember the silence," the Shadow said quietly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You remember believing she was gone."

	

	His grip tightened on the sword.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you remember what came after."

	

	The battlefield behind them shifted.

	

	The flames faded.

	

	The bodies vanished.

	

	The courtyard transformed.

	

	Now he stood in the fortress chamber again.

	

	Her frozen body lay on the stone platform.

	

	The same room where he had spent months waiting beside her.

	

	Watching.

	

	Refusing to accept the truth that everyone else had already spoken aloud.

	

	The Shadow's voice echoed softly.

	

	"You refused to move on."

	

	He didn't answer.

	

	"You refused to accept the loss."

	

	Still, he said nothing.

	

	The Shadow stepped closer.

	

	"And now you risk everything to undo it."

	

	He finally turned.

	

	"That's the point."

	

	The Shadow tilted its head.

	

	"But what if saving her destroys the world you tried to protect?"

	

	He raised the sword.

	

	"Then we stop that too."

	

	The Shadow chuckled softly.

	

	"You truly believe that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Even though you know the balance must break."

	

	He hesitated.

	

	The Shadow noticed instantly.

	

	"There."

	

	Its voice grew quieter.

	

	"The doubt."

	

	He shook his head again.

	

	"No."

	

	But the images around them changed.

	

	The fortress chamber darkened.

	

	The walls cracked.

	

	Outside the windows, the sky twisted into something unnatural, black clouds spinning in vast spirals across the horizon.

	

	The Shadow gestured toward the storm.

	

	"This is the future you create if she returns."

	

	The scene expanded.

	

	The fortress fell into ruin.

	

	Cities burned.

	

	The Shadow's massive form spread across the sky like a living eclipse.

	

	"You open the Gate."

	

	"You release the balance."

	

	"And the Shadow follows."

	

	His chest tightened again.

	

	The whisper returned.

	

	You know this could happen.

	

	He closed his eyes briefly.

	

	"No."

	

	But the images kept coming.

	

	Soldiers fighting a war they could not win.

	

	Entire kingdoms are collapsing beneath waves of darkness.

	

	And through it all 

	

	Her.

	

	Alive.

	

	Standing beside him while the world around them fell apart.

	

	The Shadow's voice lowered.

	

	"You save her."

	

	"You lose everything else."

	

	The words settled heavily in the air.

	

	For a moment, he said nothing.

	

	Then he laughed.

	

	The sound surprised even him.

	

	The Shadow's head tilted slightly.

	

	"You find this amusing."

	

	"A little."

	

	"Why?"

	

	He lowered the sword slightly.

	

	"Because you're trying very hard to scare me."

	

	"And it works."

	

	"Not really."

	

	The Shadow studied him carefully.

	

	"You feel the fear."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then why resist it?"

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Because fear doesn't mean something is wrong."

	

	The Shadow didn't respond immediately.

	

	Instead, it stepped closer, its dark form stretching across the chamber walls like spreading ink.

	

	"You fear losing her."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You fear losing yourself."

	

	He paused.

	

	"…maybe."

	

	"And yet you walk deeper into the Gate."

	

	He looked directly at it.

	

	"Because she would do the same for me."

	

	The Shadow's form flickered.

	

	The dream around them cracked slightly, like a reflection disturbed by rippling water.

	

	"You assume that."

	

	"No," he said quietly.

	

	"I know it."

	

	The Shadow changed tactics.

	

	The chamber vanished again.

	

	Now he stood somewhere else.

	

	A quiet hill overlooking the fortress valley.

	

	Peaceful.

	

	The war is gone.

	

	The sky is clear.

	

	He recognized the place immediately.

	

	It was where they had gone once during a rare moment away from the chaos of the world. A simple afternoon when neither of them had been soldiers or protectors or anything else the world demanded.

	

	Just two people sitting in the grass.

	

	Talking.

	

	Arguing.

	

	Laughing.

	

	The Shadow stood behind him now.

	

	"You could have this."

	

	He frowned slightly.

	

	"What?"

	

	"A different future."

	

	The hill expanded.

	

	Time moved forward.

	

	He saw himself years older, standing in the same place.

	

	The fortress still stood.

	

	The world remained intact.

	

	But she wasn't there.

	

	The Shadow gestured toward the quiet landscape.

	

	"She never wakes."

	

	"But the Gate remains sealed."

	

	"No Shadow."

	

	"No war."

	

	"No loss."

	

	The silence in the vision felt heavy.

	

	Empty.

	

	"You live," the Shadow continued.

	

	"You protect the world."

	

	"You honor her memory."

	

	He watched the scene carefully.

	

	The peaceful valley.

	

	The calm sky.

	

	The life that continued without her.

	

	"You move on."

	

	The whisper in his mind returned.

	

	This is the better path.

	

	He stood there for a long moment.

	

	Then he shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	The vision shattered instantly.

	

	The peaceful hill collapsed into darkness.

	

	The Shadow's form twisted angrily.

	

	"You reject salvation."

	

	"I reject lies."

	

	"This is not a lie."

	

	He pointed toward the empty valley.

	

	"Yes, it is."

	

	The Shadow's voice sharpened.

	

	"How?"

	

	"Because she wouldn't accept that world."

	

	The Shadow paused.

	

	"And you know this?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How?"

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"Because she's stubborn too."

	

	For the first time, the Shadow seemed uncertain.

	

	The battlefield returned.

	

	The burning fortress.

	

	The endless war.

	

	But the images felt weaker now.

	

	Less convincing.

	

	The fear that had wrapped around his thoughts earlier was fading.

	

	The Shadow felt it.

	

	"You grow resistant."

	

	"Good."

	

	The dark figure straightened.

	

	"Then we try something else."

	

	The battlefield disappeared completely.

	

	Now the world was empty.

	

	A vast gray plain stretching endlessly in every direction.

	

	He stood alone.

	

	No Shadow.

	

	No fortress.

	

	No memories.

	

	Just silence.

	

	The whisper came one last time.

	

	Not from a distance.

	

	But from inside his own thoughts.

	

	You cannot win this.

	

	He looked around slowly.

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	The whisper pressed harder.

	

	Then why keep fighting?

	

	He answered simply.

	

	"Because she would."

	

	The plain cracked beneath his feet.

	

	Light burst upward through the ground like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.

	

	The trial was breaking.

	

	The Shadow's influence was weakening.

	

	And somewhere far beyond the collapsing illusion 

	

	The Guardian of Stasis was watching closely.

	

	 


CHAPTER 19

	

	The fortress had grown used to silence.

	

	Months earlier, the halls had been full of voices, soldiers training in the courtyards, messengers running between towers, servants carrying food through the corridors while commanders argued about maps and strategy.

	

	Now most of those sounds are gone.

	

	The fortress still stood strong, its walls rising high above the cliffs overlooking the valley, but the life inside it had changed. War had pulled many of the soldiers away, and those who remained moved quietly through the stone corridors as if the building itself demanded silence.

	

	At the center of that silence was the chamber.

	

	The chamber where she lay frozen in time.

	

	The torches along the walls burned low, casting soft amber light across the circular room. The ancient platform in the center glowed faintly with the same strange silver energy that had held her body in stasis since the day everything shattered.

	

	For months, nothing had changed.

	

	Not her breathing.

	

	Not the light.

	

	Not the barrier surrounding the platform.

	

	Time had simply… stopped.

	

	But tonight something was different.

	

	The first person to notice was the old mystic.

	

	She had returned to the chamber after midnight, as she often did when the fortress slept. The ancient books she carried were stacked carefully in her arms, their brittle pages filled with notes she had spent months deciphering.

	

	She had been studying the nature of the Gate.

	

	The Conduit.

	

	The balance between worlds.

	

	Most of what she read only confirmed what they already feared.

	

	But tonight she was not looking at the books.

	

	She was staring at the platform.

	

	Her eyes narrowed slowly.

	

	"Strange…"

	

	At first, it was almost impossible to see.

	

	The silver barrier surrounding the platform looked the same as it always had, smooth, glowing, perfectly still.

	

	But the mystic had spent too many nights watching it.

	

	She knew its rhythm.

	

	And tonight that rhythm had changed.

	

	The light pulsed once.

	

	Faint.

	

	Barely visible.

	

	She leaned closer.

	

	"No…"

	

	The pulse came again.

	

	This time, I was a little stronger.

	

	A thin ripple moved across the surface of the barrier like a drop of water disturbing a calm lake.

	

	The mystic's heart skipped.

	

	"That shouldn't be happening."

	

	The chamber door creaked open behind her.

	

	The captain stepped inside, his boots echoing across the stone floor. He looked exhausted, his armor scratched from weeks spent managing the fortress defenses while half their forces were scattered across the kingdom.

	

	"You're still awake?" he asked.

	

	"Always."

	

	He glanced toward the platform.

	

	"Any changes?"

	

	She didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she pointed toward the barrier.

	

	"Watch."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"What am I looking for?"

	

	The silver light flickered again.

	

	This time, he saw it.

	

	"…that's new."

	

	The barrier pulsed a third time.

	

	The ripple spread outward, brushing against the edges of the platform before fading.

	

	The captain's expression shifted from curiosity to concern.

	

	"That doesn't look stable."

	

	"No," the mystic said quietly.

	

	"It doesn't."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"Is that good or bad?"

	

	The mystic studied the glowing barrier carefully.

	

	"I'm not sure yet."

	

	Another pulse rolled through the chamber.

	

	This one is stronger.

	

	The light surrounding the platform flared briefly before dimming again.

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Okay. That definitely wasn't there before."

	

	The mystic slowly opened one of the ancient books in her arms and began flipping through the fragile pages.

	

	"The Gate responds to movement between realms," she murmured.

	

	"Movement?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Meaning what?"

	

	Her finger stopped on a particular line of faded text.

	

	"Meaning someone inside the Gate has reached a threshold."

	

	The captain stared at her.

	

	"You're telling me this is happening because of him."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Or her."

	

	The captain glanced back toward the frozen figure on the platform.

	

	"You think she's aware of what's happening?"

	

	The mystic closed the book slowly.

	

	"I believe she's closer to waking than we realized."

	

	Another ripple passed through the barrier.

	

	This one didn't fade immediately.

	

	Instead, it lingered like a thin fracture across the glowing surface.

	

	The captain leaned forward.

	

	"…is that a crack?"

	

	The mystic followed his gaze.

	

	The ripple had hardened into something sharper.

	

	A thin line of darker energy running through the barrier.

	

	Not large.

	

	Not dangerous yet.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	"Yes," she said quietly.

	

	"It is."

	

	The captain let out a low whistle.

	

	"That can't be good."

	

	"Not necessarily."

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	The mystic walked slowly around the platform, studying the fracture from different angles.

	

	"The stasis was never meant to last forever."

	

	"So this means it's breaking."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But breaking doesn't always mean failing."

	

	The captain scratched the back of his neck.

	

	"That's a very mysterious way to say you don't know."

	

	She didn't argue.

	

	Because he wasn't wrong.

	

	Another pulse spread through the chamber.

	

	The fracture in the barrier widened slightly.

	

	Just a hair.

	

	But enough for them to notice.

	

	And something else changed.

	

	The air inside the chamber shifted.

	

	The captain felt it immediately.

	

	"You feel that?"

	

	The mystic nodded.

	

	"Energy."

	

	"What kind?"

	

	"The kind that appears when the Gate begins to close."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"Close?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That means…"

	

	The mystic finished the thought.

	

	"…that the trials are nearing their end."

	

	The captain stared at the frozen figure again.

	

	"So he's still alive in there."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And she's still fighting."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He sighed heavily.

	

	"Well. That's something."

	

	Across the chamber, the torches flickered.

	

	A low hum began rising from the platform.

	

	Not loud.

	

	But constant.

	

	The mystic looked back toward the barrier.

	

	The crack was growing.

	

	Slowly.

	

	Almost like ice melting beneath sunlight.

	

	Then something unexpected happened.

	

	Her hand moved suddenly toward the barrier.

	

	"Wait."

	

	The captain stiffened.

	

	"What?"

	

	She leaned closer to the platform.

	

	"Did you see that?"

	

	"See what?"

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	And for a split second 

	

	Her chest moved.

	

	The captain's eyes widened.

	

	"Hold on."

	

	They both leaned forward.

	

	Watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	The silver light flickered again.

	

	Her body remained perfectly still.

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Maybe it was the light."

	

	"No," the mystic said.

	

	"I saw it too."

	

	They waited.

	

	The chamber fell silent again except for the low hum of the Gate.

	

	Then 

	

	Another pulse.

	

	Her chest rose slightly.

	

	Just once.

	

	Then fell again.

	

	The captain's jaw dropped.

	

	"She just breathed."

	

	The mystic's hands trembled slightly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain stared at the platform in disbelief.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But it happened."

	

	The crack in the barrier spread another inch across the glowing surface.

	

	The hum inside the chamber deepened.

	

	And somewhere far beyond the fortress walls 

	

	Beyond the sky 

	

	Beyond the thin boundary separating worlds 

	

	The Gate itself trembled.

	

	Inside the crossing, the trials were reaching their breaking point.

	

	And for the first time since the stasis began 

	

	Eternity had cracked.

	

	The crack did not close.

	

	That was the first thing the mystic noticed.

	

	For months, every ripple in the barrier had always settled back into perfect stillness, the silver surface smoothing itself as if time itself refused to bend around the stasis. But now the fracture remains.

	

	Thin.

	

	Faint.

	

	But real.

	

	The captain stared at it like a man watching a cliff edge crumble beneath his feet.

	

	"That's not supposed to stay there, right?"

	

	The mystic didn't answer immediately.

	

	She moved closer to the platform, slowly circling it while keeping her eyes fixed on the fracture running across the barrier.

	

	"No," she said at last.

	

	"It isn't."

	

	The captain folded his arms tightly.

	

	"Should we be worried?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	He paused.

	

	"…that sounded serious."

	

	"Because it is."

	

	Another pulse rippled through the barrier.

	

	The crack widened slightly.

	

	The captain leaned forward.

	

	"Okay, I'm officially worried now."

	

	The mystic ignored him. Her attention had shifted entirely to the platform itself.

	

	Not the barrier.

	

	Her.

	

	The girl was frozen inside the glowing field.

	

	For months, she had looked like a statue carved from living light. Her chest had remained perfectly still, her expression calm and unchanged, as if she had simply paused between breaths.

	

	Now the stillness was gone.

	

	Barely.

	

	But enough.

	

	The mystic leaned even closer.

	

	"Wait."

	

	The captain stepped forward immediately.

	

	"What?"

	

	"Look at her hand."

	

	He squinted.

	

	"At what?"

	

	Her fingers.

	

	They had been resting loosely at her sides since the moment the stasis began.

	

	Now one finger twitched.

	

	Just once.

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"Did she just?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	They both froze.

	

	Watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Nothing happened for several seconds.

	

	Then the barrier pulsed again.

	

	The crack spread another inch.

	

	And her fingers moved again.

	

	The captain stumbled back a step.

	

	"She's waking up."

	

	The mystic shook her head slowly.

	

	"No."

	

	"Then what do you call that?"

	

	"This isn't waking."

	

	She gestured toward the glowing fracture.

	

	"This is the stasis breaking."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That sounds like the same thing."

	

	"It isn't."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because if the stasis collapses before the Gate closes…"

	

	Her voice trailed off.

	

	The captain's stomach tightened.

	

	"What happens?"

	

	The mystic finally looked at him.

	

	"The balance fails."

	

	Silence settled over the chamber again.

	

	Then the captain sighed.

	

	"That's bad, right?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The torches along the walls flickered violently.

	

	Another surge of energy rolled through the chamber.

	

	The barrier flashed bright enough to force them both to shield their eyes.

	

	When the light faded 

	

	The crack had doubled in size.

	

	It now stretched halfway across the platform like a jagged scar of darkness cutting through the silver glow.

	

	The captain let out a low curse.

	

	"Okay, that's definitely worse."

	

	The mystic rushed toward one of the stone tables lining the chamber wall. Scrolls and ancient texts were scattered across its surface, most of them half-translated during the long months of research.

	

	She began flipping through them rapidly.

	

	"The Gate is reacting."

	

	"To what?"

	

	"To the trials."

	

	He leaned against the platform cautiously, keeping one eye on the expanding fracture.

	

	"So if the Gate is reacting…"

	

	"Then something inside it has changed."

	

	The captain rubbed his chin.

	

	"That means he's doing something important."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Or something very stupid."

	

	She didn't disagree.

	

	Another pulse surged through the barrier.

	

	The crack widened again.

	

	But this time something else happened.

	

	The silver light flickered.

	

	Just for a second.

	

	But long enough for the captain to notice.

	

	"Did the barrier just… weaken?"

	

	The mystic froze.

	

	Then she slowly turned toward the platform again.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain stared.

	

	"Is that normal?"

	

	"No."

	

	"That seems like a pattern tonight."

	

	They both watched the barrier carefully.

	

	The silver light surged again, but this time it didn't return to its original brightness. Instead, it dimmed slightly, as if the energy maintaining the stasis was draining away.

	

	The captain's voice lowered.

	

	"If that thing breaks…"

	

	"She wakes."

	

	"Good."

	

	"Or the Shadow comes through."

	

	He sighed heavily.

	

	"Right. That."

	

	Another tremor shook the fortress walls.

	

	Dust fell from the ceiling.

	

	The torches flared.

	

	And deep within the barrier 

	

	Something moved.

	

	The mystic stepped closer again.

	

	Her eyes widened.

	

	"Captain."

	

	He turned instantly.

	

	"What?"

	

	"Her eyes."

	

	He rushed back toward the platform.

	

	At first, he didn't see anything.

	

	Then 

	

	Her eyelids twitched.

	

	Just slightly.

	

	But unmistakably.

	

	The captain froze.

	

	"She's dreaming."

	

	The mystic nodded slowly.

	

	"The Gate is weakening the boundary between mind and body."

	

	"So she's aware."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He stared at her unmoving face.

	

	"Do you think she knows what's happening?"

	

	The mystic looked toward the spreading crack.

	

	"I think she feels it."

	

	The barrier pulsed again.

	

	But this time the ripple didn't stop at the crack.

	

	It passed through it.

	

	For a split second, the silver field flickered completely.

	

	And during that instant 

	

	The chamber filled with a faint whisper.

	

	Not a voice.

	

	More like the echo of a thought brushing against the edges of reality.

	

	The captain stiffened.

	

	"…did you hear that?"

	

	The mystic's expression had gone pale.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What was it?"

	

	She looked down at the frozen figure again.

	

	"I think it was her."

	

	Another tremor shook the fortress.

	

	This one is stronger than the others.

	

	Far above them, somewhere in the upper towers, a bell began ringing wildly as guards rushed along the walls.

	

	The captain turned toward the chamber door.

	

	"What's that about?"

	

	Before the mystic could answer 

	

	A soldier burst into the room.

	

	"Captain!"

	

	He turned sharply.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	The soldier was breathing hard.

	

	"The sky."

	

	"What about it?"

	

	The man hesitated.

	

	"You need to see it."

	

	The captain looked back at the mystic.

	

	"Stay here."

	

	She nodded.

	

	"I'm not going anywhere."

	

	He rushed out of the chamber and up the winding staircase toward the fortress walls.

	

	By the time he reached the top tower, half the remaining soldiers had already gathered along the battlements.

	

	They were all staring upward.

	

	The captain followed their gaze.

	

	And stopped.

	

	The sky above the valley had split.

	

	Not completely.

	

	But enough.

	

	A massive fracture stretched across the clouds like a glowing scar in the heavens. Silver light poured through it in slow streams, twisting the air around it into strange spirals.

	

	The captain's heart dropped.

	

	"That can't be good."

	

	One of the soldiers spoke quietly beside him.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	The captain didn't answer right away.

	

	Because he knew exactly what it was.

	

	The Gate.

	

	It was cracking.

	

	Far below, deep within the fortress chamber, the barrier around the platform pulsed again.

	

	The fracture spread another inch.

	

	And the girl frozen inside the stasis took another slow breath.

	

	The crack in eternity was growing wider.

	

	 


CHAPTER 20

	

	The sky above the fortress looked wrong.

	

	From the battlements, the captain watched the fracture spreading through the clouds, the thin glowing scar widening little by little as silver light leaked into the night sky. It didn't look like lightning or magic or anything he had seen during years of war.

	

	It looked like the world itself had cracked.

	

	The soldiers around him whispered nervously.

	

	"Is that the Gate?"

	

	"It has to be."

	

	"Should we sound the full alarm?"

	

	The captain kept his eyes on the glowing fracture.

	

	"Already done," he muttered.

	

	The bells had been ringing for several minutes now. Across the fortress walls, torches flared to life as guards rushed to their positions, unsure what enemy they were preparing to face.

	

	Because there was no army.

	

	No approaching banners.

	

	No marching footsteps.

	

	Just the sky was slowly tearing open above them.

	

	He turned away from the battlements.

	

	"I need to get back to the chamber."

	

	One of the lieutenants grabbed his arm.

	

	"Captain, what if something comes through that?"

	

	The captain glanced back at the sky.

	

	Then down toward the fortress courtyard, where soldiers were scrambling to arm themselves.

	

	"If something comes through that," he said, "we'll deal with it."

	

	He started down the tower stairs two at a time.

	

	Deep beneath the fortress, the chamber of stasis had changed.

	

	The mystic had pulled nearly every ancient text from the surrounding shelves and spread them across the stone tables. Candles burned low beside stacks of scrolls, their flickering light dancing across the strange silver barrier surrounding the platform.

	

	The crack across the barrier was now unmistakable.

	

	What had once been a thin fracture had spread into a jagged line running across nearly half the glowing field.

	

	Each pulse of energy widened it.

	

	Each pulse weakened the stasis.

	

	But the mystic's attention was no longer on the crack.

	

	It was in the shadows.

	

	At first, she thought it was a trick of the candlelight.

	

	The chamber walls were old stone, uneven in places, and the flickering flames sometimes caused shadows to shift strangely.

	

	But this was different.

	

	The shadows were moving on their own.

	

	They gathered slowly along the edges of the room, stretching across the floor like black water creeping toward the platform.

	

	The mystic's fingers tightened around the book in her hands.

	

	"No…"

	

	Another pulse rippled through the barrier.

	

	The crack widened again.

	

	And the shadows moved closer.

	

	She stepped backward from the platform.

	

	"You feel it too, don't you?"

	

	The question hung in the empty chamber.

	

	But something answered.

	

	A faint whisper rose from the darkness near the walls.

	

	Not a voice exactly.

	

	More like several voices speaking at once, too softly to understand.

	

	The mystic grabbed a small crystal from the table and held it out toward the creeping darkness.

	

	The crystal flared with pale blue light.

	

	The shadows recoiled slightly.

	

	But they did not retreat.

	

	Instead, they thickened.

	

	The whispering grew louder.

	

	"They're coming through the crack," the mystic murmured.

	

	She turned quickly toward the platform.

	

	The girl inside the stasis had not moved again, but the slow rhythm of breathing continued.

	

	Barely visible.

	

	Barely real.

	

	But there.

	

	Alive.

	

	And something else had changed.

	

	The silver light surrounding her body had begun flickering unevenly, like a failing lantern struggling against the wind.

	

	The mystic understood immediately.

	

	"The barrier is losing strength."

	

	The whispers grew louder.

	

	The shadows crept closer.

	

	They had sensed it too.

	

	The captain burst through the chamber door just as the shadows reached the outer ring of the platform.

	

	"What's happening?" he shouted.

	

	The mystic didn't look away from the darkness.

	

	"They found her."

	

	He drew his sword instantly.

	

	"Who?"

	

	"The things waiting beyond the Gate."

	

	The captain's eyes swept across the chamber floor.

	

	The shadows were no longer hiding along the walls.

	

	They were moving toward the platform like living creatures.

	

	"What are they?"

	

	The mystic's voice lowered.

	

	"Hunters."

	

	The shadows surged forward.

	

	The captain slashed his sword through the nearest patch of darkness.

	

	The blade passed through it easily.

	

	But the shadow shrieked.

	

	The sound wasn't loud; it was thin and sharp, like glass scraping across stone.

	

	The darkness recoiled from the sword.

	

	"That worked," the captain muttered.

	

	"For now," the mystic said.

	

	The shadows gathered again.

	

	This time, they didn't crawl along the ground.

	

	They rose.

	

	The darkness stretched upward into tall, shifting shapes that looked vaguely human but lacked faces, features, or any clear form.

	

	Just silhouettes made of shadow.

	

	One stepped forward.

	

	Its voice sounded like wind passing through broken glass.

	

	"She is weakening."

	

	Another shape formed beside it.

	

	"The Gate fractures."

	

	"Her power awakens."

	

	The captain stepped between them and the platform.

	

	"You're not touching her."

	

	The shadows ignored him.

	

	Their attention remained fixed on the girl inside the failing barrier.

	

	"The Conduit stirs."

	

	"We claim the awakening."

	

	The mystic raised the glowing crystal again.

	

	"Not while I'm breathing."

	

	The crystal flared brighter.

	

	Silver light pushed outward across the chamber floor.

	

	Several of the shadow figures shrieked and retreated.

	

	But more shadows poured through the cracks in the walls and ceiling.

	

	Dozens.

	

	Then hundreds.

	

	The captain stared in disbelief.

	

	"Where are they coming from?"

	

	"The fracture in the Gate," the mystic said.

	

	"The balance is weakening. That allows them to slip through the edges of reality."

	

	The shadows continued gathering.

	

	They circled the platform slowly.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Watching.

	

	The captain tightened his grip on the sword.

	

	"Tell me we have a plan."

	

	The mystic didn't answer.

	

	Because the shadows suddenly surged.

	

	All at once, they rushed toward the platform.

	

	The captain stepped forward and swung his blade in a wide arc. The steel flashed through the darkness, scattering several of the creatures into wisps of smoke.

	

	But more took their place instantly.

	

	The mystic slammed the crystal against the stone floor.

	

	A wave of blue light exploded outward.

	

	The nearest shadows disintegrated completely.

	

	The chamber filled with shrieking echoes.

	

	But the light faded quickly.

	

	And the shadows returned.

	

	One of them reached the barrier.

	

	The moment its hand touched the silver surface, the crack flared brightly.

	

	The shadow laughed.

	

	"She opens."

	

	Another shadow pressed against the fracture.

	

	The barrier flickered violently.

	

	The captain rushed forward and drove his sword through the creature's chest.

	

	The blade passed through it again, but the creature shrieked and dissolved.

	

	More shadows pushed forward.

	

	They didn't care about the sword.

	

	They didn't care about the crystal.

	

	They only cared about the crack.

	

	Because through that fracture, they could feel it.

	

	The power inside her.

	

	Ancient.

	

	Boundless.

	

	Unclaimed.

	

	The mystic's voice trembled.

	

	"They're trying to reach her soul."

	

	The captain stared at the spreading crack.

	

	"What happens if they do?"

	

	"They take control of the Conduit before she wakes."

	

	"And then?"

	

	The mystic swallowed hard.

	

	"Then the Shadow Beyond the Veil wins."

	

	Another shadow forced its way against the barrier.

	

	The crack widened again.

	

	Inside the failing stasis, her breathing grew slightly stronger.

	

	The captain saw it.

	

	"She's waking up faster."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the barrier is collapsing."

	

	The shadows surged again.

	

	The chamber filled with their whispers.

	

	"Claim her."

	

	"Bind her."

	

	"Become the Gate."

	

	The captain raised his sword again.

	

	"Over my dead body."

	

	But the shadows didn't attack him.

	

	They simply kept pressing against the barrier.

	

	The crack widened further.

	

	And deep inside the failing stasis 

	

	Her eyes twitched again.

	

	Because somewhere beyond the Gate…

	

	The final battle was beginning.

	

	The shadows multiplied.

	

	At first, there had only been a few thin figures slipping along the chamber walls like smoke crawling across stone. Now the darkness poured into the room from every corner, stretching across the floor and climbing the pillars that circled the platform.

	

	The chamber felt smaller.

	

	Colder.

	

	The captain swung his sword again, the blade cutting through a rising figure that tried to reach the barrier. The shadow shrieked as it split apart, dissolving into a swirl of black mist that quickly seeped back toward the cracks in the walls.

	

	But another replaced it instantly.

	

	And another.

	

	"They're not stopping," he growled.

	

	The mystic's crystal flared again, releasing a sharp burst of blue light that drove several of the creatures back.

	

	"They don't need to stop," she said. "They only need one moment."

	

	The captain glanced at the barrier.

	

	The crack had spread across nearly two-thirds of the glowing surface now. Thin strands of silver light flickered unevenly along its edges, like a wounded heart struggling to keep beating.

	

	Inside the stasis field, her breathing had grown stronger.

	

	Still shallow.

	

	Still slow.

	

	But undeniable.

	

	Alive.

	

	The captain saw it clearly this time.

	

	"She's fighting."

	

	"Yes," the mystic said quietly.

	

	"But so are they."

	

	The shadows surged again.

	

	One of them slipped through the captain's defense and lunged toward the fracture in the barrier.

	

	Its hand touched the glowing crack.

	

	The barrier shrieked.

	

	Not a sound made by air or steel, something deeper, something ancient that vibrated through the bones of the fortress itself.

	

	The captain drove his sword through the creature.

	

	It vanished instantly.

	

	But the crack widened another inch.

	

	The mystic's voice dropped.

	

	"They're feeding on the fracture."

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"It means every contact weakens the stasis."

	

	Another shadow slammed into the barrier.

	

	The crack grew again.

	

	And something new happened.

	

	A thread of darkness slipped through.

	

	The captain saw it immediately.

	

	A thin wisp of shadow curled through the fractured barrier like smoke passing through broken glass.

	

	It reached toward her chest.

	

	"No, you don't."

	

	He lunged forward and slashed through it.

	

	The darkness snapped apart.

	

	But the damage was done.

	

	The barrier flickered violently.

	

	And for the first time since the stasis began 

	

	The silver light failed for a full second.

	

	In that instant, the chamber filled with whispers.

	

	Hundreds of them.

	

	Thousands.

	

	Voices layered on top of one another like a swarm of insects speaking through the same mouth.

	

	"She wakes."

	

	"The Conduit opens."

	

	"Take the power."

	

	The captain stumbled back slightly as the barrier reignited.

	

	"What the hell was that?"

	

	The mystic stared at the crack.

	

	"They're reaching her mind."

	

	The captain's grip tightened.

	

	"Can they control her?"

	

	"Not yet."

	

	"Yet?"

	

	"They need the stasis to collapse first."

	

	The shadows seemed to understand that, too.

	

	They rushed forward in a wave.

	

	The captain fought harder now, his sword moving constantly, forcing the creatures back again and again. Each strike scattered them into drifting fragments of darkness.

	

	But they never truly disappeared.

	

	They always came back.

	

	The mystic slammed her crystal against the floor again.

	

	Another shockwave of blue light spread through the chamber, forcing the shadows back from the platform.

	

	But even as they recoiled, more darkness poured through the cracks in the ceiling and the gaps beneath the stone doors.

	

	"They're being drawn here," she said.

	

	"By what?"

	

	"By her."

	

	The captain looked at the girl inside the barrier again.

	

	Her breathing had deepened slightly.

	

	Her fingers moved faintly against the stone surface beneath her.

	

	"She's waking faster."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the Gate is still open."

	

	"And the Shadow wants the first claim."

	

	The captain slashed another shadow apart.

	

	"Well, it's going to have to get through me first."

	

	The mystic didn't answer.

	

	Because something far worse had just arrived.

	

	The shadows at the back of the chamber suddenly parted.

	

	They didn't scatter.

	

	They moved aside.

	

	Like soldiers clearing a path for something stronger.

	

	The captain noticed immediately.

	

	"That's new."

	

	The darkness thickened at the far wall.

	

	Then it rose.

	

	Not like the other shadow creatures.

	

	This one grew slowly, gathering the scattered darkness around it until a towering shape formed taller than any man, its body made of swirling black mist that constantly shifted and folded inward.

	

	Where a face should have been, there was only a hollow void.

	

	The chamber temperature dropped instantly.

	

	The mystic's voice turned cold.

	

	"A collector."

	

	The captain glanced back.

	

	"A what?"

	

	"One of the Shadow's servants."

	

	"That doesn't sound good."

	

	"It isn't."

	

	The creature stepped forward.

	

	The lesser shadows retreated behind it.

	

	Its voice echoed through the chamber like distant thunder.

	

	"The Conduit weakens."

	

	The captain raised his sword.

	

	"Take another step, and I'll weaken you."

	

	The creature ignored him.

	

	Its hollow gaze fixed on the platform.

	

	"The soul awakens."

	

	It moved closer.

	

	The captain rushed forward and swung his blade with all his strength.

	

	The steel passed through the creature's body. 

	

	And stopped.

	

	Not because it struck bone.

	

	Because the darkness hardened around it like stone.

	

	The captain's eyes widened.

	

	"Well, that's new."

	

	The creature looked down at him.

	

	"You are not the Gate."

	

	Then it moved.

	

	Its arm struck the captain across the chamber with terrifying force.

	

	He slammed into the far wall, the breath knocked from his lungs as his sword clattered across the floor.

	

	The mystic shouted.

	

	"Captain!"

	

	The collector turned toward the platform again.

	

	The barrier crack pulsed eagerly.

	

	It raised its hand.

	

	Dark tendrils stretched from its fingers toward the fracture in the stasis field.

	

	The mystic rushed forward and thrust the crystal toward it.

	

	The blue light flared violently.

	

	The collector recoiled slightly.

	

	But it did not retreat.

	

	"You delay the inevitable," it said.

	

	The tendrils reached the barrier.

	

	They slipped through the crack.

	

	Inside the stasis field, the darkness reached toward her chest.

	

	The mystic's voice shook.

	

	"No…"

	

	The captain forced himself upright.

	

	His ribs screamed in protest, but he ignored the pain as he stumbled back toward the platform.

	

	The collector's tendrils were almost touching her heart.

	

	"Get away from her!"

	

	He grabbed his sword from the floor and lunged forward.

	

	This time, he didn't aim for the creature's body.

	

	He aimed for the tendrils.

	

	The blade sliced through the shadow strands.

	

	They snapped instantly.

	

	The collector roared.

	

	The sound shook the chamber walls.

	

	The captain stood between it and the platform again.

	

	Breathing hard.

	

	Bleeding slightly from the impact against the wall.

	

	"Try again."

	

	The collector tilted its head.

	

	"You cannot hold the Gate."

	

	The captain wiped blood from his lip.

	

	"Watch me."

	

	Behind him, the barrier crack flared brighter.

	

	Inside the stasis field 

	

	Her eyes moved again.

	

	Not just twitching.

	

	Opening.

	

	Only a fraction.

	

	But enough for a thin line of silver light to shine from beneath her lashes.

	

	The mystic saw it.

	

	"She's almost awake."

	

	The collector saw it too.

	

	And suddenly every shadow in the chamber surged forward again.

	

	The battle for her soul had entered its final moment.

	

	 


CHAPTER 21

	

	The moment hope began to break did not arrive with a single catastrophic event.

	

	It came quietly.

	

	Almost gently.

	

	Like the slow extinguishing of a flame that had burned too long against the wind.

	

	For weeks after the battle in the chamber of stasis, the fortress remained locked in constant vigilance. Guards rotated through the underground corridors day and night. Scholars and mystics surrounded the chamber with wards layered so densely that the air itself seemed to hum with restrained magic.

	

	Everyone believed the worst had passed.

	

	They were wrong.

	

	The crack in the stasis barrier had stabilized, but it had not healed.

	

	Thin lines of fractured silver light spread across the glowing field like frost creeping over glass. The barrier still held her suspended, still preserved the unnatural stillness around her body, but it no longer felt invincible.

	

	And everyone knew it.

	

	The captain stood near the edge of the platform, arms folded as he watched the barrier flicker faintly in the candlelight.

	

	"She should have woken by now."

	

	Across the chamber, the mystic rubbed her tired eyes as she studied a scroll covered in ancient runes.

	

	"Stasis does not follow rules we understand."

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"No," she admitted quietly. "It isn't."

	

	The captain turned toward the platform again.

	

	Inside the barrier, she looked the same as the day the stasis had begun.

	

	Her hair spread across the stone like dark silk.

	

	Her face was calm.

	

	Peaceful.

	

	Too peaceful.

	

	The captain hated that look.

	

	"She moved," he said suddenly.

	

	The mystic looked up.

	

	"When?"

	

	"Last night."

	

	"You didn't mention that."

	

	"I wasn't sure."

	

	He stepped closer to the barrier, watching her carefully.

	

	"I thought maybe I imagined it."

	

	The mystic stood and approached slowly.

	

	"What kind of movement?"

	

	"Her hand."

	

	He pointed.

	

	"It twitched."

	

	The mystic studied her for a long moment.

	

	Then she sighed softly.

	

	"Sometimes the body reacts to fluctuations in the stasis field."

	

	"So you're saying it meant nothing."

	

	"I'm saying we don't know."

	

	The captain exhaled heavily.

	

	The uncertainty had become worse than the waiting.

	

	Because now they had hope.

	

	And hope made every hour of silence unbearable.

	

	A loud knock echoed through the chamber doors.

	

	Moments later, a young soldier rushed inside, breathing hard.

	

	"Captain!"

	

	The captain turned immediately.

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"Scouts just returned from the eastern ridge."

	

	"And?"

	

	The soldier hesitated.

	

	"They saw movement in the mountains."

	

	The captain's jaw tightened.

	

	"What kind of movement?"

	

	"Something big."

	

	The mystic's voice lowered.

	

	"The collectors."

	

	The soldier looked confused.

	

	"Collectors?"

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"They're back."

	

	The eastern ridge lay two miles beyond the fortress walls, where jagged stone cliffs rose like broken teeth against the sky.

	

	From the watchtower above the ridge, the scout captain stared through a long bronze lens at the distant shapes moving along the mountain slopes.

	

	At first glance, they looked like shadows drifting across the rock.

	

	But shadows didn't climb cliffs.

	

	And shadows didn't move against the wind.

	

	"There are dozens of them," one of the scouts whispered.

	

	The captain didn't answer.

	

	He adjusted the lens again.

	

	The shapes were becoming clearer now.

	

	Tall figures formed from darkness.

	

	Collectors.

	

	And behind them 

	

	Something larger.

	

	The scout's stomach tightened.

	

	"Sound the horns."

	

	"But captain "

	

	"Now."

	

	The horns echoed across the mountains.

	

	Their deep, warning tones carried all the way back to the fortress.

	

	The captain heard them immediately.

	

	He was halfway up the stairwell when the first horn sounded.

	

	Then the second.

	

	Then the third.

	

	"Damn it."

	

	He turned toward the soldiers rushing past him.

	

	"Get every archer to the walls!"

	

	The fortress erupted into motion.

	

	Torches flared along the battlements.

	

	Archers rushed into position along the stone parapets.

	

	Below them, the main gates slammed shut with a thunderous boom.

	

	The captain reached the top of the wall just as the first shadows appeared along the ridge.

	

	He felt his stomach sink.

	

	Because there were far more of them than before.

	

	Collectors moved slowly across the rocks, their towering forms casting long unnatural shadows in the fading daylight.

	

	Behind them marched hundreds of lesser shadow creatures.

	

	An entire army of darkness is gathering beneath the cliffs.

	

	One of the soldiers whispered nervously.

	

	"That's not a raid."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"No."

	

	It was an invasion.

	

	Deep beneath the fortress, the mystic felt the moment the collectors approached.

	

	The chamber temperature dropped sharply.

	

	The candles flickered violently.

	

	And the crack in the stasis barrier pulsed with new energy.

	

	The mystic rushed toward the platform.

	

	"No…"

	

	She pressed both hands against the glowing field.

	

	"They found her again."

	

	Inside the barrier, the girl's breathing had grown stronger over the past few days.

	

	But now it falters.

	

	The steady rhythm slowed.

	

	Weakened.

	

	The mystic's eyes widened.

	

	"They're pulling on the Gate."

	

	A tremor ran through the chamber floor.

	

	Dust drifted from the stone ceiling.

	

	The mystic ran to the shelves and grabbed a thin metal ring etched with ancient symbols.

	

	She slid it over the base of the platform.

	

	The ring flared with soft gold light.

	

	"Hold together," she whispered.

	

	But the crack continued spreading.

	

	Because far above them 

	

	The collectors had begun their assault.

	

	The first wave reached the fortress walls just as the sun dipped below the horizon.

	

	Archers fired instantly.

	

	Flaming arrows streaked through the darkening sky and struck the advancing shadows.

	

	Several creatures dissolved into smoke.

	

	But most kept moving.

	

	Arrows passed through their forms without slowing them.

	

	The captain swore under his breath.

	

	"Switch to silver heads!"

	

	The archers adjusted quickly.

	

	This time, the arrows struck with greater force.

	

	Several collectors staggered as silver-tipped shafts pierced their bodies.

	

	But they didn't fall.

	

	They simply kept advancing.

	

	The captain turned to one of the lieutenants.

	

	"Where are the ward mages?"

	

	"Setting the outer barrier!"

	

	"Tell them to hurry."

	

	Because the shadows were nearly at the gate.

	

	Inside the chamber of stasis, the mystic knelt beside the platform, surrounded by glowing symbols she had hastily carved into the stone.

	

	The gold ring hummed softly beneath the platform.

	

	But it wasn't enough.

	

	The crack in the barrier widened another inch.

	

	Inside the stasis 

	

	Her breathing slowed again.

	

	The mystic grabbed the crystal and pressed it against the barrier.

	

	"Stay with us," she whispered.

	

	"Please."

	

	For a moment, nothing happened.

	

	Then 

	

	Her fingers twitched again.

	

	The mystic's heart leapt.

	

	"You're still there."

	

	But the moment passed quickly.

	

	Because the chamber lights suddenly dimmed.

	

	The shadows had reached the fortress walls.

	

	And the Gate was weakening again.

	

	The first collector climbed over the fortress wall ten minutes later.

	

	It moved like liquid darkness, flowing across the stone battlements before rising into its towering form.

	

	The nearest soldier barely had time to shout before the creature struck.

	

	The man flew backward across the wall.

	

	The captain rushed forward and slashed his sword across the collector's torso.

	

	The blade burned with silver runes.

	

	This time, the creature recoiled.

	

	It howled in fury.

	

	More collectors followed.

	

	Within seconds, the battlements had become a battlefield.

	

	Steel clashed against the shadow.

	

	Torches fell and shattered across the stone floor.

	

	The captain fought like a man possessed.

	

	But the enemy kept coming.

	

	Because they weren't trying to take the fortress.

	

	They were trying to reach the chamber below.

	

	And deep underground 

	

	The mystic felt the exact moment the fortress defenses began to fail.

	

	The crack in the stasis barrier flared bright.

	

	Then spread again.

	

	Inside the field 

	

	Her breathing stopped.

	

	Just for a second.

	

	But long enough for the mystic's heart to drop into her stomach.

	

	"No…"

	

	She grabbed the crystal again, forcing more energy into the weakening field.

	

	"Don't leave."

	

	The girl's chest rose again slowly.

	

	But weaker than before.

	

	The mystic stared at the spreading fracture.

	

	Hope had carried them this far.

	

	Hope had kept the barrier alive.

	

	Hope had kept her spirit fighting somewhere beyond the silence.

	

	But now 

	

	Hope was beginning to falter.

	

	And the darkness knew it.

	

	The night thickened around the fortress like a living thing.

	

	Flames from fallen torches burned along the battlements, their orange glow reflecting off steel blades and fractured stone. Smoke drifted through the air as soldiers fought desperately along the walls, their shouts mixing with the eerie shrieks of the shadow creatures climbing over the parapets.

	

	The captain wiped sweat and blood from his face as he drove his sword through another collector. The enchanted steel glowed faintly silver as it cut through the creature's chest, forcing the dark mass of its body to collapse into swirling fragments.

	

	But the fragments didn't disappear.

	

	They slid across the stone like spilled ink and began pulling themselves back together.

	

	"Damn it!" he barked.

	

	Two soldiers beside him slammed their shields forward, trying to force the reforming creature back toward the wall.

	

	"Hold the line!" one of them shouted.

	

	Another collector surged up the battlement ladder, its towering form unfolding from shadow like a nightmare given shape. Its long arms lashed outward, striking one soldier across the chest with brutal force.

	

	The man crashed against the stone parapet and slid to the ground.

	

	The captain rushed forward, slashing again and again, forcing the collector to retreat step by step.

	

	But he could see the truth spreading across the wall.

	

	They were losing ground.

	

	More shadow creatures were climbing up from the darkness below.

	

	And beyond them, across the jagged ridge, even more were gathering.

	

	Deep beneath the fortress, the chamber of stasis trembled.

	

	Dust drifted slowly from the ancient ceiling stones, settling across the scattered scrolls and glowing runes the mystic had carved into the floor.

	

	The gold ring surrounding the platform pulsed faintly.

	

	Its light was weaker now.

	

	The mystic could feel the strain building within the enchantment. Every pulse of energy from the fortress above rippled through the chamber like distant thunder.

	

	And the barrier surrounding the girl flickered again.

	

	The crack widened another fraction of an inch.

	

	The mystic pressed both hands against the glowing field.

	

	"No… hold together."

	

	Inside the stasis, the girl's chest rose and fell slowly.

	

	But the rhythm was uneven now.

	

	Fragile.

	

	As if the invisible thread holding her spirit to the world had begun to fray.

	

	The mystic closed her eyes and focused her energy into the barrier.

	

	Blue light flowed from the crystal in her palm, spreading through the fractured silver field like liquid fire.

	

	For a moment, the crack stopped spreading.

	

	But the effort left her trembling.

	

	"They're pulling harder," she whispered.

	

	She could feel it clearly now.

	

	Something beyond the veil of the world was reaching through the Gate, tugging at the awakening soul trapped within the stasis.

	

	Trying to claim it before it returns.

	

	Above them, the fortress courtyard had become chaotic.

	

	Soldiers rushed between burning wagons and overturned barricades as shadow creatures slipped through broken sections of the wall. Archers fired desperately from the towers, their arrows glowing with faint runic light as they struck the advancing darkness.

	

	But the creatures kept coming.

	

	They poured through the breached gate like a flood of living night.

	

	The captain sprinted down the inner stairwell and burst into the courtyard just as a group of collectors pushed past the fallen barricades.

	

	"Form up!" he shouted.

	

	The remaining soldiers gathered quickly around him, shields locking together in a defensive ring.

	

	Steel clashed against shadow as the collectors attacked.

	

	The captain drove his sword upward through one creature's chest, twisting the blade as silver light flared across its body.

	

	The collector shrieked and dissolved.

	

	Another lunged at him from the side.

	

	He barely raised his blade in time to block the strike.

	

	The impact rattled his arms.

	

	"We can't hold them!" one of the soldiers shouted.

	

	The captain glanced toward the inner fortress door.

	

	Behind that door lay the passage leading to the chamber of stasis.

	

	If the collectors reached it 

	

	Everything they had fought for would be lost.

	

	"Fall back to the inner hall!" he ordered.

	

	The soldiers retreated slowly, fighting step by step across the courtyard.

	

	But the shadows followed relentlessly.

	

	Because they could feel the same thing the mystic felt below.

	

	The Gate was weakening.

	

	And the soul inside it was nearly free.

	

	Back in the chamber of stasis, the mystic staggered slightly as another violent tremor shook the fortress.

	

	The crack across the barrier flared bright silver.

	

	For the first time since the stasis had formed, the barrier made a sound.

	

	A low humming vibration that echoed across the chamber.

	

	The mystic's breath caught.

	

	"That's new."

	

	She stepped closer to the platform.

	

	Inside the field 

	

	The girl's eyelids fluttered again.

	

	Not just a twitch this time.

	

	A slow, faint movement.

	

	The mystic's heart raced.

	

	"You're waking."

	

	The barrier pulsed brighter.

	

	Then dimmed again.

	

	The crack widened suddenly with a sharp snapping sound.

	

	The mystic gasped.

	

	"No!"

	

	A thin thread of darkness slipped through the fracture.

	

	It curled through the air like a searching serpent.

	

	The mystic swung the crystal toward it.

	

	A flash of blue light struck the shadow and tore it apart instantly.

	

	But more darkness gathered along the edges of the crack.

	

	The collectors outside the fortress were pulling harder.

	

	They had sensed the moment of awakening.

	

	And they would not allow her soul to escape.

	

	The captain slammed the inner hall doors shut behind him as the soldiers stumbled into the corridor.

	

	"Bar it!"

	

	Two men shoved a thick iron beam across the door handles.

	

	The impact of the pursuing collectors struck the door seconds later.

	

	The wood groaned.

	

	Another blow rattled the entire frame.

	

	"They'll break through," one soldier whispered.

	

	The captain knew it too.

	

	The door wasn't meant to stop creatures like collectors.

	

	It was meant to slow men down.

	

	And they were running out of time.

	

	He turned toward the stairwell leading downward.

	

	The chamber lay just a few corridors away.

	

	If the collectors reached it 

	

	He shoved the thought away.

	

	"We hold here," he said.

	

	The soldiers looked at him nervously.

	

	"Even if they break through?"

	

	"Especially if they break through."

	

	Another impact slammed against the door.

	

	Cracks began spreading across the wood.

	

	The captain raised his sword.

	

	"Get ready."

	

	The mystic felt the moment the door began breaking.

	

	The fortress trembled again.

	

	And the barrier crack spread further.

	

	The silver field flickered violently.

	

	Inside the stasis 

	

	The girl's breathing stopped again.

	

	The mystic froze.

	

	For a terrifying moment, nothing moved.

	

	Nothing breathed.

	

	Nothing lived.

	

	Then 

	

	Her chest rose again slowly.

	

	But weaker than before.

	

	The mystic's hands shook.

	

	"You're slipping."

	

	The crack glowed brighter.

	

	The collectors were close now.

	

	She could feel their presence pressing against the fragile edges of reality.

	

	Reaching.

	

	Pulling.

	

	Trying to drag the awakening soul back into the endless darkness.

	

	The mystic closed her eyes and forced more energy into the crystal.

	

	Blue light surged across the barrier.

	

	The crack resisted for a moment.

	

	But it did not heal.

	

	Because the battle above was already lost.

	

	The inner hall door shattered.

	

	Collectors burst through the splintered wood like a wave of living shadow.

	

	The captain met them head-on.

	

	His sword flashed through the darkness again and again, silver light burning through the creatures' bodies as he forced them back.

	

	But there were too many.

	

	A collector slammed into him from the side.

	

	He crashed against the stone wall, his sword flying from his hand.

	

	The creature loomed over him, its hollow face swirling with darkness.

	

	For a moment, the captain thought it would kill him.

	

	Instead, it turned.

	

	Toward the stairwell.

	

	Toward the chamber below.

	

	"No!"

	

	He scrambled to his feet and lunged for his sword.

	

	But the collectors were already moving past him.

	

	Down the stairs.

	

	Toward the girl in stasis.

	

	Toward the Gate.

	

	The captain grabbed his weapon and ran after them.

	

	But in his heart, he knew something terrible had already happened.

	

	Because far below 

	

	In the chamber of stasis 

	

	The crack across the barrier suddenly split open with a sound like breaking glass.

	

	The silver field collapsed.

	

	And the fragile hope they had built over months of struggle was shattered in an instant.

	

	The mystic stared in horror as the barrier dissolved into fading strands of light.

	

	The girl's body lay motionless on the platform.

	

	The stasis was gone.

	

	And the collectors were coming.

	

	For her soul.

	

	 


CHAPTER 22

	

	The moment the stasis barrier shattered, the chamber fell into a terrifying silence.

	

	For months, the glowing field had hummed softly around the stone platform, a constant reminder that something powerful and unnatural held the girl suspended between life and death. That sound had become part of the fortress itself, like wind brushing the towers or the creak of old stone settling in the night.

	

	Now it is gone.

	

	The silver light dissolved into fading sparks that drifted through the air like dying embers.

	

	And she lay there.

	

	Still.

	

	The mystic stood frozen beside the platform, the dim glow of her crystal trembling in her hand.

	

	"No…"

	

	Her voice came out as little more than a whisper.

	

	The barrier had protected her. Contained the power surrounding her spirit. Held the fragile thread of life steady while they searched for answers.

	

	Without it 

	

	The mystic stepped closer.

	

	The girl's chest rose faintly.

	

	Then fell.

	

	A shallow breath.

	

	Alive.

	

	But vulnerable now.

	

	Exposed.

	

	Footsteps thundered in the stairwell outside the chamber.

	

	The mystic turned sharply toward the doorway just as the first collector slipped through the shadows of the corridor.

	

	Its towering body stretched across the threshold like liquid darkness crawling into the room.

	

	Behind it, more shapes gathered.

	

	The mystic's heart pounded.

	

	"They're here already."

	

	She rushed to the platform and placed both hands against the stone.

	

	"Wake up," she whispered urgently.

	

	"You have to wake up now."

	

	But the girl did not move.

	

	Her breathing remained faint and uneven.

	

	The collectors advanced slowly into the chamber, their hollow forms shifting like smoke trapped inside invisible cages.

	

	They didn't rush forward.

	

	They didn't attack.

	

	They simply watched.

	

	As if savoring the moment.

	

	As if they knew the battle had already been decided.

	

	One of them stepped closer to the platform.

	

	Its voice rippled through the chamber like wind sliding through broken glass.

	

	"The Gate opens."

	

	The mystic raised the glowing crystal.

	

	"You're not taking her."

	

	The collector tilted its head slightly.

	

	"The soul belongs to the Veil."

	

	The mystic clenched her teeth.

	

	"Not tonight."

	

	Blue light flared from the crystal.

	

	The nearest shadow creature recoiled slightly, but it did not retreat.

	

	Because it understood the truth.

	

	The mystic was exhausted.

	

	Her magic was nearly spent.

	

	And the barrier that had once protected the girl was gone.

	

	Another collector stepped forward.

	

	Then another.

	

	The shadows began circling the platform slowly.

	

	The mystic backed away, positioning herself between the creatures and the girl's body.

	

	"You'll have to go through me first."

	

	The collectors paused.

	

	Then one of them raised its hand.

	

	Dark tendrils unfurled from its fingers, twisting through the air toward the motionless girl.

	

	The mystic struck the tendrils with a blast of light.

	

	They shattered instantly.

	

	But more began forming.

	

	The collectors were patient.

	

	They didn't need to rush.

	

	Because without the stasis field 

	

	The girl's spirit was exposed.

	

	And somewhere beyond the visible world, the Gate had begun to open.

	

	Far away from the chamber, beyond the walls of the fortress, and beyond the reach of steel or magic 

	

	She was running.

	

	Or at least it felt like running.

	

	The dreamscape had changed again.

	

	The endless fields of drifting light had collapsed into fragments of memory floating through an ocean of darkness. Broken pieces of her past drifted around her like scattered pages torn from a book.

	

	A quiet garden under summer sunlight.

	

	A long stone bridge stretches over a river.

	

	The sound of laughter echoes through a training courtyard.

	

	Each memory flickered briefly before dissolving into mist.

	

	She reached for one instinctively.

	

	Her fingers brushed the fading image of the bridge.

	

	And suddenly she was there.

	

	The memory unfolded around her.

	

	The sky above the bridge glowed warm with evening light. A gentle breeze stirred the tall grass along the riverbank below.

	

	And someone stood beside her.

	

	She knew him immediately.

	

	Even before he spoke.

	

	"You always walk too close to the edge," he said.

	

	His voice carried the same teasing warmth she remembered.

	

	She turned toward him slowly.

	

	"You always say that."

	

	He leaned against the stone railing of the bridge, watching the river flow beneath them.

	

	"Well, someone has to keep you from falling."

	

	She stared at him.

	

	For a moment, she forgot the darkness surrounding the dreamscape. Forgot the strange emptiness between memories.

	

	He looked the same.

	

	Strong.

	

	Steady.

	

	Alive.

	

	"How are you here?" she asked softly.

	

	He shrugged slightly.

	

	"Maybe this is where I've always been."

	

	She frowned.

	

	"That doesn't make sense."

	

	He smiled.

	

	"You've never liked simple answers."

	

	The wind shifted across the bridge.

	

	For a moment, the sunlight flickered.

	

	The edges of the memory trembled.

	

	She felt it then.

	

	A distant pressure pulling at her mind.

	

	Like hands reaching through water, trying to drag her away.

	

	"What is that?" she asked.

	

	His expression changed.

	

	"They're looking for you."

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"Who?"

	

	"The things beyond the Gate."

	

	The sky darkened slightly.

	

	The bridge trembled beneath their feet.

	

	"You can't stay here forever," he said gently.

	

	"I don't understand what's happening."

	

	"I know."

	

	The memory flickered again.

	

	The river below them turned dark and still.

	

	"But you're closer now."

	

	"Closer to what?"

	

	"To wake up."

	

	The dream began collapsing around them.

	

	Fragments of other memories swirled through the air.

	

	A battlefield at dawn.

	

	A quiet library lit by candles.

	

	A small training yard where they had once sparred under the watchful eye of an old instructor.

	

	She grabbed his arm suddenly.

	

	"Don't disappear."

	

	His expression softened.

	

	"I'm not disappearing."

	

	"Then why does everything feel like it's falling apart?"

	

	He hesitated.

	

	Because he could feel it too.

	

	The pressure from the other side of the Gate.

	

	The collectors are pulling at the edges of her soul.

	

	Trying to drag her consciousness away before it could return to the world of the living.

	

	"Listen to me," he said.

	

	"You have something they don't understand."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Your memories."

	

	She blinked.

	

	"That's not enough to stop them."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"But it's enough to guide you."

	

	Another tremor ran through the dreamscape.

	

	The bridge cracked beneath their feet.

	

	The darkness surged closer.

	

	"You need to hold on to the things that matter most," he said.

	

	"Every moment we shared. Every promise you made."

	

	Her throat tightened.

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because those memories are anchors."

	

	The wind roared across the collapsing bridge.

	

	"They tie your soul to the world you came from."

	

	The dream began breaking apart completely now.

	

	Fragments of memory scattered like shattered glass.

	

	"Remember who you are," he said.

	

	"And remember why you came back."

	

	The darkness surged toward them.

	

	She reached for him again.

	

	But the bridge collapsed beneath her feet.

	

	And the dream shattered.

	

	Back in the chamber of stasis, the collectors moved closer.

	

	The mystic struggled to hold them back.

	

	Her crystal flashed again and again, bursts of blue light pushing the creatures away from the platform.

	

	But the energy was fading.

	

	One collector slipped past her defenses and reached toward the girl's body.

	

	The mystic struck it with another blast of light.

	

	But this time the creature barely recoiled.

	

	It simply continued reaching forward.

	

	Because something had changed.

	

	The girl's fingers moved.

	

	Just slightly.

	

	But enough for the collectors to sense it.

	

	The soul they had been hunting was stirring.

	

	And somewhere beyond the visible world 

	

	She was beginning to remember.

	

	The garden.

	

	The bridge.

	

	The promises.

	

	The laughter.

	

	Each memory flared like a beacon in the darkness.

	

	Guiding her back.

	

	Because memory was stronger than the Veil.

	

	And love was stronger than fear.

	

	Even the collectors could feel it now.

	

	The awakening had begun.

	

	And the battle for her soul was far from over.

	

	The collectors felt it at the same moment the mystic did.

	

	Something had changed.

	

	It wasn't a loud shift. No explosion of magic or brilliant light filled the chamber. Instead, it was subtle like a distant echo passing through stone. A vibration moving through the air that the collectors sensed immediately.

	

	The soul they had come to claim was no longer drifting helplessly beyond the Gate.

	

	It was resisting.

	

	The collector closest to the platform paused, its towering form rippling as though struck by an invisible wind.

	

	"The Conduit remembers," it murmured.

	

	Another shadow moved closer, its voice layered with dozens of whispers.

	

	"The anchor strengthens."

	

	The mystic heard them.

	

	Her exhausted mind struggled to process the words while she forced the fading crystal to burn brighter in her hand.

	

	"Back away from her!" she shouted.

	

	The light from the crystal pulsed again, pushing the nearest collectors a step away from the platform.

	

	But they no longer seemed cautious.

	

	They seemed… interested.

	

	One of them leaned forward slightly, as though listening.

	

	Because they could feel it now.

	

	Inside the girl's mind, memories were igniting.

	

	And each one made her soul harder to pull away.

	

	Within the dreamscape, she fell through darkness.

	

	Fragments of memory swirled around her like drifting sparks, moments torn from years of life, each glowing briefly before fading into shadow.

	

	But they weren't disappearing anymore.

	

	They were returning.

	

	She hit the ground with a soft jolt.

	

	For a moment, she lay still, staring at the unfamiliar sky above her.

	

	Blue.

	

	Bright.

	

	Real.

	

	The scent of warm grass filled the air.

	

	Slowly, she sat up.

	

	She was standing in a wide training field surrounded by wooden posts and stone walls.

	

	The place felt instantly familiar.

	

	Because she had stood here a thousand times before.

	

	Her hand brushed the rough wood of a nearby training post.

	

	A memory surged forward.

	

	Steel blades clashing.

	

	Laughter between sparring matches.

	

	A voice calling her name.

	

	She turned.

	

	He stood at the far end of the field.

	

	The same man she had seen on the bridge.

	

	Watching her quietly.

	

	"You found another one," he said.

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"Another what?"

	

	"Another memory strong enough to hold."

	

	She looked around the training field slowly.

	

	"I remember this place."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"We used to train here."

	

	"You never liked losing."

	

	She almost smiled.

	

	"I never lost."

	

	He raised an eyebrow.

	

	"That's not how I remember it."

	

	The air trembled again.

	

	The edges of the memory rippled slightly, like heat shimmering above stone.

	

	She felt the darkness pressing closer.

	

	"Something's wrong," she whispered.

	

	"It's always been wrong," he replied gently.

	

	"They're still trying to pull you away."

	

	The shadows beyond the field grew darker.

	

	Long shapes moved along the edge of the memory.

	

	Watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	She turned toward him.

	

	"Why can't I wake up?"

	

	His expression grew more serious.

	

	"Because you're still standing between two worlds."

	

	"And they're trying to drag me into the wrong one."

	

	Another memory flared nearby.

	

	This time it was smaller.

	

	Quieter.

	

	A room filled with candlelight.

	

	Books stacked along wooden shelves.

	

	She recognized it instantly.

	

	"The library," she murmured.

	

	He nodded.

	

	"You spent half your childhood hiding there."

	

	"Studying."

	

	"Pretending to study."

	

	She laughed softly.

	

	The sound felt strange after so long in silence.

	

	But the laughter did something powerful.

	

	The training field brightened.

	

	The shadows beyond the edges retreated slightly.

	

	He noticed it immediately.

	

	"See?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"Your memories are pushing them back."

	

	She looked down at her hands.

	

	"You're saying the past is protecting me."

	

	"Not the past."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"The connections."

	

	Another tremor shook the dreamscape.

	

	This time, the memory of the training field cracked slightly.

	

	The shadows surged forward again.

	

	"They're getting stronger," she said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then how do I stop them?"

	

	His voice softened.

	

	"You remember why you're fighting."

	

	She stared at him.

	

	The answer hovered just beyond reach.

	

	Another memory appeared beside them.

	

	This one burned brighter than the others.

	

	A night sky full of stars.

	

	Two figures standing on the fortress wall.

	

	The wind tugged at their cloaks as they looked out over the sleeping valley below.

	

	Her breath caught.

	

	"That night…"

	

	He nodded slowly.

	

	"You promised something."

	

	The memory opened.

	

	And she stepped inside it.

	

	Back in the chamber, the collectors moved closer again.

	

	The mystic's strength was fading.

	

	Her crystal flickered weakly as she forced another burst of light toward the advancing shadows.

	

	But this time the collectors didn't retreat far.

	

	They simply watched.

	

	Because the battle had changed.

	

	They could feel the memories strengthening the girl's soul.

	

	But they also knew something else.

	

	Memories could be broken.

	

	One of the collectors extended its long, shadowed arm.

	

	A thin tendril slipped from its fingers and slid slowly across the floor toward the platform.

	

	The mystic saw it immediately.

	

	She struck the tendril with the crystal.

	

	Blue light shattered it instantly.

	

	But two more appeared.

	

	Then three.

	

	The collectors were probing.

	

	Searching for weak points in the growing shield of memory.

	

	"You won't break her," the mystic said hoarsely.

	

	The collector closest to her tilted its hollow head.

	

	"All anchors break eventually."

	

	The tendrils crept forward again.

	

	And this time 

	

	They touched her hand.

	

	The girl's fingers twitched.

	

	The collectors froze.

	

	Inside the dreamscape 

	

	She was remembering the promise.

	

	The memory on the fortress wall felt stronger than the others.

	

	More vivid.

	

	The wind was sharp and cool against her skin as she leaned against the stone battlement.

	

	He stood beside her, looking out across the valley where distant lantern lights flickered like tiny stars.

	

	"You're thinking too much again," he said.

	

	She crossed her arms.

	

	"You're not thinking enough."

	

	"That's why we work well together."

	

	She rolled her eyes.

	

	"You say that every time you lose an argument."

	

	"I've never lost an argument."

	

	"Then what do you call the last ten minutes?"

	

	"Strategic retreat."

	

	She laughed.

	

	The sound carried across the empty wall.

	

	Then her expression softened.

	

	"You really think we can protect all of this?"

	

	He looked out at the sleeping valley again.

	

	"I think we have to try."

	

	"And if something stronger comes?"

	

	"Then we face it."

	

	"Together?"

	

	"Always."

	

	The memory brightened around them.

	

	The wind picked up.

	

	The shadows beyond the dreamscape hissed angrily.

	

	Because this memory was stronger than the others.

	

	It wasn't just a moment.

	

	It was a promise.

	

	And promises were difficult to break.

	

	She turned toward him slowly.

	

	"I remember now."

	

	He smiled.

	

	"I was hoping you would."

	

	The darkness surged again.

	

	The dreamscape trembled violently.

	

	The collectors were attacking harder now.

	

	Trying to shatter the memory before it anchored her fully to the world of the living.

	

	"What happens when I wake up?" she asked.

	

	"You fight."

	

	"Against them?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And if I fail?"

	

	His expression didn't change.

	

	"You won't."

	

	The memory began collapsing.

	

	The dream was ending.

	

	And somewhere far away 

	

	Her body was starting to move.

	

	Back in the chamber, the mystic gasped.

	

	The girl's hand had moved again.

	

	Not just a twitch this time.

	

	Her fingers curled slightly against the stone platform.

	

	The collectors reacted instantly.

	

	They surged forward.

	

	Dark tendrils lashed toward the platform.

	

	The mystic raised the crystal again. 

	

	But the light had almost faded.

	

	"I can't hold them much longer," she whispered.

	

	The first tendril slipped past her defenses.

	

	It reached the girl's wrist.

	

	And for a moment 

	

	Everything went still.

	

	Then her eyes opened.

	

	A faint silver light burned inside them.

	

	The collectors recoiled slightly.

	

	Because the memories had done their work.

	

	Her soul had found the path back.

	

	And the strength of those memories was stronger than the shadows had expected.

	

	But the battle wasn't finished yet.

	

	It had only just begun.

	

	 


CHAPTER 23

	

	The moment her eyes opened, the chamber seemed to inhale.

	

	It was not a sound anyone could truly hear, but the sensation rippled through the room like a sudden shift in gravity. The air grew heavier. The faint silver glow within her eyes cut through the darkness like the first crack of dawn after a long night.

	

	For a heartbeat, everything froze.

	

	The collectors.

	

	The mystic.

	

	Even the flickering candles along the chamber walls seemed to pause.

	

	Then the shadows reacted.

	

	The collectors recoiled sharply from the platform, their towering forms twisting as if burned by an unseen flame.

	

	"The Conduit awakens," one of them whispered.

	

	Another voice answered from deeper within the swirling mass of shadows.

	

	"Claim her before the Gate closes."

	

	The tendrils surged again.

	

	The mystic stumbled backward, nearly dropping the crystal in her hand as darkness rushed forward like a tidal wave.

	

	"No!" she shouted.

	

	But she knew she couldn't stop them.

	

	Her strength had been drained completely during the long months guarding the stasis. The crystal pulsed weakly in her palm, its once-blinding glow reduced to a faint flicker.

	

	The collectors knew it too.

	

	Their movements grew faster.

	

	More confident.

	

	Because now the barrier is gone.

	

	And the girl was awake.

	

	Which meant the Gate was open.

	

	Far above the chamber, in the shattered inner hall of the fortress, the captain staggered down the corridor with blood dripping from a cut along his temple.

	

	He had fought through three collectors just to reach the stairwell leading down to the chamber. His sword arm trembled with exhaustion, and every breath burned in his chest.

	

	But he kept moving.

	

	Because he felt it.

	

	A sudden pressure spreads through the fortress walls like the pulse of a distant heartbeat.

	

	Something had changed.

	

	"She's waking," he muttered.

	

	Behind him, the sounds of battle still echoed through the broken halls. Soldiers shouted orders. Steel clashed against the shadow. Somewhere, a tower bell rang wildly, warning the remaining defenders that the collectors had breached the outer defenses.

	

	The fortress was falling.

	

	But none of that mattered if the chamber was lost.

	

	The captain reached the top of the stairwell and stopped abruptly.

	

	Darkness filled the steps below.

	

	Collectors were climbing up from the lower corridors.

	

	They had already passed through the chamber.

	

	His stomach tightened.

	

	"No…"

	

	He tightened his grip on the sword and charged forward.

	

	Back in the chamber, the girl's breathing deepened.

	

	Her chest rose slowly as the last fragments of the dreamscape faded from her mind. Memories still flickered behind her eyes: the bridge, the training yard, the quiet night on the fortress wall, but they were fading quickly as reality returned.

	

	Pain came with it.

	

	Her muscles ached.

	

	Her lungs burned with the unfamiliar effort of breathing again.

	

	She tried to sit up.

	

	Her body barely moved.

	

	"Easy," the mystic said quickly.

	

	The girl's eyes shifted toward the voice.

	

	The world around her looked blurry and strange.

	

	Stone walls.

	

	Candlelight.

	

	Shadows moving everywhere.

	

	"What… happened?" she whispered.

	

	The mystic almost laughed from relief.

	

	"You're awake."

	

	The collectors surged forward again.

	

	The mystic spun toward them.

	

	"Stay back!"

	

	But the shadows ignored her.

	

	They moved toward the platform with terrifying speed now.

	

	Because they understood the moment had arrived.

	

	The Conduit had returned.

	

	And they would not allow her to escape.

	

	The captain cut through the first collector on the stairwell landing, the enchanted blade flaring silver as it sliced through the creature's torso.

	

	The shadow dissolved instantly.

	

	But another took its place.

	

	Then another.

	

	The captain forced his way down the steps one swing at a time, his breath ragged as darkness clawed at his armor.

	

	He could hear voices below.

	

	The mystic is shouting.

	

	The collectors whispered.

	

	And another voice.

	

	Faint.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	Her voice.

	

	"She's alive," he breathed.

	

	Hope surged through him like fire.

	

	He pushed harder, driving the collectors back down the stairs until the chamber doorway finally came into view.

	

	What he saw inside made his blood run cold.

	

	The platform stood in the center of the room, surrounded by swirling shadows.

	

	The mystic struggled to hold them back with the dying crystal.

	

	And the girl 

	

	She was awake.

	

	Barely conscious, but alive.

	

	And the collectors were closing in.

	

	Inside the chamber, the girl tried again to move.

	

	Her arms trembled as she pushed against the stone platform.

	

	The mystic stepped closer.

	

	"Don't force it. Your body needs time."

	

	"There's no time," the girl said weakly.

	

	The shadows were almost touching the platform now.

	

	She could feel them.

	

	Cold.

	

	Hungry.

	

	Something ancient stirred deep inside her chest.

	

	A strange energy she didn't fully understand yet.

	

	The collectors felt it too.

	

	Their whispers filled the chamber.

	

	"The Gate burns."

	

	"The Conduit lives."

	

	"Take her."

	

	The mystic raised the crystal again. 

	

	And the light died.

	

	The chamber plunged into near darkness.

	

	"Oh no…"

	

	The collectors lunged.

	

	At that exact moment 

	

	The captain burst through the doorway.

	

	"Get away from her!"

	

	His sword flashed through the darkness like lightning.

	

	Two collectors dissolved instantly.

	

	The others recoiled slightly.

	

	But not for long.

	

	Because this time, they had come prepared.

	

	One of the larger collectors stepped forward.

	

	Its towering form stretched nearly to the chamber ceiling.

	

	"You cross the Veil for her," it said.

	

	The captain raised his blade.

	

	"I'll cross anything for her."

	

	The collector's hollow gaze shifted toward the girl.

	

	"You already have."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"What are you talking about?"

	

	The collector raised its hand.

	

	The air rippled.

	

	Suddenly, the chamber seemed to tilt sideways.

	

	Reality itself bent around the platform.

	

	The girl gasped.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	The mystic stared in horror.

	

	"The Gate…"

	

	The crack between worlds opened again.

	

	But this time 

	

	It wasn't inside the barrier.

	

	It was inside the captain.

	

	His memories.

	

	His bond to her.

	

	The collector's voice echoed like distant thunder.

	

	"The only path to her soul now lies through you."

	

	The captain felt the shift instantly.

	

	A strange pressure pulled at his mind.

	

	Like invisible hands trying to drag him somewhere beyond the edges of reality.

	

	"What did you do?" he demanded.

	

	"We revealed the bridge."

	

	The shadows moved closer again.

	

	"You cannot protect her from both worlds."

	

	The captain glanced at the girl.

	

	She stared back at him.

	

	Fear and determination burned in her newly awakened eyes.

	

	"Then I won't try," he said.

	

	The mystic turned toward him.

	

	"Wait, what are you doing?"

	

	The captain stepped toward the platform.

	

	Toward the swirling darkness.

	

	Toward the invisible Gate pulling at his mind.

	

	"I'm finishing this."

	

	The mystic grabbed his arm.

	

	"You don't understand what they're saying."

	

	"I do."

	

	He looked at the girl again.

	

	Their eyes met.

	

	Months of silence passed between them in a single moment.

	

	"You crossed the impossible once," she whispered.

	

	His jaw tightened.

	

	"Then I guess I'm doing it again."

	

	The collectors parted slightly.

	

	Allowing the invisible tear between worlds to widen.

	

	Because they believed this was the moment they would win.

	

	No human had ever crossed the Veil willingly and returned.

	

	But the captain stepped forward anyway.

	

	The moment his hand touched the swirling darkness. 

	

	The chamber vanished.

	

	The fortress disappeared.

	

	And he fell into the endless space between worlds.

	

	Behind him, the mystic shouted his name.

	

	But her voice faded quickly as the Veil closed around him.

	

	Because the final step had been taken.

	

	And there was no turning back now.

	

	The first thing he noticed was the silence.

	

	Not the quiet of an empty room or the hush of snow-covered ground, but something deeper, an absence so complete that it swallowed every sense of direction. When the world returned around him, it did so slowly, like fragments of reality being pieced back together by an unseen hand.

	

	He landed hard on something that felt like stone.

	

	Or what used to be stone.

	

	The ground beneath him looked cracked and pale, stretching endlessly in every direction like the surface of a dried ocean. Above him, there was no sky, only a dark gray expanse swirling with distant currents of light that moved like slow rivers across the void.

	

	The captain pushed himself up onto one knee.

	

	His sword was still in his hand.

	

	That surprised him.

	

	He had half expected the weapon to vanish the moment he crossed the Veil.

	

	Instead, the blade shimmered faintly, its runes glowing brighter than they ever had in the fortress.

	

	"Good," he muttered under his breath. "At least something came with me."

	

	He stood slowly, turning in a slow circle.

	

	There were no walls.

	

	No doors.

	

	No obvious path forward.

	

	Just an endless wasteland of fractured stone stretching into the dark horizon.

	

	"Alright," he said quietly to himself.

	

	"So this is the impossible part."

	

	The wind began moving across the plain.

	

	Except it wasn't windy.

	

	It sounded wrong, more like whispers traveling through hollow tunnels. Hundreds of faint voices layered together, echoing across the empty world.

	

	The captain tightened his grip on the sword.

	

	"Let me guess," he said to the darkness. "You've been waiting for me."

	

	The whispers grew louder.

	

	And shapes began forming along the distant horizon.

	

	Back in the chamber, the moment he vanished, the collectors surged forward again.

	

	The mystic shouted in anger and desperation, throwing herself between the shadows and the platform.

	

	"Stay back!"

	

	The girl was sitting up now, though barely. Her arms trembled as she tried to hold herself upright, the long months of stasis leaving her body weak and unfamiliar.

	

	"Where did he go?" she asked hoarsely.

	

	The mystic's expression tightened.

	

	"He crossed the Veil."

	

	The girl blinked slowly.

	

	"That's… impossible."

	

	"That's what I told him."

	

	The collectors circled the platform again, their towering forms sliding along the chamber walls like living shadows.

	

	"He walks the broken path," one of them murmured.

	

	"Soon he will fall."

	

	The girl's fingers curled against the stone platform.

	

	"No."

	

	Her voice was quiet, but steady.

	

	The collector closest to her tilted its hollow head.

	

	"You cannot follow him."

	

	"I don't need to."

	

	A faint silver glow flickered beneath her skin.

	

	The mystic noticed it instantly.

	

	"What are you doing?"

	

	The girl closed her eyes.

	

	"I'm remembering."

	

	The wasteland beyond the Veil began to shift.

	

	The captain watched the distant shapes grow larger as they approached across the cracked stone plains. At first, they looked like scattered pillars rising from the ground.

	

	But as they moved closer, he realized they weren't pillars.

	

	They were figures.

	

	Dozens of them.

	

	Tall silhouettes formed from shadow and dim silver light, walking slowly across the empty world toward him.

	

	He raised his sword slightly.

	

	"Collectors?"

	

	The figures stopped several yards away.

	

	But they were not collectors.

	

	Their shapes were different.

	

	Less monstrous.

	

	More human.

	

	One stepped forward.

	

	Its voice sounded like an echo carried across centuries.

	

	"You crossed the impossible."

	

	The captain squinted.

	

	"Yeah, I've heard that already."

	

	The figure tilted its head slightly.

	

	"Few dare enter the broken realm willingly."

	

	"I'm not here willingly," he replied.

	

	"I'm here because someone I care about is in trouble."

	

	The figure studied him.

	

	"You speak of the Conduit."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"You mean her."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The others stepped closer now, surrounding him in a wide circle.

	

	"You cross the Veil for love," another voice said.

	

	"That path rarely ends well."

	

	The captain shrugged slightly.

	

	"I've never been very good at choosing safe paths."

	

	The figures whispered among themselves.

	

	Fragments of voices drifted through the empty air.

	

	"He carries the anchor."

	

	"The memory bridge."

	

	"The Gate binds to him."

	

	The captain's patience thinned.

	

	"Look, I don't know what any of that means, but if you're planning to stop me."

	

	"We are not your enemy."

	

	The first figure stepped closer.

	

	"We are what remains of those who failed."

	

	The captain lowered his sword slightly.

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"Long ago, others attempted what you attempt now."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They did not return."

	

	The captain glanced across the endless wasteland.

	

	"Then I guess I'll be the first."

	

	The figures parted slightly.

	

	One pointed toward the distant horizon.

	

	For the first time, the captain noticed something rising there.

	

	A towering structure made of jagged black stone.

	

	At its center burned a faint silver light.

	

	"The Gate of Souls," the figure said.

	

	"The place where the Veil thins."

	

	The captain stared at it.

	

	"That's where she is?"

	

	"Her spirit walks near that boundary."

	

	He took a step forward.

	

	"Then I'm going there."

	

	The figures did not move to stop him.

	

	But their voices followed him across the plain.

	

	"The shadows hunt you now."

	

	"They will not allow the Conduit to escape."

	

	"Cross quickly… or not at all."

	

	The captain didn't slow down.

	

	Inside the chamber, the girl's breathing steadied as she focused on the memories flooding back into her mind.

	

	The bridge.

	

	The training yard.

	

	The promise beneath the stars.

	

	Each memory glowed brighter inside her thoughts.

	

	And each one strengthened the strange energy stirring inside her chest.

	

	The collectors felt it.

	

	Their movements grew more urgent.

	

	"She awakens the deeper current," one of them whispered.

	

	"Break the anchor."

	

	Dark tendrils shot toward the platform.

	

	The mystic reacted instantly, throwing the last of her strength into a defensive ward around the girl.

	

	The tendrils slammed against the invisible barrier and recoiled.

	

	But the shield flickered dangerously.

	

	"I can't hold them forever," the mystic gasped.

	

	The girl opened her eyes again.

	

	"You won't have to."

	

	She slid off the platform.

	

	Her legs nearly collapsed beneath her, but she forced herself upright.

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin grew stronger.

	

	The collectors paused.

	

	Because they felt it now.

	

	The Conduit was no longer sleeping.

	

	Back beyond the Veil, the captain had reached the halfway point across the shattered plains.

	

	The tower of black stone loomed closer now, its jagged shape cutting into the swirling sky above.

	

	But he wasn't alone anymore.

	

	The shadows had begun appearing behind him.

	

	Collectors.

	

	Dozens of them.

	

	Their towering forms moved silently across the cracked earth, closing the distance with terrifying speed.

	

	The captain didn't stop running.

	

	"Of course they followed me," he muttered.

	

	The collectors spread out, trying to cut him off before he reached the tower.

	

	One lunged from the side.

	

	He spun and drove his sword through its chest.

	

	The blade burned bright as the creature dissolved into drifting fragments of darkness.

	

	But more took its place.

	

	The captain sprinted harder.

	

	The tower was closed now.

	

	Just a few hundred yards away.

	

	And the silver light at its center was growing brighter.

	

	He could feel it pulling at him.

	

	Like gravity.

	

	Like memories.

	

	Like something calling him home.

	

	He didn't know if crossing the Veil had been a mistake.

	

	He didn't know if he would ever return to the world he left behind.

	

	But he knew one thing with absolute certainty.

	

	He would reach her.

	

	Even if the impossible was the only path left.

	

	And the tower ahead was the final step.

	

	 


CHAPTER 24 

	

	Silence had once been her prison.

	

	For months, maybe longer, though time inside stasis had never moved the way it did in the waking world she had floated in a quiet so deep that even her own thoughts felt distant. It had been like drifting underwater without knowing which direction was the surface.

	

	But now the silence has changed.

	

	It wasn't empty anymore.

	

	It carried something.

	

	At first, it was faint, so faint she thought it was another trick of memory, another echo left behind by the dreamscape she had just escaped.

	

	A voice.

	

	Calling her name.

	

	She froze in the center of the chamber.

	

	The collectors noticed the change immediately.

	

	Their shadowed forms shifted uneasily along the stone walls as the silver glow beneath her skin flickered stronger.

	

	"She listens," one of them murmured.

	

	"Break the connection."

	

	The mystic staggered beside the broken platform, barely able to remain standing after exhausting the last of her magic.

	

	"What do you hear?" she asked weakly.

	

	The girl didn't answer.

	

	Her head tilted slightly.

	

	Her eyes closed again, not in weakness this time, but in concentration.

	

	Because the voice had come again.

	

	This time clearer.

	

	Not loud.

	

	Not even close.

	

	But unmistakable.

	

	"…hear me?"

	

	Her heart jolted.

	

	"That's impossible," she whispered.

	

	The mystic blinked.

	

	"What is?"

	

	But the girl's focus was somewhere far beyond the chamber.

	

	Somewhere beyond the fortress.

	

	Beyond the world.

	

	Because the voice was coming from the other side of the Veil.

	

	The captain reached the tower just as the collectors closed in behind him.

	

	Up close, the structure looked even stranger than it had from a distance. The black stone walls were twisted like frozen waves, spiraling upward into a jagged spire that pierced the swirling sky above.

	

	Silver light pulsed from the center of the tower, spilling through narrow cracks between the stones.

	

	It felt alive.

	

	He could feel it pulling at his chest like a magnet.

	

	"That must be it," he muttered.

	

	Behind him, the collectors advanced across the broken plains.

	

	Their hollow voices rose together like a chorus.

	

	"Turn back."

	

	"The Veil rejects you."

	

	"The Conduit belongs to the shadow."

	

	The captain glanced over his shoulder.

	

	"I'm starting to think you guys repeat yourselves on purpose."

	

	One of the larger collectors lunged forward.

	

	The captain swung his sword.

	

	The enchanted blade cut through the creature's torso, scattering it into drifting smoke.

	

	But the others didn't stop.

	

	They spread out around the tower, blocking every path except the entrance.

	

	"Well," he said, tightening his grip on the sword, "at least you're polite enough to leave the door open."

	

	He ran.

	

	Back in the chamber, the girl took a slow step away from the platform.

	

	Her legs trembled, but strength was returning faster now.

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin brightened with every heartbeat.

	

	The collectors sensed it.

	

	They surged forward again.

	

	Dark tendrils whipped through the air toward her shoulders.

	

	The mystic shouted a warning.

	

	But before the shadows could touch her. 

	

	They burned.

	

	The tendrils disintegrated in midair as if striking invisible fire.

	

	The collectors recoiled.

	

	"The Gate flares," one hissed.

	

	The girl barely noticed.

	

	Because the voice had returned.

	

	Stronger now.

	

	"…you're still there… I know you are…"

	

	Her breath caught.

	

	It was him.

	

	Even across the Veil, she would recognize that voice anywhere.

	

	The mystic stared at her.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	"He crossed," the girl said quietly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And now he's calling me."

	

	The mystic's eyes widened.

	

	"That shouldn't be possible."

	

	The girl smiled faintly.

	

	"It shouldn't."

	

	Another whisper brushed against her thoughts.

	

	"…don't know if you can hear me…"

	

	The sound was strained.

	

	Distant.

	

	But determined.

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"You idiot," she murmured.

	

	Inside the tower beyond the Veil, the captain slowed as he stepped through the cracked stone entrance.

	

	The interior was vast.

	

	A hollow chamber stretched upward for what looked like hundreds of feet, its walls carved with ancient symbols that glowed faintly silver in the darkness.

	

	At the center of the chamber floated a sphere of light.

	

	It hovered several feet above the ground, swirling slowly like a miniature storm made of memories.

	

	The captain approached cautiously.

	

	"Please tell me that's the right place," he muttered.

	

	The whispers of the Veil grew louder inside the tower.

	

	They crawled along the walls like distant echoes.

	

	"The Gate opens."

	

	"The anchor arrives."

	

	"Break him."

	

	The captain ignored them.

	

	He stepped closer to the glowing sphere.

	

	The moment he reached it. 

	

	Images exploded inside his mind.

	

	Memories.

	

	Her laughter in the training yard.

	

	Her voice was arguing with him on the bridge.

	

	The night they stood on the fortress wall watching the stars.

	

	He staggered slightly.

	

	"Okay," he breathed. "Definitely the right place."

	

	The sphere pulsed brighter.

	

	Then something unexpected happened.

	

	A faint thread of silver light stretched outward from the sphere.

	

	It touched his chest.

	

	And suddenly 

	

	He could feel her.

	

	Back in the chamber, the girl gasped.

	

	The connection snapped into place like a bridge suddenly completed.

	

	The voice was no longer faint.

	

	"Can you hear me now?"

	

	Her eyes flew open.

	

	"Yes," she whispered.

	

	The mystic stared.

	

	"You're talking to someone."

	

	The girl nodded slowly.

	

	"He found the Gate."

	

	The collectors reacted instantly.

	

	"The bridge forms," one of them snarled.

	

	They lunged forward again.

	

	But the girl raised her hand.

	

	Silver light erupted from her palm.

	

	The shadows shattered against it like glass striking stone.

	

	The collectors recoiled violently.

	

	Because now the connection between worlds has opened fully.

	

	Inside the tower, the captain nearly fell to his knees.

	

	Her presence flooded into his mind like sunlight breaking through a storm.

	

	"You're alive," he breathed.

	

	A faint laugh echoed through the connection.

	

	"Barely."

	

	"I knew it."

	

	"You sound surprised."

	

	"I'm standing inside a tower beyond reality fighting shadow monsters," he replied. "Surprise stopped being a useful emotion about an hour ago."

	

	The silver sphere pulsed brighter.

	

	Her voice grew clearer.

	

	"You shouldn't be here."

	

	"I get that a lot."

	

	"They're trying to take my soul."

	

	"Yeah, I noticed."

	

	The captain glanced toward the tower entrance.

	

	Collectors were gathering outside.

	

	Dark shapes sliding along the broken plains.

	

	"They're coming for both of us now."

	

	Her voice sharpened.

	

	"Then listen carefully."

	

	"I'm listening."

	

	"The Gate isn't just a doorway."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"It's a bridge made of memory."

	

	The captain frowned slightly.

	

	"That explains the headache."

	

	"You need to hold on to every memory we share."

	

	"I already am."

	

	"Because if you lose them…"

	

	The connection flickered slightly.

	

	"…the Veil will take you."

	

	He swallowed.

	

	"No pressure then."

	

	The collectors outside the tower began moving again.

	

	Dark tendrils crept across the entrance.

	

	The captain raised his sword.

	

	"Looks like they're done waiting."

	

	Her voice softened.

	

	"I can feel you standing there."

	

	"Good."

	

	"Don't let them break the connection."

	

	"I won't."

	

	The shadows surged through the entrance.

	

	The battle inside the tower began.

	

	But even as the collectors attacked 

	

	The captain heard her voice clearly in the silence of his mind.

	

	Calling to him across the void.

	

	And that voice became the one thing the darkness could not silence.

	

	The first collector struck before the captain could fully steady himself.

	

	It burst through the broken archway of the tower like a wave of black smoke, its body stretching into jagged limbs as it lunged for him. The captain barely managed to bring his sword up in time.

	

	The enchanted blade flashed.

	

	Silver light erupted through the creature's chest.

	

	The collector tore apart with a scream that echoed up the spiraling interior of the tower.

	

	But it didn't fall alone.

	

	Three more rushed in behind it.

	

	The captain staggered back a step as dark tendrils lashed toward him. One wrapped around his arm before he could pull away, the cold of it biting deep through his armor like winter frost.

	

	"Not today," he growled.

	

	He twisted his body and slammed the glowing sword down through the tendril. The shadow snapped apart, dissolving into drifting fragments that evaporated against the stone floor.

	

	More collectors flooded into the tower.

	

	Outside, dozens of their towering shapes gathered across the broken plains, circling the structure like vultures around a dying beast.

	

	Inside the chamber, the silver sphere pulsed faster.

	

	The connection between him and her trembled.

	

	And then her voice returned.

	

	"You're surrounded."

	

	"Yeah," he muttered, ducking beneath another swipe of darkness. "I noticed."

	

	The sword flashed again.

	

	Another collector dissolved.

	

	But every time he cut one down, another took its place.

	

	"You need to reach the center of the Gate," she said.

	

	"I'm already standing next to it!"

	

	"No inside it."

	

	The captain blinked in confusion even as he parried another attack.

	

	"That sounds like a terrible idea."

	

	"It's the only way to stabilize the bridge."

	

	The collectors surged again.

	

	One slammed into him from the side, sending him crashing into the tower wall. Pain exploded through his shoulder as the impact knocked the air from his lungs.

	

	For a moment, his grip on the sword loosened.

	

	The silver sphere flickered.

	

	The connection wavered.

	

	Her voice faded slightly.

	

	"Don't lose focus."

	

	"I'm trying!"

	

	He forced himself upright, slashing the collector that had struck him.

	

	The creature dissolved.

	

	But the tower was filled with shadows now.

	

	And he knew he couldn't hold them forever.

	

	Back in the chamber beneath the fortress, the girl stood in the center of the room, her eyes glowing faintly with the same silver light radiating from the Gate beyond the Veil.

	

	The collectors in the chamber were no longer attacking blindly.

	

	They were watching.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Because they could feel the bridge forming between worlds.

	

	And they were looking for the moment it broke.

	

	The mystic leaned heavily against the cracked platform, watching the girl with a mixture of awe and fear.

	

	"You're holding the connection," she said softly.

	

	"I think so."

	

	The girl closed her eyes again.

	

	She could feel the tower.

	

	The swirling sphere of light.

	

	And he was standing there surrounded by darkness.

	

	"You're hurt," she said.

	

	Inside the tower, the captain laughed breathlessly as he wiped blood from his lip.

	

	"A little bit."

	

	"You need to get inside the Gate."

	

	"Working on it."

	

	Another collector lunged.

	

	He cut it down with a swift arc of silver fire.

	

	But more shadows were already crawling along the tower walls.

	

	"They're trying to overwhelm you," she said.

	

	"They're doing a great job."

	

	Her hands clenched slightly at her sides.

	

	"Then I'll give you something to hold onto."

	

	The silver light around her body brightened suddenly.

	

	The collectors in the chamber recoiled as if struck by a sudden blast of heat.

	

	"Impossible," one hissed.

	

	"The Conduit strengthens."

	

	Inside the tower, the captain felt the change instantly.

	

	Warmth flooded through the connection between them.

	

	His exhaustion eased slightly.

	

	His grip on the sword steadied.

	

	"Okay," he said slowly. "I definitely felt that."

	

	"Good."

	

	The sphere of light in the center of the tower pulsed brighter.

	

	"Now move."

	

	The captain ran.

	

	Collectors lunged from both sides as he sprinted toward the floating sphere.

	

	One grabbed his leg.

	

	Another slammed into his back.

	

	He stumbled forward but didn't stop.

	

	The sphere hung just a few feet away now, swirling with memories and silver fire.

	

	"Almost there," he muttered.

	

	A collector appeared directly in front of him, blocking the final steps.

	

	Its towering form stretched toward the ceiling.

	

	"You cannot cross."

	

	The captain raised his sword.

	

	"We're about to find out."

	

	The blade flashed upward.

	

	Silver light tore through the creature's chest.

	

	The collector shattered.

	

	The captain leaped forward.

	

	His hand plunged into the glowing sphere.

	

	The moment he touched it. 

	

	The tower disappeared.

	

	The shadows vanished.

	

	The broken plains beyond the Veil dissolved into nothing.

	

	He stood in a field of memories.

	

	Hundreds of them.

	

	Thousands.

	

	Every moment he had ever shared with her surrounded him like floating lanterns in an endless night sky.

	

	The bridge.

	

	The training yard.

	

	The fortress walls beneath the stars.

	

	Her laughter.

	

	Her anger.

	

	Her stubborn determination.

	

	Each memory pulsed with light.

	

	Her voice echoed through the endless space.

	

	"You made it."

	

	He turned slowly, taking in the impossible world around him.

	

	"So this is the Gate."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"It's… louder than I expected."

	

	She appeared a few steps away from him.

	

	Not her physical body, something brighter.

	

	A reflection made from the energy of the bridge itself.

	

	"You crossed the impossible," she said softly.

	

	The captain shrugged.

	

	"Turns out I'm good at bad decisions."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	Then her expression grew serious.

	

	"They're still coming."

	

	The memory-field trembled.

	

	Dark cracks began spreading across the glowing sky.

	

	Shadows were forcing their way into the Gate.

	

	"They're trying to break the bridge," she said.

	

	"Then we'd better reinforce it."

	

	"How?"

	

	He looked around at the floating memories.

	

	"By remembering."

	

	Back in the chamber, the collectors surged again.

	

	They could feel the captain inside the Gate now.

	

	And they were desperate to stop him before the bridge fully stabilized.

	

	Dark tendrils lashed toward the girl.

	

	But this time she didn't retreat.

	

	She stepped forward.

	

	Silver light burst outward from her body like a rising sun.

	

	The tendrils burned away instantly.

	

	The collectors recoiled.

	

	Because the connection between worlds had grown stronger.

	

	The mystic watched in astonishment.

	

	"You're changing," she whispered.

	

	The girl nodded slightly.

	

	"I think I always was."

	

	Above them, the fortress continued to shake under the assault of shadow.

	

	But deep beneath the stone 

	

	The voice in the silence had become something far more powerful.

	

	It had become a bridge strong enough to challenge the Veil itself.

	

	And now both of them stood upon it.

	

	Refusing to fall.

	

	 


CHAPTER 25

	

	For a long time, longer than anyone in the fortress could measure, nothing happened.

	

	The chamber beneath the fortress had become a place people entered quietly and left even quieter. Torches burned low along the stone walls, casting flickering shadows over the still figure resting at the center of the room. Guards rotated through their watch shifts in silence. The mystics checked the runes carved into the floor again and again, hoping for some change, some sign.

	

	But she never moved.

	

	Not a breath.

	

	Not a twitch.

	

	Not even the smallest shift of a finger.

	

	She remained exactly as she had been the moment the stasis took her eyes closed, expression calm, skin untouched by time.

	

	Months turned into years.

	

	Outside, the world continued changing.

	

	Cities were rebuilt after the chaos that followed the incident. Alliances fractured and reformed. Wars rose and ended. Children were born who had never known a time when the story of the girl in stasis was not already legendary.

	

	Inside the chamber, however, time remained frozen.

	

	Until the day everything changed again.

	

	It started with a tremor.

	

	One of the younger guards standing near the far wall frowned as the stone beneath his boots vibrated slightly.

	

	"Did you feel that?"

	

	The older guard beside him glanced around.

	

	"Probably another collapse in the lower tunnels."

	

	The fortress had suffered many since the night the Veil cracked open. The foundations of the world had never quite settled afterward.

	

	But the tremor came again.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	The torches along the walls flickered violently.

	

	Across the chamber, the runes carved into the stone floor began to glow faintly.

	

	The older guard straightened.

	

	"That's not normal."

	

	The glow spread outward from the platform where she lay.

	

	Thin lines of silver light crept through the carvings like water finding cracks in dry earth.

	

	One of the mystics hurried into the chamber from the corridor outside.

	

	"What's happening?"

	

	The guards stepped back instinctively as the glow intensified.

	

	The mystic dropped to her knees beside the platform, staring at the runes.

	

	"They're activating."

	

	"But no one cast anything," one guard said.

	

	The mystic slowly raised her head.

	

	Her eyes moved to the girl.

	

	And then she froze.

	

	"Wait."

	

	For a moment, nothing happened.

	

	Then 

	

	Her fingers moved.

	

	It was small.

	

	Barely noticeable.

	

	But the girl's right hand twitched slightly against the stone.

	

	The mystic's breath caught.

	

	"Everyone," she said quietly, "don't move."

	

	The guards held their breath.

	

	The room became perfectly still.

	

	Another tremor rippled through the chamber.

	

	The silver light beneath the girl's skin flickered.

	

	And then 

	

	Her chest rose.

	

	A single breath.

	

	The mystic staggered backward in shock.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	The girl's chest rose again.

	

	This time, the breath was deeper.

	

	Her body trembled as air filled lungs that had not moved in years.

	

	The silence in the chamber was shattered.

	

	"Get the healer!" one guard shouted.

	

	Another sprinted toward the corridor.

	

	But the mystic raised a hand sharply.

	

	"No."

	

	The guards looked at her in confusion.

	

	"She's not waking because of healing magic."

	

	The glow from the runes intensified.

	

	Silver light poured upward around the platform like mist.

	

	"This is something else."

	

	The girl's fingers curled slowly against the stone.

	

	Her body trembled again.

	

	As if something inside her was fighting to return.

	

	Far beyond the fortress walls, the captain felt the moment instantly.

	

	He was riding along a narrow forest road with two of his companions when the connection struck him like lightning.

	

	He jerked upright in the saddle.

	

	The horse beneath him snorted in alarm.

	

	"What happened?" one of the riders asked.

	

	The captain didn't answer.

	

	Because he could feel her.

	

	For the first time since the Veil closed 

	

	Her physical presence.

	

	Alive.

	

	Awake.

	

	Or at least trying to be.

	

	"She's moving," he whispered.

	

	The riders exchanged confused glances.

	

	"What?"

	

	He kicked his horse into a sprint.

	

	"We have to get back."

	

	Inside the chamber, the girl's body arched suddenly.

	

	A violent gasp tore from her lungs.

	

	Air rushed into her chest as if she had just broken through the surface of deep water.

	

	Her eyes snapped open.

	

	For a moment, she saw nothing but blinding white light.

	

	The world rushed back all at once: sound, sensation, gravity.

	

	Her muscles convulsed violently as they struggled to respond after years of stillness.

	

	Pain exploded through every nerve in her body.

	

	She tried to move.

	

	Her arms barely lifted from the stone.

	

	Her vision swam.

	

	Voices echoed around her.

	

	"Easy, easy "

	

	"Don't force her to sit up!"

	

	"Her body needs time!"

	

	Hands moved carefully around her shoulders.

	

	The mystic knelt beside the platform, her face pale with disbelief.

	

	"She's breathing," she whispered.

	

	The girl tried to focus on the faces surrounding her.

	

	They were unfamiliar.

	

	Older.

	

	Some of them carried lines of worry that hadn't existed before.

	

	"How…" her voice rasped weakly.

	

	The word barely escaped her throat.

	

	It felt like trying to speak through sand.

	

	The mystic leaned closer.

	

	"Don't try to talk yet."

	

	But the girl's mind was racing.

	

	Because something was wrong.

	

	The chamber looked different.

	

	The walls carried new cracks.

	

	The torches burned with unfamiliar designs.

	

	Even the armor of the guards had changed.

	

	"How long?" she managed.

	

	The mystic hesitated.

	

	Then she answered quietly.

	

	"Years."

	

	The word struck like a hammer.

	

	The girl stared at her.

	

	"Years?"

	

	The mystic nodded slowly.

	

	"You were in stasis longer than anyone believed possible."

	

	The girl closed her eyes again.

	

	Memories rushed through her mind.

	

	The Veil.

	

	The tower.

	

	The bridge of memories.

	

	His voice called to her through the silence.

	

	Her eyes opened again.

	

	"Where is he?"

	

	The mystic blinked.

	

	"Do you remember him?"

	

	"Of course I remember him."

	

	But the mystic's hesitation made something cold twist in her chest.

	

	"He's alive," the mystic said quickly. "He never stopped searching for a way to bring you back."

	

	Relief washed through her.

	

	"Good."

	

	Another tremor shook the chamber.

	

	This time it came from within her own body.

	

	The silver light beneath her skin flared suddenly.

	

	The runes around the platform blazed brighter.

	

	The mystic stepped back.

	

	"That shouldn't be happening."

	

	The girl gasped as energy surged through her veins.

	

	It felt like lightning racing beneath her skin.

	

	Her muscles tightened painfully.

	

	"What's happening to me?"

	

	The mystic stared at the glowing runes.

	

	"The stasis didn't just preserve you."

	

	The girl clenched her fists as another surge of power rippled through her body.

	

	"It changed you."

	

	Miles away, the captain pushed his horse harder along the forest road.

	

	Branches whipped past as the animal galloped through the trees.

	

	He could feel the connection strengthening with every passing moment.

	

	"She's awake," he said breathlessly.

	

	One of his companions rode up beside him.

	

	"How do you know?"

	

	He didn't slow.

	

	"I can feel her breathing."

	

	Behind them, the sky darkened.

	

	Storm clouds gathered over the distant mountains.

	

	Something was changing in the world.

	

	And the moment she woke 

	

	The balance of that world began shifting again.

	

	Back in the chamber, the girl finally managed to push herself halfway upright.

	

	The effort left her trembling with exhaustion.

	

	But she refused to lie back down.

	

	The mystic watched her carefully.

	

	"You shouldn't move yet."

	

	"I've been lying still long enough."

	

	Her voice was still weak, but determination burned in her eyes.

	

	The room fell quiet again.

	

	Because everyone present could feel the same thing now.

	

	The power radiating from her body was growing stronger.

	

	The stasis had ended.

	

	But whatever had formed during those silent years 

	

	Had awakened with her.

	

	And it was far more powerful than anyone expected.

	

	The girl swung her legs slowly over the side of the platform.

	

	Her feet touched the stone floor.

	

	For the first time in years.

	

	The moment they did 

	

	The runes exploded with silver light.

	

	Wind rushed through the chamber like a sudden storm.

	

	The torches bent sideways.

	

	The guards stumbled backward.

	

	The mystic shielded her eyes.

	

	And the girl stood.

	

	Unsteady.

	

	Breathing hard.

	

	But alive.

	

	Truly alive.

	

	Above the fortress, thunder rolled across the sky.

	

	Because the moment her body awakened 

	

	The world felt it.

	

	And the forces that had waited in the darkness for years felt it too.

	

	Something ancient had returned.

	

	And it was no longer sleeping.

	

	The first thing she noticed after standing was how heavy the world felt.

	

	Not physically, her body actually felt strangely light despite the weakness in her muscles, but the air around her seemed thick, charged with something that pressed against her skin like an invisible current.

	

	She took one unsteady step forward.

	

	Her legs trembled.

	

	The chamber tilted slightly in her vision as her balance struggled to return after years without movement.

	

	A guard moved forward instinctively to catch her, but the mystic raised a sharp hand.

	

	"Don't touch her."

	

	The guard froze.

	

	"Why?" he asked.

	

	The mystic's eyes were locked on the silver light pulsing beneath the girl's skin.

	

	"Because I don't know what will happen if someone does."

	

	The girl heard them, but their conversation felt distant.

	

	Her senses were overwhelmed.

	

	The flickering torches seemed too bright. Every sound echoed painfully in her ears. Even the faint drip of water somewhere in the tunnels sounded like thunder.

	

	Her heart pounded in her chest as if it were trying to catch up on years of silence.

	

	She took another step.

	

	Then another.

	

	Each movement was awkward, slow, like someone learning to walk again.

	

	Which, in a way, she was.

	

	But something else was happening too.

	

	With every step she took, the silver glow inside her body pulsed stronger.

	

	The runes carved into the chamber floor reacted immediately, lighting up like stars beneath her feet.

	

	The mystic noticed.

	

	"They're responding to her," she whispered.

	

	Another tremor shook the chamber.

	

	This one was stronger than the last.

	

	Dust fell from cracks in the ceiling.

	

	The guards looked upward uneasily.

	

	"That didn't happen before," one said.

	

	The mystic nodded grimly.

	

	"No."

	

	The girl stopped walking.

	

	Her head tilted slightly as if she were listening to something far away.

	

	Because she was.

	

	The connection hadn't vanished when she woke.

	

	It had changed.

	

	Before, his voice had been faint, like an echo across an endless void.

	

	Now it felt closer.

	

	Much closer.

	

	She closed her eyes briefly.

	

	The moment she did 

	

	She felt him.

	

	Riding hard across open land.

	

	His heart is racing.

	

	His mind focused on one destination.

	

	Her.

	

	A faint smile appeared on her lips.

	

	"He knows," she murmured.

	

	The mystic stepped closer.

	

	"Know what?"

	

	"He knows I'm awake."

	

	"How?"

	

	The girl opened her eyes again.

	

	"I don't think the bond between us ever broke."

	

	The mystic frowned slightly.

	

	"You mean the bridge from the Veil?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But that should have collapsed when the Gate closed."

	

	The girl shrugged weakly.

	

	"Maybe it did."

	

	Another pulse of silver energy rippled through her veins.

	

	"Or maybe something stronger replaced it."

	

	The mystic stared at her.

	

	"You're not just awake," she said quietly.

	

	"You're changing."

	

	The girl didn't argue.

	

	Because she could feel it too.

	

	Above the fortress, the storm intensified.

	

	Dark clouds gathered in violent spirals over the mountain peaks surrounding the stronghold. Lightning flashed between them like cracks in the sky.

	

	Soldiers along the battlements stared upward in confusion.

	

	"This storm came out of nowhere," one said.

	

	Another soldier pointed toward the center of the fortress.

	

	"Look."

	

	A faint beam of silver light rose from the deepest part of the stronghold, barely visible through the narrow ventilation shafts carved into the mountain.

	

	"What is that?"

	

	The captain's horse thundered across the main gate bridge at that exact moment.

	

	The guards barely had time to open the gates before he stormed through.

	

	He didn't slow.

	

	Not even when several officers shouted after him.

	

	He rode straight through the courtyard, leapt from the saddle before the horse fully stopped, and sprinted toward the fortress interior.

	

	One of the soldiers recognized him.

	

	"Captain! What's happening?"

	

	He didn't stop running.

	

	"She woke up."

	

	The words spread through the courtyard like wildfire.

	

	Deep in the chamber, the girl had made it halfway across the room when the power surged again.

	

	This time it was violent.

	

	A blast of silver energy exploded outward from her body.

	

	The torches blew out instantly.

	

	The guards were thrown backward against the walls.

	

	The mystic barely managed to brace herself against the platform.

	

	The girl collapsed to one knee, gasping.

	

	Pain tore through her chest like fire.

	

	"What, what is this?" she choked.

	

	The mystic scrambled toward her.

	

	"It's the stasis breaking apart."

	

	"But I'm already awake!"

	

	"Yes, but your body was holding something back."

	

	The girl pressed a trembling hand against her chest.

	

	Another pulse of energy surged outward.

	

	The runes around the chamber cracked violently.

	

	"You're releasing power that's been building for years," the mystic said.

	

	"Then how do I stop it?"

	

	The mystic hesitated.

	

	"I'm not sure you can."

	

	The girl's eyes widened.

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	Another surge struck.

	

	The stone floor fractured beneath her knees.

	

	Silver light shot upward in jagged arcs.

	

	The chamber walls groaned.

	

	Above them, the entire fortress trembled.

	

	The captain skidded to a halt outside the chamber doors just as another tremor shook the corridor.

	

	Two guards were bracing the entrance.

	

	"What's going on in there?" he demanded.

	

	The guards looked relieved to see him.

	

	"She woke up."

	

	"I know that."

	

	"Something's wrong."

	

	A violent pulse of light blasted through the cracks in the door.

	

	The captain shoved past them.

	

	The moment he stepped into the chamber 

	

	He saw her.

	

	Kneeling in the center of the cracked stone floor.

	

	Silver light blazing around her body like living lightning.

	

	For a moment, he couldn't breathe.

	

	Because she was really there.

	

	Alive.

	

	Not a dream.

	

	Not a memory.

	

	She looked up.

	

	Their eyes met.

	

	The chaos in the room faded instantly.

	

	"You took your time," she said weakly.

	

	The captain laughed breathlessly.

	

	"You're the one who slept through half a decade."

	

	The mystic turned to him urgently.

	

	"Captain, she's releasing energy faster than her body can control."

	

	He stepped closer carefully.

	

	"How bad?"

	

	Another pulse erupted from her.

	

	The walls groaned again.

	

	The mystic answered bluntly.

	

	"If it continues like this, the fortress won't survive it."

	

	The captain looked at the girl again.

	

	"Can you stop it?"

	

	She shook her head.

	

	"Not alone."

	

	The captain slowly knelt beside her.

	

	"Then you're not alone."

	

	The moment he placed his hand over hers. 

	

	The power changed.

	

	Instead of exploding outward wildly, the silver energy began flowing between them.

	

	The chamber filled with a steady, humming light.

	

	The tremors slowed.

	

	The mystic stared in disbelief.

	

	"The bond," she whispered.

	

	The girl exhaled slowly.

	

	"That's better."

	

	The captain squeezed her hand.

	

	"Still planning to destroy the fortress after waking up?"

	

	She smirked faintly.

	

	"No promises."

	

	The energy around them stabilized gradually.

	

	The violent surges faded into a steady glow.

	

	The cracks in the floor stopped spreading.

	

	The storm above the fortress began to weaken.

	

	Slowly.

	

	Carefully.

	

	The girl stood again.

	

	This time her legs held steady.

	

	She looked down at their joined hands.

	

	"Seems like you're still my anchor."

	

	The captain shrugged.

	

	"Someone has to keep you from tearing reality apart."

	

	The mystic stepped forward cautiously.

	

	"The awakening is complete."

	

	The girl glanced at her.

	

	"You sound worried."

	

	"I am."

	

	"Why?"

	

	The mystic gestured toward the fading glow around her.

	

	"Because whatever power you carried into stasis…"

	

	She paused.

	

	"…came back stronger."

	

	The girl looked down at her own hands.

	

	The silver light flickered once more beneath her skin.

	

	Controlled now.

	

	But far from gone.

	

	Outside the fortress, the storm clouds finally began to break.

	

	But far beyond the mountains 

	

	In places where ancient forces watched the world carefully 

	

	Something had noticed the change.

	

	The girl who had slept in stasis for years had awakened.

	

	And the power that awakened with her had not gone unnoticed.

	

	Not by allies.

	

	And not by enemies.

	

	The long silence was over.

	

	 


CHAPTER 26

	

	The first sunrise she saw after waking did not feel like the world she remembered.

	

	She stood on the high balcony outside the fortress infirmary, gripping the cold stone railing as pale light spread across the mountain horizon. The sky glowed in soft shades of gold and gray, clouds drifting slowly through the valleys below.

	

	It should have been familiar.

	

	It should have felt like home.

	

	Instead, everything looked… different.

	

	Not wrong.

	

	Just changed.

	

	The wind carried unfamiliar scents from the forests below. The villages that once dotted the valley had grown into larger settlements. New watchtowers rose along the mountain ridges where there had once been empty stone cliffs.

	

	The world had not waited for her.

	

	It kept moving.

	

	Behind her, the balcony door creaked open.

	

	She didn't turn around.

	

	"You shouldn't be standing yet," the captain said.

	

	His voice was softer than usual, though she could still hear the tired humor buried in it.

	

	She answered without looking back.

	

	"If I lie down any longer, I might fall asleep for another five years."

	

	His footsteps crossed the stone floor slowly.

	

	"You'd miss a lot again."

	

	"I already did."

	

	That silence that followed carried more weight than either of them expected.

	

	He stepped beside her at the railing.

	

	From here, the entire valley spread out beneath them like a living map.

	

	Caravans moved along distant roads. Smoke rose from dozens of chimneys in the growing settlements. Soldiers patrolled the outer fortress walls with unfamiliar banners on their armor.

	

	She noticed it immediately.

	

	"That's new."

	

	The captain followed her gaze to the banners.

	

	Dark blue fabric with a silver crest.

	

	"The Western Coalition."

	

	She frowned slightly.

	

	"That alliance collapsed years before the incident."

	

	"It did."

	

	"Then why are their colors flying here?"

	

	"Because they control half the continent now."

	

	That made her turn toward him.

	

	"What?"

	

	He rested his elbows against the railing.

	

	"A lot changed while you were gone."

	

	She studied his face carefully.

	

	He looked older.

	

	Not dramatically so, but time had left its marks.

	

	A thin scar cut across his jawline that she didn't remember.

	

	The faint lines around his eyes had deepened.

	

	"You stayed," she said quietly.

	

	"Someone had to keep the fortress from collapsing."

	

	"I mean, you stayed with me."

	

	His expression softened slightly.

	

	"You didn't really think I'd give up, did you?"

	

	She didn't answer right away.

	

	Because the truth was… part of her had feared that.

	

	Five years was a long time.

	

	Long enough for grief to fade.

	

	Long enough for hope to break.

	

	Long enough for people to move on.

	

	But he hadn't.

	

	The silver connection between them pulsed faintly again, as if responding to the thought.

	

	She quickly changed the subject.

	

	"So the Coalition rules the West now."

	

	"More or less."

	

	"And the east?"

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"That's complicated."

	

	Before she could ask more, the balcony door opened again.

	

	Two soldiers stepped outside.

	

	Both stopped abruptly when they saw her standing there.

	

	One of them nearly dropped the stack of reports he was carrying.

	

	"Is she…?"

	

	"Yes," the captain said.

	

	"She's awake."

	

	The soldiers stared at her like they were seeing a ghost.

	

	Which, in a way, they probably were.

	

	One of them swallowed nervously.

	

	"We heard the rumors but…"

	

	"They're true," the captain said.

	

	The younger soldier straightened awkwardly.

	

	"Welcome back."

	

	She nodded politely.

	

	But she noticed something strange in their expressions.

	

	They weren't just surprised.

	

	They were cautious.

	

	As if they weren't entirely sure what her return meant.

	

	The soldiers quickly excused themselves and disappeared back inside the fortress.

	

	She watched them go.

	

	"They don't trust me," she said.

	

	"They don't know you."

	

	"That didn't answer the question."

	

	The captain sighed.

	

	"People built a lot of stories about you while you were in stasis."

	

	"What kind of stories?"

	

	"Some believed you were a savior who would return."

	

	"And the others?"

	

	"They believed you were the reason the Veil nearly tore the world apart."

	

	She leaned back against the railing.

	

	"So I'm either a miracle or a disaster."

	

	"Pretty much."

	

	"Great."

	

	Another breeze swept across the balcony.

	

	She closed her eyes briefly, letting the cool air wash over her face.

	

	Even the wind felt unfamiliar.

	

	"How long has it been exactly?" she asked.

	

	"Five years and eight months."

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	"Almost six years."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She tried to imagine everything that had happened during that time.

	

	The wars.

	

	The alliances.

	

	The lives that had continued without her.

	

	But the gap felt too large.

	

	Too heavy to process all at once.

	

	"What about the others?" she asked.

	

	"Who?"

	

	"Our friends."

	

	The captain hesitated.

	

	That hesitation told her more than words ever could.

	

	"Some didn't make it," he said quietly.

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"Who?"

	

	"Not today."

	

	She looked at him sharply.

	

	"You don't get to decide that."

	

	"I'm not trying to hide it."

	

	"Then why wait?"

	

	He met her gaze steadily.

	

	"Because you woke up twelve hours ago."

	

	She opened her mouth to argue.

	

	Then stopped.

	

	Because he wasn't wrong.

	

	Her body still felt like it belonged to someone else.

	

	Her thoughts drifted in strange directions sometimes, as if parts of her mind were still waking up.

	

	The world had changed.

	

	And she was still trying to catch up.

	

	"Fine," she muttered.

	

	"We'll talk later."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"That sounds like a good plan."

	

	Another group of soldiers passed through the balcony doorway behind them.

	

	These didn't stop.

	

	But they definitely stared.

	

	One whispered something to another as they walked past.

	

	The girl sighed.

	

	"This is going to get annoying."

	

	"You'll get used to it."

	

	"I doubt that."

	

	She pushed herself away from the railing.

	

	"Show me."

	

	"Show you what?"

	

	"The world I missed."

	

	The captain studied her carefully.

	

	"Are you sure you're ready for that?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Then why ask?"

	

	"Because if I stay in this room pretending nothing has changed…"

	

	She gestured toward the sprawling valley.

	

	"…I'll go insane."

	

	He considered that for a moment.

	

	Then nodded.

	

	"Alright."

	

	They headed back inside the fortress.

	

	The corridors felt both familiar and strange.

	

	The stone walls were the same, but new reinforcement beams lined the ceilings. The floor had been repaired in places where the Veil tremors had once cracked it open.

	

	New guards stood at every major intersection.

	

	Some of them stared openly as she passed.

	

	Others avoided eye contact completely.

	

	She noticed the difference.

	

	"They're afraid," she said.

	

	"Some are."

	

	"Of me?"

	

	"Of what you represent."

	

	They turned down a wider hallway.

	

	This one led toward the central command chambers.

	

	The moment she stepped inside, the noise stopped.

	

	Officers gathered around large map tables and looked up at the same time.

	

	The room fell silent.

	

	She recognized none of them.

	

	Which meant none of them had been here six years ago.

	

	The captain cleared his throat.

	

	"Everyone," he said, "this is the reason half our strategic plans exist."

	

	One of the officers blinked.

	

	"The girl from stasis?"

	

	"The one and only."

	

	The officer studied her carefully.

	

	Then nodded once.

	

	"Welcome back."

	

	But his tone carried more curiosity than warmth.

	

	She walked slowly toward the large map table.

	

	The world map spread across it was almost unrecognizable.

	

	Borders had shifted.

	

	Entire kingdoms were gone.

	

	New territories had been carved from old ones.

	

	"What happened here?" she asked quietly.

	

	The captain pointed to a massive region now colored dark red.

	

	"The Eastern Dominion."

	

	"That didn't exist before."

	

	"It does now."

	

	"And the northern kingdoms?"

	

	He traced a finger across the map.

	

	"Conquered three years ago."

	

	Her eyes moved across the changing landscape.

	

	"What about the Veil fractures?"

	

	He pointed to small silver markers scattered across several regions.

	

	"They're still unstable."

	

	"So the incident didn't end when I entered stasis."

	

	"No."

	

	"In some ways…"

	

	He hesitated.

	

	"…it was just the beginning."

	

	She stared at the map again.

	

	Six years.

	

	Six years of change.

	

	Six years of battles and politics and shifting power.

	

	And she had slept through all of it.

	

	Her fingers brushed the map lightly.

	

	"I have a lot to learn."

	

	"Yes," the captain said.

	

	"But you don't have to learn it alone."

	

	She glanced up at him.

	

	The same determination she remembered still burned in his eyes.

	

	And for the first time since waking 

	

	The world didn't feel quite so overwhelming.

	

	Because even though everything had changed…

	

	One thing wasn't.

	

	He was still here.

	

	And together they would face whatever this new world had become.

	

	The command chamber never truly went quiet again after she entered it.

	

	Even though the officers returned to their work, the room carried a constant undercurrent of attention now. Maps rustled, quills scratched across parchment, messengers hurried in and out with reports, but every few moments someone's gaze drifted toward her.

	

	The girl pretended not to notice.

	

	She leaned over the massive map table instead, studying the shifting borders like someone examining the scars of a battlefield long after the fighting ended.

	

	The captain stood beside her.

	

	"You're frowning."

	

	"I'm trying to understand how half the continent changed while I wasn't looking."

	

	"That's usually how history works."

	

	She traced the outline of a coastline with her finger.

	

	"This used to be the Kingdom of Avelir."

	

	"It did."

	

	"And now it's part of the Eastern Dominion."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What happened?"

	

	The captain rested his palms on the table.

	

	"They collapsed after the Veil incident."

	

	"Collapsed?"

	

	"Their capital was too close to one of the fractures."

	

	She looked up sharply.

	

	"The Veil broke open there?"

	

	"Not fully," he said. "But close enough."

	

	"What does that mean?"

	

	"It means strange things started appearing."

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	"Creatures?"

	

	"Some."

	

	"And the rest?"

	

	He glanced toward one of the officers across the table.

	

	"You want to explain?"

	

	The officer hesitated before stepping forward.

	

	"Reality became… unstable," he said carefully.

	

	She raised an eyebrow.

	

	"That's not very specific."

	

	"Because it's difficult to explain."

	

	"Try anyway."

	

	The officer pointed toward a silver marker pinned near the former capital of Avelir.

	

	"Time behaves differently in some of the fractured zones."

	

	"Differently how?"

	

	"Sometimes it moves faster."

	

	Her eyes widened slightly.

	

	"And sometimes slower."

	

	The girl leaned back.

	

	"So there are places in the world where time itself breaks."

	

	The officer nodded grimly.

	

	"The Veil isn't just a barrier between realms."

	

	"It's also what kept reality stable."

	

	"And when it cracked…" she said quietly.

	

	"The consequences spread."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"Which is why several kingdoms collapsed within the first two years after you entered stasis."

	

	She studied the map again.

	

	"How many fractures are there?"

	

	"Known ones?" the officer said.

	

	"Twenty-seven."

	

	Her head snapped up.

	

	"Twenty-seven?"

	

	"And counting."

	

	She let out a low breath.

	

	"So the world didn't just change while I was gone."

	

	"No," the captain said.

	

	"It fractured."

	

	A messenger rushed into the chamber at that moment, breathless from running.

	

	"Report from the northern watchtowers!"

	

	The officers straightened immediately.

	

	"What is it?" one asked.

	

	The messenger glanced nervously at the girl before answering.

	

	"Another disturbance near the Frostline fracture."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"What kind of disturbance?"

	

	"Energy surge."

	

	"How strong?"

	

	"Stronger than usual."

	

	The captain exchanged a glance with the officer beside him.

	

	Then he turned back to the girl.

	

	"See what I mean?"

	

	She crossed her arms.

	

	"Something tells me this is where you ask me to help."

	

	"You're catching on."

	

	She looked down at her hands.

	

	The faint silver glow still pulsed beneath her skin occasionally.

	

	"I barely know how to control what's inside me."

	

	"Which is exactly why we need to understand it."

	

	She didn't argue.

	

	Because deep down she already knew he was right.

	

	Later that afternoon, they walked through the lower fortress courtyards.

	

	The news of her awakening had spread faster than anyone expected.

	

	Everywhere they went, soldiers paused in their duties to watch her pass.

	

	Some whispered to each other.

	

	Others simply stared.

	

	One young recruit actually dropped his training spear when she walked by.

	

	She sighed.

	

	"This is worse than the balcony."

	

	"Give it a few days," the captain said.

	

	"People will get used to it."

	

	"I doubt that."

	

	They passed the training yard.

	

	The sound of clashing steel echoed through the stone walls as soldiers practiced with wooden blades.

	

	The girl stopped suddenly.

	

	The captain noticed.

	

	"What?"

	

	"I remember this place."

	

	"Of course you do."

	

	But she wasn't looking at the yard the way someone remembers a familiar location.

	

	She looked like she was seeing ghosts.

	

	"That's where I beat you the first time," she said.

	

	The captain laughed.

	

	"You cheated."

	

	"I did not."

	

	"You kicked sand into my eyes."

	

	"That's called strategy."

	

	He shook his head.

	

	"You broke three of my ribs."

	

	"You're exaggerating."

	

	"Only slightly."

	

	The soldiers training in the yard noticed them and gradually slowed their sparring.

	

	One of the instructors approached cautiously.

	

	"Captain."

	

	He nodded.

	

	"Continue your drills."

	

	But the instructor's eyes moved toward the girl.

	

	"You're really her."

	

	"Last I checked," she said.

	

	The instructor studied her for a moment.

	

	Then he gestured toward the sparring ring.

	

	"Care to prove it?"

	

	The captain raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Are you sure that's a good idea?"

	

	The girl smiled faintly.

	

	"Probably not."

	

	She stepped into the training circle.

	

	A wooden practice blade was handed to her.

	

	It felt strange in her grip.

	

	Lighter than she remembered.

	

	Or maybe her muscles were still adjusting.

	

	The instructor picked up another blade.

	

	"You ready?"

	

	She rolled her shoulders slowly.

	

	"Let's find out."

	

	They circled each other carefully.

	

	The watching soldiers formed a loose ring around the training yard.

	

	The instructor struck first.

	

	A quick, controlled swing aimed at her shoulder.

	

	She blocked it instinctively.

	

	The moment the wooden blades collided 

	

	Something unexpected happened.

	

	A flash of silver energy sparked along the wood.

	

	The soldiers gasped.

	

	The instructor jumped back immediately.

	

	"What was that?"

	

	The girl stared at the faint glow fading from her blade.

	

	"I didn't mean to do that."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"Looks like the stasis left you with a few upgrades."

	

	She frowned.

	

	"Or problems."

	

	The instructor lowered his weapon.

	

	"I think that's enough for today."

	

	The watching soldiers slowly dispersed, whispering excitedly.

	

	The girl stepped out of the ring.

	

	Her hands trembled slightly.

	

	"You felt that too," she said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That power keeps reacting to things."

	

	"Which means we need to learn how to control it."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	"Agreed."

	

	That evening, they climbed the highest tower of the fortress.

	

	From there, the entire valley stretched beneath them like a dark ocean of forest and distant lights.

	

	The wind was colder now.

	

	Night had settled across the mountains.

	

	The girl leaned against the stone wall beside the tower window.

	

	"I missed sunsets like this."

	

	The captain stood beside her.

	

	"You missed quite a few."

	

	She glanced at him.

	

	"You could have moved on."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"I tried."

	

	She raised an eyebrow.

	

	"And?"

	

	"Didn't work."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	The silence between them wasn't uncomfortable.

	

	It felt familiar.

	

	Comforting.

	

	After a moment, she spoke again.

	

	"Tell me the truth."

	

	"About what?"

	

	"How bad is the world right now?"

	

	He stared out at the distant lights in the valley.

	

	"Bad enough that we've spent the last five years preparing for something worse."

	

	"Worse than fractured reality?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She studied his expression carefully.

	

	"You're worried about another Veil collapse."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because the fractures aren't healing."

	

	Her chest tightened slightly.

	

	"And you think I'm connected to them."

	

	"I think you're connected to the power that caused them."

	

	"That's not the same thing."

	

	"No," he admitted.

	

	"But it's the best lead we have."

	

	She looked down at her hands again.

	

	The faint silver glow flickered once more.

	

	"I didn't ask for this power."

	

	"I know."

	

	"But now that I have it…"

	

	She lifted her gaze toward the horizon.

	

	"…I guess I can't ignore it either."

	

	The captain nodded slowly.

	

	"No."

	

	The wind picked up slightly, carrying distant thunder across the mountains.

	

	A storm was forming somewhere far beyond the valley.

	

	The girl watched the clouds gathering along the horizon.

	

	"Six years," she said quietly.

	

	"That's a long time for the world to change."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But I'm still here."

	

	"And the world isn't finished changing yet."

	

	She looked at him again.

	

	"Good."

	

	"Why good?"

	

	"Because I just woke up."

	

	Her eyes reflected the distant lightning flashing across the sky.

	

	"And I'd hate to miss what happens next."

	

	 


CHAPTER 27

	

	The fortress had quiet hours.

	

	Not silence, true silence rarely existed in a place filled with soldiers, patrols, messengers, and distant watch horns, but the slow hours of night when movement softened, and voices dropped low.

	

	It was during one of those hours that the girl found herself wandering the corridors alone.

	

	Sleep hadn't come easily since she woke.

	

	Her body was tired, but her mind refused to settle. Too many memories fought with too many unfamiliar realities. Every time she closed her eyes, she drifted between old moments and new questions.

	

	So she walked.

	

	The torches along the corridor burned low, casting long shadows against the stone walls.

	

	She passed empty guard posts and quiet staircases, her footsteps echoing softly.

	

	Eventually, she reached the training yard again.

	

	Moonlight spilled into the open courtyard, turning the sand into pale silver.

	

	For a moment, she simply stood there.

	

	Watching.

	

	Remembering.

	

	The yard had changed slightly, with new weapon racks, reinforced fencing, and deeper training pits, but the core of it remained the same.

	

	This was where she had spent countless mornings sparring, laughing, and arguing.

	

	This was where she had met him.

	

	She stepped down into the sand slowly.

	

	The ground felt cool beneath her boots.

	

	"You always did like coming here at night."

	

	His voice carried across the yard.

	

	She didn't turn around immediately.

	

	"I thought you'd be asleep."

	

	The captain leaned against one of the wooden posts near the entrance.

	

	"I tried."

	

	"And?"

	

	"You're not the only one having trouble adjusting."

	

	She finally faced him.

	

	Moonlight caught the silver glow faintly beneath her skin.

	

	"You've been following me."

	

	"Keeping an eye on you."

	

	"That sounds suspiciously similar."

	

	He pushed off the post and walked toward the center of the yard.

	

	"Six years of waiting makes a person cautious."

	

	She tilted her head slightly.

	

	"You weren't cautious before."

	

	"No."

	

	"I remember you being reckless."

	

	"That was before the world started breaking."

	

	She let out a quiet breath.

	

	For a moment, neither of them spoke.

	

	Then she said softly, "You look different."

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"Older?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Thanks."

	

	"I didn't mean it as an insult."

	

	"I know."

	

	She studied him carefully.

	

	"You carry yourself differently, too."

	

	"How so?"

	

	"Like someone who had to lead for a long time."

	

	He glanced toward the fortress walls beyond the yard.

	

	"That tends to happen when half the command structure dies during a Veil incident."

	

	Her chest tightened slightly.

	

	"More people didn't make it than I realized."

	

	"Yes."

	

	Silence settled again.

	

	She stepped closer, the sand shifting quietly beneath her boots.

	

	"You could have left."

	

	"That again."

	

	"I mean it."

	

	"So do I."

	

	"You had your own life before all this."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"You were part of that life."

	

	"Yes, but "

	

	"I wasn't staying for a promise," he interrupted gently.

	

	"I stayed because I chose to."

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin flickered slightly.

	

	"That's a long time to choose the same thing."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Some choices are easy."

	

	She looked away briefly.

	

	"You say that now."

	

	"You don't believe me?"

	

	"I believe you believe it."

	

	"And that's different?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Explain."

	

	She sighed.

	

	"Six years is a long time, even for love."

	

	He watched her carefully.

	

	"Are you trying to convince yourself or me?"

	

	She didn't answer.

	

	Instead, she walked across the yard and picked up one of the wooden practice blades leaning against the rack.

	

	The weight of it felt familiar now.

	

	Comforting.

	

	She swung it lightly once.

	

	The motion stirred the air.

	

	"You changed, too," he said.

	

	She stopped.

	

	"Of course I did."

	

	"Not just the power."

	

	"What else?"

	

	"You're more careful with your words."

	

	She raised an eyebrow.

	

	"That sounds like an improvement."

	

	"Sometimes."

	

	"And the rest of the time?"

	

	"You keep things locked away now."

	

	Her grip tightened slightly on the wooden blade.

	

	"You've been analyzing me."

	

	"I've been trying to understand you."

	

	"You already understood me."

	

	"That was six years ago."

	

	The truth of that hung between them.

	

	She turned toward him again.

	

	"Then tell me something."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Did you ever stop living while I was in stasis?"

	

	He didn't answer immediately.

	

	Which was the answer.

	

	Her voice softened slightly.

	

	"You did."

	

	He nodded once.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And?"

	

	"And what?"

	

	"What did your life look like?"

	

	He rubbed the back of his neck.

	

	"Mostly work."

	

	"That's not what I meant."

	

	"I know."

	

	She waited.

	

	Finally, he said, "I led patrols. Organized defenses. Helped rebuild the fortress after the Veil tremors."

	

	"And outside of duty?"

	

	"Not much."

	

	She watched him carefully.

	

	"You never…"

	

	He shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	"Not even once?"

	

	"I told you."

	

	"That's not what I asked."

	

	His jaw tightened slightly.

	

	"Yes," he admitted.

	

	The word hit harder than she expected.

	

	Her chest tightened.

	

	"And?"

	

	"It didn't work."

	

	"Why?"

	

	He looked directly at her.

	

	"Because I never stopped comparing them to you."

	

	The honesty in his voice made her stomach twist.

	

	"That's not fair to them."

	

	"No."

	

	"And it's not fair to you either."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"I wasn't interested in the fair."

	

	She looked down at the wooden blade in her hands.

	

	The silver glow flickered again along the edge of the wood.

	

	"You waited six years for someone who might never wake up."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's dangerous."

	

	He smiled slightly.

	

	"You've always said I make terrible decisions."

	

	She laughed softly despite herself.

	

	"That hasn't changed."

	

	"No."

	

	The wind stirred across the training yard, lifting a few grains of sand into the air.

	

	She finally placed the wooden blade back against the rack.

	

	Then she faced him again.

	

	"You know what the hardest part is?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"I remember everything."

	

	"Everything?"

	

	"The moment before the stasis."

	

	The Veil is tearing open.

	

	The tower.

	

	The bridge is made of memories.

	

	His voice called to her through the void.

	

	"I remember you promising you wouldn't give up."

	

	He nodded.

	

	"And I didn't."

	

	"But I also remember thinking I might never see you again."

	

	Her voice wavered slightly.

	

	"And now I'm standing here, six years later."

	

	"And?"

	

	"And it feels like both yesterday and a lifetime ago."

	

	He stepped closer.

	

	"That's what time does."

	

	"Not just time."

	

	"What else?"

	

	"Distance."

	

	The silver connection between them pulsed faintly again.

	

	She felt it.

	

	He did too.

	

	Neither of them mentioned it.

	

	Instead, she asked quietly, "Do you still feel it?"

	

	"The bond?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"All the time."

	

	"So do I."

	

	That truth settled heavily between them.

	

	She looked toward the moon hanging above the fortress walls.

	

	"I don't know who I am anymore."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That's not true."

	

	"I woke up with power I don't understand."

	

	"You'll learn."

	

	"The world moved on without me."

	

	"You'll catch up."

	

	"But the person I was before the stasis…"

	

	Her voice trailed off.

	

	He finished the thought.

	

	"…is still part of you."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"Definitely."

	

	"How can you be so sure?"

	

	He stepped even closer now.

	

	Because even after six years, the way they moved around each other still felt instinctive.

	

	"Because I knew that person better than anyone."

	

	"And you think she's still here?"

	

	"I know she is."

	

	She studied his face carefully.

	

	"Even after everything that happened?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She exhaled slowly.

	

	"That's a lot of faith."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Love usually is."

	

	The word hung in the air between them.

	

	Unspoken for years.

	

	But never truly gone.

	

	She didn't step away.

	

	But she didn't step closer either.

	

	Instead, she said quietly, "Six years change people."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"So we might not be the same two people who stood in this yard before the Veil incident."

	

	"Probably not."

	

	"Does that worry you?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because the way I feel about you hasn't changed."

	

	She searched his eyes for doubt.

	

	But there was none.

	

	Only the same stubborn certainty she remembered.

	

	The kind that refused to break even when logic said it should.

	

	She looked away again.

	

	The moonlight painted long shadows across the sand.

	

	"Love surviving time doesn't make things simple."

	

	"No," he said.

	

	"It usually makes them harder."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	"Then I guess we have a lot to figure out."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The wind stirred again across the courtyard.

	

	Somewhere along the fortress wall, a watch horn sounded softly.

	

	Another night passed in a world that had continued moving without her.

	

	But here in the quiet training yard 

	

	Two people who had been separated for years were finally standing in the same moment again.

	

	And neither of them was quite sure what came next.

	

	The watch horn faded into the distance, leaving the training yard wrapped once again in quiet moonlight.

	

	For a while, neither of them moved.

	

	The sand beneath their boots shifted slightly as the wind crossed the courtyard, carrying the scent of pine from the forest below the fortress cliffs. Somewhere far above, a patrol walked the ramparts, their footsteps faint against the stone.

	

	The girl leaned against one of the wooden training posts, folding her arms loosely.

	

	"So," she said after a moment, "six years."

	

	The captain nodded once.

	

	"Six years."

	

	"That's enough time for someone to build an entirely new life."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But you didn't."

	

	"No."

	

	"Why?"

	

	He gave her the same answer he'd given before, though this time his voice carried less humor.

	

	"Because I was waiting."

	

	She studied him carefully.

	

	"You make that sound simple."

	

	"It was simple."

	

	"No," she said gently. "It wasn't."

	

	He didn't argue.

	

	Instead, he glanced around the quiet courtyard, as if searching for the right words somewhere in the moonlit sand.

	

	"Do you want the truth?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then it wasn't simple."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	"That's what I thought."

	

	He exhaled, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck.

	

	"The first year after you entered stasis was chaos."

	

	"How so?"

	

	"The Veil fractures were spreading. Half the fortress was damaged. The kingdoms near the mountains were collapsing."

	

	"And you were leading soldiers through all that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She watched him carefully.

	

	"But that wasn't the hard part."

	

	He shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	"What was it?"

	

	"Walking past the chamber where you were lying there every day."

	

	Her chest tightened slightly.

	

	"You went to see me."

	

	"Every day."

	

	"For six years?"

	

	"Not always," he admitted. "Sometimes duty took me away from the fortress."

	

	"But you always came back."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She lowered her gaze briefly.

	

	"That must have been… strange."

	

	"It was worse than strange."

	

	"How?"

	

	"You looked the same."

	

	Her fingers tightened slightly against the wooden post.

	

	"Untouched by time."

	

	"And everyone else around you kept aging."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's… unfair."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	He looked at her again.

	

	"But it also made it easier to believe you'd wake up."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because nothing about you changed."

	

	She didn't know how to respond to that.

	

	So she asked another question instead.

	

	"What did people say about you waiting?"

	

	"Different things."

	

	"Such as?"

	

	"Some thought it was loyalty."

	

	"And the others?"

	

	"They thought I'd lost my mind."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"I probably would have believed the second group."

	

	"Most people did."

	

	He walked a few steps across the training yard, his boots crunching softly in the sand.

	

	"The truth is, there were moments when I almost gave up."

	

	Her eyes lifted sharply.

	

	"But you didn't."

	

	"No."

	

	"What stopped you?"

	

	He looked back at her.

	

	"The bridge."

	

	"The one we built across the Veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She frowned slightly.

	

	"That connection shouldn't have lasted."

	

	"It did."

	

	"How often did you feel it?"

	

	"Not often."

	

	"But sometimes?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She leaned forward slightly.

	

	"What did it feel like?"

	

	"Like someone calling your name from the other side of a storm."

	

	Her breath caught slightly.

	

	"I felt that too."

	

	"I figured you might."

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin flickered faintly again.

	

	They both noticed.

	

	Neither of them commented.

	

	Instead, she asked quietly, "Did you ever get angry?"

	

	"Angry?"

	

	"At me."

	

	He looked genuinely surprised.

	

	"Why would I be angry at you?"

	

	"Because I disappeared."

	

	"You didn't choose that."

	

	"Still."

	

	He shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	"You never blamed me?"

	

	"No."

	

	"What about the incident?"

	

	"What about it?"

	

	"The Veil fracture started because of the power inside me."

	

	"That's not entirely true."

	

	"It's true enough."

	

	The captain crossed his arms.

	

	"You didn't create the power."

	

	"But I released it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And that release shattered the Veil."

	

	"Partially."

	

	"And people died."

	

	His jaw tightened slightly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The weight of that truth hung heavily between them.

	

	Finally, she said quietly, "Sometimes I wonder if the world would be better if I'd never woken up."

	

	The captain's reaction was immediate.

	

	"No."

	

	The force in his voice made her blink.

	

	"You're very certain."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Even knowing everything that happened?"

	

	"Especially knowing everything that happened."

	

	She tilted her head slightly.

	

	"That sounds like blind optimism."

	

	"No."

	

	"What is it then?"

	

	"Experience."

	

	He gestured toward the distant mountains beyond the fortress walls.

	

	"The world is already unstable."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The fractures are spreading."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the power that caused them still exists."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"So whether you were here or not…"

	

	He met her gaze steadily.

	

	"…that problem wasn't going away."

	

	She considered that.

	

	"I suppose that's true."

	

	"More than supposed."

	

	Another breeze swept across the courtyard.

	

	This one was colder.

	

	Storm winds.

	

	She glanced toward the horizon.

	

	Dark clouds had begun gathering over the distant mountain peaks again.

	

	"That storm's coming back."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They seem to happen more often now."

	

	"They do."

	

	She watched the lightning flicker faintly inside the clouds.

	

	"Does it bother you?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"That my awakening might have triggered something."

	

	He thought about that.

	

	Then shook his head.

	

	"No."

	

	"You're not even curious?"

	

	"I am."

	

	"Then why not worry?"

	

	"Because worrying doesn't solve anything."

	

	She laughed softly.

	

	"That's a very soldier's answer."

	

	"It works."

	

	They fell quiet again.

	

	The training yard felt different now.

	

	Less tense.

	

	More reflective.

	

	Eventually, she pushed away from the wooden post and began walking slowly across the sand.

	

	He followed.

	

	"Where are you going?" he asked.

	

	"Nowhere in particular."

	

	"That sounds dangerous."

	

	"Only if you're easily lost."

	

	They reached the far side of the courtyard, where a narrow staircase climbed the inner fortress wall.

	

	She started up the steps.

	

	The captain followed a few paces behind.

	

	"Still restless?" he asked.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Still trying to understand the world you woke up in?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And?"

	

	"And I'm realizing something."

	

	"What?"

	

	She reached the top of the staircase and stepped onto the narrow walkway overlooking the valley.

	

	The view stretched endlessly in the moonlight.

	

	Distant rivers reflected silver beneath the clouds.

	

	"The world didn't just move on while I was gone."

	

	"No."

	

	"It evolved."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She rested her hands on the cold stone of the battlements.

	

	"And I need to evolve with it."

	

	"That's the plan."

	

	"But there's something else too."

	

	"What?"

	

	She glanced at him.

	

	"You changed."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Everyone changes."

	

	"But not everyone survives six years of waiting."

	

	"That's not exactly a common situation."

	

	"No."

	

	She looked back at the valley.

	

	"You're stronger than you were before."

	

	"Hopefully wiser too."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	He leaned beside her against the stone wall.

	

	"What about you?"

	

	"What about me?"

	

	"How do you think you changed?"

	

	She thought about that for a long moment.

	

	Finally, she said quietly, "I'm not afraid of losing time anymore."

	

	He frowned slightly.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	"When you've already lost six years…"

	

	She gestured toward the vast landscape beyond the fortress.

	

	"…everything else feels smaller."

	

	"That could be dangerous."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because people who stop fearing loss sometimes start taking bigger risks."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"You mean like crossing the Veil to save someone?"

	

	"Exactly like that."

	

	They both laughed quietly.

	

	The sound felt strange after so many serious conversations.

	

	But it also felt good.

	

	Real.

	

	Eventually, the laughter faded.

	

	And the silence that followed wasn't awkward.

	

	It was comfortable.

	

	Familiar.

	

	The kind of silence shared by two people who had once known each other deeply and were slowly learning how to do that again.

	

	The storm clouds rolled closer across the mountains.

	

	Lightning flashed again in the distance.

	

	The girl watched it carefully.

	

	Then she said quietly, "Six years is a long time for love to survive."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But it did."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She turned to face him fully.

	

	"Now we just have to figure out what that means."

	

	He held her gaze.

	

	"That part might take a little time."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"Good."

	

	"Why good?"

	

	"Because after everything we lost…"

	

	She looked out over the changing world once more.

	

	"…I'm not in a hurry anymore."

	

	 


CHAPTER 28

	

	The first sign that her awakening had not gone unnoticed arrived three days later.

	

	It came in the form of a messenger who rode through the fortress gates at full speed, his horse foaming with sweat and dust from the long journey across the mountain roads.

	

	The guards barely had time to swing the gates open before the rider thundered through the courtyard. Soldiers jumped aside as the horse skidded to a halt near the central command tower.

	

	The rider practically fell from the saddle.

	

	"Message… from the southern watchposts," he gasped.

	

	Within minutes, the captain was already inside the command chamber, scanning the parchment that had been rushed into his hands.

	

	His expression darkened as he read.

	

	Across the table, the girl watched him carefully.

	

	"That bad?"

	

	He didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, he slid the parchment across the table toward her.

	

	She picked it up and read the first few lines.

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	Unidentified forces moving through the Rift Valley.

	

	Multiple sightings of armored units bearing no known banners.

	

	Possible connection to Veil fractures.

	

	She looked up.

	

	"Unknown army?"

	

	"Looks like it."

	

	"That doesn't make sense."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Armies don't appear out of nowhere."

	

	The captain tapped the map spread across the table.

	

	"They do when they've been hiding."

	

	She leaned over the map, scanning the southern territories.

	

	The Rift Valley sat directly along one of the largest known Veil fractures.

	

	"That region was abandoned after the fracture expanded."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"Which means no one's been watching it closely."

	

	He nodded.

	

	"And now someone's moving through it."

	

	One of the fortress strategists stepped forward.

	

	"We've received three separate reports from different watchposts."

	

	"Same description?" the captain asked.

	

	"Yes."

	

	The strategist pointed to a small symbol drawn on the report.

	

	"A black banner with a white spiral."

	

	The girl frowned.

	

	"That symbol doesn't belong to any kingdom."

	

	"No," the captain said quietly.

	

	"But I've seen it before."

	

	Her eyes lifted.

	

	"Where?"

	

	"Old records from the early Veil studies."

	

	"You're telling me this army is connected to the fractures?"

	

	"Possibly."

	

	She leaned back slowly.

	

	"That's not good."

	

	"No."

	

	The room fell silent as the implication settled over everyone present.

	

	The girl folded the parchment carefully and set it back on the table.

	

	"How large is this force?"

	

	"Hard to say," the strategist answered. "The scouts counted at least several thousand."

	

	Her eyebrows rose slightly.

	

	"That's not a scouting party."

	

	"No."

	

	"That's the start of a campaign."

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"And they're moving north."

	

	Toward the fortress.

	

	By midday, the fortress had transformed into controlled chaos.

	

	Messengers raced between towers. Officers barked orders across the courtyard. Supply wagons rolled toward the outer gates while blacksmiths worked overtime in the lower forges.

	

	From the battlements, the girl watched soldiers preparing for war.

	

	The sounds of sharpening blades and assembling armor echoed across the stone walls.

	

	The captain joined her on the ramparts.

	

	"You picked an interesting time to wake up."

	

	She didn't look away from the valley.

	

	"I was thinking the same thing."

	

	Below them, dozens of soldiers practiced formation drills.

	

	The tension in their movements was obvious.

	

	"They're nervous," she said.

	

	"They've heard the rumors."

	

	"About the army?"

	

	"And about you."

	

	She sighed quietly.

	

	"Great."

	

	"You're not exactly subtle."

	

	"Neither is a six-year stasis awakening that causes storms."

	

	He had a point.

	

	A group of archers marched across the courtyard below, carrying bundles of freshly fletched arrows.

	

	The girl watched them carefully.

	

	"How long until that army reaches us?"

	

	"If they keep their current pace…"

	

	The captain studied the horizon.

	

	"…four days."

	

	"That's not much time."

	

	"No."

	

	She rested her hands on the stone wall.

	

	"Do we know who's leading them?"

	

	"No."

	

	"But we will soon."

	

	"How?"

	

	"Because armies that size don't move quietly for long."

	

	As if to prove his point, another horn sounded from one of the outer watchtowers.

	

	A second messenger appeared on the road leading toward the fortress gates.

	

	The captain groaned softly.

	

	"More news."

	

	The second report arrived even faster than the first.

	

	This one came from the eastern borderlands.

	

	The captain read it while the officers gathered around the table.

	

	His jaw tightened.

	

	"Well?" one officer asked.

	

	He passed the parchment to the girl.

	

	Her eyes moved quickly across the text.

	

	Then she looked up in disbelief.

	

	"You're kidding."

	

	"I wish I were."

	

	The strategist leaned forward.

	

	"What does it say?"

	

	She read aloud.

	

	Eastern Dominion forces are mobilizing near the border. Large troop movements confirmed.'

	

	The room exploded with murmurs.

	

	"They're preparing for war, too?"

	

	"That's impossible!"

	

	"Not impossible," the captain said grimly.

	

	"Convenient."

	

	The girl frowned.

	

	"You think this is coordinated?"

	

	"Two major armies mobilizing at the same time?"

	

	He pointed to the map again.

	

	"And both moving toward the central territories?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's not a coincidence."

	

	One of the older officers shook his head.

	

	"But the Dominion hates the Rift Valley factions."

	

	The captain folded his arms.

	

	"Apparently, they hate us more."

	

	The girl studied the map again.

	

	Two forces.

	

	Two directions.

	

	Both are converging toward the fortress.

	

	"That's not just war," she said slowly.

	

	"That's a trap."

	

	That evening, the fortress gates were sealed.

	

	Every watchtower doubled its guard.

	

	Scouts rode out under the cover of darkness to gather more information.

	

	Inside the command chamber, the girl stood beside the large map while officers debated strategy.

	

	"If the Dominion attacks from the east while the Rift army advances from the south."

	

	"We'll be surrounded," one strategist said.

	

	"Unless we strike first," another suggested.

	

	"With what forces?" someone else snapped.

	

	"We barely have five thousand soldiers here!"

	

	The captain raised his hand.

	

	"Enough."

	

	The room quieted.

	

	He turned to the girl.

	

	"You've been quiet."

	

	"I've been thinking."

	

	"About?"

	

	"Why now?"

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	She pointed to the silver markers scattered across the map.

	

	"The fractures have been unstable for years."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But no one launched a coordinated attack before."

	

	"True."

	

	"So why did both armies move the same week I woke up?"

	

	The room went silent.

	

	The implication settled slowly.

	

	The strategist whispered, "They're coming for her."

	

	The captain didn't look surprised.

	

	"Probably."

	

	The girl crossed her arms.

	

	"That's… unsettling."

	

	"You did release a power capable of tearing the Veil apart."

	

	"Still."

	

	"Still what?"

	

	"It's rude."

	

	A few officers chuckled nervously.

	

	The captain didn't.

	

	"Do you feel anything?" he asked.

	

	"From them?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She closed her eyes briefly.

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin flickered faintly.

	

	For a moment, the chamber felt strangely quiet.

	

	Then she opened her eyes again.

	

	"Something's moving through the fractures."

	

	"What kind of something?"

	

	"I don't know."

	

	"But it's not just soldiers."

	

	The captain exchanged a glance with the strategist.

	

	"That confirms our worst assumption."

	

	"Which is?"

	

	"The armies are being guided."

	

	"By who?"

	

	He looked at the black spiral symbol drawn on the report.

	

	"Someone who understands the Veil."

	

	Late that night, the girl returned to the fortress walls.

	

	The storm from earlier had returned, rolling slowly across the distant mountains.

	

	Lightning flickered faintly above the horizon.

	

	The captain joined her again.

	

	"Can't sleep?"

	

	"Not with two armies marching toward us."

	

	"Fair."

	

	She rested her arms on the stone wall.

	

	"Do you think they know what they're dealing with?"

	

	"With you?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"No."

	

	"Why not?"

	

	"Because if they did…"

	

	He glanced toward the dark valley below.

	

	"…they probably wouldn't be marching so confidently."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"That's reassuring."

	

	Another flash of lightning illuminated the distant landscape.

	

	For a split second, the mountains appeared like jagged shadows against the sky.

	

	The girl studied them carefully.

	

	"You know what worries me?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"The armies aren't the real threat."

	

	"No?"

	

	"No."

	

	"What is?"

	

	She watched the storm building across the horizon.

	

	"Whoever convinced them to move."

	

	The thunder that followed echoed across the valley.

	

	And somewhere far beyond the mountains 

	

	The hidden enemies who had waited for her awakening were finally stepping into the open.

	

	The storm rolled closer through the night, dragging heavy clouds across the sky like dark sails. By dawn, the fortress was awake long before the sun rose.

	

	Torches burned along the battlements, casting long shadows across the stone walls. Soldiers moved through the courtyards in steady lines, carrying crates of arrows, barrels of oil, and racks of newly sharpened spears.

	

	The girl stood near the western tower, watching the activity unfold below.

	

	War preparation had a rhythm to it.

	

	Armor buckled. Horses saddled. Blades tested against whetstones.

	

	Everyone moved with purpose.

	

	Yet beneath that discipline, there was tension, a quiet understanding that something larger than a normal battle was approaching.

	

	The captain climbed the tower stairs and stepped onto the platform beside her.

	

	"Scouts returned during the night," he said.

	

	She didn't look away from the valley.

	

	"And?"

	

	"The southern army confirmed."

	

	"How far now?"

	

	"Three days."

	

	"Still carrying the spiral banners?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	She exhaled slowly.

	

	"That symbol bothers me."

	

	"It bothers everyone."

	

	A group of riders galloped through the fortress gate below, their horses kicking up dust.

	

	"More scouts?" she asked.

	

	"No," the captain said. "Those are Dominion envoys."

	

	Her eyebrows rose slightly.

	

	"Envoys? From the army marching toward us?"

	

	"Apparently, they want to talk."

	

	"That's either very good or very bad."

	

	"My guess is bad."

	

	They watched the riders dismount in the courtyard. Soldiers quickly surrounded them, escorting the group toward the command hall.

	

	The girl pushed away from the tower railing.

	

	"Let's hear what they have to say."

	

	Inside the command chamber, the atmosphere was thick with suspicion.

	

	Four Dominion envoys stood across the long table, their dark cloaks marked with silver insignias of the eastern empire.

	

	Their leader was a tall woman with sharp features and steel-gray eyes.

	

	She studied the room calmly before speaking.

	

	"Captain Arlen."

	

	The captain nodded slightly.

	

	"Commander Valis."

	

	Her gaze shifted toward the girl.

	

	"And the awakened one."

	

	The room stiffened at the title.

	

	The girl folded her arms.

	

	"Most people just use my name."

	

	Valis smiled faintly.

	

	"I'm sure they do."

	

	The captain gestured to the map.

	

	"You didn't ride all the way here for introductions."

	

	"No."

	

	"Then let's skip to the point."

	

	Valis clasped her hands behind her back.

	

	"The Dominion army marching toward your fortress is not here to attack you."

	

	A few officers scoffed openly.

	

	The captain raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Really."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Then why bring thirty thousand soldiers?"

	

	"To stop something worse."

	

	The room quieted slightly.

	

	The girl stepped forward.

	

	"Explain."

	

	Valis walked to the map and pointed to the southern region.

	

	"The Rift Valley army you've detected is not a kingdom force."

	

	"We figured that much."

	

	"They belong to a faction called the Spiral Covenant."

	

	The name meant nothing to most of the room.

	

	But the captain's expression darkened immediately.

	

	"I've heard that name."

	

	The girl glanced at him.

	

	"You have?"

	

	"Old Veil research groups mentioned them."

	

	Valis nodded.

	

	"They've been studying the fractures for centuries."

	

	"That sounds harmless," one officer muttered.

	

	"It wasn't," Valis said sharply.

	

	The girl leaned closer to the map.

	

	"What do they want?"

	

	Valis looked directly at her.

	

	"You."

	

	The answer didn't surprise anyone.

	

	Still, hearing it spoken aloud sent a ripple of unease through the room.

	

	"Why?" the girl asked.

	

	"Because the Spiral Covenant believes the Veil is meant to break."

	

	The strategist frowned.

	

	"That's insane."

	

	Valis continued calmly.

	

	"They believe the world beyond the Veil contains greater power than anything in our realm."

	

	"And they want to unleash it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The girl felt a cold chill run through her chest.

	

	"Let me guess," she said quietly. "My awakening is the key."

	

	Valis nodded once.

	

	"Your power fractured the Veil before."

	

	"And they think I can do it again."

	

	"On a much larger scale."

	

	The captain crossed his arms.

	

	"That's a terrible plan."

	

	"They know."

	

	"Then why risk it?"

	

	Valis's gray eyes hardened.

	

	"Because they think they can control what comes through."

	

	The girl laughed softly.

	

	"That's even worse."

	

	By midmorning, the fortress council had expanded to include the Dominion envoys.

	

	Maps covered nearly every surface in the command chamber as strategists calculated distances, supply lines, and possible battle locations.

	

	The girl stood near the large window overlooking the valley.

	

	"So the Spiral Covenant has an army."

	

	"Yes," Valis said.

	

	"And they've been hiding near the Rift fractures."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And now they're marching north to capture me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Simple enough."

	

	The captain leaned over the table.

	

	"There's more."

	

	"Of course there is."

	

	Valis tapped the map again.

	

	"Our scouts confirmed something else last night."

	

	"What?"

	

	"The Covenant army isn't alone."

	

	The girl turned slowly.

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	Valis placed a small marker on the map.

	

	"Creatures have been seen traveling with them."

	

	"Creatures?"

	

	"Things coming out of the fractures."

	

	The room fell silent.

	

	The girl felt the silver glow beneath her skin pulse faintly.

	

	"What kind of creatures?"

	

	Valis hesitated.

	

	"Our scouts described shadows that move like living smoke."

	

	The captain muttered something under his breath.

	

	"Those shouldn't exist."

	

	"But they do," Valis replied.

	

	The girl stared at the map.

	

	"If the Covenant is already pulling things through the Veil…"

	

	She didn't finish the sentence.

	

	She didn't need to.

	

	Everyone in the room understood the implication.

	

	Later that afternoon, the girl walked along the fortress walls again.

	

	The valley stretched out below in quiet sunlight, but the peaceful view felt deceptive now.

	

	War was coming.

	

	Not just armies.

	

	Something stranger.

	

	The captain joined her, carrying a rolled map under one arm.

	

	"Strategists think we can hold the fortress for at least a week."

	

	"Against both armies?"

	

	"Against one army."

	

	"And the other?"

	

	"We're hoping the Dominion actually fights them."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"Your optimism is inspiring."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"War always involves a little optimism."

	

	She leaned against the stone wall.

	

	"Do you trust the Dominion?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Do you trust their envoy?"

	

	"Somewhat."

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"It's realistic."

	

	A gust of wind swept across the battlements.

	

	The girl watched the distant mountains again.

	

	"Those creatures Valis mentioned…"

	

	"Yes?"

	

	"I think I felt them earlier."

	

	His eyes sharpened.

	

	"You felt them?"

	

	"Something inside the fractures."

	

	"Hostile?"

	

	"Hungry."

	

	That word hung heavily between them.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"That confirms it then."

	

	"What?"

	

	"This war isn't just about territory anymore."

	

	"No."

	

	"It's about the Veil."

	

	"And whatever's on the other side."

	

	They stood quietly for a moment.

	

	Then the girl said softly, "You know what the worst part is?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"I think the Covenant is right about one thing."

	

	He looked at her.

	

	"What?"

	

	"The Veil is weakening."

	

	"That's not news."

	

	"No."

	

	"But now I can feel it happening."

	

	Another pulse of silver light flickered across her skin.

	

	The captain noticed.

	

	"Is that getting stronger?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That might be a problem."

	

	"Probably."

	

	A horn suddenly blared from the southern watchtower.

	

	Both of them turned toward the sound instantly.

	

	Another horn followed.

	

	Then another.

	

	Alarm signals.

	

	The captain grabbed the spyglass from the wall and aimed it toward the southern horizon.

	

	"What do you see?" she asked.

	

	His expression tightened.

	

	"Dust."

	

	"From an army?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How far?"

	

	"Closer than expected."

	

	Her stomach dropped slightly.

	

	"They moved faster."

	

	"Much faster."

	

	He lowered the spyglass.

	

	"The Covenant army just crossed the outer valley."

	

	"Already?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How long until they reach the fortress?"

	

	He did the calculation quickly.

	

	"Two days."

	

	The girl looked out at the distant clouds of dust rising beyond the hills.

	

	"So it begins."

	

	The captain nodded grimly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	Far across the valley, hidden within that advancing army, the Spiral Covenant was bringing its forces and whatever darkness followed them toward the fortress.

	

	And this time, the war that had been quietly building around her for years was no longer waiting in the shadows.

	

	 


CHAPTER 29

	

	The fortress had never been quiet since her awakening, but the silence that settled over the upper tower that night felt different.

	

	Heavier.

	

	Like the air itself, it understood that something important was about to happen.

	

	The girl stood alone in the chamber where she had spent six unmoving years.

	

	The stone room had been cleaned since then. Fresh lanterns hung from the walls, and the frost-like residue left by the stasis had long been wiped away. But the memory of it lingered like a shadow.

	

	In the center of the room rested the narrow platform where her body had once been frozen in perfect stillness.

	

	She stared at it for a long time.

	

	Six years of her life had vanished here.

	

	Six years later, while the world changed, alliances broke, kingdoms shifted, and the Veil itself began to weaken.

	

	And now armies were marching because she had woken up.

	

	A faint pulse of silver light flickered beneath the skin of her wrist.

	

	She didn't even look down.

	

	She could feel it.

	

	The power had been growing stronger every day since the moment she had awakened.

	

	At first, it had been subtle, just a faint warmth in her chest or a distant hum in the back of her thoughts.

	

	Now it felt like a storm trapped inside her bones.

	

	And the worst part was that she was starting to understand it.

	

	Behind her, the chamber door creaked open.

	

	She didn't turn.

	

	"I wondered how long it would take you to come here," the captain said quietly.

	

	His footsteps echoed softly across the stone floor as he approached.

	

	"You've been avoiding this room."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She glanced at the platform.

	

	"Because it reminds me of what happens when I lose control."

	

	He followed her gaze.

	

	"That wasn't losing control."

	

	"Wasn't it?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Then what was it?"

	

	He leaned against the wall.

	

	"An accident."

	

	She shook her head slowly.

	

	"Accidents don't fracture reality."

	

	"No," he admitted.

	

	"They don't."

	

	The silver light flickered again, brighter this time.

	

	The captain noticed immediately.

	

	"It's getting stronger."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Is that because the Covenant army is closer?"

	

	"Partly."

	

	"And the rest?"

	

	She finally turned to face him.

	

	"The Veil is reacting to me."

	

	"How?"

	

	"I think… it knows I'm awake."

	

	He frowned.

	

	"That's unsettling."

	

	"Very."

	

	She walked slowly around the platform, tracing her fingers across the cold stone.

	

	"Do you remember what the Guardian said?"

	

	"The one you encountered in the stasis realm?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"Something about balance."

	

	"Between life and death."

	

	"And power."

	

	She stopped walking.

	

	"The Guardian said the power inside me wasn't meant to stay dormant forever."

	

	"No."

	

	"It was meant to be a choice."

	

	"Choose what?"

	

	"How it would exist in the world."

	

	He crossed his arms.

	

	"That sounds suspiciously like destiny."

	

	She gave a faint, tired smile.

	

	"I was afraid you'd say that."

	

	He pushed away from the wall.

	

	"What exactly are you choosing?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	Then she answered honestly.

	

	"Whether to use the power fully… or lock it away again."

	

	The captain's expression sharpened.

	

	"You can do that?"

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"And the cost?"

	

	She looked at the platform again.

	

	"Another stasis."

	

	For the first time since entering the room, the captain looked genuinely alarmed.

	

	"You're not serious."

	

	"I might not have a choice."

	

	"Of course you do."

	

	"Do I?"

	

	She gestured toward the distant mountains beyond the fortress walls.

	

	"There's an army marching here because of this power."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Creatures are coming through the fractures."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the Covenant believes I can break the Veil completely."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"So tell me…"

	

	She turned toward him again.

	

	"What happens if they're right?"

	

	He didn't answer.

	

	Because the truth was obvious.

	

	If she unleashed the power recklessly, the world itself might be torn apart.

	

	The girl's voice dropped to a whisper.

	

	"I felt something inside the fractures earlier."

	

	"The creatures you mentioned."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They were reaching toward me."

	

	"Because of the power."

	

	"Because they recognize it."

	

	That word made the captain uneasy.

	

	"Recognize?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What?"

	

	She swallowed slowly.

	

	"As a doorway."

	

	Later that night, the command chamber was filled again.

	

	Maps covered the table. Dominion officers stood beside fortress strategists, their earlier distrust replaced by urgent cooperation.

	

	The girl stood near the center of the room.

	

	Everyone was watching her.

	

	Which made the conversation awkward.

	

	Valis spoke first.

	

	"Our scouts confirmed something disturbing."

	

	"That's becoming a trend," the captain muttered.

	

	Valis ignored the comment.

	

	"The Covenant army isn't just marching toward the fortress."

	

	"Then where?"

	

	She pointed to the Rift Valley on the map.

	

	"They're setting up ritual circles along the fracture line."

	

	The strategist blinked.

	

	"Ritual circles?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Large ones?"

	

	"Enormous."

	

	The girl felt a chill run through her.

	

	"They're preparing to open the Veil."

	

	Valis nodded.

	

	"With you as the catalyst."

	

	The captain leaned forward.

	

	"How long until they're ready?"

	

	"Our scouts estimate two days."

	

	The room erupted with tension.

	

	"That's barely enough time to respond!"

	

	"We don't even know how to stop a ritual like that!"

	

	Valis looked directly at the girl.

	

	"Actually… we might."

	

	The girl crossed her arms.

	

	"I'm listening."

	

	Valis's voice remained calm.

	

	"The Covenant believes your power can break the Veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But that means your power can also stabilize it."

	

	The girl frowned slightly.

	

	"You're suggesting I counter their ritual."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"With the same power they want to use."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That sounds extremely risky."

	

	"It is."

	

	The captain spoke up.

	

	"How risky?"

	

	Valis didn't hesitate.

	

	"If she fails… the Veil may collapse entirely."

	

	Silence filled the chamber.

	

	The girl studied the map carefully.

	

	"And if I refuse?"

	

	Valis answered quietly.

	

	"Then the Covenant will perform the ritual without you."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They'll force the fractures open using the creatures they've already summoned."

	

	The strategist grimaced.

	

	"That could spread the Veil collapse across half the continent."

	

	The girl sighed softly.

	

	"So either way, the world is in danger."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But if you act first…"

	

	Valis tapped the map again.

	

	"…you might be able to control the outcome."

	

	The captain looked at the girl.

	

	"Which brings us back to your choice."

	

	Near midnight, the fortress walls were almost empty.

	

	Most soldiers were resting before the coming battle.

	

	Only the watch guards remained at their posts.

	

	The girl stood alone on the highest tower.

	

	The wind whipped through her hair as she looked out toward the Rift Valley.

	

	Somewhere out there, the Spiral Covenant was preparing a ritual capable of tearing open the Veil.

	

	And everyone expected her to stop it.

	

	The captain climbed the final steps of the tower and stepped beside her.

	

	"You're thinking too loudly."

	

	She didn't look at him.

	

	"Is that possible?"

	

	"With you? Yes."

	

	He leaned against the stone railing.

	

	"So what's the decision?"

	

	She took a deep breath.

	

	"The power inside me…"

	

	"Yes?"

	

	"It isn't just energy."

	

	"What is it?"

	

	"It's connected to the Veil itself."

	

	"How?"

	

	"I don't fully understand yet."

	

	"But?"

	

	"But it feels like a bridge."

	

	He stared at her.

	

	"A bridge between worlds."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's… not comforting."

	

	"No."

	

	Lightning flickered faintly over the mountains again.

	

	The girl watched it carefully.

	

	"Do you remember what you told me after I woke up?"

	

	"Which part?"

	

	"You said the world was already unstable."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And that my power didn't create the problem."

	

	"That's still true."

	

	She turned toward him slowly.

	

	"But it might be the only thing that can fix it."

	

	The captain studied her face.

	

	"And the cost?"

	

	She didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she raised her hand slightly.

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin surged brighter.

	

	For a brief moment, the air around them seemed to shimmer.

	

	The captain felt the energy immediately.

	

	"What happens if you release it fully?"

	

	"I don't know."

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	The glow faded again.

	

	She lowered her hand.

	

	"The Guardian warned me about something else."

	

	"What?"

	

	"If I use the power recklessly… it could pull me back into stasis."

	

	"Because the Veil would try to stabilize itself."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you'd become the anchor again."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	"Possibly forever."

	

	The captain's jaw tightened.

	

	"That's not an acceptable outcome."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	"But if the Covenant succeeds…"

	

	She looked out toward the Rift Valley again.

	

	"…there might not be a world left to worry about."

	

	The wind howled across the tower.

	

	Storm clouds gathered once more along the horizon.

	

	The captain exhaled slowly.

	

	"So your choice is simple."

	

	She raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Simple?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"How?"

	

	"You either trust the power… or you run from it."

	

	"That's not fair."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	"But it's true."

	

	She looked down at the fortress below.

	

	Soldiers moved like small shadows across the torchlit courtyard.

	

	Preparing.

	

	Waiting.

	

	Trusting her to decide what came next.

	

	Her voice softened.

	

	"I'm afraid."

	

	"That's normal."

	

	"No."

	

	She shook her head.

	

	"I'm afraid that if I embrace this power…"

	

	"Yes?"

	

	"…I won't be the same person afterward."

	

	The captain didn't hesitate.

	

	"You already aren't."

	

	She blinked.

	

	"What?"

	

	"You survived stasis."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You crossed the Veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You woke up to a world that moved on without you."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He looked directly at her.

	

	"You're already different."

	

	The storm lightning flashed again across the mountains.

	

	"So the real question isn't whether the power will change you," he continued.

	

	"It's whether you'll choose how it changes you."

	

	The girl stared at the distant Rift Valley.

	

	Somewhere beyond those mountains, the Spiral Covenant was preparing to reshape reality.

	

	And the power inside her, the same force that had once frozen her existence for six years, was stirring again.

	

	Waiting.

	

	For her to decide what kind of destiny she was willing to become.

	

	The storm that had been gathering all evening finally broke just before dawn.

	

	Rain hammered the stone walls of the fortress, turning the courtyards into dark mirrors that reflected the flickering torchlight. Thunder rolled across the valley in long, echoing waves.

	

	Inside the command chamber, no one slept.

	

	Maps had been redrawn three times through the night as new reports arrived from the scouts. The Spiral Covenant army was still advancing, their march relentless despite the weather.

	

	But something else had changed.

	

	They had stopped hiding.

	

	The girl stood beside the long table while officers argued quietly around her. Rain dripped from the hem of her cloak, where she had come in from the battlements only minutes earlier.

	

	The captain pushed open the chamber doors and entered quickly, carrying another parchment.

	

	"New scout report," he said.

	

	Valis looked up immediately. "From the Rift?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"What do they see?"

	

	The captain spread the report across the table.

	

	"They've started the ritual."

	

	Silence swallowed the room.

	

	The girl leaned forward.

	

	"Already?"

	

	"They didn't wait for the army to reach us."

	

	"Where exactly?"

	

	He pointed to the map.

	

	A red circle had been drawn around the largest fracture in the Rift Valley.

	

	"The central breach."

	

	The strategist frowned.

	

	"That fracture is enormous."

	

	"Yes," the captain said. "And according to the report… they're building something around it."

	

	"Something?"

	

	The girl's eyes scanned the parchment.

	

	Her stomach tightened.

	

	"That's not something."

	

	"What is it?" Valis asked.

	

	"A structure."

	

	"Explain."

	

	She pointed to the scout's description.

	

	"Stone pillars… arranged in a spiral formation… surrounding the fracture."

	

	The strategist inhaled sharply.

	

	"A focusing array."

	

	The captain looked at him.

	

	"You've seen something like this?"

	

	"Only in ancient Veil manuscripts."

	

	"And?"

	

	"They're not just opening the Veil."

	

	The strategist's voice dropped.

	

	"They're trying to control what comes through."

	

	The girl straightened slowly.

	

	"That's impossible."

	

	"Not impossible," Valis said quietly.

	

	"Just extremely dangerous."

	

	Later that morning, the storm eased slightly, though the sky remained thick with dark clouds.

	

	From the highest tower, the girl could see the distant Rift Valley.

	

	Even from that far away, something looked wrong.

	

	The air above the mountains shimmered faintly, as if reality itself had begun to bend.

	

	The captain handed her the spyglass.

	

	"Look."

	

	She lifted it to her eye.

	

	The view snapped into focus.

	

	For a moment, she said nothing.

	

	Then she lowered the glass slowly.

	

	"The fracture is glowing."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That means the Veil is thinning."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the spiral structure around it…"

	

	"The ritual array," he said.

	

	"It's enormous."

	

	"We expected that."

	

	"No."

	

	She shook her head.

	

	"You don't understand."

	

	"What?"

	

	"That structure isn't just guiding energy."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	"It's amplifying it."

	

	His expression darkened.

	

	"How much amplification?"

	

	She took a breath.

	

	"Enough to tear open the Veil permanently."

	

	The captain swore under his breath.

	

	"That's worse than we thought."

	

	"Yes."

	

	A horn sounded from the eastern watchtower.

	

	Another scout returned.

	

	They both turned toward the courtyard.

	

	Within minutes, the scout was climbing the tower stairs, breathless and soaked from the rain.

	

	"Captain… new movement… south ridge."

	

	"Speak."

	

	"The Covenant army has split into two divisions."

	

	The captain frowned.

	

	"Explain."

	

	"Half the force continues marching toward the fortress."

	

	"And the rest?"

	

	"They're moving to reinforce the ritual site."

	

	The girl's pulse quickened.

	

	"They're protecting the array."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The scout nodded.

	

	"Thousands of soldiers forming a defensive perimeter."

	

	Valis arrived at the tower moments later.

	

	"You heard?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	The captain gestured toward the distant Rift.

	

	"They're preparing for a siege."

	

	Valis studied the horizon.

	

	"No."

	

	"What?"

	

	"They're preparing for interference."

	

	The girl understood immediately.

	

	"They expect someone to stop them."

	

	Valis nodded.

	

	"They expect you."

	

	By midday, the fortress council reconvened.

	

	This time, the atmosphere felt heavier.

	

	More urgent.

	

	The girl stood near the center of the chamber while the others argued strategy again.

	

	"We can't fight two armies and a ritual site at the same time!"

	

	"The Dominion forces could intercept the southern column."

	

	"Even if they do, the ritual continues!"

	

	The captain raised his voice.

	

	"Enough."

	

	The room quieted.

	

	He looked directly at the girl.

	

	"You said earlier that your power could stabilize the Veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Could it also disrupt their ritual?"

	

	"Possibly."

	

	Valis stepped forward.

	

	"Then that's our answer."

	

	The girl crossed her arms.

	

	"You're suggesting I walk into the Rift Valley while an army protects the ritual?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's suicide."

	

	"Not if we create a diversion."

	

	The strategist pointed to the map.

	

	"If the Dominion army engages the Covenant forces here…"

	

	He marked a location along the southern ridge.

	

	"…the path to the ritual site might briefly open."

	

	The captain studied the map.

	

	"That would give her a small window."

	

	"How small?" the girl asked.

	

	"Minutes," Valis answered.

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"No," the captain said.

	

	"But it might be enough."

	

	She looked down at the map again.

	

	The Rift Valley.

	

	The spiral ritual array.

	

	The fracture was glowing brighter by the hour.

	

	"This is what the Guardian meant," she said quietly.

	

	"What?" the captain asked.

	

	"The choice."

	

	Everyone watched her.

	

	"You either embrace the power," Valis said.

	

	"Or risk the Covenant tearing the Veil open without you."

	

	"Yes."

	

	The girl sighed softly.

	

	"I hate destiny."

	

	The captain smirked faintly.

	

	"You're not the first."

	

	That evening, the storm returned stronger than before.

	

	Lightning struck the distant mountains repeatedly, illuminating the Rift Valley in brief flashes of white light.

	

	From the battlements, the girl watched the horizon carefully.

	

	Each lightning flash revealed the faint glow of the fracture growing brighter.

	

	The captain joined her again.

	

	"You've been up here for hours."

	

	"I know."

	

	"Thinking?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	He leaned against the wall beside her.

	

	"So what's the verdict?"

	

	She didn't answer immediately.

	

	Instead, she lifted her hand again.

	

	The silver light beneath her skin pulsed softly.

	

	It was brighter than before.

	

	More stable.

	

	"You know what this feels like?" she asked.

	

	"What?"

	

	"A tide."

	

	"A tide?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Explain."

	

	"The power isn't just growing."

	

	"It's moving."

	

	"How?"

	

	"Like waves."

	

	He frowned slightly.

	

	"Waves of what?"

	

	She stared toward the Rift Valley.

	

	"Energy from the Veil."

	

	"And it's responding to you."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's… significant."

	

	She lowered her hand slowly.

	

	"I think I understand now."

	

	"Understand what?"

	

	"The Guardian's warning."

	

	"Which one?"

	

	"The one about balance."

	

	Lightning flashed again.

	

	The Rift Valley glowed brighter.

	

	"If I release the power recklessly," she said, "the Veil tears open."

	

	"And if you suppress it?"

	

	"The fractures keep growing."

	

	"So the balance is…"

	

	She looked directly at him.

	

	"Control."

	

	The captain nodded slowly.

	

	"That makes sense."

	

	"But control requires something."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Acceptance."

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"So you've made your decision."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And?"

	

	She looked out over the dark valley.

	

	"The Covenant thinks I'm their key."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"They think they can force the Veil open through me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She exhaled slowly.

	

	"Let them try."

	

	The captain's eyes sharpened.

	

	"You're embracing the power."

	

	"I'm using it."

	

	"That's a dangerous distinction."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	Lightning illuminated the mountains again.

	

	This time, the glow from the Rift Valley was unmistakable.

	

	The ritual had begun accelerating.

	

	"They're close," the captain said.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Tomorrow we move."

	

	She nodded once.

	

	"Yes."

	

	For a moment, neither of them spoke.

	

	Then the captain asked quietly,

	

	"Are you afraid of the stasis happening again?"

	

	She considered the question honestly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But you're still doing this."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Why?"

	

	She looked toward the Rift Valley again.

	

	Because somewhere out there, the Spiral Covenant believed they could reshape the world using the same power that had once frozen her existence.

	

	And if she didn't stop them 

	

	The Veil itself might shatter.

	

	Her voice was calm when she answered.

	

	"Because this time…"

	

	The silver light beneath her skin flared briefly, brighter than it had ever been before.

	

	"…I'm the one choosing what happens next."

	

	 


CHAPTER 30

	

	The fortress did not sleep that night.

	

	Torches burned along every wall. Soldiers moved through the courtyards with determined urgency while armor clinked and steel rang quietly in the forges below. Horses were saddled, scouts dispatched, and commanders briefed again and again until every soldier understood their role in the coming battle.

	

	War was no longer approaching.

	

	It was arriving.

	

	From the highest balcony of the inner tower, the girl watched the restless activity below. Rain still clung to the stone from the earlier storm, leaving the air cool and sharp. The distant mountains were hidden behind clouds, but she could still feel the Rift Valley beyond them.

	

	The fracture pulsed like a distant heartbeat.

	

	Slow.

	

	Heavy.

	

	Waiting.

	

	She rested her hands on the stone railing, feeling the faint tremor of energy moving through her veins. The silver glow beneath her skin was stronger tonight, brighter and steadier than it had ever been before.

	

	It didn't frighten her anymore.

	

	That realization surprised her.

	

	A few days ago, the power had felt like a wild storm threatening to consume her. Now it felt more like an immense, dangerous river, but flowing in a direction she could finally sense.

	

	Footsteps approached behind her.

	

	She didn't turn.

	

	"You're thinking too loudly again," the captain said as he stepped onto the balcony.

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	"I thought you said that wasn't possible."

	

	"It's very possible."

	

	He joined her at the railing, glancing down at the soldiers moving through the courtyard.

	

	"Preparations are almost finished."

	

	"How many soldiers are leaving with the Dominion army?"

	

	"About three thousand from the fortress."

	

	"And the rest?"

	

	"They'll defend the walls if the Covenant's second division reaches us."

	

	She nodded slowly.

	

	The strategy was simple.

	

	The Dominion army would intercept the Covenant's advancing force, creating a battle large enough to distract the enemy while she slipped through the Rift Valley toward the ritual array.

	

	Simple plans were often the most dangerous.

	

	The captain studied her carefully.

	

	"You're calmer than I expected."

	

	"Should I be panicking?"

	

	"Many people would be."

	

	"Well," she said quietly, "many people haven't already spent six years frozen in time."

	

	He couldn't argue with that.

	

	The wind shifted, carrying the scent of wet earth and distant lightning.

	

	"You can still change your mind," he said after a moment.

	

	She raised an eyebrow.

	

	"About walking into a ritual designed to break reality?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's comforting."

	

	"I'm serious."

	

	"So am I."

	

	She looked out over the dark valley.

	

	"This isn't something I can avoid."

	

	"Maybe not."

	

	"But I can choose how I face it."

	

	He leaned against the railing.

	

	"And you've decided."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"To trust the power."

	

	"To understand it."

	

	"That sounds optimistic."

	

	"It sounds necessary."

	

	They fell silent for a while.

	

	Below them, the fortress gates opened briefly as another patrol rode out into the night. Hooves echoed against the stone road before fading into the darkness.

	

	The girl watched them disappear.

	

	"Do you remember the first time we stood on this balcony?" she asked.

	

	The captain frowned slightly.

	

	"That was years ago."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Before the fractures began spreading."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And before you nearly tore the Veil apart."

	

	She laughed softly.

	

	"I was trying to remember something pleasant."

	

	"That was pleasant."

	

	"You spent the entire evening warning me about the dangers of experimenting with Veil energy."

	

	"And you ignored every word."

	

	"I didn't ignore them."

	

	"You argued with them."

	

	"That's different."

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"You were stubborn."

	

	"I still am."

	

	"Yes," he said. "You definitely are."

	

	Another silence settled between them, but it felt lighter this time.

	

	More familiar.

	

	Eventually, she said quietly, "Do you know what the strangest part of all this is?"

	

	"What?"

	

	"I missed you."

	

	The captain blinked.

	

	"You were in stasis."

	

	"I know."

	

	"How could you miss someone when you were frozen in time?"

	

	She hesitated.

	

	Then she said softly, "Because my mind wasn't completely gone."

	

	He looked at her sharply.

	

	"What?"

	

	"I told you before that the stasis wasn't empty."

	

	"The dreamscape."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You remembered things there."

	

	"Not just remembered."

	

	"What do you mean?"

	

	She turned toward him.

	

	"I felt echoes."

	

	"Echoes of what?"

	

	"People."

	

	His expression grew serious.

	

	"You're saying you could sense us?"

	

	"Sometimes."

	

	"For six years?"

	

	"Not constantly."

	

	"But occasionally."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And you felt me?"

	

	She nodded.

	

	"More than anyone else."

	

	The captain stared at her, clearly trying to understand what that meant.

	

	"How?"

	

	"I don't know."

	

	"Was it like hearing a voice?"

	

	"Not exactly."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	She searched for the right words.

	

	"Imagine standing in a dark room where time doesn't exist."

	

	He listened carefully.

	

	"You can't see anything. You can't move. But every once in a while… You feel a ripple pass through the darkness."

	

	"A ripple?"

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Like something touching the surface of water."

	

	"And that was me."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He absorbed that quietly.

	

	"I used to talk to you," he admitted.

	

	She smiled.

	

	"I know."

	

	"You do?"

	

	"You'd sit beside the platform and tell me about the fortress."

	

	He blinked.

	

	"You heard that?"

	

	"Not clearly."

	

	"But you felt it."

	

	"Yes."

	

	His voice dropped.

	

	"I thought I was talking to someone who couldn't hear me."

	

	"You weren't."

	

	For a moment, neither of them spoke.

	

	Then he said quietly, "That might be the most unsettling thing you've told me."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because it means those six years weren't empty for you."

	

	"No."

	

	"And yet you were completely alone."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That must have been terrifying."

	

	She shook her head slowly.

	

	"It was strange."

	

	"How so?"

	

	"Time didn't exist."

	

	"So the loneliness never lasted long."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	"But the echoes mattered."

	

	"Very much."

	

	He studied her face.

	

	"Did those echoes help you wake up?"

	

	"I think so."

	

	"How?"

	

	"They reminded me that something still existed outside the dream."

	

	"And that something was…"

	

	"You."

	

	The wind gusted again, stronger this time.

	

	The captain looked away briefly toward the dark valley.

	

	"You're making this difficult."

	

	"How?"

	

	"I was trying to stay calm about tomorrow."

	

	She laughed softly.

	

	"Sorry."

	

	"No, you're not."

	

	"No."

	

	Later that night, the fortress grew quieter as soldiers finally found a few hours of rest before dawn.

	

	The girl remained on the balcony long after the courtyard emptied.

	

	Eventually, the captain returned, carrying two small cups of steaming tea.

	

	"You forgot to eat again," he said, handing one to her.

	

	"Thank you."

	

	They stood side by side, sipping quietly while the storm clouds drifted slowly across the sky.

	

	"Do you ever wonder what would have happened if the stasis had lasted longer?" she asked.

	

	"How much longer?"

	

	"Another ten years."

	

	He considered that.

	

	"The world would look very different."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"Some of us might not be here anymore."

	

	"Yes."

	

	She glanced at him.

	

	"Would you have kept waiting?"

	

	He didn't answer immediately.

	

	Finally, he said, "Probably."

	

	"That's not a very confident answer."

	

	"It's honest."

	

	She nodded.

	

	"Fair enough."

	

	"Why do you ask?"

	

	"Because tomorrow could change everything again."

	

	"How?"

	

	"If the ritual fails… the fractures might stabilize."

	

	"That would be good."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But if something goes wrong…"

	

	"The Veil could collapse."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Then we deal with that problem."

	

	"You say that very casually."

	

	"Because worrying about the future doesn't stop it from arriving."

	

	She looked at him carefully.

	

	"You've changed."

	

	"Six years will do that."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But some things didn't change."

	

	He raised an eyebrow.

	

	"Such as?"

	

	"You."

	

	He laughed quietly.

	

	"I'm fairly certain I've changed a lot."

	

	"Maybe."

	

	"But the part of you that refused to give up on me…"

	

	She tapped his shoulder lightly.

	

	"…that part stayed the same."

	

	He looked at her for a long moment.

	

	"You're right about one thing."

	

	"What?"

	

	"Some things didn't change."

	

	She waited.

	

	"You," he said softly.

	

	"Six years disappeared from your life."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"But the person who woke up afterward…"

	

	He gestured toward her.

	

	"…is still the same woman who argued with me on this balcony years ago."

	

	She smiled.

	

	"That's reassuring."

	

	"Why?"

	

	"Because tomorrow I'm going to walk into a battlefield where half the world wants to capture me and the other half wants to use me as a weapon."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And it helps to know I'm still myself."

	

	The captain finished his tea and set the empty cup aside.

	

	"You're not facing that battlefield alone."

	

	"I know."

	

	"I'll be with you."

	

	"You'll be leading the diversion."

	

	"Which puts me very close to the battlefield."

	

	She looked at him sharply.

	

	"That's dangerous."

	

	"So is everything else tomorrow."

	

	"That's not comforting."

	

	"It's reality."

	

	Another flash of lightning illuminated the distant mountains.

	

	For a brief moment, the Rift Valley glowed faintly beyond the clouds.

	

	The fracture was still pulsing.

	

	Waiting.

	

	The girl placed her cup beside his.

	

	"Do you want to know what scares me the most?" she asked quietly.

	

	"What?"

	

	"Not the ritual."

	

	"Not the Covenant."

	

	"Not even the possibility of falling into stasis again."

	

	"Then what?"

	

	She looked directly at him.

	

	"That tomorrow might take you away from me."

	

	He didn't laugh.

	

	He didn't brush the concern aside.

	

	Instead, he reached out and took her hand.

	

	His grip was steady.

	

	Warm.

	

	"That won't happen."

	

	"You can't promise that."

	

	"No."

	

	"But I can promise something else."

	

	"What?"

	

	"That no matter what happens tomorrow…"

	

	He tightened his grip slightly.

	

	"…we face it together."

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin flickered softly at the contact.

	

	Neither of them mentioned it.

	

	Because they both understood what it meant.

	

	The power inside her wasn't just reacting to the Veil.

	

	It was reacting to the bond they shared.

	

	A connection that had survived six years of silence.

	

	Six years of waiting.

	

	Six years standing still.

	

	The storm rolled across the mountains again, and somewhere far beyond the fortress, the Spiral Covenant continued preparing its ritual.

	

	But on the quiet balcony above the sleeping fortress, the girl finally felt something stronger than the fear of what tomorrow might bring.

	

	Hope.

	

	Not the fragile kind that breaks under pressure.

	

	The stubborn kind.

	

	The kind that survives time itself.

	

	And as the wind carried the distant rumble of thunder across the valley, she realized something important.

	

	Whatever happened in the coming battle 

	

	Whatever power she unleashed.

	

	Whatever destiny waited for her beyond the Rift Valley.

	

	The forces that had tried to tear them apart had already failed once.

	

	And this time, she had no intention of letting them succeed.

	

	Dawn arrived slowly, the kind of gray, reluctant sunrise that seemed unsure whether the day deserved to begin at all.

	

	Clouds still hung low over the mountains, and the storm had left the valley wrapped in damp mist. The fortress walls were slick with rain, reflecting the first pale light creeping over the horizon.

	

	But the quiet of the morning did not last long.

	

	The first war horn sounded just as the sun touched the eastern peaks.

	

	It echoed across the fortress like a deep breath drawn before a plunge.

	

	The girl was already awake.

	

	She stood in the armory chamber fastening the leather straps of her gauntlets when the horn sounded again, followed by the distant clatter of soldiers moving into formation.

	

	The room smelled faintly of steel oil and worn leather.

	

	Weapons lined the walls: swords, spears, bows, all polished and ready for war.

	

	She studied her reflection in the polished metal of a breastplate hanging nearby.

	

	For a moment, she barely recognized the woman staring back.

	

	Six years of lost time had changed more than just the world.

	

	Her expression was steadier now.

	

	Sharper.

	

	The faint silver glow beneath her skin pulsed once, softly, like a quiet reminder.

	

	You are not the same person you were.

	

	Behind her, the armory door opened.

	

	The captain stepped inside.

	

	"You're ready early," he said.

	

	She turned toward him.

	

	"You say that like I never sleep before battles."

	

	He leaned against the doorway.

	

	"You used to sleep through everything."

	

	"That was before the Veil started collapsing."

	

	"Fair point."

	

	He looked her over, checking the straps of her armor with the practical eye of someone who had seen too many soldiers go into battle poorly prepared.

	

	"You remembered the shoulder guards this time."

	

	She rolled her eyes.

	

	"Once."

	

	"You forgot them once."

	

	"That's enough for you to mention it forever."

	

	"Yes."

	

	He handed her a sheathed dagger.

	

	She frowned slightly.

	

	"I already have a sword."

	

	"This isn't for fighting."

	

	She drew the blade halfway from its sheath.

	

	The metal shimmered faintly with runic engravings.

	

	"Veil steel," she said quietly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That's rare."

	

	"Very."

	

	"What does it do?"

	

	"It reacts to fracture energy."

	

	She slid the blade fully into place at her belt.

	

	"So if the Veil starts doing something strange…"

	

	"You'll know."

	

	"Comforting."

	

	He shrugged.

	

	"Better than being surprised."

	

	Outside, the horns sounded again.

	

	Longer this time.

	

	Calling the soldiers to the gates.

	

	The girl exhaled slowly.

	

	"I suppose that means it's time."

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	They stepped out of the armory together.

	

	The fortress courtyard was alive with movement.

	

	Thousands of soldiers filled the open space, standing in ordered ranks while commanders moved between them issuing final instructions.

	

	Armor glinted in the dim morning light.

	

	Banners fluttered in the damp wind.

	

	The Dominion army had arrived during the night and now waited beyond the fortress gates, their own ranks stretching across the lower valley like a dark river of steel.

	

	The girl paused at the top of the stone steps overlooking the courtyard.

	

	For a moment, she simply watched.

	

	All these people.

	

	Preparing to fight.

	

	Because of something that had begun inside her.

	

	The captain noticed the hesitation.

	

	"Second thoughts?"

	

	"No."

	

	"What then?"

	

	She gestured toward the soldiers.

	

	"They believe this will work."

	

	"They have to."

	

	"And you?"

	

	"I believe it might."

	

	"That's not exactly inspiring."

	

	He smiled faintly.

	

	"Inspiring speeches are overrated."

	

	She laughed softly.

	

	"Good to know."

	

	Valis approached them across the courtyard, her cloak snapping in the wind.

	

	"The Dominion army is ready to move," she said.

	

	The captain nodded.

	

	"Then we begin."

	

	Valis turned to the girl.

	

	"Our forces will engage the Covenant army along the southern ridge."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"That should pull most of their attention away from the ritual site."

	

	"And the path through the valley?"

	

	"Open for a few minutes at best."

	

	The girl nodded once.

	

	"That's all I need."

	

	Valis studied her carefully.

	

	"You understand what's at stake."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"If the ritual completes…"

	

	"The Veil tears open."

	

	"And if your power destabilizes the fractures instead of sealing them…"

	

	The girl smiled faintly.

	

	"Then we'll have bigger problems."

	

	Valis didn't smile.

	

	"Indeed."

	

	The captain stepped forward.

	

	"Enough discussion."

	

	He looked toward the massive fortress gates.

	

	"Let's move."

	

	The gates opened with a thunderous groan.

	

	Beyond them, the Dominion army waited in perfect formation.

	

	Rows of armored soldiers stretched across the valley floor, their spears and banners forming a dark forest against the gray sky.

	

	As the fortress soldiers marched out to join them, the ground trembled beneath thousands of synchronized footsteps.

	

	The girl rode near the front of the column beside the captain.

	

	Mist drifted across the valley, obscuring the distant mountains where the Rift Valley lay hidden.

	

	For a while, neither of them spoke.

	

	Then she said quietly, "It's strange."

	

	"What?"

	

	"This almost feels normal."

	

	"War usually does."

	

	"That's not reassuring."

	

	"It's meant to be."

	

	She glanced at him.

	

	"How many battles have you fought since I went into stasis?"

	

	"Too many."

	

	"And how many felt like this?"

	

	"None."

	

	"Why?"

	

	He gestured toward the distant mountains.

	

	"Because most battles don't decide the fate of reality."

	

	"Fair point."

	

	The Dominion army began moving.

	

	A slow, unstoppable advance toward the southern ridge.

	

	Somewhere beyond the mist, the Covenant forces waited.

	

	The girl felt the silver energy in her chest pulse again.

	

	Stronger this time.

	

	The fractures were close.

	

	She could feel them.

	

	Like cracks in glass spreading beneath the surface of the world.

	

	"Do you feel that?" the captain asked suddenly.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"The Veil."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"It's reacting to something."

	

	"The ritual."

	

	They rode in silence for another mile before the first scout galloped back toward the advancing army.

	

	"Enemy sighted!" he shouted.

	

	"Distance?"

	

	"Less than two miles!"

	

	The captain lifted his hand.

	

	The army slowed.

	

	Commanders shouted orders across the ranks.

	

	Shields raised.

	

	Spears lowered.

	

	The mist ahead began to shift.

	

	And then the Covenant army appeared.

	

	Thousands of soldiers emerged from the fog in dark armor marked with the spiral symbol.

	

	Behind them, the mountains rose like jagged teeth.

	

	And somewhere beyond those peaks, the ritual array waited.

	

	The captain turned to the girl.

	

	"This is where we separate."

	

	She nodded.

	

	"Yes."

	

	"You'll follow the eastern ridge."

	

	"And reach the ritual site before they realize I'm gone."

	

	"Exactly."

	

	He studied her face carefully.

	

	"You're certain about this."

	

	"Yes."

	

	"And the power?"

	

	"I can control it."

	

	He didn't ask how she knew.

	

	Instead, he reached out and clasped her forearm.

	

	A soldier's grip.

	

	Strong.

	

	Steady.

	

	"Then go."

	

	She returned the grip.

	

	"Try not to die while I'm gone."

	

	"No promises."

	

	She smiled faintly.

	

	Then she turned her horse toward the narrow path leading along the eastern ridge.

	

	Behind her, the war horns sounded.

	

	The Dominion army surged forward.

	

	Steel collided with steel as the battle began.

	

	And while thousands of soldiers clashed in the valley below, the girl rode alone toward the Rift Valley.

	

	Toward the ritual.

	

	Toward the fracture in the world that had begun everything.

	

	The silver glow beneath her skin brightened with every mile.

	

	Not wild.

	

	Not uncontrolled.

	

	But I'm awake.

	

	And as the sounds of battle faded behind her, one thought remained steady in her mind.

	

	No matter what waited at the ritual site 

	

	No matter what power she would have to unleash 

	

	The bond that had carried her through six years of silence was still there.

	

	Still guiding her.

	

	Still stronger than the forces that had tried to tear it apart.

	

	And this time, when the Veil trembled again…

	

	She would not face it alone.

	

	 


EPILOGUE

	

	Years passed, and the story changed each time it was told.

	

	In the taverns of distant cities, travelers spoke in hushed voices about the woman who had once slept between life and death. In quiet villages near the mountains, elders told children about the day the Veil itself trembled, and the world nearly broke. Some said she had walked through storms untouched. Others claimed she had commanded the power of the fractures like a queen of unseen forces.

	

	The truth, like most legends, was simpler and far more human.

	

	The kingdoms eventually rebuilt what war had damaged. Borders shifted, alliances formed and fractured again, and the scars left by the Veil slowly began to fade. The Rift Valley, once feared as a wound in the world, became a place watched carefully but no longer whispered about with dread.

	

	Yet the story of the woman who returned from stasis never disappeared.

	

	People remembered the impossible: six years frozen in silence, a world that moved forward without her, and a return that changed everything.

	

	But those who truly understood the story knew that the power she carried was not the most remarkable part.

	

	What endured was something quieter.

	

	Something stronger.

	

	Time had tried to take everything from her: the years, the future she expected, the life she had known. It had stretched the distance between two people and dared them to forget what once mattered.

	

	And still, they had found their way back.

	

	Not through magic alone.

	

	Not through prophecy.

	

	But through a promise neither of them had ever spoken out loud until it was nearly lost.

	

	Years later, when the mountains were calm, and the fractures slept quietly beneath the earth, travelers sometimes claimed they saw two figures walking along the old fortress walls at dusk.

	

	They said the woman carried a faint silver glow beneath her skin, like the memory of lightning waiting inside her bones.

	

	And beside her walked the man who had refused to stop waiting.

	

	Legends would always remember the battles.

	

	But the world endured because of the love that had outlasted time itself.


